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    Author’s Note 
 
    ~ 
 
    If you are of an archeological bent, you may notice that the “digs” in this novel are inspired by similar finds in Egypt.  
 
      
 
    I used the term “boxwagon” in this and the previous book. In the Gags & Pepper’s series, a box wagon is a cheap carriage being a large wooden box with seats around the perimeter. All the sides are enclosed, but there might be small windows or openings to let in light and air. Box wagons are ubiquitous in Mephis, Gags’s world. 
 
      
 
    The title (The Wizard’s Chalice) doesn’t come heavily into play in this volume, although there is a wizard’s chalice, and its importance is clearly stated. The value of the wizard’s chalice in this book increases as the series moves along. 
 
      
 
    Another goal of this book was to re-introduce characters in the first book of the series and enhance the team.  
 
      
 
    — Guy Antibes  
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 Chapter One 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he morning sun shone into the small dining room of the hunting manor Vingus Gags used as a conference room for the Gags & Pepper protection agency. He waited for his first client, a beautiful lady named Portia Dapple, to arrive after meeting with her the previous day. The woman arrived in a fancy carriage that remained in the manor’s drive as she entered and was shown the office. 
 
    “I’m sorry I spent so much time telling my stories, yesterday,” Gags said to the woman.  
 
    “A warrior-magician’s wartime adventures and the sorrowful tale of a love thwarted by an evil wizard? I loved every minute of it.” She sniffed and put her lace handkerchief to her nose. “Now it is my turn. It won’t take much time at all, unfortunately.” 
 
    Gags looked at the door, waiting for Tibbeus Pepper to arrive. His diminutive partner was late for breakfast, and now late for the meeting. It wasn’t an auspicious start to their partnership.  
 
    “I’ll have some tea served,” Gags said, stalling for time.  
 
    He left the meeting room and accosted one of the cleaning ladies continuing to make the manor presentable. He needed a housekeeper to manage the manor staff. 
 
    “Would you mind fetching some tea for three? I have a client. When you are done, have a cup and a long break, yourself,” Gags said with a wink. 
 
    The older woman blushed at the wink and nodded, scurrying toward the kitchen. As Gags watched her go, Pepper sauntered down the stairs.  
 
    “Has she arrived, yet?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “She has. We are ready to start. Come along, partner,” Gags said, thinking that Pepper needed some training, since he was just starting out on his journey toward respectability after an early life spent as a thief. 
 
    “Pepper!” Portia said, rising from her seat and presenting Pepper with her hand. 
 
    After looking at Gags out of the corner of his eye, Pepper managed a smile and took the client’s hand and kissed it lightly. “I am pleased to see you looking so bright, so early in the morning.” 
 
    Gags was surprised at the gracious note by Pepper and wondered how many social skills his partner had picked up after Pepper left Karkle Cross to seek his fortune. 
 
    Sitting down with paper and pen in front of him, Gags asked, “Now, are you ready?” 
 
    Portia nodded and folded her hands in her lap. “I am. I fear for the life of my husband, Mexius. I am afraid he is involved in a questionable venture with his brother. We have been living in Artport for the past seven years while Mexius has been establishing himself as an ancient pottery dealer. I have run the paperwork side of the business and have been worried about the supply part. I fear that too much of our inventory have been fakes.” 
 
    “Have the Artport authorities been snooping around?” Gags asked. 
 
    “In dealing with antiquities, fakes are common.” 
 
    Pepper took a deep breath and sat down. “Uh, Gags is a magician, but I’m good at identifying fakes, so we can help along those lines.” 
 
    “I learned that yesterday,” Portia said, managing a smile. “Mexius is going on a business trip to Caless next month where one of his suppliers lives. I wanted you to accompany him.” 
 
    “As I mentioned yesterday, we don’t take illegal jobs.” 
 
    The tea arrived and Portia took a long sip. “If there is anything illegal, you can immediately return to Artport and tell me. I want my husband protected, but I also want to know if he has involved me in an illegal operation.” 
 
    Gags looked at Pepper, who didn’t give Gags any indication of his thoughts.  Gags wanted his first job badly enough that he decided to take the risk. “In that case, consider us hired, Mrs. Dapple.” 
 
    “Portia, since we will be friends for a while.” 
 
    “Friends,” Pepper said with a beaming glance at the pretty woman who was at least a decade older. 
 
    “For a while,” Gags said. Beneath the stack of papers, Gags pulled out an agreement and a copy, and he presented them to the woman. “Are these terms sufficient?” 
 
    Both men waited for Portia to go over the papers, which she did a few times. “I think this will do, for now. When can you start?”  
 
    “Give us two weeks to travel to Artport. We can leave in two or three days.” 
 
    Portia signed both copies of the agreement and handed it to Gags. “I will be leaving from here,” the woman said. She wrote her address on the back of one of the agreements. “I look forward to receiving you in two weeks and three days.” She left a fat purse for the deposit and rose to leave the manor. 
 
    Gags and Pepper stood on the porch watching the carriage disappear down the drive. 
 
    “Our first job, signed, sealed, and delivered,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Signed, only,” Gags said. “We will see about the rest when we arrive in Artport.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pophius stared at the contract. “Our first bodyguard job,” the former captain said, tossing the document on Gags’s desk. “I’ll follow in a week.” 
 
    “No,” Gags said. “Don’t bother. We have to learn to do these jobs on our own. This is going to be different than guarding a wagon train.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stick around here and begin to list what we will need for the mines, now that we have a mining manager hired as of this afternoon.” Pophius made a disagreeable face and turned to Gags. “I hate that kind of paperwork. Our new manager made me promise a minimum of accounting, but who else do we have to do it while you are gone?” 
 
    “Do your best. The contract is for a month or whenever Portia’s husband acquires their next batch of antiquities,” Gags said. 
 
    “Promise to write if you need help,” Pophius said. 
 
    “I will,” Gags said. 
 
    “We will,” Pepper said. “I know how to read and write, too.” 
 
    Pophius smiled. “That’s great, Pepper. You write and I’ll read.” 
 
    Pepper grimaced but nodded. “Gags would say something like that is what teamwork is all about.” 
 
    Pophius maintained his smile and looked over at Gags. “I’ve heard him say words to that effect before.” 
 
    “If I’m in trouble and He Bin and Lucian are back from the north, let them come with you.” Gags said as he tucked the contract into a black leather valise.  
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper grinned as Gags and he walked their horses through the cobbled lanes of Yearsend. “They don’t treat you like their lord,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags laughed. “Do you treat me like a lord?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “There is your answer. Yearsend is our home base, so drink it in. If you ever wish to leave the manor and live somewhere else, there are some nice houses and inns in this village. It is almost the size of a town already, and as the mines begin producing again, I suppose it might rival Karkle Cross, someday,” Gags said. He looked around at the buildings, mostly one or two-storied buildings with an equal mix of thatched and tiled steeply pitched roofs. 
 
    “Dream on. Do you really feel like you own all this?” 
 
    “It is a fief,” Gags said, feeling a bit paternalistic toward his partner. “I own everything that isn’t owned by someone else, but my title comes from the king of Hosand. If I screw up the stewardship part, I can be replaced.” 
 
    “Is that why your cousin gave you most of the fief?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags laughed. “Of course. I’m glad you figured that out. He knows himself well enough to know that he doesn’t have the talent or the interest in managing all of the fief, so he elected to shrink his potential responsibilities or he won’t keep Karkle Cross for long.” 
 
    “And you’ll do a better job with Yearsend Vale?” 
 
    Gags pursed his lips. “Do you doubt me? I don’t want to have a partner who doesn’t trust me.” 
 
    Pepper raised his hand to protest. “I didn’t mean that, it’s just that all this is still overwhelming me, a bit. I know I couldn’t handle running a fief.” 
 
    “And I don’t ask you to. We aren’t 50:50 partners, you know that, so don’t worry. You’ll show your worth soon enough.” 
 
    “As long as you think so,” Pepper said.  
 
    “Let’s go in here to get something to eat.” Gags tied up his horse to one of a line of hitching posts.  
 
    Pepper wouldn’t object to trying out a new restaurant, and he followed Gags inside, letting his senior partner pick the table. 
 
    After a lunch where Gags ate three times more food than Pepper, they exited into the early-afternoon sunshine.  
 
    “Leave the horses. We will go across the street to the bank, pull out some funds, and get a letter of credit to present in Artport,” Gags said. 
 
    “How do you know about all the banking stuff?” 
 
    “My lawyer sat down with me for two days teaching me the rudiments of being a business owner. I did retain a few things,” Gags said.  
 
    As they reached the sidewalk on the other side, Gags heard an unpleasant voice from his left. 
 
    “You stop right there, Vingus,” Gags’s stepmother, Leana Wilter Gags, said. 
 
    Gags stopped, as much as he was tempted not to, but he didn’t want to get into an argument with the woman out on the village street. “Can we go into the bank?” 
 
    Leana Gags shrewdly smiled. “Very fitting.” She walked past the pair and walked through the door, closing it behind her. 
 
    Gags sighed at the act of spite as he re-opened the door and let Pepper go in before him. 
 
    The stepmother glared at Pepper. “Who is this creature, one of your army friends?” she sneered.  
 
    “You’ve met Tibbeus Pepper, before. He was a playmate of mine when I was younger. His family moved out of Karkle Cross when I was fifteen or so,” Gags said. 
 
    “The urchin that incessantly begged in our kitchens?” Leana said. 
 
    Gags smiled. “The very one. He’s my partner, now.” 
 
    Leana snorted, looking up and down at Pepper. “A lot of good all the food did. You aren’t as tall as any of my boys,” the stepmother said. She turned to Gags and narrowed her eyes. “My sources have told me that you are reactivating my late husband’s mines.” 
 
    “Your source is correct,” Gags said.  
 
    She slowly blinked malevolently at Gags. “I’m sure your father would want my children and me to share in any of the proceeds. We want fifty percent of the profits.” 
 
    Gags pursed his lips. He was waiting for the request for more funds. “No.” 
 
    Leana sucked in a breath before narrowing her eyes and staring up at Gags. “Your father sacrificed our livelihood for those mines.” 
 
    Gags folded his arms. “My father ignored the mines once my mother died, not that he was serious about granting her wishes to make Yearsend a more successful place.  He was making enough running the fief without getting his hands dirty managing mines. You might have had something to do with that, Stepmother. I’m more than comfortable with dirty hands.” 
 
    “Bloody hands, most likely,” Leana said. “I’m going to engage a Bashing attorney. You have already stolen the best one in Karkle Cross.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “Fighting me for a share of the mines is a waste of father’s money,” Gags said. “He wouldn’t want to see you spend your funds on a futile legal action. Karkle has already told me my claims are iron tight and have been registered in the capital. It is your decision to sue, but I suggest you waste your money elsewhere.” 
 
    Leana’s eyes grew as her face turned red. “Are you insulting me?” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I’m glad that you recognized that. I was a little uncertain that you would. Now, if you excuse me, I have real business in the bank.” 
 
    She huffed and walked toward the door. “Leaving your poor mother penniless and your siblings without a shill!” she said in a very loud voice as she rushed through the door. 
 
    “Rejected evil stepmothers can get a little touchy,” Gags said to the laughter and smiling faces.  
 
    The residents of Yearsend were more than eager to have Gags invest his money in the town and its environs. Gags imagined they all knew that Gags’s father wasn’t all that interested in their well-being, at least not after Gags’s birthmother died. 
 
    They returned to the manor. Pophius had just interviewed five women for the position of housekeeper.  
 
    “You get to make the final choice. There were fourteen applicants,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags chose Narcissia Hedgewhistle because she was a little older and had worked for a few of the more notable families in Yearsend. He didn’t have the time to talk to the woman, since he had to leave for Artport early the next day. 
 
    When they left in the morning, Pophius had left word that he had another site excursion with a mining supplier. That was all to the good, Gags thought. Pophius wrote a postscript about being intent on getting an education from the vendors. 
 
    The road led through Yearsend, and once on the other side, Gags rode west, a direction he had never been. Pepper was better traveled through western Peria, but it wasn’t long before they were both riding through lands neither had seen before. 
 
    Gags had a few misgivings about heading west instead of north to Dixoia. The Dapple job wouldn’t get him any closer to finding Miria or discovering the spell to remove her unicorn enchantment. Pophius had told him when he accepted joining Gag’s enterprise that information came from different directions at unexpected times. He could only hope the bodyguard engagement would yield a little something to further his retrieval goals, but Gags concluded any success was likely to be elusive. 
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 Chapter Two 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he pair trotted alone on a hard-packed road leading to Festus’s Ford, a small town on the shore of the Pleasant River. Gags figured the road would be a sea of mud in rainy weather. He glanced at the road and noticed a dark splotch ahead and stopped. 
 
    “Signs of a fight,” Gags said. “I’ll teach you scout craft that I learned in Atto.” He tied his horse up to a bush and waited for Pepper to join him. “This looks like a dark spot on the road but look at this.” He splashed a little water on the blotch and stirred it with a stick. The end if the twig showed deep red. “With that evidence, what would you guess happened?” 
 
    Pepper stared at the dark spot and looked up and down the road. “There might be some more of these things up there.” He pointed west where they hadn’t yet traveled. “A fight?” 
 
    “Or a hold up,” Gags said. “What should we do, turn around?” 
 
    Pepper snorted. “Not at all. Just because there are a few dark spots on the road doesn’t mean the robbers are still around. I wouldn’t be, not only to get away from the scene, but to find out what goods I acquired.” He looked around the road some more. “There were wagons or carriages, and they were removed. Maybe you know how long ago better than me.” 
 
    Gags was pleasantly surprised by Pepper’s response. He didn’t show fear about moving forward, but he checked the evidence again. Gags thought he would have had to struggle with Pepper about being careful.  
 
    Gags bent over and then got down on a knee to look at the tracks. “Not too recent,” Gags said. “There have been some other wheeled conveyances since the robbery. We can move ahead, but with caution.” 
 
    “Haven’t we been traveling with caution, already? I have,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Extra caution, then.” 
 
    Mid-afternoon, they reached a village and stopped at the lord’s guard office. Gags noticed there was a border post an hour east from the village. 
 
    “There might have been a robbery about three hours back,” Gags said.  
 
    The guard was reading a news sheet and languidly looked up at Gags. “There was. Two wagons plus guards. Those not killed had to walk barefoot through the night to get here. Three dead. Is that enough detail for you?” 
 
    “No other evidence?” Gags asked. 
 
    “The theft occurred in the next domain east. We sent a messenger to their closest office, which is a day away. At this point it is their affair. The survivors were treated and took the next post carriage west at noon.” 
 
    “Are there a lot of robbers from here to Artport?” Gags asked. 
 
    The guard shrugged and glanced at the news sheet before looking back at Gags. “There are, but nothing out of the ordinary. Times aren’t so bad and there haven’t been any skirmishes in the past few years. Is Artport where you are headed?” 
 
    “On this leg of our journey,” Gags said to keep their travels vague. “It is just the two of us and we can handle a few robbers, but a big band?” Gags shook his head. 
 
    “You can join a group of wagons. That is the current trend, but we don’t have any depots along this road like they do from Temperance to Sheerport, north to south.” 
 
    “Are there enough travelers to support depots?” Pepper asked glancing at Gags. 
 
    “I suppose, but no one has ever tried. If there are more highway robbers, there might be a need for a few,” the guard said.  
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t get to that,” Gags said as he tugged on Pepper’s sleeve. “We need to get on our way.” 
 
    The guard gave them a casual salute and returned to his reading. 
 
    The pair of them mounted up and rode out of town. 
 
    “An opportunity?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “There is always an opportunity if you look for them. We will have to think about it. Supplying guards to wagon trains is different from running depots. It is the difference between being a server and running an inn.” 
 
    “Less risk, for one,” Pepper said. 
 
    “For whom, the server?” 
 
    “No, running an inn. You’ve got a building and a service. A server only has their brain, which is only used for taking orders and delivering food,” Pepper said. 
 
    “The one with the least risk is the server, in my opinion. If they don’t like the work they can quit and walk across the street to another public house,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper rubbed his neck. “I didn’t think of it like that. The innkeeper can make a lot more money.” 
 
    “Then you have introduced risk and reward into your consideration. Generally, the greater the risk, the greater the reward.” 
 
    “And if there isn’t much risk, there generally won’t be as much reward?” Pepper said. “Every thief has that figured out.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make the concept wrong, does it?” Gags said. 
 
    “Not at all,” Pepper said smiling to himself. 
 
    ~ 
 
    After an uneventful week on the road, Gags and Pepper entered Japershing, the capital of the small kingdom of Glorius. They reached the city mid-morning and decided to spend the rest of the day to see the sights, if there were any, and leave in the morning.  
 
    “Let’s treat ourselves,” Gags said as they pulled up at a fancy inn across the main square from a palace. 
 
    “I’m sorry none of our rooms are available,” the innkeeper said to Gags. “You said you were of noble blood?” 
 
    “I am Vingus Gags, the lord of Yearsend Vale, recently split off from Karkle Cross fief in Hosand,” Gags said. 
 
    “Oh, a ruling lord. Welcome to Japershing. Why don’t you sit in our customer lounge while I make some inquiries.” 
 
    “Customer lounge?” Pepper said. 
 
    “Common room,” Gags responded quietly to his partner.  
 
    He led Pepper into the almost empty common room. 
 
    “Fancy,” Pepper said, running his finger along the polished wood of the table’s surface. A server approached them for an order. “Ale for me,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Anything to eat?” Gags asked.  
 
    “Last night’s soup and this morning’s bread,” the server said. “We always have eggs and bacon, if you are hungry.” 
 
    Gags grinned. “I’m always hungry. Three fried eggs, four or five slices of bacon, a cup of your soup, whatever it is, and a loaf of bread with a pot of butter.” 
 
    The girl flashed her eyes at Gags. “You are hungry. Magician?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gags said.  
 
    He looked out the window. “I wonder what the innkeeper is up to?” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “I’m along for the fun,” Pepper said, shrugging with a smile, “since I’m not a lord or anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’m hoping flashing my title might get us into an inn like this. We needed to find a place to eat after our meager breakfast, this morning,” Gags said. 
 
    “I’m hoping the market is open,” Pepper said. 
 
    “What do you want to buy?”  
 
    “Buy? Why would I buy anything?” Pepper said. 
 
    “You don’t intend on reverting to your former profession?” Gags said, feeling alarmed. 
 
    Pepper looked like he had been slapped across the face. “No! That is all behind me. I don’t need anything, that is the point.” 
 
    Gags wondered if Pepper was pulling his leg and it was confirmed when Pepper grinned. “Our food is coming.” 
 
    The snack looked great. The inn’s cooks made sure the food on his plate was arranged artistically, but it didn’t take long for Gags to ruin the inn’s culinary masterpiece. Pepper appeared to be satisfied with the large mug of ale that immediately met his lips when the server placed the mug in front of him.  
 
    Before Gags finished, the innkeeper rushed to their table accompanied by an older man in uniform. He was trim and had a military bearing that clashed with a bushy beard. The innkeeper treated the man with a great deal of respect. 
 
    “King Calius would be pleased if you spent the night at the castle,” the older man said. “I am Hamian, the assistant steward.” 
 
    Pepper shrugged as he finished a sip and put the tankard down. “I’m no lord, but am I invited?” 
 
    “Lord Vingus and his party,” Hamian said with a small bow to Pepper. “If you would come with me.” 
 
    Gags met the innkeeper’s eyes. “How much for the breakfast?” 
 
    “No charge,” the innkeeper said with a broad grin.  
 
    Gags guessed the man might receive a reward for letting King Calius know a fief-holder had tried to sneak through Japershing without meeting. They let him finish the breakfast, and after thanking the innkeeper, Gags and Pepper walked with their horses across the square and then up a small hill to the palace, letting Hamian give them a rundown on the glory of King Calius’s reign. 
 
    The palace had touches of Attoan-style architectural touches which vaguely reminded Gags of the Wondou Escort Society headquarters at Port Olang-du on Atto. Servants took their horses away as Hamian led them up through the front doors of the palace and inside.  
 
    Pepper seemed to be unable to repress a smile as he looked around at the ornate furnishings. Like the outside, everything was a Perian version of Attoan design. 
 
    “If you would,” Hamian showed them to a large study. “Make yourselves comfortable. King Calius will be free in an hour. Feel free to peruse his highness’s collection of books, papers, and maps.” 
 
    “Maps?” Gags said. “Thank you, Hamian.” 
 
    “The maps are kept in the cabinets with the wide file drawers,” the assistant steward pointed across the room to two cabinets flanking a tall window before leaving them. 
 
    “Let’s see if there is a good map of Atto and I’ll show you where I served,” Gags said.  
 
    He walked to the cabinet and found a drawer with an Atto label. He pulled out a large map and put it on a nearby table. After staring at the map for a while, Gags laughed. “This map is very old. The borders had changed by the time I arrived.” 
 
    Pepper joined him and Gags traced his travels through the continent. Pepper asked him questions about his first adventure, showing Gags that Pepper had retained much of what Gags had related to Portia Dapple.  
 
    “Now, let’s look at Karkle Cross,” Pepper said. “I don’t think I’ve seen a proper map of the place.” 
 
    Pepper located the file where the Hosand maps were. There were only three and Pepper pulled out the latest one.  
 
    “Where is your fief?” Pepper said and before Gags oriented himself, Pepper pointed to Karkle Cross town sitting on one end of the dotted outline of Karkle Cross fief. “This is the start.” He moved his finger and found Yearsend in tiny writing. “The manor is about here.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “The hills aren’t quite right on the map, but my land is this section.” Gags said. As he drew it with his finger, the map reminded him that three quarters of the old fief was his. He had the best of everything since most of the rest of Karkle Cross fief were jagged hills that had been explored many times for resources. Rich hunting lands surrounded his manor and south of where his mines would be was a fertile river plain that held Yearsend.  
 
    “Thanks to Gelius, I have all this, and Lord Gags has the town, the castle, and mostly non-productive land,” Gags said. 
 
    “Which suits him fine, so you said.” Pepper smiled as he looked down at the map. “I can’t see your father treating you so well.” 
 
    “Gelius Karkle has the credit, and he also had my father’s will, or I might have inherited nothing.” 
 
    “You have that right,” Pepper said. 
 
    The door opened and in walked a short, stout well-dressed man. He wore a thin gold circlet around his brow, so Gags guessed they were in the presence of King Calius. The man had enough heft to be a magician. But did he have enough talent? 
 
    “Lord Vingus, welcome to my domain. Are you passing through or visiting for a while?” 
 
    “It is nice to meet you, your Highness. My associate Tibbeus Pepper and I are passing through. If you don’t mind, I’d rather you call me Gags, my last name. I am new to the lord of the domain thing.” 
 
    “Gags it is, then. What brings you to Glorius?” 
 
    “Pepper and I are on our way to Artport on a consultation.” 
 
    Calius frowned. “That sounds like work.” 
 
    “It is. I am starting up a protection agency. I got the idea when I was in Atto, fighting wizards.” He looked closely at Calius for a reaction, but he couldn’t detect any negative reaction. “Have you been to Atto? The palace…” 
 
    “Was built by my great grandfather, who spent a large part of his youth in Tenshing. I haven’t been to the continent, myself,” the king said. “Let me have Hamian show you to rooms and we can talk at dinner. I’m sure you have stories to tell.” 
 
    “Oh, he does,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags groaned internally, not wanting to build up any kind of anticipation. They were strangers here, and Gags would prefer to keep it that way as much as possible. 
 
    “I have other affairs. If you will excuse me.” The king gave Gags and Pepper slight bows and left the room. 
 
    Hamian stepped in. “I will show you to your rooms unless you would like to remain here for a bit longer.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. Are there any sights to see within walking distance of the palace? I’ve never been to Japershing before.” 
 
    “So, you said. This way please,” Hamian said as they walked out of the study and up a set of backstairs, which Gags thought odd. 
 
    They walked along a corridor and Hamian opened the door to a pleasant enough room with two beds. As an inn, the room would be fine, but the place wasn’t meant for a visiting noble.  
 
    “I thought we would be in a nice suite,” Pepper said, more to himself, it seemed.  
 
    “Ah,” Hamian said. “The king looked up Yearsend Vale and found you were recently installed. There isn’t even a good-sized town in your domain.” 
 
    “Karkle Cross isn’t even a city,” Gags admitted. “Is the dinner invitation still open?” 
 
    Hamian’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yes. His Majesty is anxious to hear any interesting stories.” 
 
    “We would like to stroll through Japershing if that is permissible?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Allow me to escort you,” Hamian said.  
 
    “That would be nice,” Pepper said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The Japershing marketplace wasn’t much better than the one in Karkle Cross prompting Gags to ask if there were trade restrictions in the Glorius kingdom. 
 
    “There are few, but as you might have noticed, there aren’t many border posts to collect duty. The royal treasury taxes market proceeds instead,” Hamian said. 
 
    “The taxes must be high,” Pepper said fingering the merchandise as they strolled through the market. “These aren’t the quality I would expect to be sold in a capital.” 
 
    “Merchants generally bypass Japershing. The roads coming from the west are blighted with highwaymen exacting their own taxes,” Hamian said. 
 
    “From Artport?” Gags asked. 
 
    Hamian nodded.  
 
    “Perhaps if we set up depots in Artport and Japershing, we might be able to bring in a better class of trade. Higher priced goods and a higher volume would lead to more taxes,” Gags said. “Do your nobles travel outside the kingdom to shop for goods?” 
 
    Hamian raised his eyebrows. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess. It might be a status thing as much as an economic reason. If merchants can easily acquire protection going to and from Artport, they won’t be trying to minimize losses, but have their eyes focused on maximizing their gains. Perhaps I might mention this to the king?” 
 
    “You may, but be careful and time it right. If he has had too much drink, he won’t be as receptive,” Hamian said. 
 
    That was permission enough for Gags. His first foray into depot ownership would get his feet wet and he could bring the business opportunity to Portia Dapple who had boasted of having commercial contacts in Artport developed through her husband’s business.  
 
    They toured an old temple to the Ethereal Spirit. The religion had died out two hundred years prior when it was determined that the Ethereal Spirit wasn’t so ethereal and more of a fundraising vehicle for unethical priests. Gags thought the temple was beautiful and that alone gave the false religion a certain respectability. 
 
    Japershing looked moderately well-off, but not remarkably so. Hamian claimed that the Glorius kingdom derived most of its revenue from the forests, but exotic game, not lumber. The kingdom had fine sand pockets that they used for tile making and produced most of the roofing tiles for southwestern Peria. King Calius owned the deposits, but the manufacturing was sold off centuries ago and the kingdom earned taxes from the sales as well as revenue from the sand pits. The king often regretted the actions of his ancestors, since the tile manufacturers made more money than he did. 
 
    “If the king regrets the action, why doesn’t he start up his own tile-making enterprise?” Gags asked. 
 
    “The nobles who own the current manufacturing wouldn’t like it,” Hamian said. 
 
    “Then, let the king make a certain kind of tile, with a different color glaze or a different shape. He doesn’t have to ruin the others’ business. If he sells to other kingdoms, then a little competition wouldn’t hurt and if he starts his business as a specialty, the others won’t feel so threatened.” 
 
    “Do you think that is fair?” Hamian asked. 
 
    “Someone has to have hurt feelings. Why does it have to be the king, as long as the others have the same opportunity to innovate?” Gags said, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “You are very pragmatic, for a lord,” Hamian said. 
 
    “It is from my upbringing and time in the magician army,” Gags said. 
 
    “Magician?” Hamian said. He stopped and looked up and down at Gags. “I didn’t make the connection of fighting wizards and being a magician. Forgive me. King Calius is a magician, or thinks he is. Can you weave some magic when you talk tonight?” 
 
    “I’m not that accomplished,” Gags said. “But I can entertain him. I am thinking that is what he wants.” 
 
    Hamian chuckled. “I think that he wants more than that,” the man said, “at least a simple demonstration.” 
 
    “Then all I’ll need is a sugar bowl or a pot of salt,” Gags said. “Would it be acceptable to bring up my depot idea to the king?” 
 
    Hamian pursed his lips. “How much would it cost the Glorius kingdom?” 
 
    “Permission. I would fund it myself or come up with a syndicate of investors,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper laughed and poked Gags in the side. “Do you even know what a syndicate is?” 
 
    “Remember, Gelius Karkle tutored me in business while I was getting control of my domain,” Gags said. 
 
    “You haven’t been a lord for long?” Hamian asked. 
 
    Gags told him about his stepmother and his step-siblings and the adventures after Gags’s father’s questionable demise.  
 
    “You are the true heir of Karkle Cross,” Hamian said it as fact. 
 
    “Most of it, practically speaking,” Gags said. “I plan on making the most of it, but I have associates doing the hard stuff.  I’m confident I’ll be a good steward of the fief, not a great one, though.” 
 
    “Why not?” Hamian asked. 
 
    “Because I have other goals and establishing the protection agency is part of that. I want to do an excellent job of meeting my goals, and then I can put more attention into Yearsend Vale,” Gags said. “Do I sound crazy?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Hamian said. “I’d say you have an ambitious life planned for the next while, but I didn’t hear anything that is unrealistic. Any venture is a risk when you start. I’m sure the king would want to know more details, but pursue it. He won’t get mad at you.” 
 
    “I will,” Gags said. “Thank for your encouragement.” 
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “F 
 
   
 
    ollow me, please,” the servant said to Gags.  
 
    Gags adjusted the court clothes that the king had provided. Pepper looked just as ridiculous, Gags thought, as he did. Fine silks did not drape gracefully on Gag’s frame and his friend’s formal dress wasn’t tight enough for Gags’s friend’s light frame. He could only think how ridiculous they looked when they entered the banquet hall. 
 
    They were led to the front table. Gags counted twenty-three other diners not including empty chairs for the king and his entourage. They waited for a while, but the king didn’t have to take the first bite in Glorius since appetizers and drinks were being served to the diners, making the banquet lively without the king.  
 
    Gags wondered if the king would show off his magic. It wasn’t that Gags was nervous, but he had an opportunity to make a great connection with someone of importance outside of Karkle Cross and Atto. The anxiety came to a climax as a herald announced the king’s presence. King Calius walked in, but he wasn’t wearing his circlet. Gags stood with the others when a smiling, beardless Hamian walked in wearing the crown that once was on another’s head.  
 
    “Did I fool you?” Hamian/King Calius asked Gags seated next to him. The person who he first met as king sat on the other side.  
 
    “You may be confident of that,” Gags said. “Did I make a fool of myself this afternoon?” 
 
    Hamian laughed. “Not at all. You may still call me Hamian, if you wish. The inherited title of the king of Glorius is King Calius. I was born Hamian Distenzia in the kingdom to the north, but my grandfather was the previous King Calius.” 
 
    “And your wizard?” Gags asked. 
 
    Hamian smiled and looked at the chubby former king. “I am Wisnian Orange, formerly Major Orange of the magician army,” the wizard said. “Don’t worry, I am a good wizard, and I am familiar with many of your exploits, Vingus Gags. I know that one of your chief counselors is Pophius Laster. I didn’t expect to meet you in Japershing sitting as a guest of honor at King Calius’s dinner table.” 
 
    Gags turned to Hamian. “Did you know of this before we toured the city?” 
 
    “Just a word when we passed in the hallway after he met you. You didn’t do yourself a disservice by playing along with my little trick,” the king said. 
 
    “Did you want to see my magic trick?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I am very interested in seeing it,” Hamian said. 
 
    Gags took a salt pot and performed the same trick he had shown Harrowood at Rudderport years ago. It was enough to make Wisnian Orange smile.  
 
    “Simple and impressive for knowledgeable magicians. Well done. How many spells do you use?” 
 
    “I’m good with five basic spells, but I used many variations during my time in the army,” Gags said. 
 
    Wisnian grinned at the king. “He is the Vingus Gags I’ve heard about.” 
 
    “Not that I doubted after spending an afternoon with him.” Hamian looked at the other diners as his eyes grew large. “I’m sorry to have ignored you all,” he said. “This is Lord Vingus Gags of Yearsend Vale. You will hear more of him in the coming months. He and I have discussed establishing a merchant depot close to Japershing that will connect to Artport. Lord Vingus is on an assignment and will fulfill that project before we get down to implementing details.” 
 
    “I suppose I won’t have to ask for permission?” Gags asked the king. 
 
    Hamian chuckled. “There are plenty of details to discuss. Any deal can fall apart.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “The I’ll make sure it isn’t because of the Gags and Pepper Protection Agency.” 
 
    “We will discuss details later, but it will have to be through correspondence since I am leaving tomorrow morning to visit my parents in Oppenheim, the kingdom to the north where I was born. I do have some land that I can contribute one way or another as a lease or sale to your agency. For now, enjoy your dinner.” 
 
    Gags and Wisnian had an informal competition on eating and Gags let the former Major Orange win the contest. When the dinner was over, Wisnian escorted Gags and Pepper to a different part of the palace where their possessions had been taken to a suite while they ate with the king. 
 
    “A discussion over drinks?” Wisnian asked. “I had some delivered to this room.”  Once they sat down, Wisnian asked, “What happened to you after leaving the army in Atto?” 
 
    “Do you know the story about the female wizard in Pilan?” 
 
    “I do.” Wisnian said. He suddenly had a knowing expression. “Oh, the unicorn who was your squad mate. You sought her out? Did you ever find her?” 
 
    Gags gave Wisnian a quick account of his life up until he inherited Yearsend Vale. 
 
    “You found a very good lawyer,” Wisnian said. “So, your protection agency is an excuse to keep looking for Miranda?” 
 
    “Miria,” Gags corrected. “It is, plus I want to do something useful.” 
 
    “Yearsend Vale sounds like it can occupy an earnest young lord,” Wisnian said. 
 
    “I was in the army for three years. It changed me so that I’m not ready to sit down and relax. I told Hamian that I’d rather do a good job maintaining Yearsend and an excellent job, looking for Miria.” 
 
    “If she is still alive.” 
 
    “She is still alive until I learn otherwise,” Gags said. “I have an agent in Dixoia. I think that is where Miria is. Since you are a wizard, do you have any idea how Eno Banban created the transformation spells?” 
 
    “I am a wizard only because I am an advisor to Hamian, my lifelong friend. I do have a few unique talents, but I cannot transform any living thing, nor would I want to learn. If it is an old spell, I know various old magician languages and have a decent magical library in the palace, but I know there isn’t anything about transformation spells since I’ve read everything at least three times. Still, two heads are better than one.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe with that behind us, perhaps we can go over a few details of the depot so I’ll know if there are any restraints to do business in the kingdom of Glorius.” 
 
    Wisnian was interested in Gags’s concept, or at least he showed interest. Gags thought the wizard’s questions were probing enough. At the end of their conversation Wisnian wrote three names down and gave the paper to Gags.  
 
    “If you spend time in Artport, these might be the people to talk to. Wisnian pulled a small gold coin from his waistband. “This is a token that the three gentlemen will recognize. Without it, you may wait for days for an audience.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Looking across the large bay from the top of the hill overlooking Artport, Gags observed that Artport was larger than any other port Gags had experienced. Three wharves combined had docks for more than one hundred ships, Wisnian had said, and Gags believed him. The Devious River emptied out into the bay that Artport surrounded splitting the port in two. Portia might know how navigable the river was and if ships and boats could use protection. He would have never thought about pirates on freshwater, but perhaps there was an opportunity. 
 
    Instead of being a capital or part of a fief or kingdom, Artport was its own independent domain ruled by a commission called the Artport Authority. That was all that Wisnian knew and was little more than Gags had already known, having learned about Artport before he joined the army. Portia Dapple would know more. 
 
    The city already extended halfway up the set of hills surrounding the bay, and by the time they reached a city gate, they had been riding for half an hour through the outlying sections of Artport. 
 
    Finding Portia Dapple’s business wasn’t particularly easy, but they knocked on the locked door to her business before the sun set. 
 
    “We’re closed for the day,” a male voice said from behind the door. 
 
    “I’m from the Gags and Pepper Protection Agency,” Gags said. 
 
    “The bodyguards Portia hired?” the voice said. 
 
    “The same,” Gags said. “If you could let us in, we’d like to check in, and then we will find a place to stay.” 
 
    The door opened. A man of medium height, good looking with curly blondish hair stared at them. In Gags’s eyes, the man had a dissipated look and didn’t look particularly trustworthy. 
 
    “Portia is out, but if you need a place to stay, the Iron Hook is as good as any pub in this district. Check in there, and Portia and I will meet you there when she returns.” 
 
    “You are Mexius Dapple?” Pepper asked with a hint of antagonism. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Mexius said, looking disgusted that he’d be challenged for his name.  
 
    “Then we will see you later,” Gags said.  
 
    They left the shop and found the Iron Hook, which looked more presentable than Gags had expected. They checked into a room with two beds, and after securing their possessions, left the inn, walking back to the Dapple Antiquities shop.  
 
    “You aren’t going to watch them for the remainder of the night?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “No,” Gags said. “I want to observe our employers engaged in a discussion without us observing. It’s not that I don’t trust Portia, but I have no reason to trust her husband.” Gags didn’t mention that Mexius was unlikable and looked totally untrustworthy.  So much so, that he was disappointed that Portia had married such a man. 
 
    They didn’t wait long before Portia arrived in a hired carriage, lugging bags of purchases and opened the front door with a key. Mexius came to the door to help with the bags and they exchanged heated words before disappearing into the shop. 
 
    “We can go back, now?” Pepper asked. “They don’t seem to like each other very much.” 
 
    “If they don’t honor their contract, remember Portia has already paid for our travel. Our time in Japershing has made our trip worth it. Besides, we have other work we can do in Artport,” Gags said. 
 
    “The depot?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags nodded as they began their walk back to the Iron Hook. After checking on their room, they settled into a booth in the pub’s common room, after ordering ale and a fried potato dish recommended by their server, an attractive teenaged girl. 
 
    “Are we going to back out?” Pepper asked once their order had arrived. 
 
    “Why would we do that?” Gags said. “This is our first paid customer. We need referrals, so we will stick it out. Don’t you think we need the experience?” 
 
    Pepper took a piece of the fried potatoes. “I like what they put on this to make a crust,” Pepper said, talking with his mouth full. “I need the experience badly, now that you mention it. You will teach me?” 
 
    “I’ll be learning myself, but perhaps we can display our own expertise as we do the job,” Gags said.  
 
    “Me have expertise?” Pepper said. “Compared to you? Don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I’ll try to keep your laughter to a minimum.” He took a bite of the potato and called the server to the table. “Two more plates of these, please.” He gave the girl a grin and ate another.  
 
    “Maintaining your magician’s physique?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Always on my mind,” Gags said. 
 
    “Or is it your stomach talking to you,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags finished off the second plate when Portia and Mexius arrived. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Gags said.  
 
    The pair sat opposite each other. Mexius didn’t look particularly happy.  
 
    “You’ve met Mexius?” Portia began.  
 
    “Briefly. This seems to be a nice place,” Gags said looking around the common room. 
 
    “I already told him to put you here if you showed up when I was out.” She smiled. “I was out.” She looked at the potatoes and took one. “My favorite,” she said as she took a morsel. 
 
    “We start tomorrow?” Gags said. 
 
    Mexius frowned. “In a few days. Tell them, Portia. You hired them.” 
 
    “There has been a complication. Mexius’s brother was found dead last week, and I’d like you to do your own investigation. I won’t tell you now, but come to the shop mid-morning tomorrow. I’ll show you the shop and we can have a more discreet discussion.” 
 
    “There is another matter that I’d like to discuss with you, but it can wait,” Gags said, looking at Mexius, who looked more uncomfortable sitting at the table by the minute. 
 
    Mexius shot to his feet. “We’ve met them, so let’s get going.” 
 
    “Can we escort you to your shop?” Gags asked. 
 
    “No need,” Mexius said holding out his hand. “We have a carriage waiting outside, unless you’d like to run alongside all the way to the shop.” 
 
    “If we need to,” Gags said. 
 
    Portia shook her head and gave him a smile that looked more like a grimace. “No need. We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    Once Portia and her husband left, Gags ordered a more substantial meal. 
 
    “I can’t eat all that,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I’ll be the one to worry about that,” Gags said with a smile. 
 
    While they waited for their food the server brought over two men. 
 
    “We’d like to pay for your dinner,” one of the men said, standing behind Gags.  
 
    Gags turned around at the voice and jumped up, hugging the man who spoke. “I didn’t know if you made it through the war or not.” 
 
    “You seemed to have returned from Atto unscathed,” the other man said. 
 
    Gags grinned. “I wouldn’t say unscathed, but I returned. I took a tour of northern Atto before I headed home.” 
 
    “Looking for your unicorn?” one of the veterans said. “He Bin said you were talking Lucian and him into joining you.”  
 
    “And they did,” Gags said. “We had our adventures and I caught up to Miria just before she was shipped off to Dixoia, we think.” 
 
    “You did? Were you able to talk to her?” 
 
    “Unicorns can’t talk,” Gags said, “but I found a device and a spell that I used to communicate with her. The big challenge is finding a spell that will get her back.” He frowned. 
 
    “Too bad,” one of the veterans, Bittian, said. “What brings you to Artport? I thought you lived in Horland. Florius’s family lives close by.”  
 
    Florius grinned. “You picked an excellent pub, you know.” 
 
    “A job. Pepper and I,” Gags made introductions, “started a protection agency. We are on a bodyguard assignment. I’m just starting the business, but Pophius, He Bin, and Lucian have joined us. If you are looking for something to do, you could join in the fun.” 
 
    “Fun!” Florius said. “We might be interested.” 
 
    “Go to Yearsend in Horland and ask for the old lord’s hunting lodge. That is now mine and ask for Pophius. He’d be happy to give you all the information you need. I think that most of the business will be guarding wagon trains.” 
 
    “Guards?” Bittian asked. 
 
    “Trustworthy guards. I was waylaid twice by caravan guards on my travels back home. I thought I’d make it a larger business and develop the kind of reputation that would help the business grow. I’m looking for experienced army-types, and you both fit with what I want,” Gags said.  
 
    The pair looked at each other. “We’ll talk about it and maybe our travels will take us east,” Florius said. He leaned forward. “There are restless wizards on Peria, just like Atto, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Gags said. “It makes sense. Wherever there is a wizard, the potential for mischief exists.” Gags thought of Wisnian Orange, the Glorius kingdom’s wizard. There wasn’t much potential for mischief, there, he thought. “Think about it,” Gags said. “I have an excellent relationship with the local lord.” 
 
    “As if that would help,” one of the men said. 
 
    “It does in this case,” Pepper said. 
 
    “And it helps to know that your old unit is working with you. Pophius Laster was always well respected by the officers in my unit,” the other veteran, Bittian, said. 
 
    “Are we going to swap stories tonight?” Gags asked. 
 
    The two men laughed. “We’ve done that enough in the past. We are heading north and have a post coach to catch. I was lucky enough to spot you from across the room as we were leaving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the other vet said. “If the opportunity arises, we will see you in Bashing.” 
 
    “No, Yearsend on the southwest part of Hosand,” Gags corrected. 
 
    The two men nodded. “Yearsend, it is. Good luck with your assignment,” the men said as they walked briskly from the common room. 
 
    “Do you trust them?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “As much as I trust you,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper winced. “That much, eh?” 
 
    Gags laughed. “I trust you more than you probably trust yourself,” he said. “Those two veterans were in a squad just like Pophius’s. We went on missions together.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. If you want to waste time not trusting someone, think of Mexius. I don’t trust him, at all.” 
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   A  couple with a package walked out of Portia’s shop as Gags and Pepper approached. They walked through the door to a large shop filled with antiques and antiquities. Gags didn’t see anything new for sale. Portia scribbled on a ledger page at the long counter along one side of the shop. 
 
    “You found us.” 
 
    “We found you yesterday, or I should say we found Mexius,” Gags said. “About his brother…” 
 
    Portia waved her hand. “Not yet. Let me show you our operation.” She walked past him and bolted the door and then twisted an Open sign around to the Closed side facing out. “Mexius is out, as usual, but that means we can talk a bit more freely. We keep inventory in the shop and at a warehouse closer to the docks. Everything that you see is for sale, but you will find the prices vary quite a bit.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Antiques aren’t priced by size but by provenance,” Pepper said. “Take this vase, here,” the little man said. “Even though it is an obvious fake, its priced as if it were genuine. When I turn it over, the unglazed body is clean and white. That isn’t the case with a real antique.” 
 
    Portia took the vase and looked at the bottom. “You are right. Mexius priced this item.” She removed the price tag. “I didn’t think you were a dealer,” Portia said.  
 
    “I was a thief until I was pulled out of that profession by Gags. I came to understand the true price of goods while I worked in that area,” Pepper said. 
 
    Portia raised her shapely eyebrows. “A connoisseur, then?” 
 
    “At this point, yes,” Pepper said shrugging at Gags. 
 
    “Let me know if there are any great disparities among our inventory,” Portia said, frowning. “Most of what we sell are ceramics, but we carry enough other pieces like tables and cabinets to use to display our goods. Business is decent, but it is getting harder to find inventory.” 
 
    “I imagine that happens over time,” Gags said. 
 
    “And that brings us to why I want you to guard Mexius. He is going on a trip to Veilport. There is a new source of Calessian antiquities. I insisted he meet directly with the merchant before we commit to purchase new inventory. The design of pottery from the southern Calessian tribes is quite different from what we typically sell in Artport. I wanted to go, but Mexius strongly insisted on going alone. Truth be told,” Portia shook her head, “Mexius is the art expert, but he is no businessman. I was worried about him before, but now that his brother was murdered, I’m afraid for the business.” 
 
    “Managing the business side is your role?” Gags asked. 
 
    Portia stood a little taller. “It is. With Mexius taking a trip to Veilport, a few weeks in the kingdoms of southern Caless to meet a new dealer and then back again, made me more anxious. When he has met the merchant and returned, then your job will be done. Let’s go to the warehouse. It isn’t too far. Mexius has been making two or three trips a year where he’s been gone for months, so I’m not worried about the length, just the danger. His brother was responsible for acquiring antiquities, but he was never as good as my husband. I want you to assess if I should hire fulltime bodyguards. I had a good feeling about your agency ever since I saw the little notice on the board at the Artport postal office, and I feel even better after our visit.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to travel all the way to Yearsend,” Gags said. 
 
    Portia beamed. “Oh, but I wanted to get out for awhile. Imagine my shock to learn that Mexius’s brother was murdered while I was gone.” She waved her hand. “I don’t feel guilty about that, I feel apprehensive about my husband.” 
 
    They headed toward the wharf in a hired carriage, and after riding seven blocks to the west, toward the docks, they were in a warehouse district.  
 
    “In here,” Portia pulled out a big key and unlocked the double doors to her warehouse. There was no sign above the door. “I haven’t been in here since before my brother-in-law died.” 
 
    Inside were crates and more old ceramics. Busts in an ancient style were lined up on simple shelves and tables, armoires and cabinets were grouped in a section of the modestly-sized storage area. 
 
    Pepper scratched the bottoms of a few busts. “These are all fakes, you know.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    He showed Portia the bottom. “The patina is a different color than the base clay. This is a more recent finish, but these are better fakes than the vase I showed you,” Pepper said. 
 
    “No wonder Mexius’s brother was proud about how cheaply he bought these.” 
 
    “They were purchased before he was killed?” Gags asked. 
 
    Portia nodded. “Mexius found him in an alley not far from here. The lock to this place had been forced, but Mexius said nothing had been stolen.” She looked around at the inventory and then stopped, looking shocked. “Something is missing that Mexius didn’t mention!” 
 
    “Busts?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “A new set of four statues about three feet high,” Portia said. 
 
    Pepper idly inspected a few more items. “Are all of them gone?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “All four.” She pointed to an empty table. “They were there.  Any jewelry or other valuable trinkets are in a strongroom at our shop, but those statues never made it into the shop.” 
 
    “I’m only speculating, but is it possible that something was hidden in the statues and your brother-in-law smuggled them into Artport? For some reason, Mexius’s brother didn’t want to complete the deal, or he knew too much and had to be killed?” Gags ran his finger along the top of the table. It had been dusted, the only dusted piece of furniture in the warehouse. “The forced lock could have been faked, if the brother had a key.” 
 
    “Or he could have caught his killers in the act,” Pepper said. 
 
    “How can you prove anything of what you just said, Pepper?” Portia asked. 
 
    “You keep receipts of your purchases?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Portia nodded.  
 
    “Then lets start with those after we’ve seen your brother’s body,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Not possible. Mexius had his brother cremated just before you arrived,” Portia said. “He said it was his family’s tradition.” 
 
    “Did the city guard examine the body?” Gags asked. 
 
    Portia nodded. “He was stabbed to death, multiple times and then burned,” she said. “The police, that’s what we call guards in Artport, said stabbings happen all the time this close to the docks and categorized the matter as a misadventure.” 
 
    “We aren’t detectives,” Gags said. “Pepper and I can gather facts and make some wild conclusions, but that is about it.” 
 
    “Mexius doesn’t want me to pursue it, either, but I can’t let myself drop the issue. What if either of us is killed? I don’t feel safe, anymore. If you can ask around. Mexius’s ship doesn’t leave for three days. You are both booked on the ship, and Mexius agreed you can start protecting him once you board, although I don’t know why there would be danger on a voyage,” Portia said. 
 
    “I disagree. I was on a ship where there was murder. It can happen anywhere,” Gags said, “but you are the client, so we will do what you say, within reason.” 
 
    “I know, no illegal activities. I tell that to Mexius and he rolls his eyes and asks me why he would do anything illegal. You really think my brother-in-law was murdered for something in this warehouse?” 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “That is the simplest explanation.” 
 
    “No,” Portia said. “The simplest explanation is that he caught thieves in the act.” 
 
    “Let’s see the receipts first. Did your husband mention anything about the statues?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It is a subject he doesn’t want to discuss,” Portia said. 
 
    Gags didn’t have any more questions, but he did have a request. “Can Pepper and I look around for a bit?” 
 
    Portia handed Gags the key. “Make sure you lock up and bring that key back to the shop.” 
 
    “We will,” Pepper said. 
 
    Portia left them standing in the middle of the warehouse and left in the carriage.  
 
    “What are we going to do, now that you asked for some time in here?” Pepper said.  
 
    “Let’s poke around for a bit,” Gags said. “I’d like you to evaluate the inventory so I learn something about pottery.” 
 
    “You want me to teach you?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Gags said. “I’d like to know how much of this stuff is real and how much is fake. I want to know how honest she is.” 
 
    “You don’t trust her, either?” Pepper said.  
 
    “I don’t trust Mexius, but I’m not naive enough to think she might not be involved in all this,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “Then let’s get to work.” 
 
    Gags followed Pepper around the warehouse. Gags didn’t write anything down, but it seemed that less than a quarter of the goods were real. He didn’t know if that was good or not. The real stuff was generally stored in or on the antique furniture. They found a collection of different pottery. The designs were bolder and the ceramic shapes weren’t what Gags was used to. Attoan ceramics were more simple than Perian crockery, but these were different enough to make Gags wonder if they were from southern Caless. 
 
    “Calessian?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “It isn’t anything I’ve seen before. All the pieces are newer, and I have no idea what the value is,” Pepper said. Pepper showed Gags what made the Calessian pottery new, and it wasn’t much different from what made the other items fake.  
 
    “Have you seen enough?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Have you?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I didn’t need to see any of this,” Pepper said.  
 
    “Did you ever consider being a fence? You seem to be have a talent for appraising things,” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper laughed. “I’d be dead the next day I went into business. Fencing in most cities is a family affair and no outsiders are allowed. I learned because I didn’t want to steal fake goods. As it turns out, I didn’t do much burglary work. I didn’t like stealing when there was someone asleep in the room. It seemed too risky.” 
 
    “But you were okay with it when no one was in the house?” Gags asked.  
 
    “If they can’t keep me out, then I deserve what I find,” Pepper said, “but the fences were all against me and always gave me the lowest prices.” 
 
    “Why was that?”  
 
    Pepper frowned. “Because of my size, I figured. Not many people take me seriously.” 
 
    “I do,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Because you are already giving me pleasant surprises,” Gags said. “Lets talk to Mexius.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Portia took them through to the back and upstairs to the shop’s living quarters. The place looked over-decorated, but then given the profession of the occupants that was to be expected. Portia kept a clean house. Looking at Mexius sulking in a chair, Gags doubted that Portia’s husband helped with the work.  
 
    “What did you find out?” Mexius snapped.  
 
    “Nothing that you don’t already know,” Gags said. “We took a look at your inventory. The pottery in the northwest corner is from Caless?” 
 
    “Basheer, if you must know. In southern Caless, there are city-states and nomadic tribes,” Mexius said. 
 
    “So the Calessian kingdoms are like Artport?” Gags asked. 
 
    Mexius shrugged. “You could say that.  Basheer isn’t that far from Veilport where we are headed.” 
 
    “Your source is based in Basheer, then.” 
 
    Mexius folded his arms. “You’ll find out when we get there.” 
 
    “Where do you go on your business trips? Could you have crossed someone enough to have them take revenge on your brother?” 
 
    Mexius shook his head, frowning and not saying a word. 
 
    Portia looked at her husband with disgust. “He doesn’t think months-long trips are worthy of sharing with me, either. Any other observations?” Portia asked Gags. 
 
    “About twenty percent of your inventory is real and the rest is fake, according to Pepper,” Gags said. 
 
    “All the busts on that shelf are fakes,” Pepper said. 
 
    Portia stared at Mexius. “All of them?” 
 
    Mexius shrugged. “You have to trust my judgment, Portia.” 
 
    “And looked where it got your brother,” she said. 
 
    Mexius stood, looking defiant. “I didn’t kill him,” Mexius said. 
 
    Portia shook her head slowly. “I never said you did. What was in the four statues?” 
 
    Mexius blushed. “What four statues?” 
 
    “The ones that were taken out of the warehouse,” Portia said through her teeth. “They were there that morning I left, and during my trip to Yearsend, the lock was broken, the statues were gone and your brother was dead. Are you so incurious that you don’t see a connection?” 
 
    Gags was feeling uncomfortable watching a monumental argument heat up.  
 
    “I didn’t kill him,” Mexius repeated. 
 
    Gags could see his protest was a dodge. Someone else probably killed the brother. Even though Mexius didn’t kill his brother, he knew a lot more about the situation. 
 
    “Perhaps Pepper and I should leave.” 
 
    “No,” Portia said. She turned to Mexius. “What was in the statues?” 
 
    Mexius frowned and then sat down. “Nothing that you would like.” 
 
    “Somebody liked it,” Pepper said, earning a glare from Gags. 
 
    “Money or an illegal substance. Which?” Portia said. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you.” Mexius made an angry face and walked out of the room.  
 
    Portia collapsed in a chair, sobbing. “He will still need you,” she said. “Find out what you can on your own. Mexius may not be of any help.” 
 
    “Did you find the receipts?” 
 
    Portia shook her head. “I did. Mexius’s brother bought the statues from a disreputable dealer.” She fished a folded paper from a small table by a chair that matched the one Mexius used. 
 
    “You have less than three days,” she said. “Please don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “I have to warn you that we aren’t trained for this sort of thing,” Gags said. 
 
    “Then do your best.” She broke down into tears. 
 
    “We will report back tomorrow,” Gags said as he led Pepper down the stairs and out of the shop. 
 
    “Mexius is right in the middle of it, isn’t he?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “I wouldn’t count him out,” Gags said, looking down at the receipt. “We will visit a few pottery dealers tomorrow before we tackle this one.” Gags flicked the paper with a finger before folding it up and tucking it away.  
 
    A few hours later, while eating at the Iron Hook, Gags turned the little gold coin over and looked closely at the images. The only word on the coin was “Glorius” inscribed on the same side as an older man’s profile. The reverse side showed the outline of a castle.  The coin wasn’t new, but it wasn’t beat up or worn, so it might never have been in circulation. There were no denomination marks, so it was a token only, just as Wisnian had claimed. 
 
    “We should talk to the pottery sellers, first,” Gags said to Pepper. 
 
    Pepper finished with the morsel in his mouth before speaking. “Then when are we going to talk to the men who recognize that coin? Aren’t you going to present your escort service to them?” 
 
    “Our depot proposal, Pepper,” Gags said. “We don’t know anything, yet. The merchants will educate us a bit about Mexius. We might also learn something from them we haven’t even thought of. Then we can talk to Wisnian’s contacts about the depot and about whatever we learn.” 
 
    Pepper shrugged as he ate another bite.  
 
    “Tomorrow morning is for talking to ceramics merchants, and in the afternoon, we will find the real worth of this coin.” 
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he first merchant had a larger establishment selling decorations for commoners. The merchandise wasn’t as expensive as what Portia sold, but Pepper said everything was genuine as far as he could determine. The owner was a jovial woman with her head wrapped with a brightly patterned cloth. Gags thought it might be a Calessian-style head covering.  
 
    When the woman was finished with a customer, she filled out some lines on a ledger and joined them. “What can I help you with?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m looking for information rather than any of your stock,” Gags said. “I’m working for Portia Dapple, and right now my associate and I are checking into the mysterious death of Terrius Dapple.” 
 
    “I hate to say this, but Mexius and Terrius weren’t particularly trustworthy. Portia is a dear, and I’m not telling you anything I haven’t said to her. Terrius just might have gotten what he deserved. He was worse than his brother. Portia didn’t trust him enough to be involved with the selling side. He wasn’t allowed in the shop unless she was there. I don’t have any idea why he was killed. I heard there wasn’t anything missing in their warehouse, but my sources aren’t known for their absolute accuracy.” 
 
    “Four matched statues were taken,” Gags said. He looked for some kind of recognition from the woman, but the information didn’t phase her.  
 
    “If they were valuable enough to kill someone over, Portia would have insisted they go into their strongroom.”  
 
    “You know about that?” Pepper asked. 
 
    The woman laughed. “We all have strongrooms. Her shop may not look it, but it is very secure.” 
 
    “So the statues are suspicious?” Gags asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’d say so, but then those that deal in deceit are always doing something suspicious. I run a clean business. It might not be as profitable as some, but I’ve not had any problems. I’m doing well enough to have offered to buy Portia’s shop, but Mexius won’t hear of it.” 
 
    “Is Portia interested?” 
 
    “Under the right circumstances, she’s always said, but the circumstances have yet to materialize. Mexius is the problem. He is up to something, that is for sure. She hired you to find out, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She hired us as bodyguards,” Gags said. 
 
    The woman laughed, raising her hands and then dropping them. “Keep your eyes open and be careful if you are poking around Artport. Not everyone is as benign as they look, except for me of course.” She laughed again. 
 
    “Portia gave us two other names.” Gags handed her the list,. 
 
    The woman frowned. “Watch out for Norian Curiosities. They are one of many tentacles of the Seawatch organization. They are bigger and more evil than a common criminal gang. If Terrius was involved with them, then you count on them being behind his murder.” The woman looked at two men walking into her shop. “I’ll say no more.” Her eyes looked at her customers. “If you will excuse me.” 
 
    Gags and Pepper stepped out into the mid-morning sun. Gags closed his eyes and absorbed the light and heat for a moment. He turned to Pepper. “Have you heard of Seawatch?” 
 
    “I have,” Pepper said. “They haven’t expanded into central Peria, yet, so I have no personal experience with them. They are rumored to be exceptionally ruthless, but then all the big gangs are like that, and I always understood port gangs to be the worst.” 
 
    “How many gangs are there?” Gags asked.  
 
    Pepper shrugged. “At least one in every town and more in the cities. Artport probably has three or four gangs. Most of the time the gangs will specialize to stay out of each others’ way, although gang fights are not at all uncommon.” 
 
    “Should we be concerned? The shopkeeper didn’t look happy to see their name on our list. Norian was the seller of the statues.” 
 
    “We should be concerned,” Pepper said. “Most gangs do not flinch at permanently eliminating threats.” 
 
    Gags looked down at the list. “Then we won’t present ourselves as a threat,” he said. 
 
    The second shopkeeper wasn’t as open as the first and didn’t want to talk about Terrius Dapple other than to say he wasn’t trustworthy. Mexius wasn’t much better, but the merchant said that Portia was the only person to trust out of the three. The shopkeeper wouldn’t remark on the statues or Terrius’s death. 
 
    “Time for Norian Curiosities,” Gags said. 
 
    “Remember, we don’t want to probe too hard,” Pepper said. “That is how I survived after I joined a gang for half a year. There is a lot of competition in a gang and you can’t trust anyone. Your best friend in the gang is just as likely to push a knife in your back as your worst enemy.” 
 
    They had to walk halfway across Artport, but finally Gags and Pepper stood at the entrance to Norian Curiosities.  
 
    Gags looked at Pepper. “Should we go in?” 
 
    “No,” Pepper said. “But we will, won’t we?” 
 
    Gags nodded and left Pepper standing there, but the little thief quickly caught up and they both looked around at the plush surroundings. Norian Curiosities outshone the other shops. Pepper examined the goods as the pair browsed as they made their way to a back counter. 
 
    “Only a few pieces are genuine,” Pepper said, “and the prices are higher.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” the woman behind the counter asked. Gags was surprised she was an Attoan.  
 
    “You are from Atto?” Gags asked. “I served in the magicians army for three years.” 
 
    “Where did you serve?” 
 
    “Mostly in the south, but I spent some time in the north.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Were you ever in Port Olang-du?” 
 
    “I spent a few days there.” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “My parents are from there. I was born in Artport,” she said. “I’ve never made the trip, myself. Were you looking for something specific?” 
 
    “Just some information. We are working for Portia Dapple as bodyguards, but she asked us to talk to a few ceramic dealers.” 
 
    “We don’t have any information about Terrius Dapple’s death if that is what you asking about,” the girl said. 
 
    “We aren’t the Artport police,” Pepper said. “Actually we were wondering if there was anything special about the four statues Terrius bought from you.” 
 
    “I don’t have that kind of information. I’ll get someone who knows more than I do.” The girl said disappearing behind a curtained doorway.  
 
    In a few minutes, a dark swarthy man with gray temples, gray eyes, and a humorless expression showed up with the girl. 
 
    “I am Seppius Darkman. You are enquiring about statues we sold to Mexius Dapple?” 
 
    “Mexius’s wife requested that we ask around. The police didn’t pursue the death and since the only thing missing from the Dapple’s warehouse was a set of four statues that were purchased from you,” Gags said. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “You are accusing us of murdering a Dapple brother for the statues? Why would we do such a thing? If the statues were worth enough to kill over, why would we sell them in the first place.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gags said. “Could someone else have been interested in the statues?” 
 
    “How would I know?” the man said.  
 
    Gags shrugged. “Someone might have shown disappointment when the statutes were sold to someone else.” 
 
    The man looked at the girl. “Did anyone else inquire about the statues? Were they ever on the sales floor?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “Terrius Dapple found them in the warehouse. We gave him the typical merchant’s discount.” 
 
    “You handled the sale?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “I did, but all I did was write it up. I didn’t even see the merchandise,” the girl said. 
 
    “Sorry,” the man said. “Now, if you will excuse me.”  
 
    The man didn’t wait for a response and left Gags and Pepper looking at the girl. “I can’t help you any further. I’m not allowed to talk about customers or merchandise without Seppius present.” 
 
    After browsing for a few minutes more on their way out, Gags remembered a restaurant they passed on their walk to Norian Curiosities. 
 
    “What do you think?” Gags asked Pepper.  
 
    “I think we weren’t told the whole story, and I would think twice about believing anything the Seppius guy said.” 
 
    “But he’s right about the fact that they wouldn’t kill Terrius for statues they sold him,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper smiled and shook his head. “What if Terrius put something special in the statues after he bought them.” 
 
    “And whoever bought the statues didn’t want to have the statues traced to them?” Gags said. “But why kill him?” 
 
    “Maybe Terrius wanted a little more to keep quiet about the sale?” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I think that might be the case. What should we do next?” 
 
    “Whatever move we make will take us closer to unsavory characters,” Pepper said. “I’d tell the police what we think and leave it at that.” 
 
    “After we see what Portia wants to do,” Gags said. “Let’s contact one of the names that Wisnian Orange gave us.” 
 
    “We can eat first?” 
 
    Gags smiled. “Of course. We can’t miss our midday meal, can we?” 
 
    “I can, but you can’t,” Pepper said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Osmian Battle’s house was in the hills overlooking much of Artport. Unlike other cities where the aristocrats clustered around the castle or the palace, Artport’s elite took to the hills. The Centrum, a large cluster of civic buildings sat back from the seafront. Gags and Pepper had to take a hired carriage since they would have easily gotten lost walking through the twisting lanes in the hills.  
 
    The Battle mansion was behind a set of walls topped with close set spikes.  
 
    “Are those easy to get over?” Gags asked Pepper. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “Big chunks of thick broken glass are worse. All you need is a thick leather breastplate that hinges and the spikes are nothing. Broken glass can cut through leather much more easily.” 
 
    “You are the expert,” Gags said. 
 
    “Was the expert,” Pepper said as he yanked on the bell pull outside the gate. 
 
    An old woman with her hair wrapped in a bandana came to the gate. “We’d like to talk with Osmian Battle,” Gags said. “We were sent here by Wisnian Orange of Glorius. This is a token that Master Battle might recognize.” 
 
    She opened the gate and let them in. “Stay here while I see if he is receiving visitors,” she said and then hobbled into the large house on the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    “Nice place,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I think all three of the contacts on Major Orange’s list will have nice houses. We will ask Osmian Battle, if he will talk to us,” Gags said. “I’d like to know more about them.” 
 
    A tall, erect man walked out of the house. “You are acquaintances of the Japershing wizard?” 
 
    “We are,” Gags said. 
 
    “I am Osmian Battle. Wisnian sent a message that arrived yesterday, warning that you might be visiting,” the man said. 
 
    Gags managed a smile. “I hope our presence didn’t merit a stern warning.” 
 
    “No, a friendly warning. Come in. You have eaten lunch?” 
 
    “We have,” Pepper said.  
 
    Osmian looked up at Gags. “You are a magician?” 
 
    “I am. Although we never served together. Wisnian and I were on Atto at the same time. We had heard of each other.” 
 
    “And now I hear of you. You caught me at my meal. If you don’t mind talking while I eat, let’s go to the family dining room,” Osmian said.  
 
    After talking them into eating a little more, Osmian took a bite and then leaned back in his chair. The family dining room had a table large enough for ten people. 
 
    “Wisnian said I should listen to your proposal, but I don’t know what your proposal is,” Osmian said. 
 
    Gags told him about his experiences in Atto and heading south to Bashing on his way home. “I am starting a protection agency. In Atto they are called escort agents, but there are Perian sensitivities using the term escort.” 
 
    “Ladies of the night, ecetera,” Osmian said. “Is there a market for such services?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I think so. With the roads from Artport to Japershing becoming more dangerous, I proposed setting up depots at both ends of various routes and we would manage convoy guards.” 
 
    “I can see the need for that. You would certify the guards?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Organizing sellswords becomes a chancey business. I intend on having former magician army veterans as much as possible.” 
 
    Osmian looked at Pepper. “You are a magician?” 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “I’m more of a consultant.” 
 
    “Pepper’s background is quite different, and his perspective becomes valuable when we do bodyguard work. For example, Pepper is adept at appraising different kinds of artwork.” 
 
    “Your headquarters are in Hosand?” Osmian said. 
 
    “Yearsend Vale, a new fief in Hosand. My father was the lord of Karkle Cross when he died, and it was split up. Our base is close to the village of Yearsend, and that will soon be a town,” Gags said. 
 
    “You are Lord Vingus, then?” 
 
    “I am, but I don’t use my title in our business,” Gags said. 
 
    Osmian nodded. “Good. What are you expecting me to do, invest?” 
 
    “I think it would be better to have sponsors. I can put up the money, but I need guidance in buying land for the depot.” 
 
    “This depot will be outside the city proper?” Osmian said. “That will work, but I wouldn’t place it outside the protection of the Artport domain.” 
 
    “Are there locations available?” 
 
    Osmian nodded. “I know of a recently abandoned farm you could buy. That would give you some buildings and enough room for merchants and their wagons. You said will be staging the convoys?” 
 
    “We intend to,” Gags said.  
 
    “Come to my office tomorrow in the morning and we will talk some more,” Osmian said, getting up. “I have an appointment in the city to get to.” 
 
    “Can I have one more moment of your time?” 
 
    “A moment,” Osmian said. 
 
    Gags handed him the list of names. “These are the other contacts Wisnian gave me. Could you tell me who they are and what they do?” 
 
    Osmian squinted, but he nodded. “Remo Harshly is an assistant minister in the Internal Defense Ministry. I would contact him through his office. He is essentially the chief of the Artport police. Dorian Mulcher is a member of the Council, as am I. We are political allies. He might be the one to manage any licenses you might need. He has an office in the Centrum as does Remo, but Dorian spends more time at his club. I would initiate contact in his office, but this token can get you any information you need. Did you meet King Calius?” 
 
    “We did,” Gags said. “He is very supportive of our concept.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is. Japershing has been almost under siege from the robbers.” Osmian glanced at a clock on a sideboard. “I must go. Can I give you a lift to the Centrum?” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” Pepper said with a smile. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Remo Harshly looked up from his desk as Gags and Pepper were shown in. He picked up the gold token and held it for Gags and Pepper to see.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have talked to you if it wasn’t for this.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is why Wisnian Orange gave it to me,” Gags said with a smile, although he was a bit irritated by Remo Harshly’s first words.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Nothing, at this point,” Gags said. “I have two matters to discuss. One relates to Glorius and the other to a murder committed in Artport.” 
 
    “The Glorius matter first, then we will see if I will give you a little more time,” Remo said.  
 
    Gags gave him the same pitch he gave Osmian, but he emphasized that the part about having trained and supervised magician army veterans among the vetted guards. 
 
    Remo ran his hands through his hair. “I know better than you, what the brigands have done for trade between Artport and Japershing.” 
 
    “And all the places in between,” Gags said.  
 
    Remo nodded. “I can’t help you since Artport’s reach isn’t very far, but I didn’t expect you to propose something that I would support and I support this. I warn you that there are gangs behind most of the attacks.” 
 
    “We will help where we can, with information and with the ability to whittle the attackers down, organized or not,” Gags said.  
 
    “I know the farm that Osmian is talking about. It is a good location for you. The city siezed the farmland but didn’t know what to do about the farmhouse and farmyard. I will support any discussions in the council. The three of us are Hamian’s friends. You do know who Hamian is.” 
 
    “King Calius,” Gags said. 
 
    Remo nodded and tossed the coin to Gags. “Now you had some information on a murder?” 
 
    Pepper explained the situation. “There isn’t anything we can do.” 
 
    The assistant minister pursed his lips. “No there isn’t. There is a lot of drug-running in Artport that we can’t control, but when there is a murder attached it rises to a different level. One of my subordinates stopped this before it got to me. I’ll take it from here.”  
 
    “We understand that Norian Curiosities is part of a big gang,” Gags said. 
 
    “More than a gang. It is a large syndicate. If they suspected Terrius Dapple was using their pottery to sell drugs, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill him because they would want to do the deal themselves. I will take a look at it, but I can’t promise anything. Whoever closed the investigation might be on their payroll.” 
 
    “We met a man named Seppius,” Pepper said. “Does he ring any bells?” 
 
    “Loudly,” Remo said. “He is high up the syndicate ladder, but don’t try anything on your own. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a lot of work to do,” pointing to the stacks of files on his desk. 
 
    “Thank you. We are working for Portia Dapple for now, but we or one of our associates will return to Artport to get things started.” 
 
    Gags and Pepper left Remo Harshly’s office and found their way to Dorian Mulcher’s office in another building within the Centrum complex. Mulcher was in the building, so Gags and Pepper waited in the hallway outside Mulcher’s office. Gags looked out the window on the opposite side of the corridor from the office and gazed down at the courtyard. He spotted Remo Harshly pacing at the gate only to be met by Seppius Darkman from Norian Curiosities. The pair exchanged anxious words, but Remo was the one who nodded in agreement with something that Seppius said.  
 
    They quickly split up and Remo briskly walked toward his building. To Gags, Remo seemed to be the subordinate in the exchange. A stab of disappointment discomfited Gags, but he would keep his observation to himself until Pepper and he were alone and out of the Centrum district. 
 
    A florid man of late middle age rushed into Mulcher’s office. In a few minutes Mulcher’s aide beckoned them inside. Gags almost didn’t want to talk to Mulcher after seeing Remo’s quick meeting with a syndicate member.  
 
    “You have something to show me for Glorius?” Mulcher said wiping his face with a damp towel. “Sorry. I had a difference of opinion with a fellow councilor and we engaged in a heated conversation.” 
 
    Gags handed the token to him.  
 
    “Wisnian and Hamian,” Mulcher said. “I can’t deny you a meeting,” he said with a smile, now that he seemed to have calmed down. 
 
    Gags let Pepper describe the depot idea since he had done such a good job with Remo Harshly.  
 
    “Lord Vingus?” Mulcher said with a smile. “And a magician to boot?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I don’t rely on my title or my talent to get my project going.” 
 
    “It’s an ambitious project,” Mulcher said. “You will need permissions to get started. Remo won’t be of any help, but Osmian and I will since we sit on the council and I have control over licensures of new businesses.” Mulcher got up and went to a flat file cabinet and pulled out an envelope. “I keep a few of these in my office for situations such as this. Fill this out if you can before you leave Artport and I can get the process going. You will need a substantial deposit. Do you have a letter of credit?” 
 
    “I do,” Gags said, “if the amount isn’t too high.” 
 
    Mulcher gave him the amount and Gags nodded. He was prepared to spend more than that.  
 
    “Good. We won’t have to meet again, then. Take the application to the next door down. My people will get it to me.” 
 
    “I can talk to Osmian about the farm tomorrow,” Gags said. 
 
    “Oh, that place.” Mulcher scribbled some numbers on a scrap of paper and slid it over to Gags. “Don’t pay any more than that. Osmian is the real owner of the farm and is a sharp bargainer.” 
 
    “What about Remo Harshly?” Pepper asked without asking Gags. 
 
    “Is he involved?” Mulcher said with a frown. 
 
    “Not directly,” Gags said. 
 
    “I suggest you keep it that way. Osmian is more Remo’s friend than I am.” 
 
    The aide poked her head in Mulcher’s office. “I have someone who demands to see you.” 
 
    Mulcher sighed. “It looks like my argument hasn’t ended yet. Good luck and I hope to meet you under less stressful circumstances. You will have to leave.” 
 
    They left the office and another florid Artport minister was ready to stomp into Mulcher’s office. Gags was happy to leave the Centrum behind after taking care of the business application and the transfer of funds. However, if the depots worked out Gags might be drawn into pushing paper like Dorian Mulcher. In approximately two months, Gags would have the right to do business in Artport. 
 
    “Not without drama,” Pepper said, “but it looks like our way is clear.” 
 
    “For the depots?” Gags asked. “Not as clear as I’d like. When we were waiting for Dorian Mulcher, I saw Remo Harshly and Seppius the Norian Curiosities shopkeeper talking by the gate to the Centrum.” 
 
    “Do you think they were talking about us?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “I’m sure they were, but I don’t know how we were portrayed. Luckily, Remo has less to do with the depot than any of the three. But we will have to be on our guard when we talk to Osmian tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P ortia was subdued when they met her at her shop in the afternoon. “Mexius received a message not long ago and has gone out,” she said when they arrived.  
 
    Gags shared their experiences during the day, with the exception of Remo’s meeting with Seppius. 
 
    “That seems like you made some headway. I have heard of all three of the contacts King Calius provided you. Contrary to the Glorians, I will admit that I don’t trust anyone in Artport’s government.” 
 
    “I can’t agree or disagree at this point,” Gags said. “We will meet with Osmian again tomorrow. Dorian Mulcher said Osmian drives a hard bargain.” Gags told her about the deposit. 
 
    Portia shrugged. “That doesn’t seem excessive, but it’s no bargain. I’m sure all three know how to drive a hard bargain when it suits them or their backers.” 
 
    “Backers?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Artport has been around for a long, long time and alliances form and fail regularly,” Portia said. “The three men you met may be in a single alliance or in multiple alliances. I’ve always encouraged Mexius to keep a low profile, but Terrius always egged him on to curry favor with this person or that person.” 
 
    “Could Terrius have put drugs in the statues without Mexius knowing?” 
 
    Portia knit her brow. “Was Terrius capable of running his own fiddle, you mean?” She nodded her head. “Either of them are,” Portia said. “Mexius has something going on, but it wasn’t what Terrius was doing. Mexius talking about the statues containing drugs in them was more bravado than anything else. I don’t think he knew much about it.” 
 
    Gags recalled that Portia hadn’t indicated anything when they first talked. She was more interested in getting to the bottom of the theft and murder. 
 
    “If Norian Curiosities is behind it all, don’t go any further. I want Mexius protected and observed when he goes to Caless.” 
 
    “And that is something to do with the Calessian pottery in your warehouse?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It might. You should examine it more closely tomorrow, after you’ve met with Osmian Battle,” Portia said. 
 
    “What do you think of the depot idea?” Gags asked. 
 
    Portia gave Gags a half-smile. “Changing the subject?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gags said.  
 
    The woman shrugged. “I think it is a great thing to do, but don’t count your money before it’s earned,” she said. “You haven’t seen all the palms appear that will be wanting a little grease on them.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Nothing is as easy as it appears,” he said. “In the army, things were more black and white, not that I didn’t experience betrayal enough times.” 
 
    “Am I betraying you?” 
 
    “Not you,” Gags said, truthfully. “I’ll be waiting for obstacles tossed in my path by Mexius.” 
 
    “And I don’t know what they will be,” Portia said. “Be prepared for anything.” 
 
    Gags wondered if he should have turned Portia down, now that he was exposed to Artport’s unsightly underbelly. He wondered what Osmian would say to disparage Mulcher, tomorrow. 
 
    “We needed something to do until the day after tomorrow,” Gags said, “so the excitement continues.” 
 
    Pepper barked out a short laugh. “I’m learning as we go,” he said. 
 
    Gags nodded. He was learning more than he wanted to learn. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Osmian’s office was in the same building as Dorian Mulcher, but it wasn’t as nice, and he didn’t have anyone in the vestibule leading to his office.  
 
    “I don’t come in here, much,” Osmian said. “Did you have any trouble finding the place?” 
 
    Gags shook his head. “Not at all. Dorian Mulcher’s office is a floor above you.”  
 
    Osmian smiled. “It is, isn’t it? How did it go with Remo and Dorian?” 
 
    “Well enough. Dorian handed me an application for a business license.” 
 
    “You didn’t put a deposit on it, did you?” Osmian took a deep breath. “It is very premature. You have a receipt for the deposit?” 
 
    “I do,” Gags said, “and proof I withdrew that specific amount from my bank.” 
 
    “Which bank?” 
 
    Gags told him. Osmian seemed relieved. “Make sure you keep those receipts. Mulcher is a good man, but there have been problems with licenses before.” 
 
    “What about the farm?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Ah, he told you that I control the property that I had told you Artport took over. They really did, but I bought it from the city. Make me an offer,” Osmian said. 
 
    “It is yours?”  
 
    Osmian shrugged. “It is, and I’m sure Mulcher told you it suits your enterprise perfectly, because it does.” 
 
    Gags nodded and quoted two-thirds of the amount that Mulcher said should be the maximum. 
 
    “You are a shrewd judge of real estate,” Osmian said. Osmian made a counter offer ten percent higher than Mulcher’s estimate.  
 
    Gags was schooled by Gelius Karkle, his attorney, to take maximum advantage in a negotiation and they settled on eighty percent of Mulcher’s price.  
 
    “We will execute a handwritten contract,” Osmian said, “but since you won’t be effecting the purchase until your current assignment with Mexius Dapple is over, it will do to hold the price and the property with a ten percent deposit. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    Gags would have little left on his letter of credit, but the farm was cheaper than the land in Glorius, so he agreed. Osmian wrote out two copies of deposit receipt, and they signed with the provision the deposit would be transferred to Osmian’s account in the same bank.  
 
    “I have accounts in all the banks for all my transactions. It is easier and safer that way.” 
 
    “Now, here is the location of the farm. It is easy to find since it is on the main road to Japershing.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “By the way, the name of Seppius Darkman of Norian Curiosities came up. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    “He was involved in the murder?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Gags said. 
 
    “Stay away from him,” Osmian said. “Seppius isn’t in my circle of acquaintances, and I’d like to keep it that way. His syndicate, he is not the leader, has their hands in all kinds of Artport activities, and I’ve had to watch my own steps to make sure there aren’t any entanglements.” 
 
    “And if there are entanglements?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I generally choose to withdraw. Remo isn’t as discriminating, but then he deals with all Artport’s gangs and syndicates on a regular basis.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Gags said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll check out the property.” 
 
    Osmian grinned. It seemed genuine enough. “I’m sure you will be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper complained about the heat and the smell of the horse, but they had ridden in weather just as hot and on the same horses on their journey to Artport. Gags was about to say something else when Pepper noticed a pillar of smoke.  
 
    “Are we headed there?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “We are, and I think we need to move a little more quickly and more uncomfortably,” Gags said as he urged his horse forward.  
 
    When they arrived at the fire, it was indeed the farmhouse that Gags had just put a deposit on. The outer buildings hadn’t caught fire yet, but no one was on the property. Gags used his magic to quench the fire by moving dirt, using his volcano technique. Pepper found the well and did what he could with a leaking bucket.  
 
    Although they finally got the fire out the farmhouse was gone. Dead grass was piled up so when the farmhouse burned, the fire would burn the grass and spread to the other buildings without leaving much evidence that arson caused the fire. 
 
    They looked around the property. Despite the disaster, the size and location were perfect for a depot.  
 
    Pepper put his hands on his hips as he caught his breath. “If we are going to Caless, there won’t be anyone to stop a firebug from burning the place down.” 
 
    “Then we let them do it. I’ll ask Portia to hire someone to inspect the place every week. We will plan that someone will burn the buildings to the ground and we will rebuild. I have to build the Japershing depot from scratch. Maybe we do that one first and then this one unless there are some salvageable buildings,” Gags said.  
 
    “Is this Remo’s doing?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “It could be any of the three.” 
 
    “Four,” Pepper said. “There is still that Seppius fellow.” 
 
    “Any of the four, then. Let’s measure the space before we return.” 
 
    In less than an hour, they were on their way back into Artport. The farmyard was bigger than the Japershing lot and that was a plus to Gags since convoys originating from the Artport depot would go to more cities than Japershing. 
 
    Portia came to her door with her eyes glistening with tears. “Mexius has been kidnapped.” 
 
    “We were to leave tomorrow,” Pepper said. 
 
    “You still will,” Portia said, handing a ransom note to Gags. 
 
    “It says to bring the ransom to Veilport in Caless. Mexius will be exchanged for the money there,” Gags said. The note didn’t make much sense to Gags. “Why go to Caless?” he asked Portia. “Could Mexius be behind his own kidnapping?” 
 
    “What?” Portia said. “You mean he might have staged this?” 
 
    “To get us out of Artport?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Perhaps,” Gags said. He turned to Portia. “Is this his handwriting?” 
 
    Portia shook her head. “No. He barely scribbles his letters.” 
 
    Gags pressed his lips together. “We were going to Caless, anyway, right?” 
 
    Pepper nodded and Portia’s expression didn’t change. “We will have to find our client,” Gags said. “Either here or in Veilport.” 
 
    “Veilport,” Portia said, “especially if the abduction is something Mexius staged. He is so stupid! You could have protected him while you were here, but he wouldn’t hear of it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Portia,” Gags said.  
 
    “I am too,” she said. “Bring him back alive. I’ve started collecting the money.” 
 
    “That is our goal.” Gags looked at Pepper. “You will be all right?” 
 
    “I have friends in Artport. Don’t worry about me. Come in and I’ll give you the voyage papers and have the ransom delivered directly to the ship in your name, Gags.” 
 
    In a few minutes, Portia locked the shop up, leaving Gags and Pepper on their own until the ship sailed. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Pepper asked Gags. 
 
    “A visit to Osmian at his house and then whatever you want to do,” Gags said. “We have to do something with our horses, but that is about it until we head to Caless on the early morning tide.” 
 
    Osmian was back at his house, but in a meeting, so Gags and Pepper were shown to a sitting room to wait for an hour or so. Finally, they were shown to Osmian’s office.  
 
    “This is unexpected. I didn’t expect to see you for a few months,” Osmian said. 
 
    “Unexpected, yes.” Gags said. “The farmhouse was torched. Pepper and I were able to keep the flames from spreading, but the house is a loss.” 
 
    Osmian frowned. “It has been abandoned for two years,” he said. “Why now?” 
 
    “Someone doesn’t like the idea of a depot with ex-army guards escorting prime targets out of Artport?” Gags asked. 
 
    The older man sighed. “You may be right. What can I do?” 
 
    “Nothing. I must build the Japershing depot on bare ground. I’ll do the same thing in Artport. If there are any outbuildings left, I’ll find a use for them. The buildings weren’t as important as the location,” Gags said. 
 
    Osmian nodded. “I knew that.” He looked down at his desk in thought for a moment. “I have a proposition. Let me be your partner in your Artport depot. You run it but let me help where I can. I deal with Mulcher on a regular basis. I can handle Remo a little less well, but if my name is attached to the depot, there won’t be as much exposure for you as an outsider.” 
 
    “Can I think about it?” Gags said. Osmian’s offer intrigued him, but Gags couldn’t commit at this point, heading to Caless. “The other development is Mexius Dapple has been kidnapped and taken to Caless.” 
 
    “Why?” Osmian asked. “You were going anyway. His kidnapping makes no sense.” 
 
    “None that I can puzzle out,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper lifted his hand for permission to speak. “Maybe the fire and Mexius are connected.” 
 
    “What?” Osmian said. 
 
    “Someone sets the house on fire, a hasty move intended to discourage us setting up the convoy depot and forcing us to focus on our departure from Artport, hence an attempt to force us on the ship,” Pepper said. “It sounds crazy, but it could be what happened.” 
 
    “A comedy of actions?” Osmian asked. 
 
    “That makes as much sense as any. Maybe the Norian syndicate isn’t as smart an operation as I thought,” Gags said. 
 
    “Just as the murder of Terrius Dapple was unnecessary?” Osmian asked. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “All I know is we will be going to Veilport tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    “Then you will have the time to think about a partnership,” Osmian said. “I am involved in a lot of things, and I’d rather be a participant than an observer in increasing trade between the kingdoms of Peria and my friends Hamian and Wisnian.” 
 
    Gags stood. “It is time for us to leave you. I will think about your proposal, and we won’t bother you until we return to Artport.” 
 
    Pepper laughed once outside Osmian’s mansion. “What possessed Osmian to want to join us?” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “It is a minor investment for him, but perhaps he sees an opportunity to trade that he didn’t have before. I’ll have to speak to Portia again before we leave. Now, what do you want to do?” 
 
    After selling the horses and the tack through the innkeeper, they walked through one of Artport’s bustling wharves, watching cargo loaded and unloaded. Pepper seemed to be interested in what went on and Gags was sure his partner was absorbing all he saw. Gags wasn’t as interested, until he saw Seppius Darkman observing a crate being loaded.  The man looked around the dock and saw Gags and walked over. 
 
    “Have you found your statues?” Seppius asked.  
 
    “Maybe they are on that crate,” Pepper said. 
 
    Seppius blinked, looking startled, before he collected himself and laughed. “That would be something, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “It would be something,” Gags said. “Do you know much about the ancient pottery in Caless?” 
 
    “Enough to tell Mexius that I would like to sell some of it in my shop,” Seppius said.  
 
    “When did Mexius tell you that?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Before you showed up in Artport,” Seppius said. “I asked around and found out who you really are.” 
 
    “And who are we?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Two bodyguards from Hosand. You are starting a depot in Artport, I understand.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “To connect with Japershing,” Gags said, “and then other kingdoms. Easier trade means more trade and more profits for you if you ever want to expand your sales.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Now that my shipment is loaded, I must return to my shop.” Seppius gave them a little bow and headed away from the docks. 
 
    Gags collared a sailor. “Where is your ship headed?”  
 
    “Up the Innersea. We go up the western Perian coast and back all the time. Do you know Seppius Darkman well?” the sailor asked. 
 
    “We met him at his shop a few days ago,” Gags said. 
 
    “Watch what you tell him. There is a big gang in Artport and he is one of the leaders,” the sailor said. He turned red. “You aren’t part of the gang, are you?” 
 
    Pepper laughed. “Don’t worry about us. Happy sailing!” 
 
    The sailor knuckled them a nautical salute and scampered up the gangway. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” Pepper said. “Let’s see if Portia is back.” 
 
    When they returned to her shop, the sign said open. They stepped inside. Portia, her eyes reddened by tears, came in from the back.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you until you returned,” she said. 
 
    “Neither did we. Could you do something for us while we are gone?” 
 
    “Probably,” Portia said.  
 
    “Could you gather information on Osmian Battle? He wants to partner with me on the Artport depot and I want to know how much I can trust him.” 
 
    “You couldn’t give me any guarantees about your investigation about Terrius’s death, so I give you the same caution, but I will do what I can,” Portia said. “The money has already been accepted by the captain.” 
 
    “I thank you in advance. We will be leaving now,” Gags said. 
 
    “Find my husband,” Portia said. 
 
    “He may end up finding us,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I hope so,” Portia said. 
 
    When they returned to the inn, Gags and Pepper were given a note from the ship’s captain that they might be leaving earlier, so the two were invited to spend the night on the ship. 
 
    They arrived at the proper dock an hour after sunset and were ushered into the cabin that they were to share. The ship wasn’t the most elegant vessel afloat, but the cabin was better appointed than the ones Gags had used going to and from Atto.   
 
    “Let me give you a spell for seasickness,” Gags said to Pepper. 
 
    “I don’t want a spell,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags sighed. “I’m not going to be cleaning up after you all the way to Veilport.” 
 
    Pepper grumbled, but let Gags give him the same spell he had learned on his own voyages. 
 
    “That didn’t hurt,” Pepper said. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to,” Gags said.  
 
    “Let’s turn in early. The sooner we are in Veilport, the better.” Pepper tossed his bags on the floor and jumped in the upper berth.  
 
    The little man was snoring before Gags got settled. Gags smiled in the darkness. As long as Mexius was still alive, Gags perceived the trip as a glorious adventure to a new land. 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he ship rolled on upset seas just as Pepper’s stomach rolled in seemingly opposite directions at the same time. Gags’s spell might be helping, but it wasn’t curing his seasickness. He stood at the rail looking out at the gray sky and the gray sea while Gags practiced swinging that iron staff of his, smiling away as he jumped up and crashed on the deck much to the delight of the sailors looking on. 
 
    Pepper blinked as another wave of nausea hit him and he turned back to the sea. Someone touched his neck.  
 
    “That should be better,” a woman’s voice said behind him. 
 
    Pepper turned quickly, and surprisingly the petite woman was right. 
 
    “My partner tried to give me a seasick spell, but it didn’t work,” he said looking into the dark eyes of a woman wrapped in silks. “He’s the one with the staff.” 
 
    The woman smiled and nodded. “I know. Vingus Gags. Isn’t that his name?” 
 
    “And I am Tibbeus Pepper, but he’s called Gags and I’m called Pepper.” 
 
    She giggled in a mature way, thought Pepper. “Then, Pepper it is. I am Patricia Garish from Basheer.” 
 
    “That is where we are supposed to go after landing at Veilport,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I know. You go to meet my uncle, Honian Garish,” she said. “I had business in Artport.” She looked at the gray skies and frowned. “It will rain soon. I suggest you go below decks. The sky doesn’t look friendly.” 
 
    Pepper gazed up at the clouds couldn’t detect any kind of emotion. “How did you know our names?” 
 
    “I go back and forth four or five times a year. I was to surprise Mexius Dapple, but he didn’t make our departure.” 
 
    “That’s because he was kidnapped. We are going to Veilport with the ransom.” 
 
    Patricia furrowed her brows. “That doesn’t sound right. Why go to the expense of taking a captive across the Maritime Gap?” 
 
    “We don’t know either,” Pepper said, “but our client, Portia Dapple, instructed us to make the journey.” 
 
    Patricia nodded and smiled. “Perhaps we can meet again under less pressing circumstances during our voyage”  
 
    Pepper felt a splat on the back of his head and then another.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to follow my own advice,” Patricia Garish said, running for the door to the cabins. 
 
    Pepper stood getting pelted by raindrops watching her until Gags tugged on his sleeve. “Time to go in before you get too wet and smelly,” Gags said. 
 
    They sought refuge in their cabin. Pepper slid the shade aside that covered the tiny porthole seeing raindrops pelt the thick glass and past that the vague colors of the ocean and the leaden sky. 
 
    “Who was the girl?” Gags asked, toweling off his wet hair and face.  
 
    Pepper smelled Gags’s sweat and guessed he wasn’t much less aromatic. “Her name is Patricia Garish. She says her uncle is Mexius’s contact in Caless. I remember Portia telling us the name was Honian Garish.  She knew your name, my name, and mentioned that Mexius missed the ship. She was going to surprise him.” 
 
    “Maybe she is for real,” Gags said. “Although, she might be working for the kidnappers, if there are kidnappers.” 
 
    “You still think the kidnapping is a fake?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags nodded. “Anything is a possibility until we know more. It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “That is what Patricia said when I said we were traveling to Veilport to pay Mexius’s ransom.” 
 
    Gags rubbed his chin. “Do you object to me talking to her?” 
 
    Pepper laughed at the ridiculous question. “Why would I object?” 
 
    Gags frown and raised his eyebrows. “She is pretty, young, and exotic. She approached you, not me.” 
 
    “Not while you were swinging a deadly weapon for all to see,” Pepper said. “She knows a better seasick spell. I was cured instantly.” 
 
    Gags burst into laughter. “I didn’t use a spell! It was what Lucian would call the power of suggestion.” 
 
    Pepper felt a little used by his partner, and it wasn’t the first time. “Hers is real and it worked. I couldn’t tell if she had the body of a magician or not through all those layers of silk.” 
 
    Gags continued to smile. “I know a spell, but I suspect it isn’t a good one. Magic is like that. A spell that works splendidly for someone may be impossible to master by an another otherwise competent magician. You should talk to her some more.” Gags yawned. “I think I’ll take a nap after my workout. You don’t need me to explore the ship.” 
 
    Pepper heard Gags snoring below him and slipped out of the cabin. Gags was right, Pepper would be encumbered by Gags poking about on the decks of a ship, Pepper thought. He climbed up to the upper deck where there were four exclusive cabins. Mexius was to stay in number three. Pepper put his ear to the thin cabin door and didn’t hear anything, so he defeated the simple lock and stepped inside. The cabin was unoccupied.  
 
    He looked out one of the large portholes and could see bands of rain in the distance. Pepper guessed the skies were continuing their anger. There wasn’t much to explore, but someone jiggled the door. Pepper found a tiny space between a built-in cabinet at the inside wall and slipped inside.  
 
    Patricia Garish struggled with getting herself and her bags through the door. Pepper exited his hiding place and asked, “Can I help you with that?” 
 
    The Calessian girl jumped. “Oh! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Looking for Mexius,” Pepper said. “And you?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I asked the captain if I could take this room if I paid a little extra.” 
 
    “A bribe?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Patricia grinned as she shrugged. “That is the way in our part of Caless,” she said. “This may be a Perian ship, but the captain is Calessian. Did you find anything interesting?” 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “Not a thing,” he said. “I just had time to look through the porthole at the angry clouds. They are, indeed, unfriendly.” 
 
    Patricia giggled. “And you aren’t, at all,” she said. 
 
    “Sometimes, I am,” Pepper said conspiratorially. 
 
    “Me, too,” Patricia said as Pepper directed her out into the hallway in order to get her bags inside the doorway. When he was finished, she stepped inside. “Shall we look for clues?” 
 
    “We can, but I don’t think Mexius was ever aboard the ship.” 
 
    Patricia frowned. “Should I be disappointed?” 
 
    “That is up to you. Hopefully, there will be clues in Veilport,” Pepper said. “You can accompany us as we look for Mexius and his kidnappers.” 
 
    “You won’t mind?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Don’t you have duties to perform? Goods to offload and that kind of stuff?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I do, but you can wait for me. I can help you around Veilport for a few days before I have to proceed to Basheer to see my uncle. He might even be waiting for me when the ship docks.” 
 
    “Do you think he will know what happened to Mexius?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Patricia frowned. “It’s possible, especially if Mexius didn’t really get kidnapped. Uncle Honian might have even helped him leave Artport.” 
 
    “How many ships go between Artport and Veilport?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Two or three a day. This ship is a good value, that is why I’m on it, and why Mexius booked his passage with the owner.” 
 
    “Do you know the owner?” Pepper asked.  
 
    Patricia grinned and leaned toward him and whispered. “A criminal syndicate owns the ship.” 
 
    “Nomian Curiosities?”  
 
    The girl looked shocked. “I’m surprised you know of them. I thought you and your partner are new to Artport.” 
 
    “We had a few interesting experiences the few days we were there.” Pepper now guessed that Mexius might have gotten in trouble with Seppius Darkman and had to leave Artport on the next available ship that wasn’t owned by Seppius’s organization.  
 
    He looked at the bags at his feet and then at Patricia. “I’ll let you unpack,” he said. “It might not be proper for a young man to intrude in a young woman’s new cabin.” 
 
    Patricia sighed. “It isn’t, but I’m not that formal.” She gave Pepper a warm smile, but Pepper felt awkward. “I’ll see you around,” he said as he gave her a bow and left the cabin. 
 
    Gags continued to snore away when Pepper entered the cabin. Pepper nudged Gags who almost made the mistake of sitting all the way up. He was too tall to fit upright in the space.  
 
    “It must be important,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper told him about his encounter with Patricia.  
 
    “She didn’t know about Terrius Dapple’s murder?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “I don’t know what she doesn’t know, but perhaps Seppius Darkman’s appearance in her story and in ours closes a loop. Mexius got into trouble with Seppius’s syndicate, and he had to leave Artport quickly. He fakes the kidnapping and takes the quickest ship to Caless.” 
 
    “And Patricia didn’t know about the statues or Terrius Dapple’s death,” Gags said. 
 
    “But why would Mexius point us toward Veilport?” 
 
    “Maybe he is stupid,” Gags said. “How else can he get us to follow him?” 
 
    “And we carry a hefty ransom from Portia.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “If Mexius is on the run, he will need funds. I doubt Portia would give him so much money if he was going to leave her.” 
 
    “Another clue to a faked abduction?” Pepper said. “We are going to play along with everybody?” 
 
    Gags sighed. “I don’t have a better idea. Do you? Does the lovely Patricia?” 
 
    Pepper snorted. “Patricia is a mystery to me, a pleasant mystery, but still a mystery. She might like me or she might be faking liking me. She wanted me to stay in the cabin and talk.” Pepper couldn’t help grinning at the prospect of talking to a pretty girl. “But something told me that it was more important to talk to you.” 
 
    “And you got an attack of shyness. Right?” Gags said. “I would have.” 
 
    Pepper felt a little put upon. “I’m bold when I need to be,” he said. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Gags said. “Miria was easy to talk to when she relaxed and there was something special there.” Gags sighed. 
 
    “That is why you aren’t interested in Patricia, then?” 
 
    Gags smiled a bit wistfully. “That may be.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The captain invited the voyagers to dine in his cabin once the storm blew out the next day. The evening sun shone through the stern windows, brightening up the crystal glasses and decanters on the table. The captain had a table set for fourteen when Pepper and Gags arrived. Eleven passengers showed up plus the captain and two of the ship’s officers. 
 
    “We picked up a day’s voyage during the storm,” the captain said, obviously in a good mood. “The weather may hold all the way to Veilport.” 
 
    He had everyone introduce themselves. 
 
    Patricia introduced herself as a principal in her family’s merchant business, consistent with what she had told Pepper.  
 
    Gags presented both of them as consultants retained by an Artport merchant and mentioned that he was engaged in starting a protection agency. Only a few of the passengers knew what one was and the captain asked a few follow-up questions before Gags sat down. Pepper was relieved he didn’t have to introduce Gags since he might have let slip that Gags had noble blood, something his partner had left out. That mattered to some people. 
 
    “Now that is out of the way, we will have a dinner in the style of south Caless,” the captain said. “Most of us are descended from desert nomads, the Feybeer, although now, most of the Feybeer live in the city-states that dot the arid lands. Cattle require more water than sheep, goats, and other creatures, so we will have two lamb dishes tonight. We Faybeerians have always been traders, so the spices we use aren’t particularly native to the dry lands but have been incorporated into our cuisine by what tastes good to our palates.” 
 
    Pepper had tasted Perian versions of Calessian food before but was hoping for something more exotic. He knew Gags would be interested in anything that would power his magic, but all Pepper cared about was taste that was compatible with his modest appetite.  
 
    The wine on the other hand, was sublime. The captain boasted about wine grown in the coastal areas around Veilport and other more humid areas. The three wines the captain served were less sweet than similar wines in Peria. 
 
    “Many magicians in the dry lands are adept at squeezing water from the air. Those that have the talent, and not all do, command high positions wherever they go,” the captain said. “Isn’t that right, Patricia?” 
 
    The girl blushed beautifully, Pepper thought. “It is. Unfortunately, my skills are in other directions.” She turned to Gags. “Can you create water from the air?” 
 
    It was Gag’s turn to redden. “I have done so when I served in the magician’s army, but like you, my skills are more efficiently used elsewhere.” 
 
    The captain clapped his hands slowly. “I didn’t mean to put you both on the spot. I’m sure you are credits to the world of magicians.” 
 
    Conversation turned to Calessian music and art, which Pepper lacked interest and he tuned out the conversation. Other than Gags and Patricia, no one else piqued Pepper’s interest. He enjoyed the dessert, light, sugar-iced cookies that were dipped in a berry sauce of some kind. The taste was the best part of the dinner.  
 
    Patricia left first and Gags kept eating, at the captain’s insistence, until the three were left in the cabin, sipping some of the delicious wine. 
 
    “I understand you met one of the owners of the shipping line,” the captain said. 
 
    Gags looked at Pepper. “Ship owners?” he said, feigning ignorance.  
 
    “Seppius Darkman.” 
 
    “Of Norian Curiosities? He owns ships? We met him twice,” Gags said. “Once at his shop and then on the docks when he was supervising the loading of a crate. But it wasn’t on this ship.” 
 
    The captain chuckled. “No. We are part of a syndicate. Our interests are varied. You caught Seppius’s eye,” the captain said. “He thinks Mexius Dapple took another ship to Veilport. Are you going to catch him for his wife?” 
 
    Gags took a sip of wine and coughed before taking another sip. “I would not term our assignment as ‘catching’ Mexius Dapple. We were hired to be his bodyguards. Portia Dapple is interested in our connecting with her husband in Caless.” 
 
    “Seppius asked me to give you a message. Mexius Dapple is not the man he seems to be. Make sure you guard your own body as well as Mexius’s,” the captain said. 
 
    “You know Mexius?” Pepper ventured to ask. 
 
    “He has traveled on my ship in Cabin Three quite a few times, between Veilport and Artport in the last few years,” the captain said.  
 
    “Are you violating any confidences?” Gags asked. 
 
    “None whatsoever. I’m just relaying the message. There is one more part. When you return to Artport, Seppius thinks it would be a good idea to meet again.” 
 
    Pepper raised his eyebrows. He didn’t think Seppius was willing to give them the time of day.  
 
    “We will certainly do that. I have business in Artport separate from Mexius Dapple’s protection,” Gags said. 
 
    That was a better answer than Pepper came up with in his mind.  
 
    The captain took a deep breath. “Then if you will excuse me, I have some captaining to do,” he said with a smile. “Patricia Garish looked at you quite a bit during dinner, Tibbeus Pepper,” the captain said. “She is a delightful passenger, quite unlike Mexius Dapple, but from my perspective, I would feel remiss if I didn’t warn you about her, as well. The Garish family are known for sharp practices.” 
 
    Pepper wanted to ask what their “sharp practices” consisted of, especially coming from an employee of Seppius Darkman, but the captain stood up and their dinner was at an end. As they exited the cabin, Pepper noticed the silk-clad form of Patricia Garish hurrying down the corridor. There was no doubt she had listened in. 
 
    “Three warnings,” Gags said once they were in their cabin.  
 
    “And?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “We would be wise to heed them. It won’t cost us anything other than add some wariness that we might not have exercised.” 
 
    Pepper frowned. “Especially with Patricia Garish?” 
 
    “I was thinking of Seppius Darkman, but Patricia, too. We don’t understand the culture of these dry-land Calessians. They originally were tribes that fought each other almost to extinction before they formed city-states and established fortified positions. Once they found they had magicians who could create water, the desert blossomed as some sages say,” Gags said. “Supposedly, there are pockets of great wealth in southern Caless. I never really understood what that wealth was, perhaps it is the water, but I do know their culture is different than ours. Their culture is different than Atto-based countries.” 
 
    Pepper pursed his lips. He admitted that Patricia attracted him, but Gags had added an element of fear to offset the attraction. Pepper had enough fears to manage so he decided to forget it all as he made ready for bed and climbed into his bunk, vowing to go to sleep before Gags began to snore. He frowned when he learned that his vow was a futile one. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P atricia Garish cornered Pepper again when Gags and Pepper worked with swords on the deck. Gags stood swishing his weapon while the pair muttered between themselves on the railing, looking out to sea. Patricia had said she would only take a moment, but Gags estimated he was waiting for at least ten minutes before she gave Pepper a dazzling smile and sauntered off the main deck. 
 
    “What was it this time?” Gags asked Pepper as the smaller man began to warm back up. 
 
    “She invited us to her room for dinner tonight. She’s bribed the cook to make something special,” Pepper said. 
 
    “That took ten minutes?” Gags shook his head. 
 
    “Well, that was the gist of our conversation.” Pepper grimaced. “She is so insistent on pursuing me. It is unsettling, but I admit I like the pursuit. She is very pretty and is paying a lot of attention to me. I’m afraid of her, but I like her to approach me. For all my life I’ve had to be the one to do the approaching.” 
 
    “Which will likely stop once the ship bumps against the dock at Veilport. Are you telling her any of our secrets?”  
 
    Pepper frowned. “Do we really have any secrets? Miria hasn’t come up, but the depots in Artport and Japershing have.” 
 
    “Does she know I’m the lord of a very minor fief?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “She might. I didn’t tell her about the mines.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “You managed to withhold two bits of information and that is because she hasn’t asked you yet, has she?”  
 
    After another sigh, Pepper raised his sword and grinned. “Aren’t I getting better?” 
 
    Gags blew out a sigh of his own. “It is a wonder, but yes. There isn’t anything else to do that won’t unsettle the crew.” 
 
    “Like toss magically directed crossbow bolts?” Pepper asked with a smile. 
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ve had plenty of practice using my magic, and you are getting better. I’d put you up against most of the villains I’ve had to fight over the past few years. I couldn’t say that before we left the hunting manor.” 
 
    “Good,” Pepper said. “We only have a few more days left before we end up in Veilport. Patricia is excited to show us the sights.” 
 
    “Show you the sights,” Gags said. “Why is she inviting me to dinner, anyway?” 
 
    “Maybe she wants to use you as a chaperone,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I’m all for tasting more dry-lander food,” Gags said. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the term,” Pepper said. “The desert people call themselves the Feybeer or Feybeerians.” 
 
    “The name of the desert lands?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper nodded. “In their old tongue.” 
 
    “That is something new I’ve learned, today. Thank you for sharing. Now, we will fight like Perians while we practice, since I’ve never seen a Feybeerian swing a sword.” 
 
    In a few hours, the sun swung low on the horizon behind the ship and Gags and Pepper knocked on the door of Cabin Three. The girl opened the door. She wore a chain of golden coins around her forehead holding a silk scarf in place. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Pepper blurted. 
 
    Gags wanted to gag at Pepper’s compliment, but he kept quiet as he followed his friend into Patricia’s cabin. The air was filled with the scent of lamb and garlic and something else that escaped Gags’s ability to recognize. His desire to find out what it was lured him inside, a willing captive of the intriguing aroma. 
 
    A folding table had been set up in the middle of the room with three chairs to match. “I’m sure you are hungry, Vingus,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Please, just call me Gags.” 
 
    Patricia giggled, but it seemed to be a contrived giggle to Gags. “You’ve told me that before.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I have. He leaned toward the table. What is all this?” 
 
    “You have a taste for food?” 
 
    Pepper barked a laugh. “A BIG taste for food,” he said. 
 
    “There is something I had before, but here, at the captain’s table it has a stronger aroma.” 
 
    “Curry, probably. It is in the rice dish,” Patricia said. “Why don’t we get started and you can tell me what you think of it.”  
 
    She flashed Gags a smile that made her prettier. He could see why she captivated Pepper, even though his friend was almost terrified of the young woman. 
 
    The rice had some finely cut vegetables, probably dried and reconstituted by the ship’s cook and plump, boiled raisins. There was a yellow cast to the rice, but Gags didn’t know if that was the curry. He took a forkful and smelled the rice. The curry smell was strongest in the rice. The curry was exotic, but as a first encounter with the spice, he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “You like it?” Patricia asked.  
 
    “I do, even though it is a little strong.” 
 
    “Curry comes from north Caless where it grows better in a wetter climate. It is a mix of spices that everyone makes differently. Sometimes everything on the table is cut into smaller pieces and put into the rice. Other times curry can be a sauce that is put into everything. Curry in the north can taste quite different.” 
 
    “Is this a Feybeer version?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It is and you’ve been talking to Pepper.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I try to be a quick learner,” Gags said. “I would guess the mix of spices changes too?” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “Dining in Caless may be an adventure for you.” 
 
    Pepper frowned. “What about me?” 
 
    “Less of an adventure for a typical Perian palate,” Patricia said. She leaned toward Pepper and gave him one of her dazzling smiles. “That is fine with me.” 
 
    After dinner, Pepper and Gags stayed at Patricia’s request and listened to her describe southern Caless, dominated by Feybeerian culture and what made her tribe, the Gagareen different. Gags had previously learned a superficial version of what she had said, but he tried to look interested. He couldn’t really figure out what was different between the Gagareen and the rest of Feybeer from what Patricia had told them. He had to kick Pepper once to keep his friend awake.  
 
    “We trained hard today,” Gags said. “I think it is time to go.” 
 
    Pepper merely nodded.  
 
    When they stood Patricia came to Pepper’s side. “We can talk more tomorrow.” 
 
    “After a good night’s sleep,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, squeezing his arm. 
 
    Once they entered their cabin, Pepper asked, “Why do you think she asked us to dine with her?” 
 
    Gags narrowed his eyes in thought. “I think she is testing us and part of that is being very friendly and helpful.” 
 
    “You still don’t trust her?”  
 
    “I still don’t, and you shouldn’t either. That doesn’t mean you can’t be friendly, but batting eyelashes does not mean a woman is telling you to trust her. That means something different.” 
 
    Pepper pursed his lips. “A physical relationship?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Gags said. “Hints don’t always turn into reality. When we had time off in Atto, we went into pubs and got all kinds of positive signals until money was exchanged or not. Then the signals changed.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think Patricia is that kind of girl,” Pepper said. 
 
    “You don’t know what kind of girl she is. Remember, she is from a different culture that neither of us is schooled in. Enjoy the moment, for your relationship with Patricia might not last past the wharf at Veilport,” Gags said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags stopped for a rest after an intense and final workout with his iron staff and watched Pepper and Patricia conversing at the railing, The captain had notified them at a final dinner in the captain’s cabin that they could practice in the morning, but they would be putting into Veilport in the afternoon. The ship was closing in on Veilport and sailed north along the Caless coast. They were too far away to make out much more than the height and shape of the coastline consisting of rolling hills.  
 
    Gags didn’t think Patricia would have held onto Pepper for so long, but Gags had warned Pepper enough times that the relationship would change. The best part of the voyage for Gags was that Pepper had substantially improved his swordsmanship and had developed a fighting style all his own. That would help his friend fit in when they met He Bin and Lucian sometime in the future. 
 
    Gags worked out a little more before the bell rang for noon. He slipped the cover on the staff and walked over to the couple.  
 
    “How far from here?” Gags asked Patricia. 
 
    “I don’t have the coast memorized, but I would imagine two hours. Lunch is to be a casual affair,” she said. 
 
    Gags nodded, looking forward to what the cook would be preparing since the ship’s larder would be re-stocked in Veilport. “I’ll be in the cabin packing, Pepper. That way you will have the cabin to yourself after lunch.” 
 
    Patricia showed a playful pout. “I will keep Pepper company until then,” she said to Gags before turning to Pepper. She sighed. “Our time together is coming to a close.” 
 
    Pepper’s eyebrows went up. “We won’t spend any time together after we land?” 
 
    “That depends on what the situation is in Basheer for you and for me,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags didn’t want to hear Pepper sound dependent on the woman, so he fled to the cabin. He re-read the ransom note and didn’t get any inspiration. Whoever wanted the ransom would have to contact them. Not for the first time, Gags wondered if Patricia was the contact. He wouldn’t be surprised either way, but Gags would be astonished if no one showed up at all. 
 
    There wasn’t much to pack, but Gags bundled everything up tight before putting on his sword. He had left the knife that would allow him, at some later date, to communicate with Miria at the hunting manor. He had a flat knife secure in a built-in sheath in his boot before he secured the cabin before heading to the passenger mess. 
 
    To call lunch table interesting was an understatement. The ship’s cabin had a plethora of dishes prepared buffet-style. 
 
    “Eat up and eat fast,” the cook’s mate said. “What you don’t consume the crew will in an hour. One final meal before getting the ship ready to dock and then the crew works into the night to unload everything.” 
 
    Pepper and Patricia showed up after the announcement.  
 
    Pepper frowned when he saw the jumble of food on Gags’s plate. “You are going to eat all that?” 
 
    “And more,” Gags said. “Everything is good.” 
 
    “To you,” Pepper said, walking through the lunch table and being very selective.  
 
    Patricia did the same, but she took larger portions than Pepper as far as Gags could see…more of a magician’s style of eating. They finished about the same time. 
 
    Gags handed his plate to the cook’s mate. “Sorry, I’m a magician.” 
 
    The mate grinned. “Less to throw away,” he said. “There is plenty for the crew.” 
 
    That made Gags’s guilt for eating a gluttonous meal a little easier to swallow. He chuckled to himself at the thought as he made his way to the deck. The ship was closer to land, but still traveling mostly parallel to the shore which ended ahead of the ship. Veilport was on the other side of that point, but Gags didn’t know how far. The sailors were looking lively as the captain requested everyone go to their cabins until told they could return to the main deck. 
 
    Pepper was gone from the cabin, but his bags were in order, plopped on his upper bunk. Gags pulled out a map of southern Caless that he had purchased before their voyage. He had examined it a few times on the voyage, but it was now time to memorize it. Committing maps to memory was a skill he developed on Atto, fighting in the magician war.  
 
    He stared at the big lake that was part of the boundary between northern Caless and the southern region. It was so large that he wondered why the Feybeerian people didn’t drain the lake for its water. Gags wished he had asked Patricia why. 
 
    The second mate rang a bell in the corridor announcing the main deck was now open, again. Gags grabbed his things and ran into Pepper on his way up.  
 
    “I’ll meet you on deck,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper tried to avoid looking at Gags. His expression did not speak of happiness. 
 
    “She dumped you?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper pursed his lips. “It isn’t the first time, but I still hoped we’d have a guide in Veilport.” A big sigh followed his admission.  
 
    Gags smiled and patted Pepper on the shoulder. “Did she say you were still friends?” 
 
    Pepper nodded.  
 
    “Then consider it a friendly education. Think of how much better you are prepared to deal with the vagaries of the Feybeer people.” 
 
    “I am more experienced than I wanted to be.” 
 
    Gags gently pushed Pepper toward their cabin. “Go get your things. You can ogle your friend for the last few minutes of the voyage.” 
 
    Pepper tried to smile but failed. “I will get my things.” 
 
    They met back up on the deck. Gags’s attention was on the sailor working with the sails when Pepper hit Gags’s upper arm.  
 
    “Look!” Pepper said, pointing.  
 
    Patricia Garish sat ramrod straight in a fancy eight-rower skiff heading toward the other end of the wharf from where the ship was making headway. Pepper gazed longingly after her, but Gags noticed that the girl didn’t turn her head to look back. 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   V eilport was much different from any port Gags had visited. The buildings were mostly white and pale color blocks with flat roofs and domes and tall thin towers where there wasn’t a flat roof. He didn’t see any buildings more than three stories high. The wharf was paved and large cranes on huge wheels pulled by oxen were stationed at ships loading and unloading. 
 
    “This is Caless, eh?” Pepper said, watching the ship head into port. The little man’s eyes slid to the skiff that shrunk as it made steady progress across the harbor. “Artport puts it to shame.” 
 
    “Maybe half or a third as large,” Gags said. “There are other Calessian ports and many more Perian ports for ships heading to and from Artport. This is an exotic port, Pepper.” 
 
    “You won’t find Miria here,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I may ask a few futile questions about unicorns, but I’m almost sure she is far to the north in Dixoia. Let’s enjoy our stay as much as possible.” 
 
    “Finding Mexius?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Or Mexius and his kidnappers finding us.” 
 
    Pepper looked across the harbor, but ships had already moved to block any sight of the skiff. “It won’t be Patricia.” Pepper sighed.  
 
    “I think you will see her again. No matter what happens, we will have to visit her uncle.” Gags said. “I don’t know her role in all this, but I’d be surprised if she didn’t have one.” 
 
    Pepper made a face. “I don’t want to hear any more theories about her.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “I don’t have any reason to speculate further.” The ship turned sharply and headed for a pier with two ships already berthed. “We will find out more, soon.” 
 
    The pair watched the ship arrive at it’s spot on the pier. A smaller version of the big cranes at Artport was already trundling up the pier toward the ship. Wagons began to move past the crane and turn around to line up facing the shore. It was a more organized unloading than the other times Gags had made landfall. 
 
    A whistle blew and then bells rang as the ship put in. The gangplank was lowered and Gags and Pepper were allowed off the ship. Pepper struggled with his bags, so Gags picked up two of Pepper’s, and they continued to disembark surrounded by the other passengers. There weren’t too many people waiting on the pier, and no one approached them. They continued toward the wharf and stopped to let a wagon go by before stepping onto the Veilport proper.  
 
    “Are you disappointed?” Pepper said when it was clear no one would attend their arrival.  
 
    “Vaguely,” Gags said. “Maybe we are being played with.” Gags thought that was the most likely circumstance. “Let’s go to the inn Portia suggested.” 
 
    They asked passersby for directions to the inn, and after the eighth person they bothered, they found their way a few blocks from the wharf to a pale-yellow building. It was just as chunky as everything else. They stepped into a lobby with high ceilings. Two young boys pulled on ropes as soon as they entered that powered fans hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    A young man in a cloth-wrapped headdress rushed to the counter. “You are desiring a room?” 
 
    “I don’t know why we’d be here otherwise,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags chuckled to ease Pepper’s sarcasm. “A room for two,” Gags said. 
 
    “How long will you be staying with us?” the young man said, holding a quill pen ready to write.  
 
    “That, we don’t know,” Gags said. “What would be reasonable to hold our room?” 
 
    “We have a weekly rate that includes breakfast and an evening buffet.” 
 
    “That’s what we will do,” Gags said. The price was reasonable compared to the Iron Hook at Artport, and Gags paid the deposit, half of the week’s rate. 
 
    “You came in on what ship?” 
 
    Gags gave him the ship’s name. 
 
    The clerk pursed his lips. “That is owned by a gangster in Artport. Are you gangsters?” 
 
    “No, but we are bodyguards, and our client took an earlier ship and we have no idea where he went. He came to meet with Honian Garish.” 
 
    The clerk nodded. “He is a successful Basheeran merchant known in Veilport. I would be careful if you deal with the Garish family. They are members of the tight Gagareen tribe, the rulers of Basheer.” 
 
    “We know,” Pepper said. “But our client is a Perian living in Artport.” 
 
    “Forgive me. I’m not supposed to be so inquisitive. I am new to this position.” 
 
    An older man stepped from behind the back curtain, dressed the same as the clerk. “You will have to forgive my son. He recently was promoted to desk clerk. He didn’t mean to pry. Did you, Faukus?”  
 
    “No father.” 
 
    The man looked up at Gags. “You are a magician?” 
 
    “I am,” Gags said. “Does that disqualify me for a room?” 
 
    The older man laughed. “Not at all. If I was to hire a bodyguard, I would hire a magician who fought with commoner’s weapons.” 
 
    Gags grinned and raised his hand slightly. “I qualify, but unfortunately I am already engaged.” 
 
    “And thank the gods, I am not in need of a bodyguard.” The father looked at his son. “Room eight.” He turned to Gags. “It has two sturdy beds. I am thinking you will need a sturdy bed.” 
 
    “Usually,” Gags said. 
 
    “Our kitchen is closed until sundown, but there is a restaurant not far that serves both Perian and south Calessian dishes. It is called The Seagull’s Catch.” 
 
    Gags had no desire to taste whatever went down a seagull’s gullet, but he would take the man’s advice. The young man rang a bell and a younger version of himself wearing a red conical hat ran in and struggled with their bags. When they turned a corner, out of sight of the father and son, Gags and Pepper relieved the boy of some of his load. 
 
    The boy’s eyes flashed his appreciation. “Room eight is on the south side of the building and the coolest room on the second floor.”  
 
    On the way, he showed them a bathroom, pointing out that heated water was extra. There was a washroom and convenience close to their room. He unlocked the door and presented the key to Gags. 
 
    “Is tipping allowed in Veilport,” Gags asked. 
 
    “Not really,” the boy said. “My father frowns on the practice. 
 
    Gags gave the boy a couple of coins. “Then I’ll pay you for answering a question. Which way to the market?” 
 
    “The bazaar?” the boy asked. “It is two blocks past the Seagull’s Catch.” 
 
    “You know of the restaurant?” 
 
    “Of course! My uncle owns it and all my cousins work there,” the boy said.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gags said. “Now which way to the Seagull’s Catch?”  
 
    “Left out the door and continue on until you get there,” the boy said. “Is there anything you need?” 
 
    “I think we’ve been helped enough,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Nothing for now,” Gags said smiling. 
 
    The room was nice enough, Gags guessed. The decor was strange, but the beds were certainly sturdy, and the mattresses were stuffed with something softer than straw. The windows didn’t have any glass, but a thick grill work that could be covered by slatted shutters folded back against the outside wall. 
 
    “Better than the bunk on the ship,” Pepper said, already laying down with his hands behind his head.  
 
    “You won’t fall to the floor in rough weather, either,” Gags said.  
 
    “Nor will I need a spell to keep from being seasick.” Pepper sighed.  
 
    “Patricia isn’t here to administer it,” Gags said. 
 
    “No. What do we do next?” 
 
    Gags stacked his bags at the end of his bed and strapped his sword to his waist. “Eat and then to the marketplace.” 
 
    “The bazaar,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags nodded his head. “The bazaar. If anyone is serious about contacting us, it will be between the bazaar and here,” he said. “There is no sense wandering around a strange city when kidnappers are looking for you.” 
 
    Pepper grunted. “You mean Mexius Dapple?” 
 
    “Him, too,” Gags said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Once Gags made it down to the street, his stomach grumbled. He didn’t have high hopes for the Seagull’s Catch, but Pepper encouraged him to go since it claimed to serve Perian dishes and to maintain good relations with the innkeeper, Gags heeded Pepper’s advice. 
 
    The inn was presentable and so was the restaurant. Gags almost turned around when few of the tables were occupied, but Pepper dragged him in. 
 
    “We are staying at your uncle’s inn,” Pepper said to the attractive young woman, standing behind a podium. “He recommended this place.” 
 
    The woman snorted. “He should have. Midday in Veilport is for eating with family so, as you can see, there are few customers,” she said, showing them to a table. “We have two selections. One is a Perian rendition of red flatfish and the other is a south Calessian rendition of red flatfish.” 
 
    “I’ll have the red flatfish,” Gags said. “A dish of each style. I am a growing boy.” 
 
    “Magician?” the woman said with a sneer. 
 
    “Is there anything wrong with magicians?” Gags asked. 
 
    “You people are always wanting free extra helpings,” she said. 
 
    Gags smiled at her irritated manner. “I’ll buy the two servings and one serving for my friend.” 
 
    “I’ll take Perian-style,” Pepper said. “What do you have to drink?” 
 
    “With red flatfish? Red wine. It is that or milkwine.” 
 
    “What is milkwine?” Gags asked, thinking of the milky rice wine he drank in Atto. 
 
    “Fermented goat’s milk. It is very strong. I don’t recommend it with the Perian version.” 
 
    “Red wine for us,” Gags said, but can you sell us a small glass of the milkwine to get a taste for Calessian wine?” 
 
    “We buy it from a Feybeerian tribe. It is very authentic,” she said. “Terrible stuff,” she said under her breath, but loud enough for Gags to hear. 
 
    “What did she say?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Powerful stuff,” Gags said.  
 
    Pepper grinned. “I like powerful.” 
 
    The food eventually came. For only having two items on the menu, Gags thought the preparation took a long, long time. By the time the food arrived, the restaurant had emptied out with Gags and Pepper being the only remaining patrons.  
 
    Pepper grinned and picked up the tiny glassful of the milky liquid. He closed his eyes to maximize savoring the taste and let the wine glide down his throat. He spit half of it out and coughed before taking a sauce laden bite of the fish.  
 
    “Arghh!” he exclaimed. “It is spicy!” 
 
    The woman, smiling, walked over with two mugs of water. “This will help,” she said as she put the mugs down. 
 
    Pepper’s eyes were still closed. “Not yet!” He moved his mouth a bit and then took a sip of water. “Powerful!” he said. “Simply powerful.” 
 
    Gags laughed and the hostess folded her arms looking at Gags. “It’s your turn next. 
 
    “Shall I start with the milkwine?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Whatever you wish,” the woman said. 
 
    Gags noticed three other people file in from the kitchen looking on from across the dining room. “I’ll go in the same order as my partner.”  
 
    Gags downed the milkwine in one quick gulp and stirred a morsel of the fish in the sauce and put it in his mouth. He took his time and finally swallowed. “This is the Perian version? It is over seasoned. Too much pepper.” He looked at his friend. “Too much for Pepper,” he said with a grin.  
 
    Then he smelled a forkful of the curry-heavy Calessian dish. The pepper was strong, but the curry made his eyes water, making him laugh. “This is also too strong, covering the taste of the fish. Did you run to the wharf to get fresh fish?” Gags asked. 
 
    “How did you know?” one of the kitchen staff said.  
 
    “The fish itself is very fresh. The spices cluttered up the taste, but I’ll finish them as prepared. I have a very magnanimous palate,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper scraped the sauce off his fish and sighed as he took a sip of the red wine. “This does go well with the Perian fish.” 
 
    Gags still finished his two plates before Pepper was finished.  
 
    “You left half the fish on your plate,” Gags said. “Give it to me.” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips. “Magicians always finagle their way to eat more than their share.” 
 
    “I’m paying today, so I bought all of this, but suit yourself,” Gags said. “If there is any fish left, I’d like one serving fried in butter with a little salt and pepper, not a lot. I’d like to see what your red flatfish tastes like without any sauce. A small piece shouldn’t take long to prepare. I’ll pay full price,” Gags said. 
 
    In a few minutes, a teenaged boy delivered the fish. “Cook says it should be what you asked for.” 
 
    Gags took the first bite and closed his eyes, smiling. “Sometimes the simplest preparation is the best,” he said. 
 
    The hostess gave them both a rueful smile. “That is the way I like red flatfish the best. You aren’t so bad, for a magician.” 
 
    “For a magician. I suppose that is the best I’m going to do. Thank you for the meal. My friend and I will be heading to the bazaar. If anyone asks after us, I’m Gags and this,” he said pointing to his friend, “is Pepper.” 
 
     “Come again while you are in Veilport. The menu might be expanding soon,” the woman said as she focused her attention on a few papers on her podium.  
 
    “We will,” Gags said as he opened the door for Pepper. 
 
    When they were well away from the Seagull’s Catch, Pepper stopped Gags. “Did you really like that milky swill we were served?” 
 
    Gags chuckled. “It was awful, but I couldn’t let her get to us. The fish, on the other hand was good all three ways. My criticisms were honest. You were right to scrape off the sauce,” Gags said.  “My simple fried fish was done to perfection. We will go again, but not at midday. The Calessians were pulling Perian legs about the menu.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m almost walking with a limp, my one leg is so long,” Pepper said. 
 
    “It will shrink back to size,” Gags said. “Now, on to the bazaar.” 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   A t least the boy who helped them with their bags had been honest. In a few blocks, they walked into a large square filled with sights and tantalizing smells neither had experienced before. One big difference was the stalls had cloth spread above to make the marketplace sheltered from the sun. The covers didn’t look like they would keep out any rain, but south Caless was an arid land. 
 
    Pepper sniffed the air. “Perhaps, we should have skipped the Seagull’s Catch,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Gags said, “but I wouldn’t have gotten the opportunity to sample the red flatfish as it was meant to taste.” 
 
    “That was a large sample.” Pepper shrugged and walked ahead of Gags. He stopped at a potter’s stall. “This is similar in style to the pottery in the Dapple warehouse.” 
 
    “Which is better? Did you get a good enough look at the Artport pieces?” Gags said. He noticed the stares from Calessians dressed quite differently than Pepper and himself. 
 
    Pepper picked a vase up and flicked his middle finger, listening for the sound before turning it over and looking at the maker’s mark. “The Artport stuff was better quality, although I like these designs better.” 
 
    “That’s because the shape is more Perian,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper made a face. “When did you become an expert?” 
 
    Gags laughed. “You’ve been teaching me all along, although I don’t have a feel for the sound like you do. No nuance.” 
 
    Pepper smiled. “I’ll remember that. Vingus Gags is without nuance.” 
 
    “As far as judging pottery,” Gags said. “Take me out of context, and I’ll thump you.” 
 
    Pepper playfully sneered. “And it will be a gargantuan thump, I’m sure.” 
 
    Gags chuckled. “Of course. Did you get anything out of the mark on the bottom?” 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “It is in the potter’s code, and I have no reference to what it is, but it isn’t a date.” 
 
    “Remember what you see here,” Gags said. “You may be called upon for nuance before we leave Caless, especially if we find Mexius.” 
 
    “That is a big ‘if,’” Pepper said as they continued to stroll along the little lanes. He looked up at the awnings. “A thief would like these,” Pepper said. No one could look from a tall building on the square and plot your direction.” 
 
    “Not my direction,” Gags said. “I’m not a thief, and you aren’t either, now.” 
 
    Pepper nodded. “Right.” 
 
    Pepper’s denial wasn’t as strong as Gags had hoped.  
 
    “There are lots to buy,” Pepper said. “Will we get a chance to return before we leave Caless?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “If you see something unique, you might want to get it now, if it is transportable. Whatever it is, it might not be here when you return.” 
 
    Gags noticed a metal box with an enamel inlay design. It was very nice, but he decided against the purchase. Perhaps he could run into something similar. It was a chance that he was willing to take. 
 
    He put it down on a table with other enameled metal objects. Gags turned to talk to Pepper, but the little man had disappeared. A large Calessian, wearing a maroon cloth wrapped around his head and face, bumped into him. “Now you are looking for two,” the Calessian said. 
 
    Gags grabbed the man’s wrist and didn’t let go when the Calessian tried to snatch his arm away. “And I’ve also picked up a guide. Show me the way,” Gags said. 
 
    The Calessian lifted up a hand.  
 
    “No,” Gags said, slipping a handheld crossbow bolt into his hand. “I can move this deep into your body, even through your silks. 
 
    The Calessian laughed. “You Perians are almost as good at bluffing as the Feybeer.” 
 
    “See that green post rising above the food booth?” 
 
    The man frowned. “What of it?” 
 
    Gags lifted his hand palm and transported the bolt deep into the post, but as the bolt left his hand, the Calessian ran. After cursing to himself, he took off after the messenger. The man turned left, and Gags spotted him making a quick left again down a tiny alley between stalls. On they went. Gags was making a habit of apologizing for bumping into people, but a group of men grabbed onto him. Gags didn’t know how to disengage from the bystanders, and when he looked after his quarry, the Calessian was gone. 
 
    Gags sighed. “I was following someone who had stolen something from me, but now he is gone.” 
 
    The men tried to give Gags a shove, but Gags was too big to do other than take a step back. “Perians like you should learn to protect your valuables better,” one of the men said to the others’ laughter as the men disbursed. 
 
    Gags was turned around and headed in a straight line to the outside of the market. He was on the other side of the large rectangular square from the entrance that Pepper and he had used. 
 
    He walked to the corner and sat on a bench, watching two sides of the square. Perhaps the Calessian would exit on either side. A few children ran up to him, begging for coins. Gags had a few coins made by the Artport authority and handed them out, keeping his eyes open. He spotted the dark red headdress halfway down one of his sightlines. There were three other men. Pepper, the shortest, now had a white headdress on as the kidnappers almost dragged Pepper along with them. 
 
    He looked down at his Perian clothing and shrugged. Gags had no other choice than to follow the men. Pepper probably had the point of a knife urging him on, so Gags rose, dusted off his pants, and tried his best to keep a few people between him and Pepper’s abductors as he moved through the light crowd. His height was a blessing and a curse. He could see above the people, but the abductors could also spot him easily. 
 
    Gags closed on the trio two blocks from the market, but he kept his distance, close to the buildings, ready to jump into a doorway. He was sure the Calessians would lead him to Mexius Dapple. The kidnappers were rough with the struggling Pepper but then stopped, so the knife must have come out again, and Pepper dutifully walked between two of the abductors with the messenger leading. They turned down an alley, making Gags run to see if they entered one of the buildings on either side.  
 
    He poked his head around a corner and saw them open a wide gate and push Pepper through. The red headdressed man shot a quick look up and down the alley, forcing Gags to pull back. The next time Gags looked down an empty alleyway. He counted the buildings and noted the colors of the two between the tiny storage yard that Pepper had been dragged through. 
 
    Gags ran back around the street and found the building from the front. “Basheer Trading & Transport,” said the sign over the shuttered window in front. Gags sat on the bench in front of the next shop, gathering his breath and marshaling his thoughts. 
 
    A box wagon drew up in front of the building, and six or seven men walked out to meet it, including Pepper with the white headdress covering his face, and the messenger. Pepper didn’t look right. Gags looked down at Pepper’s shoes, and the imposter wore the softer Calessian boots the locals wore. Gags let the wagon pass and then ran to catch it, ostensibly giving up. Gags could have used his magic to stop it but couldn’t think of a good reason, so he turned back, and after loosening the sword at his side and grabbing a few crossbow bolts, he opened the door to Basheer Trading.  
 
    There were displays and shelves with everyday goods and a wall of colorful Feybeerian pottery. A counter that extended across most of the back ended in a doorway with beads hanging down. A woman came from the back. “How can I…” Her eyes went wide as she stopped in the middle of the greeting. “You…” 
 
    “Me,” Gags said. “I came to retrieve my friend. I know he is here, and I’ll tear this place apart if you don’t cooperate.” 
 
    “That is illegal!” she said, gaining some composure.  
 
    “Kidnapping is too,” Gags said. “We can do this with violence or without. I don’t care.” Actually, Gags did, but he didn’t think kindness would work to thwart this elaborate scheme. 
 
    “I’ll go back and check,” the woman said.  
 
    Gags vaulted over the counter. “We will both go, and there will be no checking,” Gags said, trying to look mean. At least the woman didn’t laugh at him. 
 
    He gently pushed her through another beaded doorway and into a small warehouse at the back of the building. Gags guessed that Basheer Trading & Transport had a larger facility elsewhere in Veilport. 
 
    A group of men sat chatting in the far corner and stood up. Pepper, dressed in a robe of some sort but with his Perian shoes on, sat tied up. Not surprising to Gags in the least. One of the men was Mexius Dapple, unbound and dressed like the others. 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” Mexius said. “You saw through my little ruse.” 
 
    “Was all this your idea?” 
 
    Mexius looked triumphant. “It was, and I’ve had an enjoyable time luring my bodyguards to Veilport.” 
 
    “Was Patricia Garish part of your plan?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what Honian’s niece did. It would be something her uncle made her do,” Mexius said. 
 
    Pepper groaned through his gag.  
 
    Mexius twisted to look at Pepper and then turned back to Gags. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    “Patricia played her assigned role well until the end,” Gags said. “I hope you didn’t damage my friend. Contract or not, I’ll damage you.” Gags was back into his vicious act. 
 
    Mexius took a step back, putting his hands out. “All in fun, all in fun.” 
 
    “Your fun. It is a horrible way to treat your employees,” Gags said. “I was tricked by another jokester a year or two back, and he did not come out of it unscathed.” Gu Lir deserved more than injured minions and a destroyed ship, but Gags had other priorities at the time. 
 
    “Did we pass your little test?” Gags said as he walked over to Pepper and removed his headdress and bonds. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Pride, only,” Pepper said. “I don’t think they knew about Patricia Garish.” 
 
    “Honian Garish is your partner in all this?” Gags asked. 
 
    Mexius made a face. “Not quite partner,” he said. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Gags said, disgusted by the whole Veilport experience so far.” 
 
    Mexius relaxed. “You brought the ransom?” 
 
    Gags sighed. “I did, and now you’ve extracted the chunk of cash your wife otherwise wouldn’t have given you?” 
 
    The arrogant look now familiar to Gags came to Mexius’s face. “Of course. You saw through my grand ruse rather quickly.” 
 
    “It was the easier one to make sense of. Abducting Pepper didn’t make any sense. You could have just shown up at the inn and collected your ransom,” Gags said. 
 
    Mexius tried to look coy. “You would have missed out on an adventure.” 
 
    “One I would have rather done without,” Pepper said, glaring at Gags. “We’ve been tricked three times since we left Artport.” 
 
    Gags furrowed his brow and then chuckled for the first time since Pepper’s abduction. “The third one is the restaurant?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pepper said indignantly. 
 
    “Now that we are here, what do we do now?” Gags said. 
 
    “Follow me around, I guess. The bodyguard request was part of my little joke on Portia,” Mexius said.  
 
    “Is your life in danger?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “In Caless, you are in more danger than I am,” Mexius said, “but Seppius Darkman has a long reach, and it might even extend from Artport to Veilport.” 
 
    “His ships come here,” Gags said. 
 
    Mexius looked a little surprised. “You figured that out?” 
 
    “With a little help from the lovely Patricia Garish,” Gags said. 
 
    “How much stirring the pot did you do just before you left Artport?” Mexius asked. 
 
    “Enough to have met Seppius a few times before we left,” Gags said. 
 
    Mexius furrowed his brow.  
 
    “I’ll meet you at your inn tomorrow morning. Make sure the money is all there,” Mexius said. “We will be heading to Basheer.” 
 
    Pepper stepped forward. “Who owns Basheer Trading and Transport?” 
 
    Mexius barked out a laugh. “Honian Garish, of course.” 
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    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags was packed and ready to go. Breakfast had been a wonderful affair as it usually was for him. Pepper grumbled all the way through, but Gags knew the source was the high likelihood of his meeting Patricia Garish again. Gags thought the fear that gripped Pepper at the beginning of their shipboard relationship had resurfaced. 
 
    Mexius strode into the stableyard, walking a horse. “My money?” he said, holding his hand out.  
 
    “Second thoughts about retaining us?” Gags asked. 
 
    “No, but I’d feel more secure about everything if I carried my ransom,” Mexius said. 
 
    Gags handed it over. Gags had counted it to make sure the amount was still the same after the ship’s captain had handed the ransom over. “You can count it if you like.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Mexius said with a sudden grin breaking out as soon as the large leather purse was in his hand. “Now, for our ride to Basheer. The road is well traveled with villages and a good-sized town along the way. We will stay at inns both nights.” Mexius hefted the ransom. “Better inns than originally planned.” 
 
    Once the treasure was stowed in Mexius’s saddlebag, the three mounted and rode out of Veilport on a wide busy road.  
 
    “Is it this way the entire trip?” Pepper asked Mexius. 
 
    The man nodded. “It is a pleasant ride since there are lots of stops along the way if you can handle the heat,” Mexius said, wearing the flowing garments common to most travelers on the road. 
 
    “Should we change what we are wearing?” Gags asked. 
 
    Mexius shrugged. “I would if I were you. You are more of a target than I am. It won’t take long to reach a village with a good market for travelers. You can buy a couple of outfits there when—” Mexius abruptly stopped. 
 
    Gags sensed something unsaid. “What is going to happen when we stop?” 
 
    Mexius flashed a tight smile. “Some of Garish’s men will join us.” 
 
    “To guard you against us?” 
 
    Mexius shrugged. “Even if you weren’t with me, they would escort me to Basheer. Life in southern Caless is different from other places, especially for Perians.” 
 
    Gags would have to agree. Essential human interaction was the same wherever Gags had been, but the regional culture influenced the edges. Northern Attoans behaved differently than those in the south, and Gags guessed it was much the same for Calessians, but so far, Gags didn’t know who a Feybeerian was and who wasn’t. 
 
    “Should we be concerned?” Pepper asked Mexius. 
 
    The man from Artport shook his head. “No. You might have been concerned if Pepper had been killed, once kidnapped, but he wasn’t.” 
 
    “I wasn’t handled gently,” Pepper said. 
 
    “None of us ever are,” Mexius said with a grin. 
 
    Gags kept silent at Mexius’s non-answer. Mexius had no bruises or had been marched through Veilport with a knife poked in his back. If Mexius had hired them directly, Pepper and he would be on a ship heading back to Artport. Portia was an excellent lady in Gags’ estimation, and he considered himself her employee, not Mexius’s. 
 
    The village was a large one with a large central square. Like the market Gags visited in Veilport, the same cloth awnings stretched across the market lanes, making the shopping experience more intimate. Mexius took them to a clothing stall and began picking out clothing for them.  
 
    “No,” Pepper said. “I want to walk around first before I choose what I’ll wear.” 
 
    Gags agreed with Pepper but didn’t say anything. Mexius had chosen colors that would stand out in a crowd, the way Gags perceived the typical costume, including what Mexius wore. They strolled around the market until Pepper nodded his head. “I know what I want.” 
 
    They returned to the same stall, and Pepper chose white and tan robes and a darker tan cloth wrap for a headdress. Gags noticed that most males wore a white robe underneath a colored overobe, just as Pepper had seen. Gags picked a faded deep blue with a hood and a black and white checked cloth for his headdress. He also bought a headband that many males wore over their headdresses. 
 
    “That headdress is Feybeer-style,” the merchant said. “You may have to back up your choice with a display of arms, not magic. It is the Feybeer way.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I can do that. I have some experience in both.” 
 
    The merchant looked at Mexius. “He tells the truth?” 
 
    “So my wife says,” Mexius said, “but who can believe what a woman claims?” He shrugged. “He will be tested soon enough.” 
 
    “Then let me sell you a plain cloth,” the merchant said. 
 
    “I’m good, but I’ll take one of those white caps that go underneath the headdress,” Gags said, still looking at passersby. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “We will meet our friends at a roadside drinking establishment on the Basheer-side,” Mexius said.  
 
    They left the marketplace and turned down a dark alley. “Time to change,” Gags said. “You will have to help me with the headdress.” 
 
    Gags stripped down and put on the white robe first, struggling to get the ties right. Most men wore the outer robe open. He put the knit hat on and then couldn’t manage the folds. 
 
    “I don’t have much experience with this,” Mexius said, but Gags was tolerant of Mexius’s poor talent. There were lots of Calessians who could teach him how to dress. Anything was better than wearing a version of the black tunic and black pants he wore in the army. 
 
    Pepper looked more Calessian than Mexius did, wearing the most common colors. His headdress was competently wound around his head by Mexius. They mounted and rode out of the alley. Gags was still taller than anyone else he had seen, but he felt he could sink into the background better with his darker clothing.  
 
    Mexius led them to a cluster of trees beneath which sat an outdoor establishment. The main structure had leaves laid over the roof, and cloth awnings, similar to the covered market lanes, stretched over an outdoor seating area. The place was almost full. Mexius walked directly toward a table of six people wearing checkered headdresses. They looked up when Mexius arrived.  
 
    “I see you brought a couple of sea rats with you,” a man said. He was the messenger in Veilport.  
 
    “Their little teeth will harry my enemies,” Mexius said with an arrogant grin. 
 
    “Then they will be busy.” A feminine voice came from one of the smaller people in the group. 
 
    “Patricia,” Pepper said.  
 
    A few of the men rose from the benches. “Do not address our lady by her first name only!” one of them said. 
 
    “I have met your lady on the ship from Artport,” Pepper said. “How do I address her, then?” 
 
    “My lady or Lady Garish,” the same man said. 
 
    Pepper bowed to Patricia. “Forgive me if I offended you, Lady Garish.” 
 
    Patricia waved her hand. “You didn’t.” She looked at the men still standing. “Sit and let them eat. The big one will empty a plate at any time and place, given the opportunity.” 
 
    “A magician?” the former messenger said. He turned to Mexius. “You didn’t tell us. We were in unexpected danger during your childish trick!” 
 
    Mexius frowned, but it was easy to see Gag’s talent meant nothing to him. “I know him well enough to be confident he wouldn’t use magic as long as we didn’t attack him.” 
 
    “And the small one?” another of the men asked. 
 
    “Can someone as tiny as him be a threat to anyone?” Mexius said 
 
    Patricia pursed her lips before speaking. “I am as tiny, as you say, as him, and I am easily a threat to you, Mexius Dapple.” 
 
    Mexius frowned as Patricia defended Pepper. “We have a long ride,” Mexius said, obviously changing the subject. 
 
    Gags sat down and looked at the bowls of food of the others. “Only one menu item, I see.” 
 
    “Only one that is edible,” one of the men said. He narrowed his eyes as he stared at Gags’ head. “You aren’t a Feybeer.” 
 
    “This?” Gags asked, touching his headdress. “I was told I could wear it if I were able to defend myself.” 
 
    The man cursed under his breath. “Magician.” 
 
    Patricia laughed. “He can take you in half a minute,” she said, “without using his power.” 
 
    Gags had thought Patricia was their enemy, and she had let on that she was, but now she defended Gags and Pepper. 
 
    “I challenge you to a duel,” the man said. 
 
    “Any restriction on weapons?” Gags asked. 
 
    “No magic,” the messenger said  
 
    Gags grinned. “No magic. I’ll accept your challenge, but after we eat.” 
 
    “You are not afraid?” the challenger asked. 
 
    “Why should I be?” Gags said.  
 
    The man grumbled, and everyone went back to their eating. This group didn’t like to talk while they ate, and Gags wondered if it was cultural since Patricia ignored a couple of times Pepper tried to speak to her. 
 
    The midday meal was over, and the group moved to an open space nearby. Many of the stand’s customers joined the group. Gags hadn’t expected to become the after-lunch entertainment, but he stood in the center of a ring of thirty or forty spectators. Travelers on the adjacent road stopped to gawk at the duel. 
 
    In a way, Gags was glad to get the challenging part over since he liked the checked headdress better than plain colored ones. He readily admitted he was not Feybeer, but no one had bothered to ask. 
 
    “Rules?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Blood or surrender. This is no fight to the death, although death has often ended challenges. No magic attacks, overt or subtle. You can only use the weapons you carry, and if any spectator offers one, you are disqualified if you take it. The challenge goes until it ends, as I said, in blood or surrender,” the messenger said. 
 
    “How much blood,” Gags said. “A nick? Enough to drip to the ground?” 
 
    “Think of something that requires stitches,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags nodded. He had his staff, a sword, and a knife on his person. That would be enough against a single fighter. “Do we greet each other with a bow or something before we start?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I’ll say “start,” and then you fight.” 
 
    Gags grinned at his opponent. “I’m Vingus Gags, by the way.” 
 
    The man grunted and nodded to the messenger.  
 
    “Start,” Mexius said casually.  
 
    The challenger attacked. Gags guessed anyone could get the match going, but he hadn’t expected his client to utter the word. The sword work was quick, and all slashes to start. Gags guessed that slashes might produce a duel-ending cut quicker than a parry and thrust style. It didn’t matter to Gags’ iron staff what technique was used. If the challenger didn’t get through his guard on the first attempt, the challenger was doomed. 
 
    With every slash, Gags parried with his staff and connected to somewhere on the challenger’s body. Gags didn’t intend to use the pointed end of the staff and draw blood. His strategy was to wear out his opponent. He didn’t care to honor Patricia’s claim of a half-minute bout. 
 
    “Why are you so fast?” the challenger said, breathing heavily.  
 
    “Practice. Lady Patricia saw my workout every day on board the ship that brought us from Artport,” Gags said as he got a swipe at his opponent’s shin, making him dance a bit before limping as he fought. 
 
    “He did,” Patricia said to the crowd. “His moves were just as fast. No magic, just a lot of hard work.” 
 
    The challenger grunted and rushed Gags, but as the Feybeerian closed, Gags dropped his staff and pulled out his knife, holding the sword wrist of his opponent, and even though the challenger held Gags’ wrist, Gags pulled the knife along the sword arm, deep enough to cut through the cloth and score the arm.  
 
    Blood immediately seeped through the rent as the challenger’s sword dropped.  
 
    “You cheated!” the injured man said, grasping his arm, letting blood seep through his fingers. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I didn’t use magic, and I used the weapons I carried when we started. Let’s get that wound seen to,” Gags said. 
 
    “You are a healer, too?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Battlefield healer. If you need stitches, you are better going to someone else. My stitches leave big scars, but we can get that bound tight. I have a kit in my saddlebags.” 
 
    The man let Gags lead him to the mount, and Gags produced a pre-folded pad and bandages. Gags pulled back the man’s bloodied robes. Gag used magic to create enough water to dampen a dressing and wiped the wound clean. 
 
    “Not too deep. No stitches?” Gags asked. 
 
    “None for me,” the man said.  
 
    Gags produced a bottle. “This will help it heal. It’s from Atto and very good, but there will be stinging.” 
 
    “I can handle stinging better than I can someone sewing my skin.” 
 
    After removing the stopper, Gags grabbed the man’s arm and shook powder on the wound, making the challenger wince before refolding the pad and tightly securing the bandage. The injured party took a deep breath and checked the bandage.  
 
    “I’d recommend making a sling and keeping that elevated until we reach Basheer,” Gags said. 
 
    The defeated man nodded his head. “You may wear our tribal headdress, Perian. You earned it twice over.” 
 
    “Indeed, you did, Gags,” Patricia said, walking up. “You took more than half a minute, but everyone will forgive you.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “You should since I wasn’t the one who claimed I could. Is there a healer in the next town?” 
 
    “Tonight, he will be seen by a Feybeerian healer. Your seeing to his injury will go far among us. Most Calessians would be prancing around celebrating victory. You didn’t at all.” 
 
    Gags frowned. “I’m not big on victory celebrations. My time on Atto cured me of that, and I didn’t want to make an enemy of a group of guards taking us to Basheer.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Patricia said as she walked away.  
 
    Gags asked the proprietor for water but was given an alcoholic fruit punch, which Gags did not finish, but he thanked the owner and mounted up. Gags’ opponent was already wearing a makeshift sling, and they proceeded down the road. 
 
    On the way to their overnight stop, the five guards rode with Gags, who regaled them with war stories. Mexius, Patricia, and Pepper rode behind them all the way into the town where they would spend the night. 
 
    The guards spent the night in a different inn, but Patricia made sure the injured guard had someone look at the cut before she arrived at the inn. 
 
    “This is the best inn,” Mexius said. “I’ve stayed here plenty of times. You will like the food. It isn’t so Feybeerian.” 
 
    Gags was glad Patricia didn’t hear the disparaging words, but he supposed she had heard similar comments from Mexius if he had been to Basheer often. Once Patricia showed up, they proceeded to a small restaurant rather than the more expansive dining room at the inn. Pepper dominated the dinnertime conversation, asking Patricia all kinds of questions about the Feybeer and southern Caless. Gags didn’t learn anything startling.  
 
    “Omius is the second-best fighter among those accompanying me,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Who is the best?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Soxus. He is the one who wore the dark red headdress in Veilport. He fights with just enough magic to be formidable, and without it, Omius would give him a tough fight if Soxus didn’t use a little magic.” Patricia’s eyes flashed. “But you would defeat both, even without your magic. You moved so quickly to draw the knife.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ve had lots of practice. Perhaps more than them combined,” Gags said. 
 
    “Practice doesn’t account for everything,” Patricia said. “You have—” 
 
    Gags held up his hand. “It is all hard work. You saw me on the ship. Pepper gets better when he practices. Right, Buzz?” 
 
    Pepper growled. “I told you—” He looked at Patricia and paused for a second. “Don’t put me at your level, Gags.” 
 
    “Then you aren’t as good as me. Is that better?” The words sounded harsher than Gags intended. “What will keep me from having challengers all the time when I wear the black and white headdress?” Gags asked Patricia. 
 
    “The headband needs to be a different color, red. It stands for a warrior, and I’ll get my father to award you a badge of our tribe.” 
 
    “The others weren’t wearing badges.” Gags said.  
 
    “They are obviously Feybeer where you are obviously Perian. Believe me, if there were a formal occasion, the badges would come out.” 
 
    Mexius made a face. “A badge here and badge there,” he said. “There are other things that are more important.” 
 
    “Like what?” Pepper said.  
 
    Mexius looked offended that he had been questioned. “Money, power, more money, more power.” 
 
    “Family, honor, good friends, and good food to share with them all,” Patricia said. 
 
    Mexius sneered. “And what good are they if you don’t have money and power?” 
 
    Patricia shook her head. “You sound more like my uncle than my father.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is why I do business with Honian, directly,” Mexius said. 
 
    Gags thought anyone focused on money and power would lose their family and honor. He doubted Mexius had any integrity, even if he was a better man when he married Portia.  
 
    “I am full. I will leave first,” Patricia said coldly. She smiled at Pepper and bowed to Gags, ignoring Mexius as she left the table.  
 
    “She doesn’t know what’s good for her,” Mexius said. 
 
    “And what is good for her?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Being obedient and subservient. Most Feybeerian women are. Her uncle makes a mistake giving her so much authority in the family business,” Mexius said. 
 
    “And what about her father?” Gags asked. 
 
    “He is too much the magician, always more interested in his scrolls and books. His family has suffered for it.” 
 
    “Patricia doesn’t look disadvantaged,” Gags said.  
 
    “Her family isn’t as rich and influential in Basheer as Honian Garish. He doesn’t have a family to pull him down.” 
 
    “Then what about Portia?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Mexius gave Pepper a dirty look. “Are you two ganging up on me? Leave my relationship with Portia out of it. I do my own thing with her permission or not.” 
 
    “Including prying family funds from her by faking your kidnapping?” Gags asked. 
 
    “That is my business. Just make sure you keep me safe in Basheer,” Mexius said. “I think I have had enough.” He left without another word. 
 
    “The villain’s face is bared,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags stared at his partner. “That sounds a little over-literary for you.” 
 
    Pepper laughed. “I may be small, but I’ve ensured I’m educated. Smart thieves live longer than dumb ones.” 
 
    “And you aren’t a thief anymore. I think that is very smart,” Gags said. 
 
    “You have taken me down a more dangerous path, I think,” Pepper said. “I’ve not been abducted before, even if it was a ruse. I like the shadows better, but I also like regular meals and sleeping on proper mattresses.” 
 
    “There won’t always be proper mattresses when we are on the road,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper pursed his lips. “I already know that. Try not to underestimate me.” 
 
    Gags gazed into Pepper’s eyes, making the little man shrink slightly. “I’ll do my best not to, but I think I already have a better opinion of you than you do of yourself.” 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags learned that the guards weren’t intended to protect Mexius, contrary to the Artport man’s words. Omius presented Gags with a badge to wear on his headdress.  
 
    “It isn’t from Lady Patricia’s tribe but my own. They may be richer, but we are larger,” Omius said. “I am a Loureen if anyone asks about the badge. You defeated me, so it is proper for you to wear a Loureen badge. It is also acceptable to wear more than one badge, but you may be challenged more if you do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Omius,” Gags said. “How many tribes are there?” 
 
    “Twenty-one. There are eighteen Feybeer cities. Each tribe has its own. Basheer is the largest city run by the Gagareen, Patricia’s tribe. She is a noble in her tribe, but the rulers all come from a different branch.” 
 
    “Garish is a derivative of Gagareen?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It is. I am Omius Louree if you must know, but we go by our first names only to minimize any tribal allegiances. It makes for better relations.” 
 
    Gags learned more about the Feybeer talking to Omius in a few minutes than he gleaned from Pepper’s questions at dinner the night before.  
 
    “Do you have any more war stories?” one of the others asked Gags.  
 
    The six swapped stories until they stopped for the night at an oasis. The place reminded Gags of a depot with a sizeable guarded pen for wagons and another for livestock. The roadside inn was more like a little walled fortress with a large courtyard and stable for riders and walkers. 
 
    Patricia hired a private room for dinner where all nine could eat together. The guards asked Gags to sit at their end of a long banquet table with Pepper, Patricia, and Mexius at the other.  
 
    “What can I expect in Basheer?” Gags asked his fellow guards.  
 
    He looked at the other end of the table, where Patricia, sitting at the head of the table, appeared to be having a private conversation with Pepper, who looked uncomfortable again. Mexius tried to look bored, but the man’s body seemed tied up in knots from tension to Gags.  
 
    “It is more traditional than Veilport,” said Soxus, the five men's former messenger and informal leader.  
 
    “What is more traditional?” 
 
    “A tribe runs Basheer.” 
 
    “I know, the Gagareen,” Gags said. 
 
    “Tribal cities aren’t as open as Veilport. The looseness of other cultures can corrupt even the Feybeerians at Artport,” Soxus said. “We live different lives in our cities.” 
 
    “What about those who don’t live in the cities?” Gags asked. “Nomads still exist?” 
 
    “They do,” another guard said, “but their lives are different. They must always be on edge. Anything goes in the dry lands.” 
 
    “The dry lands being where Feybeer live outside the cities.” 
 
    Omius grinned. “You’re right. Lord Honian goes outside Basheer all the time to the treasure city.” 
 
    “Quiet!” Soxus said. “We are commanded not to mention it.” 
 
    Omius turned red. “Please disregard what I said.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Consider your words are written in the sand, and a fragrant wind has erased them.” 
 
    The five guards erupted in laughter, causing Mexius to glare at them and Patricia to look questioning at them. 
 
    “What is so funny? Gags asked. 
 
    “We have a famous love poem that mentions the exact words, except the words are promises a lover makes to another,” Soxus said. 
 
    “I’ll have to watch myself, then.” Gags said. 
 
    “Do,” Soxus said. 
 
    Traditional Feybeerian cuisine was served. Gags could discern the different place curry had than the style served at the oasis. He wanted to talk about the food, but no one was interested.  
 
    When the dishes were cleared away, Patricia stood. “Why don’t we have a magic demonstration?” she asked with her eyes on Gags. “Soxus, Vingus Gags, and I are the best magicians. Join me in some impromptu entertainment.” 
 
    Gags was always uncomfortable being pointed out, and this was no different, but the group was small. The only person Gags didn’t care about entertaining was Mexius, who sneered and cracked sarcastic jokes, getting worse as dinner wore on. 
 
    Soxus grinned as he juggled balls of flame, where Patricia moved smoke from a tiny device she produced, creating the shape of a lamb. Neither trick required much bulk on the part of the magician, and Gags noticed that both grabbed more food after their tricks. Gags would use a lot more magical energy and show the guards what a real magician would do.  
 
    He stood at the far end of the table from Patricia and drew his headdress over his eyes, initiating night sight before he stood with his feet apart and levitated himself up to table level and walked across the table about eighteen inches above the surface, not disturbing any of the food or tableware. When he reached Patricia, he carefully stepped away from the table, adjusted his mental distance from the floor, and gradually released the spell. He had to bow at the applause as he returned to his seat to eat his way to topping up his power. 
 
    “No wonder you stay so large,” Patricia said. “You must have lost a few pounds doing that. And you didn’t peek?” 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I can see shapes but no color when I use night sight.” 
 
    Mexius narrowed his eyes while he looked at Gags. The gaze made Gags uncomfortable because he could tell wheels were spinning in Mexius’s head. 
 
    “There are none in Caless who can do what I just saw,” Patricia said. “My father will be impressed.” 
 
    “I will meet your father?” Gags asked. 
 
    She looked at Mexius. “If your client will permit.” 
 
    Mexius smiled. “If it will help my relationship with your uncle,” he said to Patricia. 
 
    Gags was uncomfortable with the conversation. He wanted to be a bodyguard under his own terms, but Gags didn’t get the impression either of them considered him more than a tool for them to use. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The rest of the trip to Basheer was uneventful. No one challenged Gags, but the offset was the camaraderie that started the journey and didn’t endure past the magic demonstration. Gags realized that was partly his fault for being so bold with his demonstration. Patricia spent most of her time with Pepper, which was mostly a running description of their journey to Basheer. Patricia did little confiding to Pepper, who could keep his past to himself, or so he said. 
 
    Basheer would be described in the same terms as Veilport, except that Basheer was miles inland, thoroughly in Feybeer country. Gags thought that the port city might have been termed “nervous.” On the other hand, Basheer seemed to be carved out of history. Everything seemed more substantial in Patricia’s home.  The building colors seemed to be muted, the streets seemed more expansive, and the people seemed to walk with more purpose. Gags couldn’t define it in other terms, and he had to admit the feeling might be in his head.  
 
    Patricia stopped the group at an inn that matched everything else. “My uncle will pay for your lodging while you are in Basheer. I will see you again during your stay,” she said, looking at Pepper before she went into the inn, and then Patricia and her five guards remounted and left them at the gate to the inn’s stableyard. 
 
    Boys swarmed over them, pulling their mounts into the stableyard while one of them, a little better dressed, led them inside for a small price. There was no tipping, but a lot of cash changed hands in southern Caless. 
 
    Gags followed Mexius to the counter while Pepper kept track of their bags.  
 
    “Two rooms under Mexius Dapple,” Mexius said. “Honian Garish is my host in Basheer.” 
 
    “You are Dapple?” the man at the counter said. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then there are three rooms. One for you, another for Tibbeus Pepper, and the last for Vingus Gags,” the clerk said. 
 
    Mexius looked a little put-out, but then his face relaxed. “At least I’m not paying. Show me to my room,” he said diffidently. 
 
    Pepper had three boys carrying bags along with him.  
 
    “Mexius is going up separately,” Gags said to Pepper, and then he looked at the clerk. “If that is okay with you, we will have one of the boys take us to our rooms.” 
 
    Mexius snorted his assent, and two of the boys carried his bags to the right. The boy remaining took the saddlebags while Gags and Pepper carried their weapons and the rest of their bags.  
 
    “Your rooms are to the left,” the clerk said, handing keys to one of the boys and whispering instructions in his ear.  
 
    They climbed the stairs to the third floor, and the boy opened one of the rooms. “This is for the smaller one. That must be you,” the boy said to Pepper.  
 
    The boy stood in the middle of the door until Pepper got the message and gave a few coins to the lad. 
 
    “Follow me,” Gags’ escort said. 
 
    Gags peeked into Pepper’s room. It was nicer than he had expected. Perhaps that was Patricia’s doing, he thought. Gags’ room was a few doors down and in the corner of the building. The boy opened the door, and Gags was surprised that it was bigger than Pepper’s. The bed was generous in size, and Gags tipped his helper generously before shutting the door and falling into the bed. The mattress was a little lumpy, but he would rest comfortably, however long they would be in Basheer. 
 
    The view outside was interesting. He had shuttered windows on two adjacent sides, looking down at one large road and a small one. Awnings covered most of the sidewalks on the larger road; something Gags noticed riding in. It must always be hot in southern Caless, he thought.  
 
    Gags turned at a knock on the door and opened it for Pepper, who walked in and gawked. “And I thought my room was big. Look at the size of that bed.” 
 
    “Maybe this is a honeymoon suite,” Gags said, grinning. “I wonder what Mexius’s room looks like if the bodyguards live like this?” 
 
    Pepper laughed. “He is getting a standard room. Patricia told me she would treat us well in Basheer. I said you needed a larger bed if possible, and she came through, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll have to change my opinion of her,” Gags said. 
 
    A sigh came from Pepper. “I wouldn’t go to the trouble. She told me we were friends and nothing more.” 
 
    “Again?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper nodded. “That’s twice she’s said that.” 
 
    “It could be worse,” Gags said. “Remember, we are in her territory.” 
 
    After glancing out the window, Pepper turned and said, “I’m learning more than I wanted to know on this job.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that continues for the foreseeable future,” Gags said. “Did Mexius say he had dinner plans?” 
 
    “Didn’t he talk to you?” Pepper said. 
 
    “Grab your sword, and we will head down to the lobby to sit, ready to accompany him wherever he goes,” Gags said.  
 
    “Don’t you want to sleep for a bit? I do,” Pepper said. 
 
    “We are on the job,” Gags said. “We are at Mexius’ disposal until he releases us for the evening, and I’d rather not have him see our rooms. Understand?” 
 
    Pepper looked around and nodded. “Perfectly.” 
 
    They took positions in the lobby and were surprised when a server presented them with a fruit drink. Gags had to get up and pay for the drink, but then they sat down and sipped their refreshment.  
 
    “This is nice,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Nice for a price,” Gags said. “These people touch you for a fee at every turn.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t get paid by the inn,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags frowned. “I didn’t think of that, but I’m not going to ask,” he said, watching the locals walk back and forth. No one noticed them in their Feybeer garb, and so it went until Mexius walked past them. 
 
    “Mexius,” Gags said, getting up. “We are here.” 
 
    The Artport man yawned. “I rested for a bit. I was going alone to meet Honian, but as long as you are here, you can do something productive.” He crooked his finger, signifying that Gags and Pepper were to follow him.  
 
    They stepped out under an extended canopy in front of the inn, waiting for Mexius to decide which way to go. Gags thought the man knew the way, but Mexius seemed indecisive.  
 
    “Do you know the address?” Gags asked. “Perhaps we can hire a carriage.” 
 
    Mexius grumbled. “Do you see a carriage in this gods-forsaken place!” 
 
    Gags saw two, stepped off the payment, and waved one of them down. “Here. Where are we going? The Basheer Trading and Transport headquarters?” 
 
    “Think you are smart, don’t you?” Mexius snapped. He looked up at the driver. “Do you know where the Basheer Trading and Transport headquarters is?” 
 
    “You are Mexius Dapple?” the driver asked. “If you are, then get inside. I was hired to take you there. I have been driving around for the last hour, hoping three Perians would be standing in front of the inn.” 
 
    Gags and Pepper smiled at each other behind Mexius’s back. Mexius kept his eyes focused out the window as they trundled over the rough Basheer pavement. Gags put a finger to his lips to keep Pepper from talking, and soon they drove under a company sign into a busy courtyard. Gags counted four warehouse doors and a large three-story main building. 
 
    “I know my way from here,” Mexius snarled as he pushed his way out of the carriage and stalked into the main building, leaving Gags and Pepper to deal with the driver who held out his hand for a fee. 
 
    “Do you think Patricia told him she would send someone to pick him up?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “If she did, it was obvious Mexius had his mind on something else.” Gags was getting more convinced that Mexius was an intelligent-looking man who wasn’t very smart. “Let’s find out where the client went.” 
 
    They stepped inside the door to the main building and found it was a back entrance. Gags asked someone where Honian Garish’s office was, and they walked toward the main lobby that faced another street. Gags wondered why the driver had let them off in the main yard. Perhaps it was a Feybeerian slight of some kind.  
 
    “We are with Mexius Dapple,” Gags said to the woman behind the front counter. “Can you direct us to him?” 
 
    “Top floor to your left.” 
 
    Gags looked up the winding iron stairs that led upward toward a dome painted with a row of prancing animals around the bottom. He thought they might be antelope. An animal absent on both Peria and Atto. As Gags and Pepper walked up, they noticed a row of windows below the dome that allowed natural light to illuminate the mural. At the top, they turned left and walked through a set of double doors, entering a large anteroom. Mexius paced the floor in front of a smaller set of doors. It opened before Gags was able to get across to Mexius.  
 
    “Lord Garish is prepared to greet you,” a woman dressed in dark silk robes said. She sat at a desk next to the doors and stared as Gags and Pepper followed their client into the office of Mexius’s Calessian contact. 
 
    “Vingus Gags and Tibbeus Pepper? I am Honian Garish.” The man put his right hand over his heart and bowed to them. “My niece speaks highly of both of you.” Honian sighed. “Well, not exactly highly, but not disparagingly, which amounts to much the same thing from her.” 
 
    “What about me?” Mexius said. 
 
    Honian sighed. “What about you, Mexius? You talked my people into acting out your kidnapping. At the time, I was in the dry lands, and no one told me. Even Patricia knew and kept your dishonorable act from me. She said she has her reasons.” 
 
    “I have cash, now,” Mexius said, “that I didn’t have before. That counts for something.” 
 
    Honian closed his eyes and raised his eyebrows in despair. “I am a businessman. What can I say? I sometimes do dishonorable things just like you. It doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.” 
 
    Mexius pursed his lips. “Enough moralizing. It’s all just rationalization, anyway. We both know we do what we have to to make money.” 
 
    “We do.” Honian sighed. “Now that the moralizing is done. We can get down to business. I am two days away from leaving. Enjoy the sights, the sounds, and the aromas of Basheer tonight and tomorrow, and we begin our journey to Rezzura the day after that.” 
 
    “What is Rezzura?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “The question is better asked, where is Rezzura? It is a closely held secret and the source of some of my current wealth. An ancient treasure city a week from here in the dry lands.” 
 
    “Is that in your tribe’s territory?” Gags asked. 
 
    “You are as smart as my niece said,” Honian said. “I mine the city as one would extract gold from the mountains, but I must be careful, for the city is in contested lands. Your fighting skills may be put to the test.” 
 
    “But the risk is worth it?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Mexius said. “That is one of the reasons why I am here. I will participate in my own way,” he stared at Honian, “for a price.” 
 
    “We will not discuss our arrangement further,” Honian said.  
 
    “Is Patricia’s office around here?” 
 
    “Not in this complex. She shares an office with her father closer to the seat of power,” Honian said. 
 
    “And that is why we didn’t come directly here?” Gags asked. 
 
    Honian smiled. “Exactly. She would have gone in the opposite direction from my business. Come back here tomorrow. If you can find the way, I’ll reward you with a tour of my operation.” 
 
    “I will if Mexius is invited,” Gags said. 
 
    Mexius cleared his throat. “I have personal business in Basheer tomorrow. I won’t need Gags or Pepper, Honian. Now that you have met my bodyguards, they can leave, and we can discuss the rest of our agreement.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you would look forward to building an appetite. The inn’s food is delicious. I think Mexius and I will need a dinner meeting to finish hammering out an agreement.” 
 
    Mexius folded his arms. “I thought we had an agreement!” 
 
    Honian held up his hand. “Calm down. There are details I wish to know before we settle. No more talk with these two distinguished guards in our presence.” 
 
    Gags bowed to Honian and tugged on Pepper’s sleeve, mimicking his friend’s bow before they left the office and the building.  
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Gags asked. “It looks like we’ve been dismissed until sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Pepper said. “Maybe we will see enough by walking back to the inn.” 
 
    Gags hadn’t paid much attention to directions when they clattered along Basheer’s streets in Honian Basheer’s hired carriage, but Pepper had.  
 
    “There is a big square a few blocks from here,” Pepper said, “but we are facing the wrong direction. This way.” Pepper began walking in the opposite direction. They passed the Basheer Trading and Transport building and continued walking on the stone walkway until they reached a wall. 
 
    “How do we get through that?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper narrowed his eyes and examined the wall. “Perhaps the Basheerians are fast builders.” 
 
    “And perhaps you forgot a turn or two on the way from the inn,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “Everything looks different coming from the opposite direction,” he muttered as they retreated from their wrong path.  
 
    They walked for another half hour until Pepper turned around in a circle and declared. “We are lost.” 
 
    “Indeed, we are,” Gags said. “We didn’t end up in the best part of town.” 
 
    The street was still roughly cobbled, but there was no sidewalk in the narrow district. The houses were two and three stories tall, but they were narrow. Laundry hung from one side of the street to the other, making a canopy of drying clothes.  Men and a few women sat in groups on worn carpets on the ground. There were no animal-powered vehicles, but they passed an occasional man-pulled cart. 
 
    “Can you help us find our way?” Gags said. “We are new to Basheer.” 
 
    The older man peered up at them from his patch of rug. “You aren’t Feybeer.” 
 
    “No, but I am friends with some,” Gags said. 
 
    A gnarled finger pointed up ahead. “Right at the first alley and then follow the sun. You’ll get to the center of the city.” 
 
    Gags pulled out his purse and handed the man a few coins. 
 
    “Ah, a noble, true,” the old man said as he quickly put the coins away. “Enjoy your walk.” 
 
    “We will,” Pepper said as they proceeded to the alley and entered.  
 
    The thoroughfare was narrow and dark, with the two sides no more than the width of Pepper’s outstretched arms. The alley began to twist and turn. Gags looked up at the buildings on either side. “We are no longer heading in the direction of the sun,” he said. 
 
    “No,” said a voice up ahead. “You are headed toward me.”  
 
    Gags didn’t like the sinister chuckle coming from an alcove. Out stepped a rotund man no taller than Pepper. He wore a tightly wrapped turban with a dirty jewel in the center. “You are a magician.” 
 
    The magician’s eyes grew as he took in Pepper’s size. “And so are you?” The confidence left the magician’s voice.  
 
    Gags grinned. “Magician to magician. Will it be a fight or a delightful conversation? Your choice.” 
 
    “A fight was what I intended,” the magician said, “but—”  
 
    Gags saw the magician begin to concentrate. Gags closed quickly, and before the magician could react, Gags put the man to sleep. 
 
    “That wasn’t fair,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Wasn’t fair for him or me?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Now that you put it that way, give me a moment to think,” Pepper said, furrowing his brow and rubbing his chin. “Him. You are too fast.” 
 
    “And if he disabled me, leaving you standing there?” 
 
    Pepper pursed his lips. “Then it wouldn’t be fair for me.” 
 
    “So what is fair is conditional on how much peril you are in?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It is to me,” Pepper said. “In any kind of a situation, to stay or to flee rests with the probability of personal damage.” 
 
    “Most of the time,” Gags said. “In the army, the objective changes what actions a soldier might take. If Patricia is in danger, are you less likely to flee?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Pepper said.  
 
    “Does that change the fairness of the fight?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Am I in school?” Pepper said, putting fists on his hips. 
 
    Gags grinned. “I suppose you are. We have an object lesson at our feet, harmlessly slumbering when he could be dead. I would say that is fair for all of us.” 
 
    “I suppose it is. What if he had let fly with a spell?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Then he would be dead at our feet. Using what you said about staying or fleeing applies to what one does when they stay. Sometimes you risk personal injury to reduce the probability of your death.” 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “This lesson is tedious.” 
 
    Gags broke into laughter. “Better a tedious lesson than an exciting one that is your last.” 
 
    “I suppose so. Where do we go now? Do you think the old man was in cahoots with the magician?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Could be, but we won’t stick around to find out. Let’s find our way out of this warren of alleyways and find out way back to the inn.” 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   A fter almost an hour of walking, the pair emerged onto a large square. There wasn’t a market to make the square more interesting, but the buildings were the most ornate they had seen in Basheer.  
 
    Pepper stopped a couple on the street. “Is this the main square of Basheer? We were new to the city and lost our way, but we ended up here. 
 
    “The sultan’s palace is the yellow building, and the old temple is a gray stone structure. There are interesting shops around the square. The market is the best in Basheer, but it only operates four days a month and won’t open for another two weeks. Enjoy your stay,” the man said, ending the conversation. 
 
    Gags looked across the square. “We probably won’t be able to get into the palace, so a quick tour of the old temple? I never did learn anything about how the Feybeerian or any of the other tribes worshipped.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Pepper said facetiously. “The church might be more comfortable than hobnobbing with rulers. I don’t think I can look Hamian in the eyes again.” 
 
    “You met a few counselors in Artport. They are heads of state,” Gags said. 
 
    “That was different. We wanted something from them. Hamian was tricking us so he could make us look foolish,” Pepper said. 
 
    “If that is how you want to think of it, then do. There are good rulers and bad rulers just like there are good people and bad people from every walk of life.” 
 
    “And most are in between,” Pepper said with a sigh.” 
 
    “Right!” Gags said. “Let’s stop our conversation immediately and head to the church,” Gags said.  
 
    “Temple,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags nodded. “Temple, then.” 
 
    As they walked up the steps, beggars surrounded them like a large flock of hungry pigeons. There were too many to pay with too many hands that wanted to help themselves to whatever Gags had hidden on his person. The unpleasant thought was pushed away when they stepped inside the temple. Carved stone grillwork defined a foyer area. They walked around it and gawked at the vast expanse of the building. 
 
    The architect was a genius, Gags thought. The open area was huge, and the ceiling was dominated by a massive dome that bridged most of the roof of the open space. A gallery ran around the dome, allowing people to look down at the twenty-foot-tall statue of a man in flowing robes with the head of a lion. The lion’s mane merged into the robes. The figure was a polished white stone contrasting with other stone grills and panels that were primarily black and deep pink. 
 
    “Can I direct you to a station of worship?” a shaven-headed young man about their age said, walking up to them. 
 
    “We are in Basheer on business and had some time to ourselves. We used it to get lost but found our way to the square and decided to step inside your temple.” 
 
    “Our deity is Durazz, the god of the Gagareen. Each tribe has their own god and their own worship image.” 
 
    “Does Durazz have unique abilities?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “He is the god of bravery,” the acolyte said. “Sometimes bravery becomes brashness, unfortunately. That gives us something to promote among the followers. There are praying stations around the temple in front of different scenes of the Legends of Durazz when the god has come down and inhabited men and women and made them brave enough to conquer evil.” 
 
    “What is evil?” Pepper said. 
 
    “Any threats to the Gagareen,” the acolyte said. “Enjoy looking. Please do not talk loudly when others are performing their devotions.” The man bowed and left to talk to another new arrival in the temple. 
 
    “So evil is anyone against you,” Pepper said. “That is very convenient if you are a Gagareen and not convenient if you’re not.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is more to worshipping Durazz than you think,” Gags said. 
 
    “Or course there is,” Pepper said. “In my limited experience, religions have their own nuances.” 
 
    “Too many for me. My stepmother wasn’t religious, so I never had any training growing up.” 
 
    “Same here,” Pepper said. “Maybe we’d be different people if we did.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “I’ll never know the answer to that. I just move forward and try to do what’s right. My major purpose in my later childhood was not to antagonize my stepmother.” 
 
    “I have some personal experience observing that,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags laughed, earning a few stares. “A quiet tour, and then we can leave.” 
 
    They roamed around the temple for a while, ending their experience by staring at the image of Durazz. 
 
    “Do you think he really looks like that?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags smiled. “I think it is an elaborate mask, myself.” 
 
    Pepper caught himself trying to laugh. “We’d better leave before we are exposed for the heathens we are.” 
 
    Gags nodded, and they emerged into the sunshine. Gags’ stomach began to rumble. “We need to get directions to the inn, and I need to stoke my magical furnace.” 
 
    “And this isn’t a market day,” Pepper said.  
 
    “There are other bazaars in Basheer,” Gags said. 
 
    They descended the steps and walked toward the setting sun.  
 
    Gags stopped and laughed. “I just realized that heading toward the setting sun might not have been accurate advice.” 
 
    “Do you need a ride to the inn?” Patricia said from behind. 
 
    “How did you find us?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I work in that building.” Patricia pointed to an ornate building next to the palace. “I saw you exit the temple and thought you were lost.” 
 
    “We were lost until we stumbled upon this square,” Pepper said. “Now we need to return to the inn and stuff Gags with food so he can practice magic again.” 
 
    Patricia stared at Gags. “Is that true?” she said before sighing. “Of course not. I’ve traveled with you for days to know otherwise.” 
 
    “I’m indeed hungry,” Gags said. 
 
    “Then follow me to my office, meet my father, and I’ll take you to a good restaurant on this square. You won’t have to wait long. My father is a man of few spoken words.” 
 
    “Lead on, Honian Garish’s niece,” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia rolled her eyes. “I will lead, but only if you follow.” 
 
    “If we didn’t follow, you wouldn’t lead anything, right?” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia smiled with a hint of exasperation. “Can we change the subject?”  
 
    She ignored any answer and headed to the building she had pointed out. There were guards at the door who nodded to Patricia. “They are with me,” she said. 
 
    The interior put Honian Garish’s headquarters building to shame, but then Gags thought it was probably an extension of the Sultan’s palace. That would make Patricia’s father a higher-ranking person than Gags thought. 
 
    After walking to the top floor, Patricia took them to the back of the building, overlooking a manicured park.  
 
    “Where does the water come from to keep that park green?” Gags asked. 
 
    “My father and I, but mostly my father’s magic.” 
 
    She opened a door from them into an office with windows looking out over the greenery. A man in purple robes with a conical hat with cloth wrapped around his head and the base of the hat looked up from writing. 
 
    “You found Honian’s Perians?” the father said with an undertone of hostility. 
 
    “My shipmates, Father. This is Tibbeus Pepper, and this is Lord Vingus Gags,” she said.  
 
    “This is my father, Baltheus Garish, wizard to the court of Sultan Mondian, ruler of Basheer and head of the Gagareen tribe.” 
 
    “Is Mondian a member of the Garish clan?” Gags asked.  
 
    “He is a second cousin,” Patricia said, “an older maternal second cousin.” 
 
    “Royal blood?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “If that is the case, all the Gagareen are of royal blood. We are a traditional people, so the sultan has been a member of my clan for the last forty-three generations,” Baltheus said. “You have met Honian, my brother?” 
 
    “We have, and then we were dismissed, so we have been wandering around Basheer.” 
 
    “Lucky you weren’t robbed. There are less savory members of the tribe that prey on wanderers in the city,” Baltheus said. 
 
    “We took care of one of them.” Gags said. “I put him to sleep.” Gags smiled slightly. 
 
    Baltheus grunted and looked at his daughter. “Thank you for introducing me to your friends. I wish we could talk about magic, but I am finishing a report for Mondian that needs to be delivered by sunset.” 
 
    “We won’t bother you anymore,” Patricia said. She took Pepper’s hand, and Gags followed the couple, turning around and bowing to the wizard, but Gags’ politeness went unnoticed as Baltheus was already focused on his report. 
 
    Patricia took them out in the square and led them to a restaurant that looked less fancy than others they had passed. “You will like this place. It serves Perian food as well as Gagareen specialties.” 
 
    The restaurant was tidy, clean, and not overlarge, but most clientele wore silk robes. Gags felt a little underdressed in the place. The smells were exquisite as a server led them back into the restaurant. Gags peered at the plates as they passed engaged diners. Most of the meals served were in the style of the dry land, but there were a few Perian dishes, and everything looked good to him as food usually did. 
 
    They sat down, and Pepper immediately asked about the Perian food. 
 
    “It might be a little different from what you are used to, but I think you’ll like anything they have better than Feybeerian cuisine,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags was ready to order two plates after their long afternoon walk, but a silk-robed Feybeerian walked up. 
 
    “What right do you to be here?” the older man demanded. 
 
    “He is with me and has earned the right to wear his badge,” Patricia said, referring to the badge on Gags’ headdress. 
 
    “I defeated a Loureen in a properly witnessed challenge,” Gags said, not knowing if it was witnessed correctly or not.  
 
    “I was there,” Patricia said. “Gags,” she nodded toward him, “is a great warrior, and I have a Gagareen badge made up for him as we speak.” 
 
    “Two badges for a foreigner?” the man said. 
 
    Gags rose from his seat and towered over the older man. “I am a magician, but I fought without magic.” 
 
    “He did,” Patricia said. 
 
    The older man frowned and shook his finger at Patricia. “Your father will hear of this.” 
 
    “He already has,” Gags said. “We just left his office.” 
 
    The man rustled the silk of his robes as he quickly turned and walked back to his table. 
 
    “Should we leave?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “No,” a defiant-sounding Patricia said. “We have every right to be here, even if we wear Perian clothes.” Then she giggled. “He was going to tell on me to my father, but you stopped him cold. Good work, Gags,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags wondered why Patricia was so friendly after she had so coldly left them before the ship docked at Veilport. 
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    ~ 
 
    Honian Garish 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   M exius Dapple stared at Honian Garish. The Feybeerian won the staring contest and felt like Mexius had disappointed him. But then, Mexius Dapple had been disappointing Honian for most of the time they had done business. 
 
    With all the merchandise that Honian had run through Mexius’s operation, the man hadn’t lost a shred of his arrogance. Terrius, Mexius’s brother, was worse, but he was always subservient to his brother.  
 
    “I thought you were going to bring your brother to Basheer,” Honian said once the two bodyguards had left the office.  
 
    Mexius looked bitter, “Terrius is dead. It was a deal gone bad.” 
 
    “Not with my merchandise?” 
 
    Mexius shook his head. “A local thug and a drug deal. You don’t have to know the details.” Mexius didn’t look very much like a grieving brother to Honian. 
 
    Not knowing the details was a constant refrain from Mexius Dapple, but Honian had made money in his dealings with the man with little hassle. Now, Mexius had come with a big proposal, and Honian, against Patricia’s advice, had let the man come to Basheer to talk about it. 
 
    “Your wife is in good health?” Honian asked. 
 
    Mexius looked like he forced a smile. “She is fine.” 
 
    “Will she be fine once she learns you extorted money from her?” Honian said. “Patricia supplied me with the story about your faked abduction and the amount you profited from in your little deception.” 
 
    Mexius frowned. “There was no other way for me to finance my next step, and that is where you come in.” 
 
    Honian leaned forward. “I am interested in what all your steps are.” 
 
    “I have other partners,” Mexius said. 
 
    “Then why do you need me?” Honian asked. 
 
    “You have two things that I need. A market for Perian artifacts in Caless and…” Mexius paused.  
 
    Honian wasn’t supposed to like the second thing, looking at Mexius’s expression. Honian braced himself.  
 
    “What do you think of this?” Mexius pulled a golden figure from his pocket. 
 
    Honian took the piece. It looked like a stylized lion, but he had never seen anything like it.  “Your request has something to do with this?” 
 
    Mexius nodded. “I need ten children, small and smart. They can be beggars, orphans, whatever. Kids no one needs or cares about.” 
 
    “Child labor is frowned on in Basheer,” Honian said. It wasn’t unknown, but he wasn’t going to tell Mexius that. “What are you going to use the children for?” 
 
    Mexius looked out the window and paused. Honian recognized the move as a manipulation to make Mexius’s words more important. 
 
    “I have found a source of artifacts like that lion that rivals Rezzura in riches,” Mexius said.  
 
    “And why do you need children?” Honian asked. 
 
    “A shaft to the treasure level is too narrow for any adult and even large teenagers,” Mexius said. “If the operation is exposed and the authorities take the children since they are not Perian, the penalties will be much less. We have curtailed operations until we can get enough workers to make an expedition worthwhile.” 
 
    “There are enough artifacts to justify enslaving ten children?” Honian asked. 
 
    Mexius nodded. “The discoverer was able to pay a child to descend into the shaft, and the child sent up a few artifacts before an accident. The explorer was executed for the child’s death.” 
 
    “Which raises the risk,” Honian said. “Why didn’t the government stop everything?” 
 
    “The project has stopped. There won’t be any grieving families with foreign children if something happens. The boy’s family made sure the discoverer would pay,” Mexius said. 
 
    “What needs to happen to allow someone to harvest the treasure?” 
 
    Mexius grinned. “The lord of the fief is now in on the deal. The lord’s wizard is the one who contacted me to sell the goods. I can’t sell them all,” Mexius said, “so I thought I would bring you in since I’ll be sourcing the children from Caless.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you grab street urchins from Veilport?” Honian asked.  
 
    Mexius shrugged. “I’m not adept at kidnapping children.” 
 
    “And I am?” 
 
    “You have more people to do that kind of thing,” Mexius said. “I thought you could do that for a cut of the treasure.” 
 
    Honian sat back. Unfortunately, there were plenty of beggars in Basheer, and no one would miss them. The children wouldn’t have a life any harder, but Honian didn’t know if he could trust Mexius. 
 
    “I will join you in your enterprise, but before I transfer the children, I’ll want to see the treasure for myself, and I’ll want to take protection.” 
 
    Mexius didn’t look thrilled by Honian’s request. “You can’t take your men, but I will allow my two bodyguards to protect you. I won’t need them in Peria.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to be kidnapped again?” Honian couldn’t help saying. 
 
    Mexius laughed. “No. Two bodyguards, yourself, and ten street beggars. In return, you will become a rich man.” 
 
    Honian laughed. “I am already a rich man, but I wouldn’t be opposed to becoming richer. I can’t commit immediately. Come with me to Rezzura, and I will make the decision before we return,” Honian said.  
 
    He wanted to squeeze more information out of Mexius before he took on the responsibility of the lives of ten children. Besides, he wanted to talk to Patricia about the offer. The girl had a superior mind and was willing to challenge Honian’s thinking which few others in his employ did. 
 
    “I can get my pick of your harvest?” Mexius asked, holding out his hand for the ancient artifact. 
 
    “I will give you a good price,” Honian said. “We will eat dinner while you tell me how your business is going, and I will give you a report on my attempts at reproducing Rezzuran pottery.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Patricia walked carefully into the workshop next to Basheer’s city wall. Honian watched her pick her way through the workbenches filled with artisans glazing the pottery that provided the bulk of Honian’s income. 
 
    “You never do like coming here, do you?” Honian said to Patricia. 
 
    She shook her head and suddenly put a finger to her nose. “The place makes me want to sneeze, and my clothes reek of burnt cinders when I leave.” 
 
    “I get the kilns hot to duplicate the original pottery firing. These may be reproductions, but they are and have always been faithful to the original,” Honian said. 
 
    Patricia waved the comment away. “We both know that’s the case. What was so important that we had to meet here?” 
 
    Honian ran his fingertip along a workbench and looked at the colored dust. The glazes he used cost more than the raw clay, and Patricia almost touched a green casting. 
 
    “How often do I have to tell you not to touch unfired pieces. The oil on your fingers can ruin the glaze.” Honian said. “Mexius made a proposition to me last night.” 
 
    “He wants to buy you out?” Patricia said. “If so, the ransom he took from his wife is woefully insufficient.” 
 
    Honian chuckled. “No. He and his partners have discovered a treasure city on Peria. There are special needs for the extraction.” 
 
    “And if you provide these special needs?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I will get a percentage.” 
 
    Patricia walked away from the workbenches and looked at the conical kilns on the other side of the grounds. 
 
    “If you want to talk to me about it, there is a catch to it all.” 
 
    Honian nodded and wondered what Patricia’s answer would be. “He needs ten beggar children to retrieve the treasure. It is down a shaft that is too small for an adult.”  
 
    “Can’t he find enough children in Artport?” 
 
    “It isn’t so easy. The original discoverer of the site was executed because the Perian child he used died somehow. Mexius says that if Calessian orphans are used, the risk goes down. If we find little beggars, we can feed them regularly, and they can live better than they would be struggling on the streets of Basheer.” 
 
    “And he doesn’t want to get his hands dirty?” Patricia said. 
 
    Honian nodded. “Precisely. Plus, if the items are exotic and the sample he showed me was, I can get a contract to reproduce and distribute the copies on all of Caless.” 
 
    “You don’t sound excited about it, uncle. What is the catch?” 
 
    Honian frowned. “I won’t do it unless I accompany Mexius to the Perian site and verify that all he says is correct.” 
 
    “And if it isn’t?” 
 
    “I will have Gags and Pepper to protect me.” 
 
    Patricia shook her head. “He won’t let you take anyone else?” 
 
    Honian pursed his lips. “No.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel guilty selling children into slavery?” Patricia asked. “You won’t stay the whole time they are there. What happens if they stop feeding the little urchins as soon as Mexius has seen the back of you?” 
 
    “Business risk,” Honian said. “I’ve wanted to take a vacation from the business for some time, and this gives me the chance to do that.” 
 
    “Then do it, but I have one condition of my own,” Patricia said. “Take me with you. I don’t want you alone among Perians.” 
 
    “You don’t trust Tibbeus Pepper?” Honian asked. 
 
    “It isn’t that. Gags is a very competent protector, and Pepper is the cute little one, but he doesn’t have magic. I will admit I don’t want to let go of him just yet, but I can’t let you go to Peria by yourself.” 
 
    “Come with us to Peria after I return from Rezurra. I know Mexius hasn’t been forthcoming.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” 
 
    Honian smiled and patted his niece’s shoulder. “Then I’ll say no, too.” 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   I t was clear to Gags that he wasn’t a lover of the dry lands, despite the fact he sported two badges on his headdress. The sun was unrelenting, although it wasn’t the hottest time of the year, it was the driest, and he was using much too much magic to create water for those who asked him. At least they fed him well. 
 
    Mexius had ignored Gags and Pepper despite their efforts to ride close to the man from Artport. He kept telling them there were enough of Honian’s people to keep him safe.  
 
    “I was hoping to see Patricia on this trip,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Honian said she had been to Rezzura before and had other things to do,” Gags said. “Don’t get too attached. She lives here, and you live elsewhere.” 
 
    Pepper nodded. “I suppose I don’t know her all that well,” he said. “So, I’ll just enjoy what time I get with her.” 
 
    Gags grinned. “I hope you mean what you say. A lot of life would be better spent living in the moment periodically, but there is danger in doing so all the time. I often wonder what Miria is doing, forced into the form of a unicorn. I can only hope she doesn’t go mad from it.” 
 
    “So, you don’t rescue a crazy woman?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags couldn’t restrain a sigh. “I have to rescue her first. I’m far from being able to see if she’s crazy or not.” He thought of the spelled knife back at his manor in Yearsend and how he’d like to use it again. 
 
    “You certainly are. If Miria is in Dixoia, that’s a long way away from Basheer,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags nodded. He needed something to push Miria into the back of his mind. He left Pepper and joined Soxus, who was currently emptying a water bottle, but the water smelled suspiciously of alcohol. 
 
    “I didn’t think you could tear yourself away from your friend unless he was ogling the Lord Honian’s daughter,” Soxus said.  
 
    Gags looked at the drops of “water” on Soxus’s beard. “You enjoy the water around here?” Gags asked. 
 
    Soxus stroked his beard and wiped the dampness on his robe. “I do. I draw it from a special well in Basheer,” the man said with a grin. “What are you after?” 
 
    “I’d like to know what Rezzura is like.” 
 
    Soxus shrugged. “It is a ruin, but it has a warm heart.” Soxus smiled and tapped his chest. 
 
    “A heart of gold?” Gags asked. 
 
    “That might be the better term. The entrance to a treasure room is guarded all the time. I’ve spent weeks in the middle of a dead plain, ensuring Honian Garish’s supply of ancient artifacts continues.” 
 
    “How much is left?”  
 
    Soxus smiled confidently. “You’ll see.” He made a face. “Actually, there isn’t much left since much of it has already gone to Basheer, anyway.”  
 
    Gags nodded and rode back up to Pepper. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Oh, I did,” Gags said. “Honian’s men always monitor the site. I’m not sure I can believe that, but they are at the end of the treasure hunt.” 
 
    Pepper laughed. “It isn’t your worry.” He took a sip of water. “It’s scorching out here!” 
 
    As the column approached Rezzura, the word got out to tighten up. Gags noticed that those armed were checking their weapons. It didn’t make sense that the column would be attacked going into Rezzura. 
 
    “If I were the thief, I’d wait when the entrance was open or make my move after goods were loaded on the wagons, so I wouldn’t have to do it myself,” Pepper said. 
 
    “A lazy thief?” Gags asked. 
 
    “One who uses his mind,” Pepper said, tapping the side of his forehead. “You wanted me because I thought like a thief—” 
 
    “Among other things,” Gags said. 
 
    “I’m thinking like a thief.” 
 
    Gags still made his weapons ready and transferred some crossbow bolts into a pocket in his robe.  
 
    In a few minutes, the column was surrounded by sword and spear-wielding Feybeer. They all wore the same patterned headdress and, as far as Gags could tell, the same tribal badge. 
 
    “Perhaps you spoke too soon,” Gags said as he urged Pepper to join him closer to Honian and Mexius. 
 
    A native wearing silk robes rode up to Honian. 
 
    “You are on our land, Honian,” the silk-robed man said. 
 
    Honian broke into a grin, ignoring the remark. “Terzian,” Honian said. “Thank you for the welcome. I pay you and your men well for protecting us from here.” Honian tossed a large silk purse to Terzian, the man in silks. 
 
    The Feybeerian grabbed it, and his men erupted in a cheer before Honian ordered the column to continue. Their ranks were now three times as large, and Terzian’s men interspersed with Honian’s guards as if they were old friends, and Gags guessed that they were, and this might happen every time Honian visited his treasure room in the ancient city. 
 
    Pepper tapped Gags on the shoulder as they got underway, riding closer to him. “See? Honian will use these extra men to intimidate any thieves out there,” Pepper looked at the arid land filled with stunted plants suitable for the dry climate.  
 
    “An answer for everything?” Gags asked with a smile. 
 
    “We will see,” Pepper said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    All that remained of Rezzura were clusters of trees that had found constant water sources underneath the dry land soil. The ancient city's structures had fallen in on each other, and the large area was a jumble of rocks that remained from the old capital of the Feybeer.  
 
    The column stopped at the only recent structure in the area, a stone-walled compound about the same size as the army fort that sat on the plain in Atto. Pennants flew in the breeze in the colors and motifs as the Gagareen badges. The meager vegetation had been cleared two hundred paces from the fort, but a few trees grew above the walls.  
 
    The walls swallowed the riders and the wagons, revealing more buildings and people than Gags had expected. The middle of the yard was a jumble of the old city’s walls. The framework of a crane stood above a hole in the ground from which a large cage hung above the rocks. Gags thought it looked like Honian owned a well where he dipped the metal framework, and out came the treasure. 
 
      Men took the horses away, leaving Mexius, Honian, Terzian, Pepper, and Gags staring down the big hole. 
 
    “There isn’t much left,” Honian said.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to mine more of the site?” Mexius asked. 
 
    Honian shook his head. “That is up to Terzian and his Horoosh, but most of the treasure has come from a cluster of tombs. We found a reference to them in an ancient scroll my brother found in the Basheer library.” Honian looked at Terzian. “There were three sites, but this was the only cluster that hadn’t been robbed. The Horoosh have almost made enough off of me to start a city from their exorbitant fees.” 
 
    “Indeed, we are. Honian’s project has been exciting, but my tribe doesn’t care for the riches as much as becoming a city tribe,” Terzian said. “We would rather earn our riches.” 
 
    “Enough said about that,” Honian said. “Is this similar to your find?” 
 
    Mexius peeked over the edge into the dark abyss below his feet. “Similar enough, but the opening in Peria is surrounded by iron, concrete, and rock. My partners tried to cut through; even magic didn’t help. We will have to use a different way at that site.” Mexius looked meaningfully at Honian. 
 
    Gags wondered what that look signified. There was information shared between Mexius and Honian at that dinner, which Gags would probably not like. It had to do with a treasure dig somewhere on Peria with a different set of partners. Gags wondered if Seppius Darkman was trying to get Mexius’s brother to admit where the Perian treasure was. Gags didn’t know if he wanted to learn more. 
 
    “Why don’t we send your little bodyguard down the well,” Honian said to Mexius. “We can bring up more goods since he’s so light. I can’t think of a better person.” 
 
    Gags stepped in front of his partner. “We are bodyguards, not treasure hunters.” 
 
    “He will be whatever I want him to be,” Mexius said. “For the right price, eh?”  
 
    The last phrase was asked of Pepper. “For the right price,” Pepper answered. 
 
    “Pepper doesn’t have any magic for a proper light,” Gags said. 
 
    “No matter. We have magic lanterns that are sufficient.” Honian raised his arm and waved across the compound. A few men ran over, carrying two iron lanterns at the end of three-foot-long iron rods and a coiled rope. A third used a crank to lower the cage to ground level. 
 
    “Lanterns for light and a safety rope for Pepper,” Honian said.  
 
    He wrapped the rope's end around Pepper’s waist and tied it securely. Pepper examined the knot and nodded.  
 
    “Tug on the rope when you are ready to be pulled up. Three strong pulls so we don’t drag you from wherever you are,” Honian said, opening the latches to the cage.  
 
    Gags checked the cage, and it seemed secure enough. The rope went through a slot at the top of the cage and was fed through a pulley on a railing close to the edge. Honian lit one lantern with a bit of magic, slipped it into a bracket on the cage and handed the other to Pepper.  
 
    “You’ll be lowered down to a corridor. Feel free to explore until you run out of rope. I’ll leave that part up to you. Your reward will be a pick of anything you find. Fill the cage up, and we will see if you wish to make another trip.” 
 
    “Same reward?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “No, but you won’t be disappointed,” Honian said.  
 
    Gags sat down on the edge of a rock and watched helplessly as his partner was lowered out of sight. At least Pepper had a chance of dying happy, surrounded by riches. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   A s the light from above began to dim, Pepper wondered if he had been too eager for the adventure. He had no idea what lay below and regretted asking some critical questions like had anyone died down in the burial cluster.  
 
    Pepper wasn’t an overly religious man, so he didn’t fear ghosts, but he feared not being able to tug on that rope three times to be hauled up. The lantern flickered, startling him. At least he had an extra, not to mention a tinder box in his pocket.  
 
    The trip to the bottom didn’t take as long as Pepper had feared. The sky’s light above was between a moon and the stars above him. If the cage’s light went out, there should be enough light in the total darkness of the subterranean passages for him to locate the cage.  
 
    He fumbled with the latch on the cage and made sure the rope was free before he looked around. He was close to a central area with open doors leading off in different directions. There was fallen rock behind him. Pepper guessed the fallen rock was a passageway back into the buried city.  
 
    Most of the doors hung open, revealing empty chambers. Pepper stuck his head inside the first one. The walls once were painted plaster, but much of it had broken off and lay in piles along the edges. The only glints of gold came from fragments of gilded wood that had been broken. He examined the deep dust on the floor that had been swept into piles. Nothing remained but the rough stone floors.  
 
    The rest of the rooms were empty of treasure, too. Pepper came to the last door. This one was shut and locked. He moved the lantern closer and saw all the marks on the gilded door where Honian had tried and failed to break through. Wood had been chipped away, revealing an iron core. No wonder Honian said Pepper could take his pick of what he found. 
 
    After a few futile tries with the few tools strewn about, Pepper sat down on the floor and thought. There had to be a way to get into that chamber. He would show Honian that Tibbeus Pepper was a man of resources, just as much as Gags was. Pepper stared at the door. The hinges had to be on the inside so one couldn’t remove the door from the front. How could he get inside?  
 
    Pepper went into the two chambers on either side and ran his hands along the walls. He paced the rooms off and found that one side measured less. Perhaps that meant the wall might be thinner. Could it be thin enough to break through? Pepper stood in front of the wall and wondered if he could use one of the broken shovels left behind. He began to chip away at the wall, but the shovel’s nose began to crumple. The metal was too thin. He needed something heavy.  
 
    What would be heavy enough? He walked up closer to the wall, moved the lantern closer, and was inspired. Pepper ran to the cage and pulled out the other lantern. He dragged the bottom pole the lantern was on and left a trail back to the cage.  
 
    He tried to remove the lantern from the pole, but that wasn’t going to work, so he gripped the rod, ramming it into the hard dirt of the wall. The earth crumbled away satisfyingly. The rod was stronger than the dirt, and Pepper began to work. He removed the rope from his waist and his robe and shirt before he methodically worked on the wall. The shovel wasn’t destroyed enough that Pepper couldn’t use it to clear debris. He smiled at the thought of getting the first choice of whatever was on the other side. 
 
    On he labored. It had to be hours until he broke through. A fetid odor came from the hole and drove Pepper back. These were tombs, after all. This one was stinkier than the others, but perhaps all of them were as bad when they were first opened. He needed to get the hole big enough to slide through along with the lantern.  
 
    Pepper grabbed the waterskin and gulped all the water. After another long digging session, he was ready. He shoved the lantern into the hole in front of him before he wriggled his way through the foot-and-a-half wall and gasped. 
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 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   N o one wanted to stand close to Gags as Pepper’s time down the hole increased. Gags leaned against the railing, alone, staring down into the abyss as the sun set. Pepper had been down for hours, and no one was watching for the three tugs on the rope.  
 
    Gags had his hand on the rope, waiting to pull his friend up at an instant’s notice, but there was no tug. However, he did sense movement from time to time, single jerks or periods of letting the rope go and then nothing for long moments. Pepper was doing something down in the treasure hole. 
 
    Honian brought some food over. Gags sniffed the curry and other spices he had learned were part of Gagareen cuisine.  
 
    “Lamb curry over rice,” Honian said. “We make it by the bucketful out here.” 
 
    Gags laughed. “I’ll take the bucket,” he said. “No tugs, but Pepper has been doing something. The rope hasn’t moved for a while. Is there enough air down there?” 
 
    Honian nodded. “There should be for a single person. We’ve had people sleep in the main corridor before. I’ve only been down once at the beginning.” Honian smiled. “I’m afraid your friend will come up empty.” 
 
    “But you said…” 
 
    “What I said was for Mexius’s ears. There is one more tomb to open, but we’ve never been able to get through the door. It is much easier to remove the other treasures.” 
 
    “So you promised Pepper the pick of what he retrieves, knowing there is nothing to retrieve?” Gags said. 
 
    Honian shrugged. “Patricia says he was a thief and that he is very smart. Perhaps he will find a way to break through the door. They were all made out of iron. Magic has been ineffective. Should we send down some food?” 
 
    “No,” Gags said. “Pepper isn’t motivated by that kind of thing—” 
 
    “Unlike you?”  
 
    Gags smiled. “Unlike me.” 
 
    Honian left Gags with a generous helping of the curry. The sun had gone down long ago before a jerk on the rope woke him up. He jerked back, and then Pepper pulled on the rope thrice. Gags braced himself and brought Pepper to the surface. 
 
    “Did Honian tell you all the rooms but one were cleaned out?” Pepper said. 
 
    “He did. You found a way in, didn’t you?” 
 
    Pepper grinned. “I did.” He pulled a gem-encrusted sheath from his robe. “My prize.” 
 
    “What is the blade like?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper lifted his chin triumphantly as he drew the slim, shiny blade. 
 
    “Did you clean it up?” Gags asked. 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “It has got to be spelled.” 
 
    Gags held out his hand.  
 
    “Are you offering your hand because you want to see if it cuts well? It does.” Pepper showed them the clean end of the rope. “Like a butcher’s knife through butter.” 
 
    “I want to hold it,” Gags said drily.  
 
    Pepper placed the dagger on Gags’ hand.  
 
    “Magic, it is. I’m not familiar with a spell that preserves metal, but this was made thousands of years ago,” Gags said. “Even the shape of the blade and the sheath is like something I’ve never seen before. I would say it is priceless.” 
 
    Pepper gave Gags a smug smile. “I priced it the same. Shall we wake the others or bring up the cage and flee into the night.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “I’m trying to start a business. My business won’t do very well if I start as a thief.” 
 
    Pepper raised his eyebrows. “Just testing.” 
 
    Gags handed Pepper his wineskin. “You’ll like this better than water,” Gags said as he went to get others. 
 
    The cage rose from the floor of the complex. It took three men to bring it up. As the cage rose into sight, the gold reflected the light of many torches and lanterns.  
 
    “I couldn’t bring it all up,” Pepper said. “The room is full of this stuff. The door was bolted from the inside. I found the body of the person who probably did it. This stuff really stinks.” 
 
    Honian sent two men down as he examined the treasure that Pepper had collected. After getting the cataloging started, he pulled Gags and Pepper aside and out of earshot of anyone else. 
 
    “I assume you’ve already chosen your piece?” Honian asked Pepper. 
 
    The little man handed Honian the dagger. “I don’t need a gold-covered chest or throne or whatever. I figure this has enough worth for me.” 
 
    Honian pushed it back to him. “Hide it. The fewer people know you have that, the better. Pick something else when everything is up here, of much less value, of course, and if someone steals that, you will still have your prize.” 
 
    “You don’t trust your men?” 
 
    “I don’t trust Terzian,” Honian said. “If I knew you would succeed getting through that door, I wouldn’t have brought so many Horoosh into the fort.” Honian grinned and changed the subject. “I never thought to dig my way through from the side. Stupid, I know. It won’t be the first time I’ve missed something. I should have brought Patricia out here. She only came once and hated every minute of intruding on the resting place of long-dead people. She would have come up with a solution just as you did.” 
 
    Gags was impressed that Patricia thought that way. Perhaps that was a feminine sensibility, but knowing the woman during their travels, he knew she could set such things aside if she needed to. 
 
    “I need to observe the next part of the collection. It should be coming up soon,” Honian said. 
 
    Gags and Pepper watched Honian walk to the hole where the treasure was being organized on large cloths, off the dusty dirt of the courtyard.  
 
    “I chose the best I could get in the cage on my first trip. The rest of the treasure is still valuable, but it isn’t as unique,” Pepper said. “Should we be concerned that the other tribe will be cutting our throats?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gags said without even thinking about it. “Honian only brought two wagons, and those had supplies. He didn’t think he’d be transporting this much stuff. Stay vigilant.” 
 
    Pepper slipped the dagger into his boot and tucked his pants over the blade to hide its jeweled pommel before allowing Gags to walk back to the action now that the next load had reached the surface.  
 
    Gags looked at Terzian’s bright-eyed face. The treasure was undoubtedly resonating with the tribal chief. Perhaps he saw the means for a grand palace that he would build. Pepper was right. The best of the treasure was what Pepper had first brought up. Again, he was impressed that Pepper had a great eye for quality, and his skills were broader than appraising pottery. 
 
    There were two more loads, and then the coffin was brought up, wrapped in blankets. The body of the person who died in the room was bundled up as well. Gags thought it sad to see the desecration, but at least the servant who secured the door could be appropriately buried or whatever the Feybeer did with their dead out in the dry lands. 
 
    Dawn was breaking, and the last task was to open the casket. Gags would have thought it would be made out of solid gold, but Honian said the wood was hardwood from forests to the north. Some of the gilding had worn away with age and from the casket’s handling, bringing it to the surface.  
 
    Terzian asked to open the coffin, and as he did, his men pulled their weapons and began to strike down Honian’s men. Gags was ready with his iron staff, and Honian had been prepared with a weapon. Of Honian’s men, only Soxus remained alive. Gags, Pepper, Honian, Mexius, and Soxus were all that was left.  
 
    “You will lose much face in Basheer, Terzian,” Honian said.  
 
    Terzian stepped up and stopped the fight. “Perhaps I will need a good story,” he said with an evil grin. “I will give you a chance to survive, just the five of you. We will take you into the lands and let you go.” 
 
    Honian protested. “That is a death sentence!” 
 
    Terzian nodded. “Perhaps it is, but it’s that, or we take your lives on the spot.” 
 
    Terzian tore the water and wineskins from the five of them. “I will let you die with your weapons since it will look better when a tribe comes upon your corpses someday.” 
 
    Honian stared at the booty. “I am sad to lose the treasure, but worse is losing my men. That is the worse blow.” 
 
    “They are Gagareen,” Terzian said. “I feel bad that Feybeer blood had to be spilled, but the Horoosh will finally crawl out of the hole they have been in for centuries.” 
 
    Mexius said nothing. Gags thought the man had nothing to add. He was the only one passive during the entire time. After being bound, they were pushed into a wagon and left the compound. 
 
    Honian closed his eyes and stared at the weapons bundled up at the back of the wagon, out of reach. Gags could imagine what went through Honian’s mind. He thought everyone but Mexius felt the same. They would find some way to survive and tell the tale.  
 
    The sun rose in the sky while they traveled and the sun set before the wagon stopped in the middle of nowhere. The two tribesmen unhitched the horses and galloped away, leaving them bound but not weaponless. 
 
    “At least he gives us a noble ending,” Soxus said as he wiggled to the weapons and found a sharp enough edge to cut his bonds. Pepper was already helping the others remove the ropes when he was done. The golden-handled dagger barely reflected the starlight. 
 
    “You have a weapon?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “A souvenir from my night in a tomb,” Pepper said with a smirk. “We all have weapons now.” Pepper crawled over to the bundled weapons and helped Soxus get them distributed.  
 
    “It is his, Soxus,” Honian said, “and so far, he deserves it.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Mexius said. 
 
    “Walk,” Gags said. “After we salvage what we can from this wagon.” 
 
    “What is there to use?” Honian asked. 
 
    “The wrapping from the weapons can be used as a blanket or ground cloth. The ropes that bound us, the leather straps and harnesses our captors left behind when they commandeered the horses, and there might be something else in the driver’s box that we can use,” Gags said. “I was a scout in the magicians army. We often improvised when we were out in the field.” 
 
    They found a light tarp in the driver’s box meant to cover a load. Gags and Soxus fashioned packs with leather straps to carry whatever they could. The wooden lever used for a wagon break was removed to give Mexius a staff for fighting or walking. He grudgingly accepted it.  
 
    “I suggest we walk for half the night,” Honian said, “covering up our tracks. Terzian might change his mind and give us quicker deaths.” 
 
    “Which way to Basheer?” Mexius asked. 
 
    “No,” Gags said.  
 
    Pepper grinned. “Which way to the closest city?” 
 
    Gags clapped Pepper on the shoulder. “You stole my idea,” Gags said.  
 
    “I am a thief,” Pepper said with a smirk.  
 
    Honian laughed and looked at Soxus. “Do you think Naneera is reachable?” 
 
    Soxus looked to the northeast. “I’ll know better in the morning, but if we walk in that direction, we might reach it in a few days. Basheer is sure to be more than a week away on foot.” 
 
    “Naneera?” Gags asked. 
 
    “A small city. About the size that Terzian would build for his tribe before he seized my treasure,” Honian said. 
 
    “Are they hostile?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Soxus shrugged. “No. Naneera is a trading center, and Terzian wasn’t hostile until this morning.” 
 
    Honian nodded.  
 
    “We have no money on us,” Mexius said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Honian said as he removed his boots and pulled out strips with gold coins. 
 
    Soxus said, “My coins aren’t golden, but I have enough to buy horses and supplies for our ride to Basheer. 
 
    Gags and Pepper looked at each other and laughed. “It looks like Mexius will have to sleep in a stable.” 
 
    Mexius glared at Gags as the other chuckled.  
 
    “We have to make it to Naneera first,” Honian said. “We have no food or water.” 
 
    “Water we have,” Gags said. “I am a magician and know the spell for water.” 
 
    “They don’t call these the dry lands for nothing,” Soxus said.  
 
    “There is water everywhere,” Gags said. “It will take more magic to extract it from the air.” 
 
    “You are a better magician than I,” Honian said. “Soxus knows the spell but can barely make enough for himself.” 
 
    “I am not much better, but a little is better than none,” Gags said. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Mexius said, very irritated from the look on his face. 
 
    Soxus laughed. “We should be leaving. I suggest we head toward Basheer for a few miles before turning toward Naneera.” 
 
    Gags nodded. That was what he would do. He felt they had a chance, but there was so much unknown that their options were still slim. They had three or four days of walking in the dry lands. Gags doubted the dry lands were as benign as they looked. He hoped Soxus had spent a lot of time outside Basheer. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Closer!” Honian said as Mexius lagged behind the other four, “or we may have to leave you out here!” 
 
    Mexius sat down in the dirt. It wasn’t the first time that Mexius had stopped their progress. He had demanded Gags make more water for him in the morning. Gags didn’t know how much magic he could do before he was out of energy. His clothes were hanging on his diminished frame. 
 
    Soxus found a cluster of rocks and sat down, unwinding his headdress as he looked up at the clouds. Honian walked over. “A windstorm?” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “It is too still for anything else. This is as good as anywhere to set up the tarp.” 
 
    Gags heard them and walked over. He carried the remains of the wrapped-up tarp on his back. “Do you want me to take this off?” 
 
    Honian sighed. “This might be as dangerous as meeting Terzian’s scouts,” the merchant said. “A dry lands windstorm can pick up anything on the surface and throw it at us.” 
 
    “I’ve seen people with their skin a myriad of cuts when they’ve been caught. These rocks will provide a little protection and give us a good anchor for our tarp,” Soxus said.  
 
    “We are going to stay here for a while, Mexius,” Gags yelled at the obstinate client. 
 
    “What can I do?” Pepper said.  
 
    “Get Mexius over here. We are going to have to hunker down during a windstorm, according to Soxus,” Gags said.  
 
    Gags helped Soxus and Honian anchor the tarp to the rocks. They had to roll two large boulders and use the grommets in the tarp to tie the covering down. That would work much better than any stakes they could improvise out of the brittle branches of the desert foliage.  
 
    “We will have to lie down when the wind starts,” Soxus said. “The storms generally last a few hours.” 
 
    “I have to be underneath that for hours?” Mexius said. 
 
    “Or your skin can be cut to ribbons, and who knows where you’ll end up,” Soxus said. He waved his hand around. “You take shelter in the rocks or you are at the mercy of the wind.” 
 
    “What do the tribes do?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “The Feybeer use tents shaped like domes. The stakes are at least two feet deep, and even the animals take shelter. The horses are let go. Sometimes they stay close, and sometimes they don’t.” 
 
    “And if you are caught out like us?” 
 
    Honian shrugged. “You do what we will do; hunker down as best you can.” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “I’ve had horses smart enough to lay down in the dirt. You can’t make a horse do that, but if a horse will, it will almost certainly survive. It all depends on the storm.” 
 
    Gags looked up into the sky. It had taken on a greenish-gray look with swirls underneath.  
 
    “Do the windstorms spawn tornadoes?” Gags asked.  
 
    Honian looked at Soxus and nodded. “Sometimes. But tornadoes touch down on small areas compared to the wind’s destruction.  
 
    Pepper’s robe flapped, and Gags felt a gust of wind. “It is starting?”  
 
    Soxus nodded. “Underneath the tarp. As long as we don’t get touched by a tornado, we should survive.” 
 
    “And if anyone is tracking us, they will have to do the same,” Pepper said. 
 
    Mexius grumbled, but he was the first under the tarp. In a moment, all of them lay side by side. All except Mexius were on their backs. Mexius covered his head with his arms, and the wind began to play fitfully with the tarp.  
 
    It began to roll and snap in minutes, but the tie downs were secure and working. The wind howled, and bits of rock, twigs, and branches began to brush against the canvas. Mexius groaned from time to time, but Gags settled in to relish nature at a moment of violence.  
 
    Rain began to spatter on the tarp, and soon they were all soaked and sore from big drops of driven rain hitting the tarp and hitting them simultaneously. Lightning lit the air. Gags counted the space between the lightning strikes, but soon the thunder turned into one long massive sound. They had to put their hands over their ears for a while, and then the lightning moved away, but a new kind of howls assaulted them.  
 
    “Tornado!” Soxus yelled to be heard over the roar.  
 
    The ground began to shake, and the debris started to make tiny tears in the tarp. Just when Gags thought the tarp would be ripped out of the rocks, the sound diminished and then stopped. Another round of lightning kept them huddled together, but eventually, that ended, and the wind died.  
 
    “The worst is over,” Honian said, “I hope.” 
 
    “Great,” Mexius said sarcastically. 
 
    Gags blinked at the light on the tarp. “The sun is out.” 
 
    Pepper crawled out from underneath the tarp, covered with mud like all must have been. “Look at this!” 
 
    They all slithered out and looked at the myriad shafts of sunlight breaking out of the canopy of clouds. Pepper stood on the rocks and pointed. Gags joined him and saw a winding pathway through the scrub brush. It must have been fifty paces wide and started fifty paces away. It was as if a god had scoured the land where the pathway was. 
 
    “Tornado,” Soxus said. “It must have moved over our heads before it touched down. If we move quickly, we might find a few edible animals that didn’t make it.” 
 
    Even Mexius joined in as they walked through the stunted vegetation. Honian shouted, and they met Soxus standing over a heaving antelope; its two front legs were broken. Soxus leaned over and cut its throat.  
 
    “Let’s get a fire started,” Honian said.  
 
    Gags quickly began searching for broken branches. There was no shortage of firewood, and the soil was already drying in the sun. He walked past a bush and saw a bloody leg sticking out. A man, almost naked, lay dead. His skin was covered in cuts, but like the antelope, he must have been thrown out of the tornado. His body looked broken, but amazingly, his headdress was still on his head, and the badge looked familiar, but Gags wasn’t sure. Gags pulled it off and realized it was pinned to the man’s hair. He saved the pins and took the headdress with an armful of wood to where a thin column of smoke rose into the still air.  
 
    “Our dinner wasn’t the only thing to perish,” Gags said. He tossed the headdress to Honian. This was pinned to his head.” Gags dropped the pins into Honian’s hand. “Is the badge from Terzian’s tribe?” 
 
    “Soxus?” 
 
    Honian’s chief guard looked at the badge and then at the pins. “I will help you bury him. He is a personal guard to Terzian. The pins are a gift from their chief, and they should be returned.” 
 
    Honian tossed the headdress to Mexius. “A souvenir,” he said. 
 
    Mexius shrunk from the strip of cloth.  
 
    “I’ll take it,” Pepper said.  
 
     “Can Honian watch the meat while we take care of the body? I doubt if Mexius and Pepper can do anything but burn it.” 
 
    “I will,” Honian said.  
 
    Gags located the body. Soxus nodded, made a salute, and bowed.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “A show of respect in the old manner,” Soxus said. “I know this man. I had thought of us as friends, but that can change instantly, can’t it?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Everything can change. Do we just bury him?” 
 
    Soxus grimaced. “Warriors are to be put on pyres, but we don’t have time. The animals will find his body, anyway. By burying him, it delays the inevitable and shows him respect.” 
 
    The generally hard soil had softened from the deluge. Gags drew water from the moist air so they could wash the body. Soxus said there was a ritual, even though the grave was muddy. They laid the man to rest, and Gags duplicated Soxus’s salute.  
 
    Soxus sighed as they walked back to turn the meat stripped from the antelope just before it was going to burn.  He looked at Honian. “You have earned the first choice of the meat.” He turned to Gags. “It is an old Feybeerian hunting tradition.” 
 
    “Because he is your leader?”  
 
    Honian had to grin and shake his head. “No, because I found our dinner.” 
 
    Fortified with a large strip of meat, Gags could provide enough water for everyone and was given more food as a reward. “I’ve had enough to do some protection with magic. Last night would have been easier if I had all my power.” 
 
    “You can stop a tornado?” Mexius said in wonder. 
 
    “No, I can shield us from water and some of the wind. Probably not all of it last night,” Gags said, noticing Honian’s smile at Mexius’s question. 
 
    “Shall we be off?” Soxus asked. “I’d rather not stay so close to the burial or where we ate our meal.” 
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 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Finally, a bump in the far landscape became a city wall with a few buildings poking higher than the wall. The antelope meat meal was two days previous, and their hunger reduced their pace as Naneera grew larger on the horizon. They came across a road, more of a cleared track through the dry land brush and joined a few others traveling to the little city. 
 
    “You have been traveling the southwest?” a woman asked, driving a wagon with two adolescent children sitting with her.  
 
    “We have,” Honian said. “Our wagon broke down, and it has been a long trek.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “True Feybeerians,” but then she looked closer. “Three Perians survived? They have passed a trial.” 
 
    “Our journey isn’t done,” Soxus said. 
 
    The woman nodded. “I would give you a ride, but as you can see, my wagon is full.” 
 
    “I’ll sit anywhere if you let me ride with you,” Mexius said. 
 
    She laughed along with her children. “For you asking in such a way, it will cost you.” 
 
    “I have some coins,” Mexius said.  
 
    “Then you can meet your friends at the city gate,” the woman stretched out her hand, and Mexius put two gold coins on it. Her eyes grew. “One of my children can ride on our load. For that, you can sit up front.” 
 
    Gags watched Mexius scramble aboard. The man didn’t look back as the wagon moved ahead of them. 
 
    “He didn’t pass the trial,” Soxus said with a sour face. 
 
    “Doesn’t he have any redeeming qualities?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Mexius was able to get Portia to marry him, but it was some time ago,” Gags said, shaking his head.  
 
    “I’d rather walk than leave my fellow travelers, after all we’ve been through,” Pepper said. 
 
    Honian laughed. “And so you shall!” 
 
    They shambled toward the end and stood on unsteady feet at the entrance to the city. 
 
    “Business?” a guard asked. 
 
    “We seek a meal—” Honian said. 
 
    “Or two,” Gags said, interrupting the merchant. 
 
    “And transportation to Basheer. Our wagon lost its horses in the storm, and we’ve been forced to walk a few days to Naneera,” Honian said, finishing his reply. 
 
    “Then go on in,” the other guard said. 
 
    “Were you with the Perian riding with a Feybeerian family?” the other guard said. 
 
    “Yes, we expected to meet him here,” Gags said. 
 
    “He told us he will be in a restaurant waiting for you.” 
 
    “Did he tell you which one?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “We only have one who will serve foreigners. It is by the chieftain’s palace. He’s got to be there or wandering around on the streets of Naneera,” the guard said, waving them through. 
 
    “Anybody been here before?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Soxus and I both have. We have a small transport office in Naneera. We can get clean clothes and a good night’s rest before departing for Basheer in the morning,” Honian said. 
 
    “I was hoping you would say something like that,” Pepper said. 
 
    Naneera wasn’t much more extensive than Karkle Cross in Gags’ mind, and Karkle Cross was far from being a city, but a walled town in the dry lands was a city to the Feybeer. There were patches of pavement, but most of the streets were hard-packed earth. Luckily, street vendors were sprinkled around Naneera rather than clustered at a market.  
 
    Gags took advantage and carried around a sack, munching his way to the city’s center where they would pick up Mexius and proceed to Honian’s outpost. They reached the town square. It was paved in rough cobbles with a few trees poking out of bare patches in the pavement, but Mexius was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “To the restaurant,” Honian said. 
 
    Gags had no idea where the place was, so he dawdled behind, continuing to snack as they walked. He was farther back than he thought, so Gags was about to hustle ahead when he saw movement in a narrow alley. Gags stopped and recognized the moan coming from the shadows. He ran to Mexius, who was holding onto his head. 
 
    “They…” Mexius moaned again. 
 
    Whoever grabbed him had almost stripped him of his clothes. His boots were gone, along with his headdress and the fake badge. 
 
    “Who did this?” 
 
    “Do you think I know?” Mexius said through clenched teeth. “I’ve never been here before. Get me up.” 
 
    Mexius lifted his hands and grunted as Gags got his client upright.  
 
    “Naneera isn’t like Basheer or Veilport,” Gags said. 
 
    “Or Artport, if you stay away from certain areas. I was on the main square and pulled into this filthy alley. People walking by stopped to look, but my assailants kept saying ‘Perian,’ Then they nodded and went on their way.”  
 
    Mexius began to walk more steadily by the time they exited the alley. Gags noted Pepper waving in the distance. Gags pointed down toward Mexius.  
 
    “Are you well enough to eat?” Gags asked. 
 
    “I’m aching from bruises that will undoubtedly appear, but my stomach is as empty as yours.” 
 
    Gags laughed. “Mine is not quite empty.” 
 
    They reached the others. Honian winced as he saw Mexius’s face. “You should have known,” the merchant said.  
 
    “You should have told me,” Mexius said with ill humor.  
 
    Honian closed his eyes and raised his eyebrows to dismiss Mexius’s accusation. “A good meal and a night in a proper room will help.” Honian opened the door. “This is the restaurant for foreigners.” 
 
    Mexius looked the front over. “I thought the woman had lied and sicced her tribe on me.” 
 
    “She might have alerted others, but she didn’t lie,” Soxus said. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    Honian looked closely at Gags as they sat down. “Are you still hungry?” 
 
    Gags gave Honian a broad grin. “I’m always hungry. That is the way of magicians.” 
 
    “I’m a magician,” Honian said. 
 
    “And are you hungry?” 
 
    Honian shook his head and grunted. “Obviously. I’m not as powerful as you, Gags.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Basheer Trading and Transport in Naneera wasn’t a large operation. There wasn’t a scheduled conveyance to Basheer for another week, but with Honian in charge, a special run was quickly arranged. 
 
    “You’ll have to sit in the back of a box wagon,” Honian said. “But it will have some amenities.” 
 
    Gags wondered what the amenities were, but it didn’t matter. He would rather ride than walk. At least they had retained their weapons, and Pepper hadn’t lost his jeweled dagger. 
 
    The box wagon was a palace on wheels compared to the wagon that brought Gags to the magicians army four years previous. The benches were padded. There were windows with shutters and drawers beneath their benches that carried food, drink, and supplies. Honian admitted he had ordered it fitted out and had his people work through the night. 
 
    After a good night’s sleep and fresh robes and new boots, they all looked refreshed except for the purpling bruises on Mexius’s face.  
 
    “Why didn’t we take something like this to Rezzura?” Mexius said in an antagonistic voice. 
 
    “There isn’t a direct road. We would have been bouncing around inside,” Soxus said. “Didn’t you notice our supply wagons?” 
 
    “Why should I do that?” Mexius said. 
 
    Soxus shook his head and didn’t reply. 
 
    “Are we in danger from Terzian’s tribe?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Honian sighed. “Maybe, but we are in a caravan of ten wagons and twenty riders. If Terzian raids this far out of his tribe’s territory, he will find it is a mistake. Besides, I sent him a little package with the badge and hairpins of his guard with the note that I would let his behavior pass, but if he crosses me again, I will never forgive him. Letters explaining what happened have gone to most tribal leaders, including all the city tribes.” 
 
    “Will the letters have consequences?” Gags asked. 
 
    Honian shrugged. “It will make Terzian look bad to some, and to others, they will say good for Terzian for stopping me from stealing ancient treasure that should have been shared with all the tribes.” 
 
    “But that would never happen,” Gags said, guessing the tribes treasured their independence too much. 
 
    “Quite right,” Honian said with a chuckle.  
 
    The caravan started with their conveyance in the middle of the wagons, and it became clear that even with the padding, the ride was rougher than Gags expected. The windows soon opened, and Gags enjoyed looking at the dry land countryside.  
 
    They rolled through a green valley.  
 
    “Excellent springs. It is the real treasure of Naneera. The valley is very fertile and provides much of the food for the city.” Soxus said.  
 
    “Treasure,” Mexius said and grunted as he huddled in a corner, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    Honian gave Mexius a tolerant style. “The value of anything depends on how much the owner or those who wish to own place on it. What was the value of Pepper’s priceless dagger when we were starving in the middle of the dry lands?” 
 
    “Spoken like a true merchant,” Gags said.  
 
    Someone knocked on the door after they had left the green valley and were again trundling along the rough road to Basheer. 
 
    “Enter,” Honian said.  
 
    A Feybeerian wearing a Gagareen headdress poked his head in the door. “Riders are coming from the west.” 
 
    “Terzian?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “Perhaps. That is from the right direction,” the rider said. 
 
    “The package wouldn’t have arrived yet,” Soxus said. 
 
    “No.” Honian looked out the window, but it was facing the wrong direction. “Are there any extra horses? Gags and Soxus will fight better mounted. 
 
    “I can scare up two mounts. What about you, sir?” 
 
    Honian frowned. “Pepper and I will protect Mexius. Prepare for a fight. I wouldn’t mind an excuse to make Terzian pay.” 
 
    “I will return with the horses and order the wagons into a defensive circle,” the rider said.  
 
    Gags found his weapons, but his staff was tied to the roof. He left the box, climbed on the top, untied his weapon, and returned just as the rider returned with two horses. The wagon stopped with the others. Gags mounted along with Soxus.  
 
    “I’m ready to fight,” Gags said.  
 
    “Good,” Soxus said. He looked at the rider as the wagons surrounded Honian’s box wagon. 
 
    “Are you a good fighter?” the rider asked. 
 
    “I am,” Gags said. “I fight with weapons and with magic.”  
 
    “Then you will be in the front with Soxus. Our inexperienced guards will protect the wagons.” 
 
    Gags followed Soxus through the scrub brush until Soxus found an outcropping of rocks. “This will be our shield,” Soxus said. “When they charge, remember where the rocks are. They will be exposed for a few strides even if they jump over them.” 
 
    “I have a few tricks of my own,” Gags said, observing them traveling on the dusty ground. 
 
    “Get them ready, fast. The Horoosh have about reached us.” 
 
    Gags nodded. He counted the bolts in his pocket. There were only five, but the ground was filled with pebbles. He bent down and grabbed a handful.  
 
    Soxus snorted. “Do you think throwing rocks will stop them?” 
 
    “Just watch,” Gags said. “I haven’t been in many battles, but plenty of fights.” 
 
    Soxus drew his sword and gripped it nervously. “I can’t help but be anxious,” the man said. 
 
    Gags nodded. “If you can conquer your fear, it is all right to be afraid,” Gags said, repeating something Pophius had told him. 
 
    “Good advice, and I’ve unwittingly followed it through the years,” Soxus said, barking out a laugh. 
 
    “Get ready.” 
 
    The vanguard of the attackers had formed, riding straight toward Gags and Soxus. The other riders were spread to either side. The Horoosh had not noticed the rocks, and the first riders pulled up. That was what Gags waited for. He spelled rocks into the faces of the first five riders, making them fall off their horses. The rest of the tribe veered off into the other riders.  
 
    Terzian angrily waved a sword at Gags and Soxus.  “Come and get me!” He yelled from the other side of the rocks, likely thinking he was protected from a direct attack by the pair.  
 
    Three tribesmen quickly took positions in front of their leader. 
 
    “Shall we end this?” Gags asked.  
 
    He pulled out one crossbow bolt and rode closer to the rocks. 
 
    “Do you think you can throw that spear all the way here?” one of Terzian’s men said. 
 
    Gags smiled. This was too easy, he said to himself until he spotted an arrow coming from the left side. He had focused on Terzian so much that he wasn’t aware of the other fighters. Gags tried to move the direction of the arrow down to the ground. The arrow dipped down, but the magic was too late, and the missile struck Gags in the thigh.  
 
    Pain filled his mind for a moment. But Gags had learned to conquer pain and fear, and he pushed the explosion of pain from his thigh and re-focused on Terzian. He let the crossbow bolt go and guided it around the guard in the center and into Terzian’s face.  
 
    The tribal leader fell from his horse. It seemed that the driving force of the tribe stopped the attack immediately. 
 
    “Retreat! Lord Terzian has been struck down!” 
 
    A few attackers didn’t hear the message and fought on for a moment until it was clear the battle was over. There were dead, dying, and injured on both sides, but Terzian’s attackers had already fled, taking the body of their leader and a few others with them. 
 
    Gags almost fell off his horse as he dismounted and sat on the dirt. He had planned a quick attack and a dust volcano to drive the attackers away. He had waited too long, and it cost more lives. He hadn’t intended to kill Terzian, but he wouldn’t have been able to fight mounted for another moment. 
 
    He put his head back and let the pain wash over him before he attempted to push it back again. Two healers were quickly at his side.  
 
    “Get the arrow out and then see to the others,” Gags said.  
 
    The healers cut away the robe pinned to his skin and then his trousers.  
 
    “Drink,” Pepper said, coming into Gags’ view.  
 
    “Gladly,” Gags said. He drained most of the liquor, more potent than wine, and lay there feeling the warmth of the liquid infuse within him.  
 
    “Bite on this,” one of the healers said. 
 
    Gags did as he was told and bit harder when the healers removed the arrow. One broke off the feathered end, and the other pulled the arrow out from the other side with a pair of pliers. The pain had pushed well past the alcoholic haze Gags found himself in.  
 
    “Drink this,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags expected more liquor, but whatever they gave him was much more bitter, and he soon lost consciousness. 
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 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he jostling of the wagon brought Gags back. He lay on one side of the bench that ran around the inside. His thigh felt tight, and it only accentuated the pain. However, the healers had done their work and the pain was manageable.  
 
    “Did the Horoosh return?” Gags said as his mind began working again.  
 
    Honian nodded. “The new chief will have a big pot of gold to get started, even if he melts down the artifacts.” 
 
    “Is there a chance that will happen?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Not if the chieftain is smart. I don’t know who it will be,” Honian said. “I imagine the tribe will come back to me wanting to sell what I rightfully owned once upon a time. By the way, you were out for a full day.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to take advantage of the chief’s demise to attack them, Honian?” Pepper said. 
 
    Honian smiled and leaned forward, patting Pepper’s knee. “I am a businessman. I pay lots of money to the Sultan of Basheer in taxes. Why should I risk all the trust I’ve built during the years? That’s why I didn’t write a message to the sultan to raise a Gagareen army and obliterate the Horoosh. He attacked again, and thanks to the nobly wounded Vingus Gags, Terzian is the one who paid the ultimate price for treachery.” 
 
    “If you need further explanation, we can talk about the concept, Pepper.” Gags said. “I will have to exercise the same restraint for our protection agency.” 
 
    Honian’s eyes brightened. “Which is our next topic. Tell me about your plans.” 
 
    Mexius groaned. “I have to listen to that pitch again?” 
 
    “Yes, yes you do,” Honian said.  
 
    Gags smiled and struggled to a sitting position.  He went over his brief history as a caravan guard and the demise of Sincinn Handygarb, the wagon master who lost his life on Gags’s last convoy. 
 
    “I think I can do better but doing it better means developing an organization. I have contacts in Artport, Japershing, the capital of Glorius, which will be my first route from Yearsend Vale to Artport. I’ll expand from there.” 
 
    “You have the capital to do that?” 
 
    “I own the fief, Honian. I’m developing mines on fief property to provide the funds.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’d like to participate on the Calessian side,” Honian said.  
 
    “There is no Calessian side, but when I’m ready, perhaps we can have some kind of relationship. Who arranged the wagon train we are currently in?” 
 
    “My company,” Honian said. “I’m doing much the same as you are. Perhaps my standards aren’t the same as yours, but there might be room for cooperation. Basheer Transportation on Caless and Gags & Pepper on Peria.” 
 
    Gags wasn’t sure he’d want to go into business with Honian, but he couldn’t miss the opportunity to make a Calessian contact. 
 
    “When I’m ready. It may be years,” Gags said. 
 
    “You’ve already met Patricia. She is the heir to my business. If you wait too long, you’ll be negotiating with her.” 
 
    Pepper groaned. “We’d lose, for sure.” 
 
    Gags laughed. “No need to worry about that now,” Gags said. 
 
    “How many riders did you lose?” 
 
    “Four,” Honian said. “Soxus is training the survivors to fight better as we travel to Basheer. He was very impressed with your magic. According to him, rarely do people live up to their boasting. You exceeded yours.” 
 
    Gags figured that was high praise coming from Soxus. He leaned back. “I think I’ll lay down again. But when I wake up, I’m going to be very hungry. That is a boast I will exceed.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The wagon bounced, lifting Gags from the seat and waking him up when he landed. 
 
    “What was that?” Gags asked. 
 
    Mexius was the only person in the dim confines of the wagon.  
 
    “We are heading down from a pass in some hills. Honian said the ride might be a little rough and gave me the option of riding.” 
 
    “You declined,” Gags said. 
 
    “I’d rather bounce on cushions than on the back of a horse,” Mexius opened one of the drawers, revealing wrapped packages. Some had grease marks. The fruit appeared to be the same as what they loaded. “Honian said when you wake you can eat it all if you like.” 
 
    Gags grinned. “I am famished!”  He worked his way to a sitting position, noting that the leg felt better. He rummaged through the food, sniffing packages and opening them before he ate everything within. Gags finished off with a few helpings of fruit. 
 
    “You really can stuff that gullet of yours,” Mexius said. 
 
    “That gullet might have saved your life. We were outnumbered by Terzian’s force, as I recall.” 
 
    Mexius shrugged.  
 
    Gags just smiled and took another packet and finished off lamb chunks in rice, using his fingers.” He sat back. “Ah! Now my body will heal better.” 
 
    “Magicians can self-heal?” Mexius asked. 
 
    “Everybody self-heals, Mexius, but a healthy magician can heal faster after another healer has done all the bone-setting and wound stitchery,” Gags said. 
 
    He sat back, content once he positioned his wounded leg properly. Honian poked his head in the wagon box.  
 
    “You two all right?” Honian asked.  
 
    “Right? I didn’t open up my leg and my stomach is full. That is about as right as I need,” Gags said. 
 
    “At least I didn’t hit my head on the ceiling.” Mexius rubbed his head, anyway. 
 
    “The road smooths out in an hour. It will be dark and we will stop and camp, but tomorrow night we will be in a town.” 
 
    “Another tribal city?” Gags asked. 
 
    “ No. A single clan started a small town with a stockade. You’ll see. Are you sure you weren’t damaged? That was the biggest rock this wagon can hit without disintegrating,” Honian said.  
 
    “I’m good,” Gags said. “But I will take a nap until dinner.” 
 
    “Dinner! You aren’t serious about eating dinner after eating half of what was in that drawer?” Mexius said. 
 
    Honian grinned and looked at Gags. “He is a true magician. Gags will be ready for another meal after his nap. Sleep tight, Gags,” Honian said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Up, up,” Pepper said, shaking Gags gently. 
 
    Gags shook his head and rose from his seat. He could only crouch, but he was able to get out of the wagon box unassisted and walked around with a limp. He found Pepper helping Soxus put up a tent. 
 
    “You aren’t sleeping in the wagon?” Gags asked Pepper. 
 
    “Neither are you. Mexius and Honian get the honors,” Pepper said. “This is for you and me.” 
 
    “Let me help,” Gags said. 
 
    “What can you do?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “I can use a little magic to make sure the tent is attached to the poles and the stakes,” Gags said.  
 
    “Then you can show me how to do the same for my tent,” Soxus said with a faint smile.  
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Gags was able to do more than the magic bit and in a few more minutes Gags found himself doing the same thing to the riders’ tents. Soxus picked up the spell after Gags told him it was a variation of locking a door. 
 
    “Dinner!” a shout went up.  
 
    Everyone lined up and were fed, courtesy of Basheer Trading and Transport. Honian circulated among everyone in the company and spoke to each of them. He didn’t make it to Gags, Pepper or Soxus, but Soxus said that Honian had already recognized their contribution to the thwarted attack. 
 
    “Why tonight and not last night?” Gags asked. 
 
    “We were too close to Horoosh territory. Now we are well away from that tribe and no one behind us can see any fires,” Soxus said.  
 
    “That makes sense,” Gags said.  
 
    “Of course, it makes sense. Tomorrow we will join a principal road between Rahdeem and Basheer. There will be roadside inns and a few towns. We won’t have to sleep on the ground again, which is fine by me.” Soxus grabbed a tin plate and let the cook slop food on it.  
 
    Gags did the same and didn’t feel the need to ask for seconds. The food was filling, but Gags had acquired a sense for Feybeer cuisine to know mediocre food when he ate it. This was a little less than mediocre. 
 
    The light was dwindling when he was done.  
 
    “You can come and sit by the riders’ campfire,” Soxus said. 
 
    Gags wasn’t quite as recovered as he thought and left the campfire early. He wouldn’t miss the dry lands, he concluded. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Basheer sounded like home when they rolled through a city gate. Gags was walking without a limp at that point and four nights of sleeping in a real bed had done wonders for his body. That morning, Gags had worked out with his iron staff. He wasn’t up to full speed, but it felt good to get his muscles unwound after weeks on horseback, hiking in the dry lands, and bouncing in the back of Honian’s box wagon.  
 
    The wagon stopped at the inn he stayed in before. Honian gave them the two horses and left them to their own devices until they were summoned. Mexius and Honian’s deal hadn’t been completed yet, and that was why Mexius would be staying elsewhere. Gags and Pepper shared a large room and finally had a non-moving place to stay for more than a night or two. 
 
    “I’m just as glad,” Pepper said. “I’ve never met a man that clouds up a room with rotten attitude like Mexius Dapple.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Portia that,” Gags said. 
 
    “You think she doesn’t already know? I think she does. I’m sure the Mexius she married isn’t the Mexius today.” Pepper said. 
 
    “I’m not qualified to judge the past,” Gags said. Pepper frowned and was about to send a retort when Gags held up his hand and declared, “I am qualified to judge the present and I agree. Mexius can dampen any positive mood just with the arrogant look on his face.” 
 
    Pepper grinned. “I knew you’d think that way.” 
 
    “Now, what are we going to do while we wait to find out when we return to Artport?” 
 
    Pepper pulled out his priceless dagger. “This is all that remains of the Rezzuran treasure I found.” 
 
    Gags scoffed. “All you did was dig a hole from one room to the other.” 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “I was the first to lay eyes on all that loot after thousands of years.” 
 
    His friend had a point and Gags put out his hand for the dagger. “Why don’t we paint this black or something to get the gold hidden?” Gags said, looking at it closely. 
 
    “You mean make it so it looks fake?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Gags nodded. “Maybe Patricia can help,” he said. 
 
    “You think she would?” Pepper looked hopeful.  
 
    “Patricia will know where we are. Let’s see if she shows up tomorrow.” Gags said. 
 
    They sat down for a late dinner after a slow descent down the stairs, and soon after Gags ordered two dinners, Patricia walked in. 
 
    “I heard you had a little excitement,” Patricia said to Pepper. “I thought I’d get my information directly from you.” 
 
    “You’ve already seen Honian?” Pepper asked. 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “As soon as I heard he had returned. I had expected a few wagons loaded with opportunity, but he disappointed me. You were the only successful treasure hunter.” 
 
    “The late Terzian’s tribe was successful,” Gags said. 
 
    She called the server back and ordered a small plate. “Start at the beginning.” She cupped her chin in her palm and gazed at Pepper. “You begin.” 
 
    Pepper looked around at the mostly empty dining room and then launched into his version of events until Terzian attacked the wagon train. “Gags was the hero. I hardly had a chance to get my sword nicked,” Pepper said. 
 
    “But you were there,” Gags said.  
 
    “I was somewhat distracted at the time. Tell her how you saved us all.” 
 
    Gags looked at Pepper and grimaced before turning to Patricia. He recounted the entire fight with Terzian, including the arrow coming in at an angle and taking Gags out of the story which had almost covered the entirety of dinner. 
 
    “Uncle Honian said you might be unable to continue as a bodyguard. Does that mean I’ll be getting Pepper all to myself?” Patricia said. 
 
    Where was the woman who couldn’t wait to get off the ship? Gags didn’t know, and he wasn’t about to ask, just yet.  
 
    “I can defend myself. I didn’t need my staff to end Terzian’s life,” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia looked angry. “The betrayer and thief!”  
 
    Pepper pulled out his knife and let Patricia hold it. “Gags thinks it would be a good idea to disguise that.” 
 
    “Forever or temporarily?” Patricia said, looking closely at the jewels. 
 
    “Temporarily,” Pepper said. 
 
    “My father will probably give you a price for this.” 
 
    “A price for something priceless?” Pepper said with a smile. 
 
    “Nothing is really priceless,” Patricia said. “Sometimes the cost is a war.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “I don’t think Terzian was after the dagger when he attacked.” 
 
    “Some people think they can’t put a price on their reputation, and uncle thinks that Terzian was furious that his men didn’t catch up and kill you all. Everyone has contacts in Naneera, so he cut through the dry lands and attacked you before reaching the hills.” 
 
    To Gags, that was ancient history at that point. “Do you have any ideas to make the dagger look cheap?” 
 
    She smiled, seemingly relieved at the change of subject. “I have a few ideas. Let me get back to you tomorrow on that. I have some people to consult. Will you let me take the dagger? I’m sure my father would love to see it.” 
 
    Pepper pressed his lips together, but he nodded. “I’d like it back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what can be done to the dagger before I do anything with it,” Patricia said. “I’ll show my father now, if you can bear to miss me until tomorrow.” 
 
    Pepper stared at his treasure, but Patricia dazzled him with a smile. “It’s still mine.” 
 
    “I know,” Patricia said as she got up and left the dining room, giving Pepper a wave before she disappeared through a door.  
 
    Gags sighed. “I wouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “What wave?” Pepper said. 
 
    “No! I wouldn’t give up the dagger. What if you never see her again?” 
 
    “But we still have business with Honian Garish,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Do we? What if Mexius dismisses us? We have no choice but to ride to Veilport and book our own passage back to Peria.” 
 
    Pepper gasped. “She wouldn’t do that!” 
 
    “I hope not,” Gags said. 
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 Chapter Twenty 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P atricia didn’t show up the next day, and they didn’t receive a word from Mexius or Honian, either. It was late afternoon, and the innkeeper reminded them it was a market day. They had nothing else to do, and Gags didn’t want to get worried, yet. They walked through the market, but neither of them were too excited about buying anything.  
 
    Gags was sure Pepper was more anxious than he was. He had a girl and a priceless piece of treasure to lose, but Gags still wondered about his real client, Portia Dapple.  
 
    Pepper stopped in the middle of a market lane. “Should we visit Patricia’s father or Honian?” he said. 
 
    “Honian. I’m not so sure Baltheus Garish was very happy to see us,” Gags said. 
 
    They were almost in front of the Basheer Trading and Transport offices when a carriage loaded with bags clattered past them trailing four riders. Honian Garish, his niece, Soxus, and Mexius were engaged in conversation and didn’t see them and the riders ignored Gags and Pepper. 
 
    “I think we are being left behind,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper’s eyes goggled. “Shouldn’t we run after them?” 
 
    “And do what? We are on foot and without weapons. Let’s make sure they are leaving Basheer.” 
 
    The offices were still open and Honian’s assistant looked embarrassed when he told them Honian had left Basheer for Veilport, intending to leave Caless altogether for a few months. 
 
    “My dagger,” Pepper said once they were outside. 
 
    “Maybe they left a note at the inn?” Gags said, leaving an out for the travelers in his mind. 
 
    The innkeeper shook his head when asked about any communication from Patricia, Honian or Mexius.  
 
    “Can I post two letters? One goes to Artport and the other to a town in Karkle Cross.” 
 
    “I don’t know where Karkle Cross is, but address it thoroughly. I’ll send them out tomorrow.” 
 
    Gag didn’t have much time, but he quickly explained that they had been tricked and left in Basheer and would be following Mexius and Honian Garish to Veilport, intending to follow Mexius back across to Peria. They didn’t know where Pepper and he would end up, but he would keep Portia and Pophius advised. They paid for their rooms and for dinner before packing up and riding out of Basheer.  
 
    After they rode deep into the night, they stayed at a cheap roadside inn. Gags’s injured thigh ached from the ride, but he knew they were on the right path. They didn’t catch up with the carriage or the riders the next day, but Honian and his niece were distinguished enough to have caught the eye of a roadside vendor.  
 
    “Should we tail them?” Pepper asked Gags. “You are more experienced at chasing people, whereas I’m sure I am more experienced at being chased.” 
 
    Gags stroked his thigh. “Are you willing to ride through the night?” Gags asked. “We know where they are going, so it would be better if we started following them when we are on the outskirts of Veilport. The Garish company has at least two offices in Veilport. The one where they kidnapped you and the place where Patricia went when she left the ship.” 
 
    “Patricia,” Pepper sighed with a sinking heart. “I thought she liked me.” 
 
    “Perhaps she does, but Patricia has priorities and her uncle’s business is hers.” 
 
    “But my dagger…” 
 
    Gags couldn’t say anything that would comfort Pepper. Neither of them had any idea where the dagger would be. She had stolen it from him just as Terzian had stolen the rest of the treasure from Honian. 
 
    “Perhaps Honian couldn’t let it go, even though he promised,” Gags said. 
 
    “I should blame my loss on her uncle?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I’d blame it on both. If she had left a note of explanation, it might have been better.” Gags finished his meal. “Well? Shall we be off?” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags sighed. “Don’t be like that. We are partners.” 
 
    “You are the senior partner,” Pepper said. 
 
    “That may be, but you always have the right to speak up.” 
 
    “I know that. It’s just that I’m a little down. I can’t be as positive as you.” 
 
    Gags laughed. “You weren’t with me after I left the army and looked for Miria. I was down all the time.” 
 
    “Especially when you were told she’d been shipped out just after you reunited with her?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Miria, the unicorn, is worth more to me than a hundred of your daggers,” Gags admitted.  
 
    “Then let’s look forward. If one of us gets tired, we will sleep a few hours before continuing,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Good,” Gags said, patting Pepper on the back on their way to the horses.  
 
    They rode off, passing roadside inns and slipping through a town in the middle of the night. Gags’s thigh began to pulse with pain, so he was the one to call for a few hours rest before heading out again. They didn’t catch sight of the carriage until they were a few hours outside of Veilport, while Gags and Pepper sat at a popular roadside stand. They waited two hours, sipping watered wine until Pepper spotted the carriage.  
 
    “There is a box wagon behind the coach,” Pepper said.  
 
    “Did someone join them along the way?” Gags asked, not expecting an answer.  
 
    “Must have,” Pepper said. “We still follow.”  
 
    “Right.” Gags and Pepper had already paid and mounted up riding within a hundred paces on the busy road. Their headdresses covered their faces. As they rode they gradually moved closer, Gags made sure he was up high enough to keep the two wagons and the riders in sight.  
 
    They entered the gates with minimum fuss and got even closer until the carriage went one way and the box wagon went another with the guards splitting up.  
 
    “I’ll take the box wagon,” Gags said. “You follow the carriage. We will meet at the inn we used before.” 
 
    Gags watched Pepper follow the carriage. If the box wagon was set up like the one they used to travel from Naneera to Basheer, anyone could be in either conveyance. The box wagon bypassed the city center and ended up in front of the small Basheer Trading and Transport storefront.  
 
    Gags rode past and tied the horse up around the corner before running back to see who exited the wagon. Gags’s eyebrows went up as he saw children with bound hands being urged through the front door by the two riders. The box wagon continued on and Gags decided to see where the wagon ended up. He tried to keep a few riders or wagons away from the box wagon even though the wagon didn’t have a rear window.  
 
    The wagon ended up pulling into an estate. Basheer T & T was worked into a wrought iron arc at the top of the gate. This was where Patricia had gone when she left the ship. Gags found a hitching post and walked across the street, standing in the shade of a tree, to see who exited the box wagon. Soxus was the only occupant, and after he went into the house, the box wagon rolled around to the back. 
 
    “They split up to fool us?” Pepper said, walking up to Gags. 
 
    “No. They are transporting children,” Gags said. “The wagon let them out at the office where you were held.”  
 
    He looked across the lane at the big, fancy house. “I don’t know what else we can do here. Let’s see if we can learn more by speaking to the children,” Gags said, frustrated they couldn’t confront Honian or Patricia.  
 
    When they returned to the office close to the city center, a lantern had been lit in the front room of the office, so Gags led Pepper to the back and to a curtained window.  
 
    “Keep quiet,” Gags said. “I have to use some magic.”  
 
    He spelled night sight which made the curtain almost invisible. The children were tied to chairs in two rows of five. There were four men and a woman standing around as the children ate a meal. Gags couldn’t hear anything and put his ear to the window, but the words weren’t clear enough to understand.  
 
    He turned around to ask Pepper if he felt well enough to fight, but when he did a spell hit him. Gags wasn’t able to identify it before he crumpled to the ground, landing on Pepper just as everything went dark. 
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 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    ~ 
 
    Honian Garish 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     didn’t believe you,” Honian said to Patricia as Gags and Pepper’s bodies were carried into his estate. 
 
    “Kill them,” Mexius said. “They failed in their mission to protect me.” 
 
    “And that is a killing offense in Artport?” 
 
    Mexius worked his mouth. “It is for some. My brother was killed.” 
 
    “Protecting you?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Mexius said shrugging off the question. 
 
    “I say we take them with us,” Honian said. “They may be useful.” 
 
    “Useful for whom?” Mexius said sneering. 
 
    Patricia knelt by Pepper’s body and pushed an errant lock of his black hair from his forehead. “I won’t allow it,” she said. “I didn’t use that magic spell to have them killed. We can just leave them somewhere in Veilport, and let them find their way to Artport.” 
 
    “Can’t have that,” Mexius said. “I’d never be able to return to my wife.” 
 
    Honian laughed. “You can’t be serious. You’ve already told me you bilked her out of her savings. Is your charm that ironclad?” 
 
    Mexius thrust out his lower lip. “Perhaps my charm isn’t what it once was.” 
 
    “That is quite a humble admission,” Patricia said, caustically. She looked at Honian. “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “Sheerport,” Honian said. “Then it’s on to a crumbling fief called Fetishing. That is all I know.” 
 
    “It will cost you Pepper’s dagger to reveal that much to you,” Mexius said.  
 
    “What?” Patricia said to her uncle. “You sold Pepper’s treasure to get one city’s name?” 
 
    “Did you really think I would let him walk off with that?” Honian said, feeling put upon by his niece. She was the only one with the ability to make him feel the least bit guilty about anything. 
 
    “I agree with my uncle, we take them with us. If nothing else we can force them to watch the children,” Patricia said. “That solves Mexius’s problem with his wife in the short term and I can’t see them killed and be part of it, and we won’t give up the dagger. That is not up for discussion.” 
 
    “Sometimes you need a harder heart,” Mexius said. 
 
    Honian glared at Mexius. “And sometimes yours should soften up a bit.” 
 
    “Not possible,” Mexius said. 
 
    “I know,” Honian said. Mexius was a person Honian could have killed without qualms, but he had a potentially lucrative deal with Mexius and business was business, no matter what. 
 
    “I’m going to find something to drink,” Mexius said. 
 
    “We are sailing in two hours, don’t drink too much,” Honian said as Mexius walked into Honian’s office where the liquor was kept.  
 
    Mexius slammed the door, making Honian and Patricia wince. 
 
    “What an odious man!” Patricia said softly. “I wished he was in another line of business so you could have ignored him, uncle. He could be the death of you.” 
 
    “So could you!” Honian said, but then he grinned. “We will take your Pepper and his friend Gags. Who knows? Both earned Soxus’s respect, and you know how hard that is to come by.” 
 
    “I know,” Patricia said. “Soxus has been voicing his disapproval about this entire operation to me even though he’s your man.” 
 
    “Soxus will be joining us to make sure your bodyguards don’t cause trouble. I’ll get back on the Perians’ good sides and have the three of them protect us from Mexius.” 
 
    Patricia rubbed her shoulders. “I’m sure we will need it.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Honian looked down at the three bodies on the carriage floor. His and Patricia’s legs were on the seat in front of them. Mexius had, of course, drunk himself into a stupor and rather than put up with Mexius’s obnoxious ravings, Patricia gladly agreed to put him under, too.  
 
    They were carried to their cabins. Mexius had a nice space for the long voyage from Veilport to Sheerport, and Gags and Pepper would share a more modest cabin. Honian shut the door to Gags and Pepper’s cabin after Patricia reinforced the spell to keep them asleep.  
 
    “That spell cost a lot of your energy, didn’t it? You are almost thin as a result.” 
 
    “I can handle thin, uncle. There is a lot of time between ports for me to put on more weight.” 
 
    Honian smiled. “Something I don’t have to think about. Now, make sure the children are out and stay out until the end of the voyage.” 
 
    Patricia sighed.  
 
    Honian took that to mean she was grudgingly obliging her favorite uncle. He would make sure she was sufficiently rewarded when they returned to Basheer. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags came to in a strange place. He looked out a tiny porthole and watched the waves roll. Why was he on a ship? There was no way to know the heading. Pepper still snored in his upper bunk, so Gags quickly spelled him with a real seasick enchantment, hoping that it would work this time.  
 
    He rose from his bunk and realized whatever spell the magician used wasn’t fully gone, so he sat in the only chair in the tiny cabin, thinking that he needed to get better at lurking around. His record wasn’t very good, even on this assignment.  
 
    Pepper stirred when Gags shook his shoulder.  
 
    “Where are we?” Pepper quickly sat up and hit his head on the ceiling of the cabin. “A ship?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “A ship heading for somewhere, but I can’t tell you where or how long we’ve been under. I guess that Patricia Garish is to blame. She is the most powerful magician we know in Caless.” 
 
    Pepper jumped down and then swooned before sitting on Gags’s bunk. “But we aren’t in Caless, anymore.” 
 
    Magical energy was building in Gags as he sat. “At least she doesn’t know how to sap my energy.” 
 
    “Is there such a thing?” 
 
    “There is, but few magicians can do it.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    Gags shook his head. “Not me. I have other talents.” 
 
    “Like shooting bolts from your hand and guiding them around horses and into attacking Feybeerians?” Pepper said. 
 
    “Exactly, but I was thinking of twirling my staff, Pepper.” 
 
    Pepper laughed, but then stopped. “What kind of fix are we in?” 
 
    “The fact that our throats aren’t slit gives me a little hope. I’m sure Mexius wouldn’t care where are carcasses are.” 
 
    Pepper grunted. “We are like a couple of buzzing gnats,” he said. 
 
    “Buzz.” Gags smiled as he used Pepper’s childhood nickname. 
 
    “Yes?” Pepper said 
 
    “I think Patricia put us to sleep and made sure we weren’t killed in Veilport. That probably means Honian is defending her. That would be a good thing. Honian is a businessman, first and foremost, so he doesn’t see our deaths as being to his advantage,” Gags said. “This is all conjecture, mind you.” 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “Since I am still breathing, your guessing is good enough for me.” Pepper yawned. 
 
    They had done enough talking for the moment and Gags returned to his bunk and took a nap. He didn’t get to sleep when Patricia entered the cabin and closed the door behind her.  
 
    “You are both awake. Good,” she said with a tight smile. “I’m sorry I had to lay that spell on you.” 
 
    Gags didn’t think she was being fully truthful. “We were spotted outside the mansion?” 
 
    “You were,” Patricia said, “as well as in front of our central office. People can look out windows, you know.” 
 
    Gags hadn’t even thought about someone looking out of the building. He shook his head. “I have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “I think you know enough already,” Patricia said. “We are on a ship to Sheerport.” 
 
    “Sheerport!” Pepper said. “Why? You could have left us senseless in Veilport.” 
 
    “Not after you saw the children.” 
 
    “Child trafficking? How much of that does Honian do?” 
 
    Patricia frowned. “It is his first time. The children are the real reason Mexius came to Caless. My uncle decided to come along to see how they are used.” 
 
    “How are they going to be used?” Gags asked. 
 
    Patricia smiled, but there wasn’t the normal friendliness in her eyes. “Too much for you to know. I did what I could to keep you two alive. Remember that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Pepper said.  
 
    Gags didn’t feel any gratitude. “Are we still Mexius’s bodyguards?” 
 
    “No. That has been settled. Your contract with Mexius was over when he extracted all the money from his marriage. Uncle Honian is your new client, and your payment is your ability to breathe.” 
 
    “For how long?” Gags asked.  
 
    “While we are away from Caless,” Patricia said. 
 
    Once they were back on dry land, Gags and Pepper would serve Honian and Patricia until they decided they wouldn’t. He considered working under a threat to be a dubious contract at best, but he knew Pepper would decide to be compliant.  
 
    “You will be confined to this cabin for the duration of the voyage with the exception of an hour every day on deck to exercise.” 
 
    “With weapons?” Gags asked.  
 
    Patricia laughed. “Where will you escape to, unless you are adept at walking on water?” 
 
    Gags wasn’t about to tell her he could do just that, but now wasn’t the time to show her. “Good. I need the weight. Food?” 
 
    “You will eat your meals in here and unfortunately, you will be going on a diet, Gags. I can’t have you storing up magical energy until I need your power,” Patricia said. “I’ll have someone deliver your dinner.” 
 
    “How long have we been asleep?”  
 
    “Three days,” Patricia said. “Come along, Pepper.” 
 
    “What?” Gags said. 
 
    “You are confined to the cabin, not Pepper. I will keep an eye on him.” Patricia crooked her finger at Pepper. 
 
    “I’ll get more information,” Pepper said. Gags could tell his partner felt guilty, but Gags might have done the same. 
 
    Patricia locked the cabin from the outside. Gags tried the lock to see if he could open it with magic. He successfully unlocked the latch and locked it again before sitting on the single chair and trying to read his own emotions. He was glad to be alive, but he didn’t like being used. Gags also didn’t like not being in control of his actions, and he hadn’t been since they arrived in Artport. He could leave the cabin at will, but what would he gain from that while Pepper was essentially being held hostage. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     can’t be separated from Gags. He’s my partner,” Pepper said as he followed Patricia down the corridor.  
 
    “Separating you from Gags is one of the conditions that you aren’t thrown overboard,” Patricia said. 
 
    Pepper sighed. “Golden handcuffs. I’m a hostage, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, laughing. “Wouldn’t you rather be the one under my guard than Gags?” 
 
    “Well…” Pepper managed a smile that he didn’t feel. 
 
    “You will be my personal bodyguard and servant for the remainder of the voyage.” 
 
    Pepper sighed. “How long is the voyage?”  
 
    “Two weeks or so. We’ll have plenty of time to get better acquainted.” 
 
    “I thought we were already acquainted,” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia grinned. “Better is better. Believe me.” 
 
    They were walking toward the stern as far as Pepper could tell, stopping at a wider than normal door. Patricia must have gotten a big cabin. They stepped inside to see Honian sitting at a desk bolted to the floor. The Gagareen merchant looked up and grimaced.  
 
    “You brought him here?” Honian said. 
 
    “What should I have done, chain him in the hold?” Patricia said to her uncle. 
 
    Honian raised his hands. “I know, I know. Separating them will be all we need to do during the voyage,” he said as if Pepper wasn’t standing with his niece. “Keep him away from Mexius as much as you can.” 
 
    “I told Vingus Gags that he could work out on deck for an hour a day.” 
 
    Honian shrugged. “He’s a good magician, so I would guess the door lock might mean nothing to him.” 
 
    “We won’t know until we see him out of the cabin,” Patricia said.  
 
    Honian finally turned his eyes on Pepper, who couldn’t quite keep from smiling. “You better behave, or you will end up in the hold, despite my niece’s protestations,” Honian said. “Sit and let us chat for a moment before Patricia takes you to your cell.” He glanced at Patricia as he said it.   
 
    Patricia and Pepper took the two empty chairs in the cabin.  
 
    “We are going to Fetishing, an ancient royal capital in a fief with the same name. That isn’t our destination. Mexius knew about Rezzura and has something going on with the lord of Fetishing at a site like Rezzura. There are difficulties getting to the treasure room hence the children from Caless. Evidently, foreign children are legally little more than slaves, so Mexius is importing child workers for the project. If you and your friend behave yourselves, I am willing to let you go at the site when the time is right. Then you can skip your way across Peria, for all I care.” 
 
    “And Mexius? Will he return to Artport?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “Mexius will not return,” Honian said. He shook his forefinger at Pepper. “You are to leave him alone. You work for me, now. If you still worked for him, you’d be dead in Veilport.” 
 
    “Gags and I figured that out,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Honian said.  
 
    Honian nodded curtly to Patricia. She rose and took Pepper’s hand. “Time to tuck you into your cell,” she said. 
 
    Pepper looked back and noticed that Honian looked even more dour at Pepper as they left.  
 
    “Where is my cell?” Pepper said.  
 
    Patricia looked back and smiled. “I have a cabin as large as my uncle’s with a servant’s closet. You get the closet.” 
 
    “I’m going to room with you?” 
 
    “Are you scared?” 
 
    “Does your uncle know?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “He knows better not to ask. He also knows that you are no match for me,” she proudly said. 
 
    Pepper sighed. Perhaps he would prefer bunking with Gags, but that wasn’t an option for him, and he didn’t want to be chained in a smelly, wet hold. “Show me to my cell,” Pepper said with the insides of his wrists together pretending he wore manacles. 
 
    He followed her to the opposite side of the ship and entered a room much like Honian’s. This one had a set of doors that Patricia opened.  
 
    “Your closet,” she said.  
 
    The closet was almost as big as the cabin that Gags and he shared with a single bunk with drawers underneath and an alcove with shelves over a small desk.  
 
    “It is a palace of a closet,” Pepper said. “I just wish I had my clothes. All Gags and I have is what we wore on that fateful day.” 
 
    “Look in the drawers,” Patricia said. 
 
    Pepper opened one and saw his own things folded much more neatly than he could do himself. “If I am to be your servant, you won’t get your clothes folded so well.” 
 
    Patricia playfully gasped and laughed. “Do you think I’d let you touch my clothes.” 
 
    “Sometimes, I think it would be nice,” Pepper said without thinking. 
 
    She gently hit his shoulder. “Does that sentiment think what I think it does?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Pepper sighed. “I’m afraid it does, despite you chaining me to a bed in your cabin.” 
 
    “The servant’s closet. You are a servant.” 
 
    Pepper knew he shouldn’t be caught up in the moment, but he leaned closer to her and said, “I live to serve…you.” 
 
    The room went silent. Pepper felt overcome with emotion and he looked at Patricia who stared into his eyes. She leaned into him and kissed his cheek. Pepper was about to put his arms around her, but the mood popped when someone knocked on the cabin door.  
 
    They quickly disengaged when the door opened and a tipsy Mexius staggered in. He stared at Pepper and narrowed his eyes. They swiveled to Patricia. “I didn’t agree to release Gags and Pepper from their contract to protect me.” He looked more closely at Pepper. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    Patricia cleared her throat. “He will be sleeping in the servant’s closet. Uncle Honian thought they should be separated for the duration of the voyage, so they don’t hatch any plots against you, Mexius.” 
 
    Patricia furrowed her brow, staring at Pepper and nodded to get him to say something.  
 
    “That’s right,” Pepper said. “When I go to sleep at night, she will put me under a spell, so I won’t wake up until morning.” 
 
    Mexius gazed at them with unsteady eyes. “Show me,” he said with a venomous tone to his voice. 
 
    Pepper laid on top of the bunk and crossed his hands over his chest. Patricia sighed and touched the side of his neck.  
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper blinked as his eyes opened. He looked over at Patricia’s made bed, wondering what time it was, or what day it was. He snorted as he remembered Mexius breaking into the cabin just when things were getting more interesting than they ever had been.  
 
    He felt something bump into him.  
 
    “You’re awake?” Patricia said lying on the inside part of the bed. 
 
    Pepper jumped out of the bunk. “You slept next to me all night?” 
 
    She pouted. It looked strange on her, but Pepper thought it was a cute little frown.  
 
    “You were fast asleep, so I didn’t have to worry about anything,” she said. 
 
    Pepper shook his head. “What about me?” 
 
    Patricia laughed and put her arms around his neck. “Servant,” she said. “I can already see this arrangement is going to be a test for both of us.” She climbed over him to get out of the bed and straightened her rumpled clothes. “Find out where the passenger’s mess is. I will meet you down there shortly.” 
 
    Pepper left the cabin and looked up and down the corridor. He quickly went to Gags’s cabin and knocked on the door.  
 
    “Gags!” he said.  
 
    The door opened and Soxus peered out from the slit in the partially opened door. “Gags is still asleep.” 
 
    “You are staying with him?” 
 
    “I am for now. He was in the galley filling his stomach early this morning,” Soxus said. “Honian doesn’t want him to get too large.” 
 
    “Are you going to chain him in the hold?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Soxus laughed. “Don’t worry. I won’t let that happen. You go along and be Lady Patricia’s little lapdog.”  
 
    Pepper stood without a retort as the door was closed and listened to both Gags and Soxus laughing. He frowned and sought out the passenger’s mess. His worries about Gags being alone were groundless if Soxus was keeping him company, and they were able to share a laugh. There was plenty of time to let Gags know about the children and the buried treasure. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “A 
 
   
 
    nd what are you doing outside your cabin?” Soxus said, twirling a knife with one hand and carrying a small lantern with the other. 
 
    “My tummy said it was hungry,” Gags said with a smile as he continued to rummage in the ship’s galley. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Join you, if you don’t mind,” Soxus said. “Just don’t become a glutton. Lord Garish doesn’t want you getting too fat on your voyage.” 
 
    Gags frowned. “I’m sure we can come to an accommodation,” he said. 
 
    “The accommodation is that I report that you escaped from your cabin and found you eating. I don’t know what will happen after that. I don’t want to be the one to fight you. Lady Patricia is the one to do that.” 
 
    Gags snorted softly and smiled. “Patricia defeated me, didn’t she? That is a very good sleeping spell. I’ll have to ask her how it works.” 
 
    “Don’t you just think sleep or something?” Soxus asked. “I never could get the hang of it.” 
 
    “In the simplest terms, yes, but how you picture it is the key. All magician’s spells work differently because the same image doesn’t work the same way and there are magicians who can do lots of spells but can’t do simple ones. I can’t project fire more than a few feet, for example.” 
 
    “I’ll have to remember that, but I also know you can throw any object with force, even around obstacles.” 
 
    Gags nodded as he found a tin of lamb jerky. “Much to Terzian’s momentary surprise.” He held up the tin. “This will keep me going,” Gags said. 
 
    Soxus filled two lidded flagons with ale before they returned to Gags’s cabin. 
 
    “I will guard you, tonight,” Soxus said. He looked over at the tin that Gags was opening. “I’ll take one of those and you can have the rest.” 
 
    Gags handed a stick of dried lamb to Soxus before taking one for himself. “Are you going to guard me all night?” 
 
    “What’s left of it,” Soxus said, chewing on the stick. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll march you to Honian’s cabin. I believe I’ll become your new roommate.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “I think I might prefer Patricia.” 
 
    Soxus laughed. “I think she is piercing Pepper’s nose as he sleeps, so she can lead him around.” 
 
    “The girl won’t need to do that. I don’t have her figured out. One minute she is diffident and the next she is as friendly as can be.” 
 
    “That is Lady Patricia,” Soxus said taking a sip of his ale. “She thrives on being unpredictable. She put you two to sleep in Veilport and spent the next half an hour getting assurances from her uncle that you two wouldn’t be harmed. At least that is the rumor. I would guess she has a real soft spot somewhere for your little friend.” 
 
    “Not me?” 
 
    Soxus chuckled. “I’m nowhere near as soft as Lady Patricia.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Gags said, starting on his next piece of jerky. “I promise I’ll go to sleep as soon as I finish this.” Gags showed Soxus the stick before putting it back in his mouth.  
 
    Gags pointed to Pepper’s upper bunk. “I’ll take the lower,” Gags said, before laying down and going to sleep.  
 
    The next morning consisted of finishing off the remainder of the ale and consuming two more jerky sticks. Soxus recounted Honian’s treasure hunt ending with the discovery of the Rezzura funerary complex.  
 
    “So he really does have discovery rights, if there are any in the dry lands, to the treasure.” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “We’ve always had lots of men to fend off any fighters. Terzian agreed to take over some of the protection duties in the last two years because Honian paid well, but Terzian got too greedy at the end.” 
 
    “And you’ve alternated between working for Honian and Patricia?” 
 
    Soxus smiled. “More or less, but I’m more Honian’s person than I am Patricia’s. Don’t tell her that.” 
 
    Gags laughed but stopped when there was knocking at the door. It was Pepper’s voice. 
 
    “I’ll answer the door,” Soxus said.  
 
    After Soxus’s exchange with Pepper, they both laughed and when Soxus opened the door again, Pepper was gone.  
 
    “A detour, most likely,” Soxus said.  
 
    “Where was he going?”  
 
    “People have to eat, even me.” Soxus said.  
 
    Gags offered him another jerky stick.  
 
    “No, thanks. One of every week or two is sufficient for me. If you promise to stay put, I’ll go to the mess and get something to eat. If I get the opportunity, I’ll bring you your daily meal.” 
 
    “Make it a big one.” 
 
    Soxus laughed as he stepped into the corridor and locked Gags back up. 
 
    Gags laid back on his bunk. Soxus would make an ideal member of his organization, but now wasn’t the time to offer him a job, but if Soxus returned to join him as his minder, he would tell him of the protection agency. The prospect turned Gags’s thoughts to what was happening in Yearsend. He wondered how Pophius, He Bin and Lucian were doing. He trusted Pophius at least as much as he trusted himself.  
 
    Soxus eventually returned after a long absence, bearing a tin pail of food. “The cook told me you use the lid as a plate. There is a spoon and a fork inside. I’ll be back in half an hour. Honian wants to see me and if everything goes right, he’ll want to talk to you.” 
 
    The cook wrapped the breakfast food in separate packages. Gags opened the packets on his desk and smiled as he saw generous helpings of fried potatoes, bacon, and scrambled eggs, along with two pieces of fried bread that had already soaked through the thick waxed paper. Three twists of the paper revealed salt, pepper and a spice of some kind.  
 
    Gags was up for anything and used all three on his eggs. The spice was from Caless. He’d experienced the taste in some of the cooking during his travels in the dry lands. Everything tasted great, although he used his magic to heat up the components to make everything tastier. He slipped potatoes and bacon between the two slices of bread and closed his eyes with appreciation of the taste. Gags wasn’t prepared for a culinary experience on the voyage, but he was thankful for a meal like this.  
 
    Soxus showed up. “You liked that?” His eyes were on the pail. Gags had put everything back including the paper.  
 
    “My compliments to the cook. A great breakfast.” 
 
    Soxus gave Gags a knowing smile. “I thought you’d like it. The cook is a Perian and said he’d know what you’d like.” 
 
    “He was right.” Gags hoped he would be able to talk to the cook about the Calessian spice. That might be something he could import or recreate in Yearsend. 
 
    “Leave that here. We are going to visit Honian,” Soxus said. “I don’t have to tell you to watch what you say.” 
 
    “But you did, anyway,” Gags said. “I’ll take your advice.” 
 
    Soxus took Gags to Honian’s cabin. The merchant was behind his desk.  
 
    “Both of you can sit. This is an informal meeting. I’ve already talked to your partner,” Honian said to Gags, who nodded without replying. 
 
    “My niece wanted you two along. Mexius wanted you killed.” 
 
    “And you?” Gags asked. 
 
    Honian smiled. “I am a practical businessman. You and your partner are assets that can be useful to me, so I dragged you along. Mexius is…”  
 
    Gags was interested how Honian would describe Portia’s husband. 
 
    “…a fool, but I’m sure you share in that assessment.” 
 
    “But he is an asset who can be useful to you.” 
 
    “Indeed. I could make a lot of money through Mexius. How much money can I make working with your partner and you?” 
 
    “Your life is worth more than money?” Gags said. “We can help ensure the fool doesn’t make a mistake that is fatal to you, or Soxus, or Patricia.” 
 
    “Not a bad answer,” Honian said, “but not the best one.” He leaned forward. “I will allow you and your partner to proceed to Sheerport. Soxus will be your direct contact, not Patricia. Tibbeus Pepper will return to your cabin. I’m not comfortable with his current accommodations. I don’t want you on the open deck when Mexius is around.” 
 
    “I can eat what I want?” 
 
    “Soxus will be eating with you. No gorging, understand?”  
 
    Gags nodded. “I will behave.” 
 
    Honian glared at Gags. “You better.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Soxus brought their weapons to the cabin with Pepper carrying his own along with a bag of clothes that Gags knew Pepper had never bought.  
 
    “You brought Patricia’s pet with you?” Gags said to Soxus. 
 
    Pepper frowned, but that made Gags laugh even more. “Did she take good care of you?” 
 
    Lifting his chin, Pepper said, “Better care than Soxus took care of you.” 
 
    “He was nice to me in his own way,” Gags said. “You will note I’m not banished to the hold.” 
 
    Pepper’s eyebrows went up. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Our friend was like an animal searching through the garbage dump for food.” 
 
    “And you were caught?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I was,” Gags said. “That was why Soxus answered the door this morning. And what did you do last night?” 
 
    Pepper turned red. “Patricia put me to sleep.” 
 
    Soxus grinned. “Honian told me that you two spent the night together.” 
 
    “I was asleep the whole time. I suppose she wanted a bed warmer,” Pepper said. “I woke up in the servant’s bed and there she was.” 
 
    “A likely story. I’m sure Honian wasn’t happy to hear of your adventure with Lady Patricia,” Soxus said. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you?” Pepper said. 
 
    Soxus laughed. “And I wasn’t about to ask!” 
 
    Gags went through Pepper’s bag and found a pair of black silk pants.  
 
    Pepper protested. “Don’t go through my things!” 
 
    “Are these yours?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time to go to the main deck,” Pepper said turning red as he said it, and pulling the sword out of the scabbard a few inches before slamming it home. 
 
    Gags grinned. “Do you want to join us on deck, Soxus?” 
 
    “There is no want,” Soxus said. “I will. Remember, Honian said no visit to the main deck if Mexius is there.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he is lubricating his organs with alcohol,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Is there a reason for that statement?” Gags asked. 
 
    “He visited Patricia and me last night. That is when she put me to sleep,” Pepper said. 
 
    Soxus laughed. “He caught you in an embrace?” 
 
    Pepper’s eyes grew. “How did you know?” 
 
    Soxus bent over, still laughing. “I didn’t, until now. That sounds like Lady Patricia.” He straightened up. “I’ll go check on the deck.” 
 
    After getting the all clear, they assembled on the deck. The seas weren’t calm, but Gags always thought that a mildly rolling ship was good for balance. He led them in warmups. Pepper was familiar with Gags’s routine by now, but Soxus needed a little schooling. 
 
    Soxus worked hard. “What’s next?” he said to Gags. 
 
    “A little sparring,” Pepper said. “I’ll watch.” 
 
    “No,” Gags said. “I’ll do the watching. I’ll stop you when I spot something.” 
 
    “But I’m not in shape,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Do you want to land in Sheerport without being in fighting shape?” Gags asked. 
 
    Soxus narrowed his eyes. “Why should he be in fighting shape?” 
 
    “Do you know what we will face when we land?” Gags asked Soxus. “I don’t, but Honian has agreed to come.” 
 
    “And you trust Mexius?” Gags asked. “I don’t. 
 
    “I don’t either,” Pepper said.  
 
    “Does that make two of us or three of us?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Three,” Soxus said quietly.  
 
    Pepper and Soxus faced off. Pepper worked hard and gave Soxus a challenge, although Gags would give the sparring match to Pepper. He noticed Pepper glancing at the steering deck and Gags followed his eyes to see Patricia looking on. Patricia’s bright eyes looked at Pepper with interest. Although Honian’s niece did some unexplainable things, it was clear to Gags that she had true feelings for his partner. Gags wondered how or when her feelings would be tested and how Pepper would react. 
 
    “Your turn,” Soxus said.  
 
    Gags grinned and gave Soxus a clinic on Perian swordsmanship before they faced each other. Soxus needed to learn He Bin’s technique for putting sips of magic into his swordplay. 
 
    Soxus turned to look at the door opening onto the deck, and out staggered Mexius. 
 
    “Time to get back to your cabin. We will get another chance, later,” Soxus said. 
 
    Mexius didn’t notice them as he made it to the railing, leaning over the edge. 
 
    “Now,” Soxus said quietly and they left the main deck to the tune of Mexius retching into the sea. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags felt like he was ready to face whatever happened in Sheerport, as he looked out the miniscule porthole at the Perian coastline. If he looked out the edge, he could see the ship approaching the port. Soxus was helping Mexius and Patricia get ready for shore. Soxus told Pepper that Patricia had asked her uncle to have Pepper personally help her, but Honian would have none of it.  
 
    The couple didn’t have much time together during the voyage, but Patricia was allowed to have both Gags and Pepper join her for the final dinner before landing. Gags let them sit on the servant’s bed with the closet door partially closed while he finished what Pepper and Patricia didn’t eat. Soxus had broken that discussion up by entering Patricia’s cabin and escorting Gags and Pepper to their cabin.  
 
    “Will they allow us to buy some new clothes?” Pepper asked. “I can hardly wear those silk things that Patricia gave me.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Gags said.  
 
    The ship put in and Soxus made Gags and Pepper stay in their cabin until everything was unloaded. “They want to get the children off the ship before we can do anything about it,” Gags said. 
 
    “Then we can escape?” Pepper said.  
 
    “Do you want to escape? You’ll never see Patricia again if we do.” 
 
    Pepper frowned. “I’m thinking about it. She wouldn’t be the first girl I’ve left.” 
 
    “Or the first one that’s left you?” Gags said trying to distract his friend.  
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    Soxus stuck his head in the cabin. “Time to leave this bucket,” Soxus said. “I never like being on the sea,” he said. “Give me the open space of the dry lands.” 
 
    They didn’t have much to take with them other than the bag of useless clothes that Pepper carried. They saw a box wagon leave the docks while Mexius, Honian, and Patricia stood next to a carriage looking up at them.  
 
    Gags was glad to return to Perian soil, but he really wanted to get another letter off to Pophius and another to Portia, and he hoped he’d get his opportunity before they were made to travel to Fetishing.  
 
    “Go to the carriage,” Soxus said. He held a knife to Pepper’s back. “I’m sorry, but I have to do this.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. He had expected to be put to sleep again. “I wish you were threatening Mexius rather than Pepper. I’d refuse to leave the ship.” 
 
    Soxus smiled and shook his head. “Please don’t make me laugh. It isn’t a good look.” 
 
    They walked down the gangway and Pepper was ushered into the carriage where Patricia made a show of putting Pepper to sleep.  
 
    “A combination,” Gags said to himself, as he noticed two saddled horses being brought up. 
 
    “You and I will ride,” Soxus said. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you don’t let us go.” 
 
    Soxus sighed. “It isn’t my decision at this point.” 
 
    Gags noticed the qualifier in Soxus’s reply. “I need to get two letters off. Can you let me do that?” 
 
    “Who to?” 
 
    “Mexius’s wife, who still is my true client, and to my associates at Yearsend.” 
 
    “What are you going to tell Mexius’s wife?” 
 
    “I’ll tell her that Mexius is back in Peria and that our contract has ended. My letter to Yearsend will let them know that I am still breathing as of the date I send the letter.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you breathe long after that,” Soxus said with a wink. 
 
    “So do I,” Gags said. 
 
    “We will be staying at an inn tonight. If no other opportunity arises, you can write your letters and leave them with the innkeeper.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. If you do, I’ll probably be in trouble.” 
 
    The carriage rolled away from the docks followed by Soxus and Gags on horseback. They headed north out of Sheerport. They passed a large depot filled with wagons waiting for guards and a wagon master to lead them to points north. Gags wanted to see if the Sheerport people were as bad as the ones on the other end of the road far to the north, but he didn’t have the time.  
 
    A few hours later, they stopped at a roadside restaurant to eat lunch. Pepper still slumbered in the carriage while they ate. Gags wanted to order two plates but Honian wouldn’t permit it, since he was paying. Not far from the restaurant they took a road west and stopped in the late afternoon at a small town. They rode through the central square and Gags observed the market filled with people. He also spotted a post house with two post carriages waiting outside. 
 
    “I need to buy some clothes. Can you escort me to the market? I know Pepper’s size, so I’ll get him something more sensible than what he has.” 
 
    “And you’ll visit the post house? Isn’t that where letters are sent?” 
 
    “Oh, was there one?” Gags said with a half-smile.  
 
    “I’ll get permission,” Soxus said. 
 
    The carriage turned into a stableyard and Gags and Soxus followed them inside.  
 
    Gags helped Soxus carry Pepper up backstairs and into a room with four beds.  
 
    “We will sleep in here tonight,” Soxus said. “You will have to be put asleep, but Patricia said she knows how to make it so you wake in the morning.” 
 
    “She should,” Gags said. “What about the market?” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “Permission granted. Don’t take advantage of me, and you must leave your weapons in the room.” 
 
    “I will gladly concede,” Gags said.  
 
    Pepper was tucked in and they walked to the market. Gags walked through the market once to see who sold the best clothes for the best price, and then he purchased two sets of clothes for himself and Pepper using hidden money from his boot. 
 
    “Now for the post house,” Gags said. He was about to walk out of the market and across the street when Soxus grabbed his sleeve.  
 
    “Mexius,” Soxus said, nodding toward the building. Mexius walked down the steps and entered a pub. 
 
    “Now can I go?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The letters were short and Pepper had to think hard about what to say on each of them since Soxus insisted on watching what he wrote. When his messages were complete, he sent them off. He felt bad about the letter to Portia. She would be disappointed and heartbroken that Mexius would abscond with their savings, but Gags thought Portia was a strong woman and would find a way to recover.  
 
    The letter to Yearsend only said that Pepper and he were fine and were on their way to Fetishing as part of their contract. He put in a line to make sure Pophius let Miria know that he’d be returning home soon. 
 
    On their way to the inn, Soxus smiled. “Can Pophius talk to the unicorn that is supposedly in Dixoia?” 
 
    “Ah, I told you her name, didn’t I?” 
 
    “On the way to Basheer. It was a memorable story,” Soxus said. “Do you really think your friends will find you in Fetishing in time to save you? Isn’t Yearsend weeks away?” 
 
    “Less with hard riding,” Gags said. “Why didn’t you stop me from sending it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind meeting what kind of people you are surrounding yourself with. I thought there wasn’t much to Pepper, but it took a unique person to get into the tomb in Rezzura.” 
 
    “And that is why he’s my partner. He can do things I can’t,” Gags said.  
 
    “And the others?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “They have their own unique points. Maybe you’ll find out.” Gags hoped he’d live long enough to see the day that happened. He didn’t tell Soxus that someone could get from Yearsend to Fetishing in a week, if they rode hard. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P epper woke, washed, put on the new clothes that Gags had bought, ate breakfast, and was promptly put back to sleep. Gags and Soxus rode behind the carriage again. Fetishing was two days away according to the area map that Gags had tried to memorize in the post house.  
 
    “What about the children?” Gags said once the carriage was underway. 
 
    “They are being escorted by local guards and are a day ahead of us,” Soxus said. “We will see them again after we’ve been to Fetishing.” 
 
    Gags would have gladly left Honian to his own devices, but Pepper was still held hostage and Gags began to wonder why they kept them alive. The only reason Gags could come up with was that they knew too much.  
 
    They spent the next night at a roadside inn on a crossroads. The fief of Fetishing began on the other side of the crossroads and according to the innkeeper, the city was four or five hours away by coach. That matched the mental map that Gags had made of the area and after three days, they approached the city of Fetishing.  
 
    Fetishing had seen better times. The current population was much smaller than once graced the city. Gags guessed that half or less of the buildings were occupied. They passed through districts where buildings had been knocked down for building materials. If Gags had to name a decaying city, Fetishing would be the first on his list, but as they approached the center, the place looked normal except that many of the bricks on the walls didn’t seem to match. The buildings were in better repair, people, wagons, carts, and carriages began to fill the streets.  
 
    Gags shrugged as they rode block after block. Fetishing was once the capital of all of south Peria including Karkle Cross, but those days were long gone after countless wars. The decay of an empire left Fetishing a crumbling remnant of ancient glory. There were mansions that were well maintained amidst other mansions that looked more like the outskirts of Fetishing, ready to crumble into a pile of bricks. 
 
    They turned into the central square, much too ambitious for the current city. The palace rose five stories to dominate the square. Repairs through the centuries had made the walls a patchwork of colors. What was originally ornate carvings had worn to nubs, knobs, or shapeless pillars. 
 
    “The Emperor of Fettuchia once sat in court there,” Gags told Soxus.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Gags gave a brief history of the southern empire. “Before Fettuchia, the Perian Emperor ruled over the entire continent for five hundred years, so the histories say, in an ancient lost city called Go-Greva,” Gags said. 
 
    “Maybe it isn’t so lost,” Soxus said. He held up his hand. “I won’t say another word. It is up to Honian to tell you his part of the tale.” 
 
    “I thought he hadn’t been here before.” 
 
    Soxus smiled. “Mexius has been here a few times, or so he says.” 
 
    “Are we close to the inn?” 
 
    Soxus shook his head. “No inn, tonight. We will be dining with the Lord of Fetishing, who fancies himself as a future king.” 
 
    Gags barked a laugh. “No way. Fetishing isn’t any more a kingdom than Karkle Cross is.” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Gags was going to ignore all that Soxus said until they went through the square, and after Soxus rode to the front to talk to the guards, the gate entered and Gags wondered who was right. 
 
    They rode around the back to a stable that looked rebuilt from a selection of building materials like the rest of the buildings in the city.  
 
    “Out,” Mexius said, having gained some confidence as they entered Fetishing, but he was on home ground, it seemed. He helped Patricia down from the carriage and then he graced Honian with a little assistance and the three of them walked up the impressively wide steps and through a palace door. 
 
    “Mexian told me that the hired help must go through a different entrance,” Soxus said. 
 
    Gags climbed into the carriage and gave Pepper the barest bolt of lightning to rouse him from his slumber. 
 
    “We are here,” he said to Pepper. 
 
    It took Pepper a moment to wake and he sat up. “Where is here?” 
 
    “Fetishing.” 
 
    Gags and Soxus had to drag Pepper out and walked him, holding him up on either side while he retrieved his balance. “Who built that?” Pepper said. 
 
    “Not who built it, but what did they build it out of. You missed the ruins on the way in. The city fathers have been tearing down old buildings to build and repair new ones,” Gags said. 
 
    “Cheaper that way,” Pepper said, blinking to get his mind going. “And this is the lord’s palace?” 
 
    “It was the Overking of—” 
 
    “Fettuchia,” Pepper said. “I learned that swill when I was growing up. It didn’t talk about this monster of a castle.” 
 
    “Palace. It isn’t made to be defended,” Gags said. 
 
    “I believe you. Where do we go? I have suddenly found that I need to wash up,” Pepper said. 
 
    A gaggle of servants exited the palace and ended up at the carriage. “We have come for the luggage.” 
 
    “Is anyone coming for us?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “I will show you to your rooms,” one of them said. 
 
    Gags took care of Pepper’s bags and they went through a side door. They took a quick left down a long set of stairs and ended up in the servants quarters.  
 
    “This way.” 
 
    It seemed they walked from one end of the palace to the other and finally, in a windowless hallway, they were shown to windowless rooms and told there were washrooms at either end. Soxus had a room to himself and Gags and Pepper shared. The beds didn’t look hundreds of years old, which was a good thing. Gags half expected to be locked in a moldy, dripping dungeon, but this room didn’t look so bad.  
 
    Gags helped Pepper inside and put the bags on the floor when the door shut and it was clear that the lock turned. 
 
    Pepper looked at Gags. “Washroom?” he said with a hopeless look on his face. 
 
    “Oh,” Gags said as he manipulated the lock with his magic and opened the door. He grinned at Pepper. “Do you need my assistance?” 
 
    Pepper gave Gags a withering glare. “Hardly.” 
 
    A few minutes later, a more relaxed Pepper entered the room. “Do you want to lock the door to ease the relationship with our host, whoever that is?” 
 
    “Good idea. Just to let you know, we can now escape whenever we wish.” 
 
    “You mean we won’t have to walk on water to escape?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I can, but you can’t. Anyway, I didn’t see a moat when we entered the palace grounds,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper sat on the bed opposite from the one that Gags had put the bags. “What’s next?” 
 
    “The children,” Gags said. “They weren’t in our group. I suspect they’ve gone ahead to wherever ahead is.” 
 
    “The city like Rezzura, Honian told you,” Gags said. “That means someone has found Go-Greva.” 
 
    “The capital of the Perian Empire? This is a repeat of what happened in Rezzura? I thought that might be the case and the children will be the slaves to extract the goods. It must be dangerous if they aren’t using normal-sized people.” 
 
    “Or normal sized people won’t fit through whatever hole they’ve dug,” Gags said. “Maybe that is why they’ve treated you so well, Pepper.” 
 
    “I’ll want two,” he held out two fingers, “pieces and my dagger back.” 
 
    “Which is probably in a safe place in Basheer,” Gags said. 
 
    “Then I get to choose a replacement.” 
 
    Gags looked up at the ceiling. “The lord of Fetishing will want a large cut of the proceeds. I wonder if Honian knew that before he signed up for the voyage to Sheerport. He is a long way from home.” 
 
    Someone unlocked the door and Soxus stepped in. “A meal anyone? I can escort the two of you to the palace kitchens where we will be treated to the delicacies of Fetishing. If the food is like the buildings around here, I’m not encouraged.” 
 
    “I can make the proper adjustments,” Gags said with a smile.  
 
    A servant waited outside and escorted them back through the palace basement to the kitchens and showed them to a small dining hall. It’s plain decor made it the servants’ place to eat.  
 
    “Sit here. Food will be brought out.” 
 
    “No selection?” Gags asked. 
 
    The servant laughed. “It is whatever wasn’t eaten last night,” the man said. 
 
    “That fresh, eh?” Pepper said. 
 
    The servant gave Pepper a knowing smile and left the little hall.  
 
    “Do you want him to spit in your food?” Gags asked. “Servants did it all the time when I was growing up.” 
 
    Pepper blinked and raised his eyebrows. “I remember. I’m sure my food was seasoned with plenty of saliva when I barged into the castle kitchen at Karkle Cross. So that little smile might have been a smirk.” 
 
    “I don’t want to find out,” Gags said. 
 
    Soxus grinned. “I’ve never eaten Perian royal food before,” he said. “We had different cooks in Basheer if we didn’t cook ourselves, but how would I know?” 
 
    “You never would with all the seasoning poured into Feybeerian cuisine,” Gags said. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “You mean other than eat?” Soxus said. 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “We don’t do anything until we are summoned.” 
 
    “And if we are never summoned?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Then we leave when the opportunity arises.” 
 
    Gags nodded. The food came and it was just as bad as it looked.  
 
    “This isn’t yesterday’s food, this is last year’s,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I will have to agree, but I need the sustenance.” He looked at Soxus. “Am I still on a diet?” 
 
    “I don’t have any instructions. Fill yourself to the brim,” Soxus said.  
 
    That wasn’t going to happen, Gags thought. Not with this slop. 
 
    They were stuck in the servant’s quarters until mid-morning when they were summoned upstairs.  
 
    The palace was as nice as any other Gags had been in despite the age of the place. Gags wondered how much of the domain’s money went toward maintaining the place. They finally were shown into a study or an audience room of some kind on the second floor. The room had an air of rumpled elegance. Some of the rugs were threadbare and the curtains were shabby, although obviously expensive when new.  
 
    “You will stay here until the others have finished dining. They will join you at that point,” the servant said before withdrawing. 
 
    Gags wandered along the shelves of books. Some were interesting but most were familiar titles Gags recognized from the castle library at Karkle Cross. Gags hadn’t been able to spend any time in the small library in the country manor at Yearsend. Any effort to search for magic books would have been futile since Gags had already read most of them on previous trips to his manor as a teenager before his stepmother had removed them to a box in the attic, just as she had done in the castle at Karkle Cross.  
 
    Pepper stood behind the desk nosing through the papers and portfolios. Gags noticed that Pepper showed his talent for leaving everything as he found it.  
 
    “Discover anything?” Gags asked. 
 
    “This is Quilius Oleander’s study, the lord of Fetishing City and Fetishing fief. I didn’t have time to get much farther. By bringing us here, they might be ready to let us in on what is going on,” Pepper said. “Do you know, Soxus?” 
 
    “I know more than you,” Soxus said, chuckling, “but that doesn’t take much.” 
 
    Gags could see that Pepper was preparing a response, but the door flew open. Five people entered the room. Mexius looked complacent, Honian, a little wary, and Patricia was trying to appear unaffected, but her eyes swerved toward Pepper twice as she entered. 
 
    Coming behind them were two strangers. The thin little man strode immediately to the desk and sat in the chair. He had to be Lord Quilius. The other man was taller than average, but not as long as Gags. His frame might have been thin, but he bore the weight of a magician, a powerful magician. 
 
    Mexius stepped forward after conferring with the lord. “I will make introductions. This is Quilius Oleander, my business partner in our enterprise, the Lord of Fetishing fief and future king of the same. Quilius’s advisor is Nestus Deliry.” He pointed to the magician then Mexius turned to Quilius. “The darker man is Soxus, one of Honian’s guards, the small man is the thief we told you about, and Gags, as you can see is a magician.” 
 
    “Darker man,” muttered Soxus in response to Mexius’s slight. 
 
    Gags had heard of Nestus Deliry. “You were on the magicians army council.” 
 
    “And you are Vingus Gags, one of our heroes, and a magician with legendary talent at a tender age.” 
 
    Gags looked at Quilius before turning to Nestus. “You are a wizard, now?” 
 
    Nestus colored. “The council was disbanded and my position at Bilius University was filled in my absence,” he said unconvincingly.  
 
    The wizard was hiding something, Gags thought, but what?  
 
    Lord Quilius steepled his fingers. “Tomorrow morning you will be traveling to Go-Greva. From what I gather from Honian Garish, it is very similar to Rezzura.” 
 
    “And you have found treasure?” Pepper said.  
 
    Gags noticed Patricia smile to herself.  
 
    “As I said, it is similar. As far as we know the site is not a tomb complex,” Quilius said.  
 
    “And the children?” Gags asked as long as someone was giving them answers. 
 
    “I’ll only say that there is some difficulty getting to the subterranean site. Go-Greva is millennia old and most of the city, what remains of it, has been buried.” 
 
    “And where do we come in?” Gags asked. 
 
    Nestus smiled, but there was no humor or friendliness in it. “I assure you, your respective specialties will be taken advantage of.” 
 
    “And you are my employees,” Honian said.  
 
    Until we aren’t needed, Gags thought, looking at Mexius frown. 
 
    “How long will we stay at the site?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Two weeks, maybe more, maybe less. It depends on what happens,” Nestus said. “I’d like to talk with you, Vingus, this evening before you go.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “Whatever.” 
 
    Patricia walked over to Pepper and slid her arm through is. “I’d like to talk with you, too,” She said with a smile that had both humor and more-than-friendliness. 
 
    Pepper’s eyes twinkled. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Soxus can come with us,” Honian said to Mexius. 
 
    “And I have work to do,” Quilius said, picking up a portfolio from a stack on his desk. 
 
    “Come with me,” Nestus said.  
 
    They were the first out of the office. The wizard took Gags across the second level and through a door close to the two-story front hall.  
 
    “My home away from home,” Nestus said as Gags walked in. 
 
    “This is a laboratory?” Gags asked. “It looks more like an alchemist’s workshop.” 
 
    “I dabble,” Nestus said. “Through that door is my practice room. It is double-walled with brick.” 
 
    “Of which there is no shortage in Fetishing.” 
 
    Nestus’s lip curled. “You noticed.” 
 
    “One of Fetishing’s unique characteristics,” Gags said. 
 
    They walked through a final door. “This is my apartment. Have a seat.” Nestus pulled a silken rope. 
 
    “Servants?” 
 
    “I don’t want Vingus Gags to get a dry throat while we talk. Now, why are you with Mexius Dapple?” 
 
    Gags told him the story of Portia’s arrival at the hunting manor and his motivation for taking the job. 
 
    “You, a renowned magician, hire yourself out as a bodyguard? Am I supposed to believe that?” Nestus said. 
 
    “You are, because it’s true. I do have an ulterior motive. I left a person on Atto and want to find her.” 
 
    Nestus smiled one of those mirthless smiles. “The girl who was turned into a unicorn?” 
 
    Gags felt his face heat up. “Yes. I tracked her down, but then I lost her again. I believe she is in Dixoia.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you in Dixoia?” 
 
    “Family matters,” Gags said. “I have someone looking for her there.” That wasn’t exactly true, but why should Gags reveal everything to the man. Olissa Tincture was there to keep her eyes open as she went about her business. 
 
    “You have kept up with your magic?” 
 
    “You mean am I an active researcher?” Gags shook his head. “Not at all,” Gags said. “I know enough spells to do what I want. I found that it is easier to tweak a spell than it is to learn how to activate another.” 
 
    “That is an advanced technique,” Nestus said. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Gags said, even though he didn’t know if it was advanced or not. All Gags knew is that it worked for him better than most magicians. 
 
    “Show me something,” Nestus said. 
 
    “If you will answer a question,” Gags said. 
 
    “I suppose I can agree to that.” 
 
    Gags stood and walked around the room a foot above the floor. 
 
    Nestus shrugged. “What do you do with that?” 
 
    “I can walk across water and traverse a trap-laden floor. I have used it for both before.” 
 
    Nestus grimaced. “But those are spells for thieves,” he said disdainfully. 
 
    “And what kind of operation are you involved in at Go-Greva if not taking that which isn’t yours?” Gags said. 
 
    Nestus leaned forward. “It is fief property. The spoils are Quilius’s.” 
 
    “And some of the finds will be yours?” Gags asked.  
 
    “There are a few items I might be interested in,” Nestus said with his nose in the air. “I think you have asked enough questions. You aren’t the threat I have feared. You may return to your room in the servant level.” 
 
    A servant knocked on the apartment door. 
 
    “I will drink alone. Begone,” Nestus said shooing Gags away with his hand. 
 
    Gags wandered around the palace for an hour, thinking that he deserved taking the scenic route. There were areas that were maintained and others that weren’t. Lord Quilius or his predecessors had cleaned out rooms that were not in use. Gags made it to the fifth floor where all the rooms were empty and the age of the palace really showed once Gags left the main corridors. There wasn’t much on the fourth floor, either, and guards were stationed on the third floor on the side where the lord’s study was on the second floor. He finally lost interest and descended to the servants level, summoning a servant to show him the way to the room he shared with Pepper.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, their room was unoccupied. Patricia and Pepper must have a lot to talk about, Gags thought with a smile. He decided he would get some rest and wouldn’t wait up for his partner. 
 
    Gags wasn’t sleepy, so he sat on the single chair in the room and put his feet on the bed and thought about their meetings in the early evening. 
 
    It was obvious that Quilius Oleander had liked whatever Honian said about them. He didn’t see Mexius recommending Pepper or him for anything. No one talked about any dangers involved in the expedition to Go-Greva just as Honian had minimized the risk pulling up the last of the treasure from Rezzura. He expected his prowess with a sword, staff, and spell encouraged Honian to sponsor him. Pepper had his size and his demonstrated ability to get into tight places with the intelligence and skill that had been successful for Honian. 
 
    Gags’s musings got around to the wizard. He tried as he might to come up with Nestus Deliry’s background, but other than his position on the war council, Gags only had his recent encounter in the palace to evaluate the wizard. Gags wasn’t impressed, and if he hadn’t known about the council position, Nestus’s behavior was more like an enemy wizard, so he would treat him as one. 
 
    The door to the room opened and Pepper was helped to his bed by a servant. With a cross look, the servant said, “Your friend had too much to drink.” 
 
    Gags pulled out a coin minted in Basheer. “For your efforts.” 
 
    The servant’s eyebrows rose. “This is real?” 
 
    “It is as real as I am,” Gags said. He turned to Pepper snoring on the bed. “Now, what am I going to do about you?” 
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 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     think it would have been better if Fetishing was allowed to sink into the earth long ago,” Soxus said. 
 
    “Like Go-Greva?” Pepper asked. He looked at the woods on both sides of the road. “You know, I like riding through woods rather than sleeping through them. I’m glad Patricia didn’t insist putting me in the carriage.” 
 
    Gags looked at the wagon and the carriage rolling on the road protected front and rear by six guards. He guessed that Soxus counted as Gags and Pepper’s guard. 
 
    He could tell that once their route had been kept up, but like the rest of Fetishing, the stone curbing that had once held in the pavement was broken and disheveled. The pavement was long gone. The roadside stands and inns on the route from Fetishing to the ruins at Go-Greva were long gone once they passed through a decent sized town and villages before entering the fiefdom’s forest lands.  
 
    Pepper shrugged when Gags pointed out the remnants of roadside stone kitchens.  
 
    “Why doesn’t anyone do something about this country?” Soxus said. 
 
    “Fief,” Gags said. “It is up to the lord and it’s apparent that whoever ran Fetishing in the past was focused on maintaining the palace. The top floor is empty and the walls are bare.” 
 
    “Sneaking around the place?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “I had some time and chose to poke around when I was excused abruptly. No one said I couldn’t, and no one stopped me,” Gags said. “It takes a lot of a fief’s resources to keep the palace up, even in the shape that monstrous building is in.” 
 
    “Visions of old glories,” Soxus said. “There are a few Feybeerian cities that live in the past, but not like Lord Quilius.” 
 
    Pepper sat up straighter on his horse. “There are people in the woods,” he said quietly to his riding companions. 
 
    Gags put his hand to where his sword would be, but his weapons were in the wagon. He resisted gazing into the woods. “The guards must be told,” Gags said. 
 
    “I’ll go and see if I can get to our swords,” Pepper said, urging his horse on. 
 
    “You have the crossbow bolts I gave you?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “I do,” Gags said, nodding. He reached back into his saddlebag and grabbed a handful to put in the pocket of his coat to join the few he had slipped in before they left Fetishing. “I also had a good breakfast.” 
 
    Soxus grinned. “I noticed.” 
 
    Gags looked ahead and the guards went into action, weapons out as their heads pointed toward the woods as Pepper got the warning out.  
 
    “The result of a neglected area,” Soxus said. “Bandits.” 
 
    Perhaps they were more than simple bandits. Gags wouldn’t be surprised if he learned Nestus Deliry had sent them. If he had, they would have a sorcerer or maybe more. 
 
    “What about the children?” Gags asked. “They went along this same road, didn’t they?” 
 
    Soxus shrugged. “I don’t know the arrangements. The children have always been ahead of us. No one seemed worried.” 
 
    “I’m worried,” Gags said as Pepper reached them.  
 
    “Mexius finally admitted they were sent by Lord Quilius to make sure we were well protected,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags looked forward as the guards were sheathing their weapons. “Minders for the minders,” he said. 
 
    “Remember, you work for Honian,” Soxus said. 
 
    “As long as I choose to work for him,” Gags said, “Same as you.” 
 
    Soxus grunted. “I’m going to get your weapons, anyway.” He rode on ahead. 
 
    “What was Mexius going to do if we attacked the outriders?” Gags asked Pepper. 
 
    “We won’t find out. Honian wasn’t happy about not being told, and Patricia was furious.” 
 
    Gags stared at Pepper. “Were you back in the carriage?” 
 
    Pepper smiled. “Riding just outside having an urgent conversation with Patricia about what defense she had planned for her uncle. It involved death, of course.” 
 
    “Of course, it did. Quilius and Nestus Deliry are idiots,” Gags said. 
 
    “Potential clients,” Pepper said. “Everyone is a potential client.” 
 
    “Not in my world,” Gags said, but then he thought for a moment. “But you have a point. You never know what will happen in war or in business.” 
 
    Pepper nodded. “See? I’m right.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “I said you had a point. Soxus is getting our weapons. See if he needs some help.” 
 
    Gags looked at the woods more closely and the stealth of the outriders began to relax. Gags waved at one who made eye contact with him and the rider waved back. It was time to reassess their status, but Soxus returned. Gags wouldn’t do anything hasty and get Soxus in trouble.  
 
    It felt good to buckle on a sword and grasp his iron staff again. The knife he kept on his person, not so much. Gags wasn’t as adept at knife fighting as Pepper, but the smaller weapons could be hidden whereas the iron staff couldn’t. 
 
    Soxus had ambush stories, and Gags enjoyed listening to them. Terzian’s attack on the wagon train hadn’t been the first that Soxus had survived, although Terzian brought the most men to an ambush that Soxus could recall.  
 
    The stories passed the time until they stopped at a clearing. It was once an inn and all remaining was a stone cooking station, a fireplace with the chimney still intact, and a crude stone bench and table made quite a bit later. Upon inspection, the cooking station and the fireplace had been repaired through the years, indicating this was a popular stop between Fetishing and Go-Greva.  
 
    Pepper gathered piles of leaves to cushion the hard ground while Soxus and Gags brought tents. The guards put up the tents for Honian, Patricia, and Mexius. 
 
    “Do we have to cook for ourselves?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Soxus nodded. “I’m sure we can come up with something edible from the supplies in the wagon.” 
 
    The guards clustered around the cooking station, which was a large waist-high firebox that had two holes covered by grates that someone had left. 
 
    “We can make our own fire,” Soxus said. 
 
    Soxus gathered rocks while Gags and Pepper cleared away the cooking site and moved a few logs, previously used as benches to their site, and then the three of them gathered enough dead wood for dinner and breakfast. By the time they were done and had a fire well on its way to being suitable for cooking, Patricia arrived with a crate from the wagon. 
 
    “I was just going to get something, Lady Patricia,” Soxus said. 
 
    “No need. Who wants to listen to old men boast about their conquests from years ago. I’d rather listen to younger men do the same thing.” She grinned at Pepper, who smiled back with a mild look of embarrassment. 
 
    “What is for dinner?” Gags said. 
 
    “Soxus and I will come up with something, won’t we,” she said ending up looking at Soxus.  
 
    “Whatever you say,” Soxus said. 
 
    Gags sat on the log and listened to the discussion Patricia was having with Pepper and Soxus. She didn’t bring him into the conversation but watching them was entertainment enough. 
 
    “I’m going to eat as much as you,” Patricia finally said to Gags when everyone served themselves and began eating. “I won’t be looking quite as trim from here on out,” she said. “I may need my magic when we get to Go-Greva.” 
 
    “I won’t disagree, but I’m sure you won’t be able to keep up with me,” Gags said. He stepped to the pot and looked inside. “I can consume all of that.”  
 
    Patricia stood at his side and looked down and then up at Gags. “I take my statement back,” she said frowning. 
 
    “It’s not a competition,” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia straightened her dress off before sitting down. “Good! Then it isn’t a competition. All of us will prepare for whatever is to come in our own way.” 
 
    “What is my way?” Pepper asked Patricia. 
 
    “Think sneaky,” she said.  
 
    Her comment said a lot, thought Gags. Honian intended to send Pepper down with the children. Perhaps they needed an adult to size up the situation in the treasure room or whatever it was that held what they were seeking. Gags had his magic, but he couldn’t shrink his body to Pepper’s size.  
 
    When they had eaten their fill, there was still plenty of food in the big pot. Gags had elected to fill up on bread that was already going stale.  
 
    Patricia sealed the pot with magic. “It will keep better this way.” 
 
    Honian walked over. “I have come to retrieve my niece,” he said. “We leave early tomorrow. Cold breakfasts for everyone, Mexius said.” Honian shivered. “I’m a merchant, not an explorer.”  
 
    Soxus watched uncle and niece walk away. “He says that, but he is as much a nomad Gagareen as any of us.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The trip was uneventful, but the outriders retreated into the woods, combing the path ahead to make sure there were no bandits. In the late afternoon, they arrived at Go-Greva. Gags had expected a plain of dirt with tufts of grass covering stone ruins like Rezzura, but the forest had captured the old city and most of the ruins had long ago succumbed to the elements. 
 
    “How was the treasure room found?” Gags asked Mexius as they ended their journey in a small fort complete with wooden palisades. It was almost the same kind of layout that Honian used at Rezzura, and it also reminded Gags of a merchant depot. 
 
    “There have always been treasure hunters at Go-Greva,” Mexius said. “If you hike in the woods, you need to watch where you step so you don’t fall down a hole. Someone got lucky, but in finding the treasure another person died. That was where Lord Quilius came in. After all, Go-Greva is on fief land. He knew I was an expert in antiquities and called me in to consult.” 
 
    It seemed that Quilius had no compunction about taking the site over. “You kept the job secret from Portia?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Of course! She would have told me to stay away. Now, I’ve become key to the recovery.” 
 
    “You supplied the children?” 
 
    Mexius puffed up a bit. “I brought Honian in because things are a bit looser in the dry lands of Caless, and he has experience in extracting ancient artifacts. We now have the means to recover the treasure and a person intelligent enough to assess what is in the treasure room.” 
 
    “Pepper,” Gags said. 
 
    “Of course. He is the key to determining the value of what’s in the treasure room.” 
 
    Gags knew that to be a lie. He believed that Mexius wanted them dead, but he agreed that his partner’s assessment would help Mexius and Quilius know how much was held in the treasure room. 
 
    “When do we get started?” 
 
    “We?” Mexius asked. “You are just magical muscle as far as I’m concerned.” He dismissed Gags with the flick of his fingers. “Find out what Soxus wants you to do.” 
 
    That was more than fine with Gags. He could talk Soxus into having him monitor the entrance into the bowels of Go-Greva. 
 
    Soxus stood with Honian by a railing. Gags joined him and peered over the side. “That is the stairway to heaven?” 
 
    Honian laughed as he overheard Gags’s remark. “In this case, hell. Two of the children have already been sent down and returned with a few jeweled trinkets. Pepper took a quick look at the finds and laughed. Your forebearers had learned how to make colored glass thousands of years ago and mounted it in gold leafed brass. If that is all that’s down there, the artifacts will fetch a good price, but they aren’t priceless.” 
 
    “Is Pepper down there?” 
 
    “No. He and Patricia are in the storage shack making up a signal system,” Honian said. 
 
    “Something a bit more sophisticated than what we had in Rezzura,” Soxus said. 
 
    Gags turned to the storage shack as Patricia and Pepper exited. They avoided looking at one another and Gags wondered if they had been reacting to other signals. Honian didn’t look concerned, so there was no reason for Gags to be, either. 
 
    “Down you go,” Mexius said to Pepper. “It’s time you earned your keep.” 
 
    Gags shook his head. As far as he was concerned, their keep had been earned when they first arrived at Veilport. 
 
    The rope had a loop in the end and a thick cord that already trailed down. Pepper put the loop around his waist, and he disappeared down the hole, carrying a lantern. 
 
      
 
    [image: Icon  Description automatically generated] 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P atricia gave Pepper a reassuring smile before he was lowered down into the hole, The shaft in Rezzura was like a well with straight sides all the way down to the burial complex, but this hole was quite different. Mexius told him he’d have to shift from time to time to get down to the bottom.  
 
    The last ten paces went through ancient rubble and then a small hole appeared at the bottom. Pepper wondered if he could even fit his head through the opening, but he wiggled, feet first, until little hands pulled on his feet. Pepper had to turn his head sideways and then he was through. Two boys jumped off the table directly underneath the hole and Pepper did the same as he dragged the magic-light lantern behind him.  
 
    He looked up at the entrance, surprised he was able to get through. Now, his main worry was getting through it as he returned to the surface.  
 
    Four children gathered around him looking very sad.  
 
    “Have you come to save us?” a girl asked. 
 
    The question surprised Pepper. “Not yet,” he said. “I’m down here to see what it’s like. Can you show me what you’ve found?” 
 
    “We were told there were more treasure rooms. We were lowered into this one, but we don’t know how to get in the others,” one of the boys said. “Are you down here to help?” 
 
    That was a question Pepper could answer. “Yes, I am, but first show me what you found in this one. 
 
    The artifacts were stacked on ancient shelves and the children were reluctant to have him examine the artifacts. 
 
    “We heard that we will be killed once all the stuff is brought to the surface,” the largest boy said. 
 
    Pepper shrugged, but deep inside he was shocked that these children already had a good idea about what their fate might be. “No one has told me anything,” Pepper said, knowing that he might be facing the same fate. 
 
    He moved to the shelves and brought his lantern.  
 
    “Fake, fake, fake,” Pepper said. 
 
    He paused at the next item, a small bowl, perhaps a salt pot. “Real.” It’s design wasn’t particularly unique, but the value was in the gold not the bowl. “Fake, fake, fake.” Pepper said. 
 
    “What makes them fake?” a girl asked. 
 
    Pepper showed them how the glass was cut and the crude mounting prongs. “See these scratches? They show the base metal underneath. Few would put real gems in a vessel covered with gold leaf. If there are more rooms, then perhaps the good stuff is yet to come.” 
 
    He looked around for a way out of the room but didn’t see one. Unlike the Rezzura walls, these were faced with dressed stone. Pepper couldn’t hack his way out with the small tools the children had brought down. He used one of the artifacts to tap on the walls until he found one that made a different sound. “This is a door. The question is, how do we open it?” 
 
    Pepper examined the panel that had to move. He tried to pry the bottom up, but it didn’t budge. “There must be a device that opens the door. Can you children start moving things?” 
 
    The children laughed, despite the dour circumstances and began tapping, twisting, bending, and clearing away the dust on the floor tiles to jump on them. Nothing seemed to work until the smaller boy twisted a figurine on a shelf a few paces away.  
 
    The door groaned. Pepper thought he heard gears whining. He bent down and examined the bottom of the door and found it had risen half an inch. He squatted in front of the door and curled his fingers underneath the panel which was about three inches thick.  
 
    Pepper tried to use his legs to open the door, but that wasn’t happening.  
 
    “I need a thick rod and something solid about two feet high,” Pepper said. Where was Gags when he needed strength and bulk? 
 
    “This is a candle holder, I think,” the smaller girl said, dragging a long candle stick. “There are a bunch of them back there.” 
 
    The iron rod was solid and thicker than Gags’s staff. That would be suitable if it had a pointed end. “I need something that will fit under the door to lever it up,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Is this thick enough?” the smaller boy said, bringing a ceremonial sword. The hilt was encrusted with cut glass. It had to be ceremonial, Pepper thought, or the wielder would have to wear thick gloves so he didn’t cut his hand.  
 
    “A sturdy box?” Pepper asked, looking at the artifacts on the shelves.  
 
    He spotted one that was the right size, but was it strong enough? Pepper put the box next to the opening and slipped the end of the sword through the opening and stood on the other side to put all his weight onto the lever. There was a little movement, but then it stopped.  
 
    “Twist the figurine,” Pepper said. 
 
    The boy twisted again and the sound of gears returned. Pepper jumped up and down on the end of the sword until the weapon bent. Pepper sighed, but then the gear sound let out a growl and the door slid up about two feet before stopping.  
 
    “That is good enough for now,” Pepper said. He spotted another box and wedged the door open. It wouldn’t be any fun to be in the other room and have the door descend. Worse, it would be less fun to be crawling through and have the door close. 
 
    “Who wants to be first?” Pepper said.  
 
    They all raised their hands; their morose faces alive again. 
 
    “Smallest to largest,” Pepper said. “I’ll go in last.” 
 
    The first child crawled in and stuck her hand out for one of the magic lights the children used. 
 
    “Wow!” the child said.  
 
    Pepper had to restrain himself from pushing the other children aside to see what caused the reaction. The others went through and Pepper left his lantern behind to keep the first room illuminated. He crawled through the opening and got to his feet. 
 
    “Wow,” he said with a subdued voice. “These are here to stay,” Pepper said looking up at five fifteen-foot-high statues of some kind of creatures. Their headdresses brushed the ceiling of the large room. The children walked over to the statues and began to touch them. Awe filled their faces. “Did the people in ancient times really look like this?” one of them said. 
 
    Pepper shrugged. “If they did, they didn’t leave any of their kids around.” Pepper said. “Let’s see what else is here.”  
 
    There were fewer shelves, but everything was genuine. Here sat a priceless collection of artifacts. Pepper examined a statue taller than him. It was carved out of stone and painted and gilded. They would have to stay here forever. However, there were cabinets surrounding the room and one of the children showed him a small figurine of one of the large statues. It was real gold decorated with real gems. It was priceless. Pepper went to the cabinets and all five had figurines in three different sizes.  
 
    In another cabinet sat a goblet. Pepper looked at it and couldn’t call it a goblet. There had to be a better word for the large cup. Chalice. That would fit. It wasn’t solid gold, but engraved brass with gold leaf. But most curious was the writing etched all around it. The artifact was produced before all countries adopted the same language and writing. An engraving of one of the statues appeared in the design. Pepper couldn’t puzzle out a connection.  
 
    He would take one of the smaller statues that matched the design and the chalice to take up the rope. 
 
    “Take one of these statues with you when you are pulled up, but I want you to remove all the artifacts in this room and put them in the first room. Take the fakes and put them in this room. I’m going back up, but I’ll get them to bring you up right after me,” Pepper said.  
 
    The children smiled and nodded. “We’re all hungry.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure there is some food for you.” Pepper tugged on the rope in the sequence that Patricia had made up for “Success - Pull me up”. 
 
    Pepper had to stand on the table and put the statue and the chalice in a bag that he tied to his ankle. He’d never make it through hole, holding either artifact or the lantern. Patricia returned the answering sequence and up he went. Getting through the hole was the hardest part, but after that he had to move to make it through the rest of the shaft until the light above him began to enlarge, and he emerged from the hole.  
 
    Mexius, Honian, Patricia stood on one side with Soxus, Gags, and two guards holding onto Pepper’s rope. 
 
    “Success?” Mexius asked.  
 
    Pepper nodded. “We found another treasure room behind a hidden door,” he said. “There were five huge statues in a row. The room is a square, twenty feet high and forty feet on a side. The statues looked like this,” Pepper said pulling out the figurine. The statue had folded wings that rose above its human face with a beak for a nose and mouth. The clothes looked like robes with bird claws sticking out from the bottom. He showed Mexius the undecorated bottom. “Solid gold from what I can tell,” Pepper said. “Was the other artifact like this?”  
 
    Mexius frowned. “Only Nestus Deliry knows. The explorer sold it to the wizard. Deliry hasn’t even shown it to Lord Quilius. You have something under your cloak. What else did you find?” 
 
    Pepper pulled out the chalice. “This. It is gold-leafed, but the writing is what makes this valuable.” 
 
    Mexius grabbed it. “This needs to go to Quilius,” he said.  
 
    “He knows the old language?” Gags asked. “Isn’t Nestus Deliry a scholar?” 
 
    “Not to Deliry!” Mexius said.  
 
    Pepper thought that very odd. Something was going on and it looked from Honian and Patricia’s expressions that they knew as much about it as Pepper did. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   W ith three others helping on the rope, bringing Pepper to the surface was easy, even though a lot of patience was required as Pepper made his way to the surface. Pepper’s face said it all. He had been triumphant. Patricia had said he had success. Gags didn’t know what success was, but he was soon to find out as soon as he helped Pepper up from the hole.  
 
    Mexius was the first to ask questions and the man’s eyes lit up when Pepper pulled out a little statue of a beast. A man-bird of some kind. Gags listened to the description of the treasure room. It sounded more like a temple than anything else.  
 
    Pepper’s voice became more excited when he showed Mexius the large cup. Pepper called it a chalice, and Gags admitted that might be the bestword to describe the vessel. It looked too large for drinking, but what drew him were the inscriptions.   
 
    He drew closer to Mexius. There was an etching of the same figure that Pepper had extracted from below. Gags didn’t know if that was significant, but it could be. Mexius had a look of disappointment when Pepper showed him that the chalice was gold-leafed brass, but the value wasn’t in the precious metal like the figurine, but in the engraving. What did the words say? He got closer when Quilius’s name was mentioned. Quilius didn’t strike him as an educated man.  
 
    Mexius was adamant that the chalice wasn’t supposed to go to Nestus Deliry. 
 
    “I’ll take it to Lord Quilius,” Gags said. “Pepper and I can go.” 
 
    “Not Pepper,” Honian said. “He is needed to supervise the children.” 
 
    “The children!” Pepper said. “They are starving. We need to pull them out so they can get something to eat and some fresh air. It’s awfully close down there.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mexius said impatiently. He thrust the chalice into Gags’s arms. “Get to Fetishing and return as soon as you can. Soxus will go with you. Leave now.” 
 
    Pepper frowned. “I’d be happy to go with Gags,” he said. 
 
    “If you did, we might never see either of you or that chalice, again,” Honian said. 
 
    There were too many guards to fight, and Honian was right. Gags had no desire to stick around 
 
    “Fine,” Gags said. “We will need a little spending money.” 
 
    Mexius ripped the purse from his belt and tossed it to Gags. “There is more than enough for your needs. Return what you don’t spend. Now, go!” 
 
    In a few minutes after Soxus conferred privately with Honian and Patricia, Gags and Soxus were heading back to Fetishing accompanied by six of the outriders that had shadowed them from Fetishing. It was clear that Mexius didn’t trust any of the guards, but he did Gags.  
 
    Soxus wasn’t any happier than Gags. “Mexius commands all the guards. He made it clear to Lord Garish that he and his niece were hostages as much as Pepper.” 
 
    Gags nodded and looked back at the guards behind them. “They have orders to kill us if we deviate from the way to Fetishing?” Gags asked. 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Soxus said.  
 
    “Then let’s get the figurine and the chalice to Quilius as soon as we can before we return.” 
 
    “If they let us return,” Soxus said. 
 
    “We can try to take all six,” Gags said. 
 
    Soxus shook his head. “Not worth the risk. If one turns and flees toward Go-Greva, people will die.” 
 
    “We could…” 
 
    “There are fifteen guards still at the site,” Soxus said. 
 
    “Too many for us, even with Patricia.” 
 
    “And Lord Honian. Pepper will be below,” Soxus said. 
 
    Gags had to admit that Soxus was right. They would be wary in Fetishing and return to Go-Greva as soon as they could.  
 
    The trip was much quicker on the way back to Fetishing without a wagon and a carriage to slow them down. The guards were up to a quick return and they spent the night out in the open, waking up at dawn to reach Fetishing by midday, making the return trip in half the time. 
 
    The guards escorted them through the city all the way to the palace, with two in front and four in back, they walked past the guards at the gate and into the palace. They were ushered into Quilius’s study. The guards withdrew. Gags thought it was a small victory that they weren’t killed as soon as they stepped onto the palace grounds. 
 
    “You have news?” Quilius said rushing into the room and sitting at his desk.  
 
    “Pepper found a real treasure room.”  
 
    Quilius blushed. “Real?” 
 
    Soxus looked at Gags. “You didn’t expect anything real?” 
 
    “Well,” Quilius said. “Nestus has been the insistent one. I brought Mexius in to placate my wizard.” 
 
    “With this, he can be placated,” Gags said, pulling the little man-bird statuette out of his bag. He put the figurine on the desk. “This is for you, and I will make a big guess that Nestus has been looking for something like this.” Gags put the chalice next to the man-bird. 
 
    Quilius’s eyes bulged. “You shouldn’t have brought that here! Nestus is going to want it.” 
 
    “Do you know what it says?” Gags asked. 
 
    Quilius shook his head. “All I know is that Nestus said there could be many of those at Go-Greva. They are spell chalices. The instructions for a spell is on the outside, and the magician could put ingredients inside the chalice.” 
 
    “A kit of some kind?” Soxus said. 
 
    Quilius managed a smile. “I like that. A kit.” He nodded. “He said there were some for transformations. I suppose that little statue is a model of what a man might become.” 
 
    “Hence the picture etched on the outside?” Gags said. “You don’t want Nestus to have this?” 
 
    “He is capable of anything, including turning me into one of those monsters. He told me what the wizard Eno Banban did in Atto.  
 
    “I was there,” Gags said. “I knew the person Banban turned into a unicorn.” 
 
    Quilius sat back in his chair. “Then you can appreciate my fears. I promised Mexius a lot of money to keep this secret if he found it.” 
 
    Soxus laughed. “All kinds of people witnessed Pepper and Mexius with these artifacts. The riders who accompanied us know.” 
 
    Quilius looked up at Gags and Soxus. “You can’t kill them all, can you?” he said, hopefully. 
 
    “No,” Soxus said. “I didn’t pay attention to their faces and they left us once we were in the palace. 
 
    Gags spoke up. “I have an idea, let me do a rubbing of the chalice. I’m very interested in that spell and I’d like to learn how it can be reversed. If Nestus figures out the language and how to do the spell, I promise I’ll return with the counterspell.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to ask.” Quilius looked sick as he said it. 
 
    “I am very motivated. My close friend is the unicorn,” Gags said. “Perhaps the spell can work on her.” The very prospect made Gags lightheaded with the possibility. 
 
    “I suppose I can let you do that.” 
 
    Gags was careful and quickly rubbed a pencil over the engravings and the picture. He carefully folded the paper and put it in his cloak when the door flew open.  
 
    “You found a chalice?” Nestus Deliry said, his eyes were almost too bright with excitement. He spotted the artifact and grabbed it off Quilius’s desk, but then as he examined the cup his expression dimmed. “This is in an old tongue,” he said.  
 
    “Go-Greva is an ancient place,” Gags said.  
 
    “Do you know how to translate this?” Nestus asked Gags. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I haven’t the foggiest,” he said. “Quilius said it might be a transformation spell.” 
 
    Nestus narrowed his eyes. “Not for you to know.” He turned on his heel and left the study with the door wide open.  
 
    “And he works for you?” Soxus asked Lord Quilius. 
 
    “Somedays I think so,” the lord of Fetishing said. 
 
    “Can we return to Go-Greva?” Gags said. Mentioning that his friends were held hostage might not be the right thing to say, he thought. 
 
    Quilius hefted the figurine. “Solid gold?” 
 
    “Pepper said so,” Gags said.  
 
    The Lord of Fetishing smiled. “You may go. Have Mexius write a report of what he had found. Two rooms, you say?” Quilius asked. 
 
    “At least two rooms,” Soxus said, “but quite a bit of it isn’t solid gold.” 
 
    “A few more of these and it won’t matter. Then you’d best be on your way.” Quilius said. 
 
    Gags took that as a dismissal, and he and Soxus retrieved their horses, and rode out of the castle grounds as quickly as they dare. 
 
    Once on the other side of the huge square, Gags looked for the best-looking public house. If Lucian had his say, that would be the one he would pick. He Bin wouldn’t care and Pophius didn’t mind a higher quality of drink. They tied their horses in front of an inn, but they had just passed their destination on the previous block. 
 
    Gags walked into the pub and surveyed the patrons. In a corner lurked a familiar figure, burly, but obviously short for a Perian.  
 
    “Success never came so easily,” Gags said.  
 
    Soxus and Gags approached the table and let He Bin, the Attoan, look up and grin.  
 
    “This is Pepper? Pophius said he was a little guy. Your friend isn’t little.” 
 
    Gags laughed. “That’s because this isn’t Pepper. Meet Soxus. He works for a Basheeran merchant.” 
 
    “Basheeran?” He Bin asked. 
 
    “Basheer is a city in southern Caless,” Soxus said.  
 
    “I’ll tell you more. Where is everyone else?” Gags asked. 
 
    He Bin cleared his throat. “Well, there is a complication.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags had to sit down. He closed his eyes tightly as he was hoping for good news. “What complication?”  
 
    “Lucian and Pophius were in an altercation in the market,” He Bin said. “I was sleeping at our inn, at the time, and they were arrested.” The Attoan took a deep breath. “We were waiting for you. It’s not like they couldn’t fight their way out, but that would mean we’d have to leave this mildewy city.” 
 
    A few of the patrons turned to look at He Bin, having overheard his description of their home. 
 
    “All right. Do you know where they were taken?” Gags asked. 
 
    He Bin frowned. “No. That’s why I’m sitting here drowning in sadness and despair. The ale is exceptionally good and sadness and despair is as good of an excuse as any.” 
 
    “Then let us drown a little,” Gags said with a smile. “Pepper will be severely disappointed.” 
 
    Soxus shrugged and almost smiled. 
 
    “How did you find out they were arrested?” Gags asked. 
 
    “The innkeeper slipped a message under my door. We’ve been staying in a four-bed room.” 
 
    Gags let his shoulders droop. “Did you ask the innkeeper?” 
 
    “Should I have?” He Bin said. He sighed and nodded. “I should have. I’ve been relying on Lucian to be the smart one for too long.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “You have, He Bin. Time to exercise your brain. What should we do next?” 
 
    “Talk to the innkeeper and wring some details out of him.” 
 
    “Since we have no other leads, I think you’ve come up with the right answer,” Gags said.  
 
    The ale came, and Gags let He Bin and Soxus introduce themselves to each other. Gags took the opportunity to order some food. Soxus ate lightly, but He Bin and Gags finished what was served.  
 
    The introduction phase was over, the food was consumed, and the ale was about gone. Gags rose from his seat.  
 
    “Time to find the little string that will take us to our friends,” Gags said. “Show us to your inn.” 
 
    The inn was the same one where the horses were, and the three of them found the innkeeper supervising the beginnings of the evening fare.  
 
    The man looked at Gags and Soxus. “Those aren’t your friends.” 
 
    “You are right!” He Bin said. “We came to Fetishing to meet Gags, here. Now I have to find out where my friends were taken.” 
 
    “They were arrested,” the innkeeper said.  
 
    “And?” Gags said. “What happens to arrested people in Fetishing?” 
 
    “They are put into the city jail,” the innkeeper said. 
 
    “Which is where?” He Bin asked, winking at Gags. 
 
    “It is on the Little West Road, not far from here,” the innkeeper said. 
 
    “How did the city guard know where my friends were staying?” 
 
    He Bin put his face to his hands. “I must be getting old.” 
 
    “Not old enough,” Gags said with a grin. “You just needed reinforcements,” Gags said, turning back to the innkeeper. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, the guards sent someone with the message. I think they were people who work for the wizard,” the innkeeper said. “They are scarier than the lord’s guard.” 
 
    “How can you tell the difference?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Uniforms. The wizard’s people wear black uniforms,” the innkeeper said. 
 
    Gags thought for a moment. “So, a messenger dressed in black delivered the message?” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded.  
 
    “Are they in the habit of taking people off the streets of Fetishing?” Soxus broke his silence with the question.  
 
    “It has been known to happen with Nestus Deliry’s people. No one would dare stop anything the blackcoats were doing. If they took them, I don’t know where they are. It is common knowledge that the wizard doesn’t use the palace dungeons.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you noticed?” Gags asked. 
 
    The innkeeper shrugged. 
 
    “Thank you,” He Bin said to the innkeeper before the three of them exited the inn. “What next?” 
 
    “You tell me,” Gags said.  
 
    “We find a black uniformed guard and follow him.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “The note said they were abducted in the market?” 
 
    “Can we believe the note?” Soxus said. “I don’t trust anyone here, including the innkeeper.” 
 
    Gags thought for a minute. “I’ve met the wizard, and I wouldn’t trust him, either. He had heard of Pophius as well as me and probably Lucian and you,” Gags said to He Bin. “Somehow someone recognized them as threats.” 
 
    “Sorcerers?” He Bin asked. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “Maybe. If that’s the case, Deliry is a wizard in the enemy sense. He was on the council that ran the army.” 
 
    “A traitor?” 
 
    “The war is over, so traitor wouldn’t be the right word. A budding criminal? I think that would fit,” Gags said and then smiled. “Lucian is better with right words.” 
 
    “Was Pophius doing any investigating?” Gags asked He Bin. 
 
    “We were all doing some investigating, trying to find out if you ever made it to Fetishing, and we discovered, just before they were taken, that you had been here with friends of the local lord.” 
 
    “Which is true.” They headed toward the market while Gags brought He Bin up to speed with the big picture.  
 
    “Why don’t you find the local lord and get Pophius and Lucian freed,” He Bin asked. 
 
    Gags pursed his lips for a bit. “The wizard and the lord are not on the friendliest of terms. I’d rather deal with only one of them.” 
 
    “And the wizard is the easier one?” Soxus said with doubt in his voice. 
 
    “No, but the four of us have magic with He Bin and you a little less, so. It looks like Nestus Deliry is still subservient to Lord Quilius. With Pepper and your charges as hostages, we will have to tread lightly.” 
 
    “There are two people in black. A man and a woman with the bodies of magicians,” He Bin said, pointing across to the market. 
 
    “Shall we follow them?” Gags asked.  
 
    “I will, if no one else does,” Soxus said, walking briskly across the street, letting He Bin and Gags catch up. 
 
    Soxus didn’t walk directly toward the two sorcerers, so Gags and He Bin went a little slower. 
 
    “Shall we split up?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “In sight of each other, but apart,” He Bin said. “That is what my expanding brain has told me.” 
 
    Gags chuckled. “Good.” 
 
    They went down separate market lanes and the pair began strolling through the market. Gags guessed the two had a relationship by the way they walked closely down the lane and how they talked intimately while looking at merchandise. Gags wondered if he should confront them while they were in such good moods, but just as he was about to approach them, three more black-uniformed guards joined the couple. 
 
    Gags moved close enough to hear what they said. 
 
    “I’m sorry to cut your personal time short, but it’s time to get back to the headquarters,” one of the three said. “The wizard wants a meeting.” 
 
    “You go on ahead,” the woman said. “We won’t be much longer.” 
 
    “Suit yourselves. I’ve delivered the message,” one of the three said.  
 
    Gags sought out He Bin and pointed to the three guards walking a little faster out of the market. Soxus popped into view an aisle farther ahead. Gags nodded his head in the direction of the trio and they trailed the guards.  
 
    “We can jump them and take their uniforms,” He Bin said. 
 
    Gags agreed and checked that he had six crossbow bolts in his pocket before squeezing his iron staff. “Be prepared for a magical attack.”  
 
    They walked closer to the trio once they left the main square and walked down a narrow street. With no one else in view, Gags reached forward and put one of the guards to sleep. When he fell to the ground, Soxus and He Bin had weapons at the throats of the other two. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” one of them said. 
 
    “We want to know what happened to our friends,” He Bin said, pressing the blade of his Attoan sword on the guard’s throat. 
 
    “The army veterans?” the guard’s eyes went from face to face.  
 
    Gags realized that he was the only Perian of the three. “Yes, the veterans.” 
 
    “They are being held in the palace, special treatment,” the guard said with a sneer. 
 
    “Where in the palace?” 
 
    “How would we know? We are just the wizard’s sorcerers.” 
 
    “Sorcerers? Not magicians?” He Bin asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Sorcerers, magicians, what’s the difference?” 
 
    “Quite a bit, from our perspective.” Gags reached out and put that sorcerer to sleep. The last one watched his fellow sorcerer slide to the ground. “It is better to sleep on the ground than to bleed out on it,” Gags said. 
 
    The guard nodded, nervously.  
 
    “Where is the meeting with Deliry going to be held?” 
 
    “At our headquarters,” the guard said.  
 
    “Which is where?” He Bin said, putting his sword on the other side of the man’s neck.  
 
    Soxus lifted a side of his lips in almost a snarl as he nodded his head.  
 
    “Three streets that way,” the man pointed down the street that they were on. 
 
    “And then what?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Two streets away from the palace.” 
 
    Gags had heard enough and put the last of the three men to sleep. 
 
    They dragged the three guards into the nearest alley and put on their uniforms. While not perfect, the uniforms didn’t look that out of place except for Gags’s shorter cuffs on his uniform and trousers. 
 
    “They were lying?” Soxus asked. 
 
    Gags lifted his eyebrows. “I don’t know. The palace is so large that it isn’t even half occupied. Nestus Deliry could have put Pophius and Lucian almost anywhere, and they wouldn’t be in anyone’s way. We still need to go to the meeting to see if these three were close to telling the truth.” 
 
    When they were finished, Soxus noticed the couple in the market walking past the alley opening. Neither of them looked their way.  
 
    He Bin chuckled. “Let’s leave them in their underclothes and stash our clothes somewhere else.” 
 
    “If they truly are sorcerers, they are lucky to get anything to wear,” Gag’s said.  
 
    They dragged the trio out of sight and stacked them almost on top of each other. They kept their weapons, and with their clothes under their arms they entered the narrow street, again and found a gap between two buildings where they left their clothes. He Bin scored a brick with his knife so they could easily find their possessions.  
 
    The couple was a block ahead of them and turned away from the palace, just as the sorcerer had described. They stopped to observe the couple give some kind of sign to two of their own. Gags was too far away to see what it was. 
 
    “I don’t think we can get in there,” Soxus said. “I don’t have that kind of magic and there will be a lot those that do.” 
 
    They watched a few more latecomers do the same thing.  
 
    “We won’t be able to get in,” Gags said, sighing.  
 
    They watched a carriage stop in front and Nestus Deliry was challenged for the sign before he went in.  
 
    Gags shook his head. “Now, I’m sure we can’t if the wizard has to give a sign.”  
 
    “Perhaps we could look around the place without going in?” Soxus asked.  
 
    The meeting place was in a dilapidated mansion, but it couldn’t hold more than fifty people according to He Bin. If that was headquarters, there couldn’t be an army of sorcerers in Fetishing.  
 
    “That information is better than nothing. Let’s change back into our clothes and get to the palace.” 
 
    Minutes later, they stood across from the market square. 
 
    Gags looked at the palace at the end of the square. “Go back to the inn. I’m going in the palace and poke around for a while.” 
 
    Soxus looked at He Bin. “Aren’t you going to protest to go with him?” Soxus said. 
 
    “No. Gags knows how to get in and get out better than anyone.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “Knowing and doing aren’t the same,” he said. “I’ve failed plenty of times, but if I’m caught, I can demand to be taken to Lord Quilius who knows me.” 
 
    “He knows me, too, but stealth is not one of my skills,” Soxus said. 
 
    “We can see if the ale is still good in that public house,” He Bin said. 
 
    Soxus looked a bit guilty. “If you don’t return by tomorrow morning, I’ll find a way to have an audience with Lord Quilius,” the Gagareen said. 
 
    “That gives me a goal. I hope to get them out much sooner.” Gags said. 
 
    He pushed his bundled black uniform onto He Bin and gave the iron staff to Soxus before they walked in opposite directions. Gags was back on his own. Luck wasn’t with him when he sought out Miria in Pakingoru on Atto or when he went to the Basheer T & T office to talk to the children. He hoped he had learned a few things, and he’d still need some luck this time to find Pophius and Lucian. 
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 Chapter Thirty 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags tried the direct approach to getting into the palace and succeeded. He stood in the entrance hall and looked around, deciding where to go. He ascended the stairs as if heading to Lord Quilius’s study and then took a corridor leading to servant stairs that would take him to the fifth floor.  
 
    If Gags were to sequester any prisoners out of sight in the palace, the fifth floor would be the place. He rose a few inches in the air and proceeded up the stairs. He didn’t pass anyone going up, but he heard voices and steps below him. Magic lights that illuminated the stairway went out after the third floor, so Gags used his night vision and continued up the stairs to the fifth floor.  
 
    The fifth floor was immense, and he emerged into a space as empty as the last time Gags visited, but he maintained his air walking as he silently searched from place to place. Interior rooms were dark, but he used his night vision, and when he had gone through half of the floor, he heard voices. He advanced until he could listen to the conversation but remained unobserved.  
 
    Three guards discussed spells and what the wizard and top lieutenants were teaching them. They were clearly offensive spells, but nothing they talked about was new. Gags was ready to attack them since they had to be guarding something, presumably Pophius and Lucian, but then more voices were heard. 
 
    “Denius, Serian, and Lucan were found put to sleep! The wizard ordered us to join you in case there might be an attempt to rescue the captives,” one of the new guards said. “We brought dinner for us all. Wizard Deliry will interrogate the prisoners tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Gags sighed. Three magicians didn’t scare him, but he would have to take special care to take on six. He didn’t trust himself to get six bolts off before he had to defend himself from the kinds of spells the guards talked about. He did have enough time to think of something, but would it be enough? 
 
    Gags found a room far from where Pophius and Lucian were being held and lay down on the floor for a nap. He would have to wait for dark to get enough of an advantage. He could attack in the dark with the least amount of risk.  
 
    When Gags woke, the sun turned orange, and twilight fell. It was time to return to the west side of the palace. No one challenged him as he reached the corner where he could peek at the guards.  
 
    The six men played a game of dice with coins littering the dusty floor. Gags had to exercise patience since it wasn’t quite dark enough, but after a few minutes, Gags couldn’t wait any longer. He rose, walking on air, and walked away from the guarded door before he padded across the corridor, making sure his silhouette wasn’t showing up behind him.  
 
    The guards lit dim magic lights, but Gags stood out of the light’s range for a bit. He pulled out four of his bolts. He figured he could take out that many before he would have to rely on using his sword. Gags ensured he had imbued the blade with the spell He Bin had taught him to attract magic. For Gags, purely magic shields consumed too much of his power.  
 
    He sheathed the sword as his plan solidified. As he switched two bolts to his other hand, one inadvertently dropped on the floor. Gags quickly glided into a nearby alcove, converting his sight into night vision.  
 
    “Who’s there?” one of the guards said as the game's sounds went silent. 
 
    Gags didn’t answer and stayed still. The guards didn’t have the vision to see the crossbow bolt on the floor, but two rose from the dice game. So much for the element of surprise, Gags thought. 
 
    The guards slowly advanced, and the other four guards stood, two with swords and the others stretched their hands out, ready to throw some magic into the gloom.  
 
    Gags stretched his own hands out and began to gather the dust on the floors into an inverted volcano and shaped it into the form of a human, with a head, shoulders, and a tapered body. He moved it toward the guards and picked up more dust, making the form more substantial. Keeping up his concentration, he moved to the corridor and bent down to pick up the crossbow bolt keeping the swirling simulacrum between him and the guards.  
 
    When the men could see the form in the gloom, instead of eruptions like Gags always did, he pulled out tendrils from the spinning dust and made them into outstretched arms.  
 
    With his night vision, Gags could see through the figure. A spear of flame punctured the form and continued through the illusion, singing Gag’s arm. He quickly learned that standing directly behind the dust man wasn’t any kind of protection. He slid to the wall and continued to control the advancing apparition. 
 
    A few of the men backed up. He could see the fear in their faces with his night sight. Gags was tempted to make a ghost voice, but he didn’t know if it would be believed. The last thing he needed was for the men to laugh at his attempt and break the emotional spell that the specter’s presence was making.  
 
    Suddenly fire and lightning were thrown at the figure by all six. The swordsmen’s magic attacks weren’t as strong, and as the men finally advanced, Gags could tell all were losing their strength. If he wasn’t careful, he would, too, so it was time to act.  
 
    The apparition moved quickly and enveloped the men. The dust coated their black clothes and all but obliterated the dimming magic lights, but Gags couldn’t handle the figure and throw crossbow bolts, so he let the dust fall.  
 
    He knew where the men were and began to throw the bolts, making them count. Before a minute elapsed, four of the six were down, and the other two stood shoulder to shoulder, holding swords. The weaker ones were left. Gags breathed a sigh of relief, but the battle wasn’t over, and Pophius and Lucian weren’t yet freed.  
 
    Gags took a deep breath and closed with the men, lit by dusty magic lights as the sword fight began. Gags kept his back to the wall as he advanced on the men. Two crossbow bolts were left, including the one that fell to the floor.  
 
    “You are just a man, after all,” one of the guards said.  
 
    “As are you,” Gags said as deeply as he could, but he never had a particularly menacing voice. Soxus and Pophius would have been much better. He lunged at one of the men and was rewarded with a sliced knuckle. Gags immediately recognized his mistake. He switched sword hands to get at the remaining bolts and could barely deflect an onslaught from the pair of guards.  
 
    “Got it!” Gags said loudly enough that it made the two guards pause. Gags didn’t waste the opportunity and transported a bolt into one of the guards. The last guard threw down his sword and ran. Gags shot the last bolt, and the fleeing man dropped in the dark corridor, which wasn’t dark at all to Gags.  
 
    Gags pounded on the door but didn’t hear anything. He had to light a magic light to look at the lock in more detail. Gags grunted. He had no idea how the lock worked. He turned around and patted down the dead guards until he found a heavy key and inserted it into the lock.  
 
    After throwing open the door, Gags spotted the pair slumped together on a bed of straw in a corner. Nothing else was in the room. Gags dragged them out and used a spell Miria taught him to revive people put to sleep. He didn’t know if it would work, and it didn’t.  
 
    He spotted the three guards' remaining food and finished it. The apparition had used a lot of energy, and he had to recover as much magical power as possible. Gags decided to drag the guards and their belongings into the prison room and lock the door after he tore enough cloth off a tunic to wrap around his cut finger. 
 
    Pophius groaned, and soon Lucian was waking, too. He helped them move closer to the west stairway before standing at the end of the corridor. He smiled as he raised his hands, made a small tornado from the dust, and stopped. The dust spread. There were no tracks, no blood, just an old corridor still littered with a few bags, coins, and dice. Gags wasn’t about to cover all his tracks, but that would be enough to confuse whoever came to relieve the guards. It might even be Nestus Deliry himself if the guards were to be believed. 
 
    “Someone in the market recognized us. There must be black uniformed sorcerers infesting Fetishing. I barely saw one before I was put to sleep,” Lucian said. 
 
    Pophius nodded. “We didn’t expect sorcerers. Where is here?” 
 
    “On the fifth floor of the Fetishing palace. No one ever goes up to this level.” Gags said. “There are six ex-guards behind one of those doors.” Gags pointed up the corridor.  
 
    “You took on six?” Lucian said. “Where is He Bin?” 
 
    “And Pepper,” Pophius said.  
 
    “I left He Bin with a friend,” Gags said. “Pepper is elsewhere. My strategy wouldn’t have worked with He Bin and Soxus.” 
 
    “Air walking?” Lucian said with a grin. 
 
    Gags nodded. “A little night sight and I put my volcano spell to good use. I discovered a new twist, but let’s get out of here. Deliry might show up at any moment.” 
 
    “Deliry, as in Nestus Deliry, the war council member?” Pophius said. 
 
    “He caught Wizard’s disease in Fetishing,” Gags said. 
 
    Lucian laughed, but Pophius remained serious. “The sorcerers are his?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “He learned the wrong things on the council, I’m afraid,” Gags said. “I had a personal conversation with him that didn’t last very long before we both decided we didn’t like each other.” Gags pointed down the stairs. “Time’s wasting.” 
 
    They descended the stairs using Lucian’s magic to create the light. Pophius mentioned he was a little stiff from the inactivity, prompting the two escapees to stretch as they continued.  
 
    “If we get in a fight, I’ll give you my sword,” Gags said. “It has He Bin’s magic attracting spell to act as a shield.” 
 
    “Let’s hope I don’t need to use it,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags spotted a door on the third level that looked like a servant’s passage. “We will take this.” Gags opened the door and stopped.  
 
    “It’s a closet,” Lucian said, shaking from laughter, but kept his index finger to his lips to stay silent. Even Pophius cracked a smile, but another identical door was farther along the corridor that led to stairs.  
 
    The rest of their exit was anti-climactic. Gags made a few turns in the lower level and recognized the servants' quarters where he had stayed with Soxus and made his way through the kitchen, and all three walked out the kitchen door as if they lived in the palace and joined other servants who were leaving the palace for the night. The servants' exit wasn’t illuminated, so with Gags hunching down, they weren’t even questioned.  
 
    After using side streets, they returned to He Bin’s inn and woke He Bin and Soxus. 
 
    “You did it!” He Bin said. 
 
    Gags has learned a couple of new tricks since we’ve been gone, He Bin,” Lucian said. “He made a dust man that scared the sorcerers enough that he was able to take care of them.” 
 
    “Not without a couple of dings,” Gags said. He hadn’t mentioned the burn on his arm that he didn’t show them. 
 
    “Is it safe to go downstairs?” Lucian asked.  
 
    He Bin shrugged. “We haven’t been bothered. The common room isn’t the best, but it will serve. Will the sorcerers be coming after us?” 
 
    “We had a brief encounter with Nestus Deliry, so he knows we are here. There is a little town not far from Fetishing on the way to Go-Greva. Why don’t we head for there tonight?” Soxus said. 
 
    “And you are?” Lucian asked. 
 
    Gags introduced everyone to Soxus and said he was Honian Garish’s chief guard. 
 
    “Good,” Pophius said. “I agree with Gags. I don’t want to spend any more time in this place.” 
 
    Gags brightened. “Then I can tell you my story on the way. Perhaps we can take some food with us?” 
 
    “That is justification for staying a few minutes longer,” Pophius said. 
 
    Everyone packed their bags while Gags arranged some food to take and paid for the room. In half an hour, they rode out the south gate and took the road that circled the city walls, and they were soon heading west toward Go-Greva. 
 
    They stopped at a thicket not far from Fetishing and sat to eat. Gags was ravenous as always since he had used a great deal of his magic, and although he had eaten some of the guard’s food, even Soxus noticed he had lost weight. When the food was finished, they headed back onto the road and arrived in Peachton.  
 
    With only one inn open, they quickly found rooms and went to sleep, eager to leave the town early in the morning. Breakfast was already being served when they assembled.  
 
    “We will need some supplies,” Pophius said to the innkeeper when he settled their bill. “We are heading west to Japershing.” 
 
    “You’ll need a map, too. If you are riding to Japershing, the road you want to be on is twenty leagues north of here, and then you go west through Hosand.” 
 
    “Is there a shop in town where I can get supplies and a map?” Pophius asked. 
 
    The innkeeper gave them directions, and all five were browsing through a shop just after it opened for the day. Gags bought the map and continued their cover story, asking the shopkeeper for directions to Japershing. He even had the man use a pencil to trace the route.” 
 
    “Is there a map that has Fetishing and Sheerport on it? I’m interested to see what we missed,” Gags said.  
 
    The shopkeeper's map was good, and Gags and Pophius leaned against the counter as the shopkeeper mentioned the sights. He didn’t mention Go-Greva, but the ancient city was clearly marked, and there were alternate tracks to the site, which Gags hoped to see.  
 
    They left on the north road and took a small lane, thanks to the second map they bought, so in half an hour, they were riding along the same route to Go-Greva.  
 
    The group increased their speed once Gags’ stories were done. They spent the night in the same camp that Gags and Soxus had used on the first trip to Go-Greva before the team adjusted their direction. When they approached Go-Greva from the south, it was clear that something was wrong.  
 
    Soxus and he sneaked up to the palisade and peeked through gaps in the poles. A squad of black-uniformed sorcerers, Gags counted eight, sat around a fire, cooking a midday meal. Pepper was nowhere to be seen, but Honian sat alone. Mexius and Patricia weren’t around. Neither Gags nor Soxus could see any of the children.  
 
    “There are fewer guards,” Soxus said. “Mexius may no longer be in charge.” 
 
    Gags snorted. “If he ever was. The shift from Quilius to Nestus Deliry is apparent with all those sorcerers. They had to have left Fetishing before us.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “Confer with my friends,” Gags said. “This is more like a military operation than anything else, and Pophius is better at coming up with options than I am.” 
 
    They retreated farther into the woods until He Bin called out to them. “Is it bad?” 
 
    Gags shook his head. “It depends on how you define ‘bad,’ as always.” He then explained what appeared to be the situation in the camp. 
 
    “Can you sketch it out?” Pophius said. “You can use the back of one of the maps.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “Soxus can correct me if needed.” 
 
    Gags went to work with a pencil, and Soxus only needed to make a few changes after brief discussions. 
 
    “Could there be more sorcerers?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “There were magicians among the guards,” Soxus said. “I had the feeling that their loyalties were split, that would only increase the sorcerers’ numbers, and Deliry might have sent them after he learned you had escaped.” 
 
    “Can the merchant or the girl be counted on to help?” Pophius asked. 
 
    Soxus immediately said yes, but Gags only said, “Maybe. Honian and Patricia look after their own interests. Am I right, Soxus?” 
 
    “They are not on Nestus Deliry’s side. If the guards were from Lord Quilius, their help might not be counted on, but from what I saw in Fetishing—” 
 
    “But they didn’t see what you did,” Pophius said. “Is there a way we can communicate with them?” 
 
    “I can sneak in after dark,” Soxus said. 
 
    Pophius looked at Gags. “Do you want to try to leap over the palisade? Have you practiced that lately?” 
 
    Soxus stared at Gags. “You can do that?” 
 
    “In a matter of speaking. I can walk on air and vary my height above the ground. It’s easy to lose balance when you go too high,” Gags said. 
 
    “Are you willing to take the risk?” Lucian asked. 
 
    The four could get through the gate, which would involve a magical explosion.  
 
    “I’m worried about Pepper,” Gags said. “I’ll do it.” 
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 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P atricia looked worried. Honian looked worried, and that made Pepper stressed. He went to the rope and began to tug to get the children's attention.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Mexius asked. 
 
    “I am pulling the children up so they can get fresh air and something to eat. They are all hungry,” Pepper said. 
 
    “So you said, but how can I believe you?” 
 
    Pepper sighed. “They have been down there since morning. Wouldn’t you be hungry?” 
 
    “Take food down to them. I want them to get all the treasure up here as soon as possible.”  
 
    Pepper filled a sack with everything he could, including waterskins and wineskins. He returned to the hole. 
 
    “You can use that sack to put the artifacts in. That way, you can supervise.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to supervise,” Pepper said. 
 
    Mexius nodded toward a group of guards standing by the entry hole. They all nodded. It was so dramatic that Pepper had to hold in the laughter. However, he recognized it was a dangerous melodrama.  
 
    “Very well,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Patricia said when Honian showed up with his niece to witness the descent.  
 
    “Gags will be back,” Pepper said. 
 
    “And Soxus, too. We will get everything settled then,” Honian said. “This has been a judgmental error on my part.” 
 
    “Don’t be hard on yourself, Uncle,” Patricia said. 
 
    Honian continued to look worried as Pepper tied the sack to his feet and reviewed the signals to Patricia before heading back down with a renewed magic lantern. The bag of food and drink complicated his descent, but he eventually stuffed everything through the last hole and joined the children.  
 
    “Get your fill, but we aren’t likely to be fed until we clean this place out,” Pepper said. 
 
    Pepper sipped on a wineskin while watching the children devour most of the food. When there was still enough for another meal, Pepper stopped them.  
 
    “The people above us don’t care if you are hungry. We must get all this to the surface before we can leave.” 
 
    “Even you?” one of the girls said. 
 
    Pepper nodded. “Even me,” he said, knowing that if Gags didn’t return, all of them might die in the treasure rooms.  
 
    Pepper let them rest a bit before they began bringing in the artifacts from the other rooms and stacking everything together. Pepper organized everything by his perception of value. They found one more chalice with the odd writing among everything else, but there was more to do. Soon the rope was pulled up, and the rest of the children began arriving.  
 
    Pepper began worrying about getting enough to breathe with all ten in the rooms. He returned to the enormous statues and discovered another passage into another treasure room. This one had doors, and it took Pepper and the two largest boys to open the doors. They led to rooms that had been stripped long, long ago.  
 
    The air was breathable, so Pepper left all the doors open. All but one of the next set of doors wouldn’t budge, but dirt began to seep through when Pepper slid the door open and quickly closed it. They had reached the end of what they could explore with their tools. He examined the newest treasure room and found a shelf with four more of the chalices.  
 
    “Leave these where they are,” Pepper said to the children. “These go last.” 
 
    They continued to work. Pepper guessed he had been down for two days, at least. The food was gone, and most of the water. He had saved the wine for last. Pepper didn’t think the children would be good workers with too much wine.  
 
    The first sack went up, followed quickly by the second, containing the gold-leafed artifacts. No one had sent a message asking for progress, and Pepper found that odd.  
 
    When the rope was lowered the next time, a new addition to the underground crew arrived. The new arrival pushed the food through the hole and then the sack. Then came a coat and another garment before a petite female squeezed through the hole. Her head came first. Pepper blinked hard when he recognized the new digger, Patricia Garish. 
 
    “There has been a change in who is in charge,” Patricia said. “Men and women in black uniforms arrived in camp demanding that we turn Gags, Soxus, and three other men over to them. When we couldn’t do that, Mexius was beaten up, he might even be dead, and my uncle was banished to the box wagon. I was forced to expend all my magic to fit through that awful hole.” She looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “So, everyone saluted the newcomers?” Pepper asked. “Was this before or after the rest of the children were sent down?” 
 
    “After. Honian argued with Mexius about the speed of the extraction. Mexius demanded everything speed up, and when my uncle objected, the children were sent down, and my uncle was put in the wagon. 
 
    “That wasn’t the worst part. It was like a civil war when the black guard exerted their authority. Perhaps half of the guards are dead. It was an awful fight. When it was over, the new guards gathered a sack of food and water and sent me down here. I’m glad Uncle Honian wasn’t free, or he would have been caught in the middle.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have sent him down here,” Pepper said.  
 
    Patricia just shook her head. She leaned forward and put that shaking head on Pepper’s shoulder. “I’m afraid we won’t make it. We will be left here to die when all the artifacts are on the surface.” 
 
    Pepper refused to believe that. “As long as Gags, Soxus, and Gags’ friends aren’t captured, we have a chance. The three friends were Gag’s colleagues when he fought in the magicians wars. They were a crack team. They will find a way.” 
 
    “I hope so. Soxus is a great man who leads better than he fights.” 
 
    Pepper grinned. “He fights better than you think. Pophius is the mastermind.” 
 
    “Not Gags?” 
 
    “Gags is good, but Pophius was their captain and has the experience that Gags lacks,” Pepper said. 
 
    “I thought you were in awe of your partner,” Patricia said. 
 
    “I am, but from what I can tell, that team is even better as a unit.” 
 
    Patricia disengaged from their hug and rubbed her arms. “Oh! I also had to undress to get through that awful hole,” she said as she hurriedly put the clothes back on that she had in the food bag.  
 
    Pepper laughed, as did some of the children who were listening in.  
 
    “What time is it?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “You’ve been down for almost three full days. It was midday, and when I left, the black guards were focused on cooking a meal. I guess all that killing makes one hungry.” She shuddered. 
 
    “If they were throwing around magic, they are hungry,” Pepper said. “Gags is the same way.” 
 
    Patricia blushed. “Sometimes, I am, too.” 
 
    Pepper wondered where her confidence had gone. What could he do to help her get it back? A tour would be first on the list to get her mind focused on something other than the fighting and her uncle.  
 
    “Let me take you on a tour. The big statues on the other side of this room are amazing!” 
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 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   L ucian and He Bin gave Gags a rundown on their adventures, helping Olissa Tincture, the traveling magician, get from Bashing to one of the northern ports and safely saw her off to the continent of Dixoia, where Gags hoped Miria was.  
 
    “Ollie promised to send a monthly letter with a report on her progress and apologized in advance if they are short letters explaining there are no leads and no results,” Lucian said. “She asked you not to toss the letters away without opening them since she intends to use Gags & Pepper Protection Agents to escort her back to Bashing.” 
 
    Gags smiled and nodded. “I’m pinning a lot of hopes on her,” he admitted. “I don’t know when I’ll get to Dixoia, but if Miria is there, I plan on dropping everything.” 
 
    He Bin patted Gags on the shoulder. “We will be right with you when you do.” 
 
    “Unless you are out on a job,” Gags said. 
 
    He Bin chuckled. “Of course.” He looked at the sky. “It is getting dark. Are you ready to perform?” 
 
    Gags rose from the log he sat on and straightened out the black uniform he had worn in Fetishing. “It will be dark, so I hope the short pants don’t show.” 
 
    “As much. Show as much,” Lucian said with a grin. 
 
    “This is a reconnoitering foray,” Pophius said. “Get enough information for us to create a working plan.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ll count noses, and if I see one of two possibly friendly faces, I’ll ask questions.” 
 
    He sighed, saddened by the few words about Miria, and walked toward the palisade. Gags switched to his night sight and decided to air walk once around the fort to ensure he wasn’t missing anything.  
 
    When he was almost halfway walking along what would be the part of the fortification opposite the gate, Gags passed a man door cut into the log wall. He hadn’t noticed it before. Gags pushed, but he could see it was a simple bar holding the door in. That was a perfect entry point if it wasn’t guarded on the other side.  
 
    He moved around the corner and found a pile of bodies. He couldn’t see colors with his night sight, but he could tell black from the other uniforms the guards wore. He counted thirteen bodies.  
 
    Gags stopped and turned one of the bodies over, looking into the dead eyes of Mexius Dapple. His face was splotched. He had been beaten before he was killed. Gags checked all the other bodies and didn’t see anyone else’s body that he recognized and no children, but if the guards were to get rid of them, the children would likely be left down in the treasure room, along with Pepper. 
 
    He curled his fists at the thought of the fight, Quilius’s men versus Deliry’s, and the wizard had won, but there were three in black uniforms who perished. The fight must have happened as soon as the sorcerers arrived.  
 
    He had seen enough on the outside and took a deep breath before raising high enough to grab onto the pointed end of a pole, pulling himself over the palisade, and gently lowered to the ground. Gags had to rest for a bit, pulled two biscuits from inside the uniform, and gobbled them up before proceeding. It didn’t replace that much of his energy, but he felt better.  
 
    Two guards were sitting at a small fire in front of the gate, but Gags didn’t need to go nearby. No one guarded the back entrance. He glided around the fort. Fourteen guards, a mix of black uniforms, and the outriders slept in tents. Honian and Patricia weren’t in the fort, and Gags presumed Pepper was under the ground.  
 
    The two supply wagons and a box wagon were the only remaining places to look. Gags unlocked the box wagon to find Honian snoring on the floor. He entered the box wagon and shut the door before putting his hand over Honian’s mouth before waking him up. 
 
    “It’s Gags.” 
 
    Honian struggled to sit up. “I think Patricia is down the hole, and Mexius might be dead.” 
 
    “I couldn’t find Patricia, so that is likely right, and Mexius is dead,” Gags said. 
 
    “I heard them taunting him,” Honian said. “Nestus Deliry’s black guards are as bad as any renegade Feybeerian.” 
 
    “Are you well enough to get out of here? Those in the treasure room are safer there than on the surface,” Gags said. 
 
    “As long as there is someone to pull them up,” Honian said. “If I get some food in me, I can help.” 
 
    “Then consider yourself drafted into our little army. Soxus is already a member.” 
 
    “Good! Two of your people, I can trust.” 
 
    Gags was taken aback. “You trust me?”  
 
    “Not you! Pepper.” Honian said in a loud whisper. 
 
    Gags smiled in the darkness. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He locked the box wagon when Honian exited. The older man was stealthier than Gags thought, but he had to steer Honian around a few obstacles he didn’t see. Gags looked at the bar for a few moments and pulled a leather string out of his pocket before tying a particular knot on the bar and walking through. He used the leather string to secure the bar, but he could use a little magic to get back in now that he knew how to move the bar.  
 
    They returned to Pophius’ camp. 
 
    “Lord Honian,” Soxus said, scrambling to his feet.   
 
    “I have some bad news and some not-so-bad news,” Gags said. 
 
    Gags relied on Honian to explain what had happened in the fort. 
 
    “That explains everything,” Soxus said. 
 
    “You question my account?” Honian said. 
 
    “No, I —” 
 
    Honian hugged his chief guard. “Am I glad to see you safe.” 
 
    “What about Mexius?” Gags said. 
 
    Honian shrugged. “He got what he deserved.” 
 
    Gags introduced Honian to the others.  
 
    “We don’t have to worry about saving Pepper, your niece, or the children at this point,” Pophius said. “That makes our work easier.” 
 
    “Spoken like an officer,” Honian said. 
 
    “I was an officer,” Pophius said drily. 
 
    “I know, and I’m impressed,” Honian said. 
 
    “We will dispense with attempting to break through the gate,” Pophius said. “The back gate is sufficient for all of us. We will split into two groups. Gags, Soxus, Lord Honian in one, and He Bin, Lucian, and I will fight as a group. That way, we are familiar with our little unit’s fighting style. Lord Honian will require a weapon.” 
 
    “He will pick up the sword of the first man I kill,” Soxus said. 
 
    “How nice of you!” Lucian said. 
 
    Soxus gave Lucian a curt nod. Gags was glad that Soxus had been exposed to Lucian while they rode from Fetishing and didn’t look offended. 
 
    “I will have my iron staff. Honian can take my sword,” Gags said, removing his sword belt. He touched the hilt of the sword and infused the sword with a magic attraction spell. “It might be more comfortable if you wrap your hand. Fire and lightning bolts will be attracted to the blade, and sometimes your hand gets it.” 
 
    He Bin tossed a glove to Honian. “If that fits, you are good to go.” 
 
    “When shall we attack? I have a niece to save,” Honian said as he drew on the glove. 
 
    “No better time than right now,” Pophius stood. “Let’s get this fire doused and be on our way.” 
 
    “This is like a little army,” Honian said. 
 
    Gags was assigned to use his magic to kill the fire. He took a deep breath. It was six to sixteen, but those were familiar odds to Gags, as long as he filled up before they left their camp. The horses would be retrieved later.  
 
    All of them walked in silence. Gags lifted the bar and pushed the small man-door open. They entered the little fort, and Gag flipped the bar to the locked position. It wouldn’t do to let the sorcerers out.  
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags stood with the others, looking at the fort in the starlight. It took him back to Atto when they had an entire squad. Miria, Selcius, and Barian were replaced by He Bin, Honian, and Soxus. They faced now, as they did then, sorcerers. Gags considered them evil people with minds twisted by wizards who fed them lies about how important they were. Sorcerers were as expendable as magicians in the infantry. Deliry had succumbed to the same siren song of power that the wizards in Atto did.  
 
    In his naivete, Gags had first thought the wizard eruption in Atto was unique, but Pophius had told him that it happened from time to time everywhere in the world. Wizards were as bad as any evil king or lord. The difference was that wizards were generally neither, so they usurped traditional authority, and their dark side came out when they did.  
 
    Nestus Deliry’s dark side had emerged when he was on the magicians war council. Pophius hadn’t heard of a council member flipping, but there was always a first time, and there probably wouldn’t be a last. Gags gripped his staff tightly and felt for the crossbow bolts he bought in the general store in Peachton, where he purchased the maps. They were of inferior quality, but Gags could overcome that with his magic.  
 
    Pophius nodded to Gags, and the two groups hugged the palisade walls as they approached the tents. War was war, and this would likely end up as an extermination. He reminded himself that these people sent children and Pepper and Patricia down a hole and beat Mexius to death.  
 
    Someone from their group stumbled in the darkness. Gags could hear it across the little fort, and the two guards jumped up and called an alarm. They were too far away for an accurate shot, but the other three had drawn the attention away.  
 
    “Show no quarter,” Gags said. 
 
    “We know what to do,” Honian said.  
 
    Gags led them around the box wagon as they threaded their way between the two supply wagons before Gags ran along one of the tents, cutting it open with a knife. The fight was on.  
 
    Across the fort, but in range, Gags began to cut down the sorcerers, sleeping in their black uniforms. Guards came out of their tents on their side, and Soxus and Honian began to fight them. The darkness was their biggest ally against Deliry’s sorcerers. 
 
    The fight accelerated when the magicians and sorcerers began to use their magic after the shock of the attack wore off. Fire and lightning lit up the fort, and before too many exchanges, the palisade caught fire.  
 
    A spear of fire headed for Gags until it dropped down and washed the bottom of his staff, as intended. Gags rushed to attack and used the pointed end of his staff to end the threat. The conflict was ebbing, and then everything was happening in two pockets. Guards against Gags’ army. Honian was as effective as anyone until a lightning bolt shot toward him. Soxus rushed to get in front of Honian, but the merchant dropped his sword to shove Soxus aside and took the lightning bolt directly into his chest, falling to the ground. 
 
    Soxus cried out, but Gags couldn’t lament the loss as he guided one of his remaining crossbow bolts into the sorcerer, who fell backward and didn’t move.  
 
    “Pick up his sword,” Gags said to Soxus, who knelt over Honian’s body.  
 
    “He’s dead!”  
 
    “He saved your life. Don’t let it be in vain,” Gags said, echoing words he had heard repeatedly on Atto.  
 
    Soxus stood with the sword and began to cut down the remaining sorcerers. Lightning bolts and streams of fire lit the blade up as it rose and fell until the fighting was over.  
 
    Gags checked Honian, but the merchant had made his last trade, and it was with Mexius. They had both succumbed to their greed. Ten children were down below as a result of Honian’s greed. Gags knew it wasn’t a kind thought, but he knew it was accurate.  
 
    “Check the dead,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags saw He Bin limping from body to body. Lucian held one arm to his side. Soxus was untouched, and Gags didn’t know what damage he had sustained, but it had to be minor.  
 
    The fight was mostly over. Pepper, Patricia, and the children had to be pulled up from the treasure rooms, and then Patricia and Soxus could grieve together.  
 
    “He fought like a Gagareen,” Gags said to Soxus. 
 
    “Of course, he did,” Soxus said with bitterness in his voice.  
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 Chapter Thirty-Three 
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    Pepper 
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    hat do we do now?” Pepper asked Patricia. 
 
    “We need water, first,” she said, staring at the note from Gags.  
 
    Pepper sent a message up for more water. He was glad the sorcerers were dead, but he hadn’t expected Honian to perish. Patricia took the news smoothly, but he knew Patricia well enough that she was holding in her grief.  
 
    The water was sent down, and Pepper and Patricia struggled to get through the hole in the ceiling. Now that Pepper, Patricia, and the children had collected all that could go through that hole in the ceiling, they might as well bring everything up.  
 
    Children went up first, and then Patricia and Pepper sent all the artifacts up. Patricia had been holding back the tears. They embraced, and the tears came flooding out.  
 
    “He is my uncle, but he’s treated me like his daughter. How can I bear his loss?” She broke down for a few minutes but composed herself. “I’ll do more of this on the surface, and I will expect to use your shoulder for some time,”  
 
    Patricia reinforced the magic lights and left Pepper alone. 
 
    He walked around the treasure rooms to see if he missed something until he noticed that on the chest that carried most of the chalices, there were decorative knobs. They had to be unique in his experience, so he pulled his little knife out, removed all the knobs, and spread them around in his pockets. He would very likely never return to the treasure rooms.  
 
    He hoped that Lord Quilius would someday find a way to get to the rooms and remove the huge statues or make a more accessible way down. He tugged on the rope and saluted the subterranean chambers as he looked up and made his way through the hole and back up to the surface. This had to be his biggest theft ever! 
 
    ~ 
 
    Patricia was waiting for Pepper. When Pepper clambered to a standing position, he took a deep breath and coughed.  
 
    “What happened to fresh forest air?” he said as Patricia hugged him. 
 
    “The fight set the palisade on fire,” Gags said. “I’ve just finished putting it out, so it’s still smokey. 
 
    Pepper looked around at the darkness, but he could see the tinges of dawn in the eastern sky. “I forgive you,” he said. 
 
    Thanks,” Gags said.  
 
    “Where is Honian?” Pepper asked Patricia. 
 
    “Soxus is dressing him before I preserve the body. He will be buried in the dry lands,” she said. 
 
    “As he should,” Pepper said.  
 
    Patricia locked arms with him as they walked through the fort. The bodies had been stacked outside with the rest. Gags was going to use his magic to bury them. Lucien and He Bin went through all the personal effects, looking for clues to Deliry’s turn to evil wizardry. 
 
    Soxus was in the box wagon and stood up as they entered. “He is ready,” Soxus said, bowing to Patricia. “I have lost my patron.” His voice was broken. 
 
    Patricia stood over Honian and spread her arms, saying a spell. Her body shrunk a bit before his eyes. She wavered a bit, but Pepper caught her.  
 
    “It takes most of my magic,” Patricia said. 
 
    “We have plenty of food. I will prepare something for you.” Soxus turned in the small space and left them. 
 
    “Gags said he fought heroically,” Pepper said. 
 
    “Fought saving me.” 
 
    “Which he did. It was a team effort,” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia nodded. “Soxus told me he had never seen such an elite unit of fighters.” 
 
    “According to Gags, they had lots of practice. I’ve only seen Gags fight, though.” 
 
    “Hold me while I look at my uncle,” Patricia said to Pepper. 
 
    Pepper looked down at Honian. Whatever spell Patricia used made Honian look like he was carved out of stone.  
 
    “It is an embalming spell,” Patricia said as if she had read his thoughts. “Part of the magician’s basic power is used in the spell to preserve the body. That way, the body can be buried without a casket in the dry lands or burned if they were warriors. In the old days, that was what they did. We have cemeteries like everywhere else, now,” she sighed. She broke down again and hugged Pepper tightly. “What am I to do? He has ruined everything,” she said. 
 
    “What has he ruined?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “You. Me. I was hoping I could join you at Yearsend, and we could be happy together.” 
 
    Pepper was a bit confused. “And now?” 
 
    She sighed. “And now?” She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I am the chief of Basheer Trading and Transportation. I am committed by solemn ceremony to inherit the business.” 
 
    “And we have to be apart?” Pepper said. 
 
    “For now,” Patricia said. “I must take Uncle Honian home, get him buried, reestablish the business and make sure everyone knows there is a successor. It is how we do things in the dry lands. I cannot shirk the duty, or I will dishonor my uncle’s memory.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pepper said. He understood honor as well as anyone and had learned more about it during his time with Gags. “Perhaps we can do business together? Gags & Pepper Protection Agents and Basheer Trading and Transport can work out things on a cooperative basis. I can be the representative of my company. We can see each other again if there is a business reason, can’t we?” 
 
    Patricia brightened. “We can.” She took his hands in hers. “We have time together if you join us at least to Artport. I’m not for another long voyage from Sheerport to Caless; moisture isn’t good for an embalmed body. My uncle would be furious,” she said, managing a smile.  
 
    “I think I can make that happen.” 
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 Chapter Thirty-Four 
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    hat now?” He Bin asked, looking at the bags of loot Pepper had brought up from the bowels of Go-Greva. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I don’t know. It isn’t ours, even though I can see you adding figures in your head, He Bin.” 
 
    “It isn’t ours, and the artifacts aren’t Nestus Deliry’s either,” Pophius said. “By rights, they belong to Quilius, Lord of Fetishing, and a certain amount to the lord’s king.” 
 
    “We will return this to Fetishing? Do we have enough people to defend it?” Pepper asked. “He Bin is injured.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me,” He Bin said. “I suggest we stash it in the box wagon with Honian’s body on top.” He looked at Patricia. “You said he was preserved, right?” 
 
    Patricia gave the box wagon a worried look. “He would want a reward for doing so.” 
 
    “Then take a reward,” Gags said. “I think we all should take a souvenir. I will take impressions from all the chalices because I’m worried they will all end up in Deliry’s hands. Lord Quilius is afraid of the wizard.” 
 
    “Then let’s get the souvenirs divided up between us,” Pophius said, “while we get the box wagon fixed up.”  
 
    The bags were transferred to wooden boxes that were used for supplies. Gags took a chalice. A picture of a man with lightning bolts around his head adorned the chalice along with all the writing.  
 
    “He looks like a wizard,” Patricia said.  
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ll call this the Wizard’s Chalice, then.” He then went to work using paper wrapping to transfer the engraved writing and images on all the chalices and slipped them into his saddlebag along with the rubbing he made in Lord Quilius’s office.  
 
    No one else was interested in the chalices because they were brass. Pepper and Patricia took three other small figurines like the one likely sitting on Quilius’s desk.   
 
    Soxus grabbed the last one. “I’ll take that. I will call it a desert lion.” 
 
    Pophius, He Bin, and Lucian took small gold pieces that would easily fit at the bottom of a pack or saddlebag. Gags took another small piece for Portia as a reminder of her husband. 
 
    “What about us?” the largest boy said.  
 
    Gags looked into the dirty faces surrounding him. “Can you travel on your own?” 
 
    The boy laughed. “We were urchins in Basheer. We knew how to survive until the lord rounded us up.” 
 
    Gags sorted through the loot. “Pepper, are these jewels genuine?” 
 
    “They are,” Pepper said. “They can have my gold knobs as souvenirs, too.  
 
    “Remove the jewels from that piece and give one to each of the children,” Gags said as he searched his saddlebags, extracting the purse that contained the coins from the guards. “You can hide your baubles anywhere, but this purse should be enough to get you to my headquarters in Yearsend. Can you read a map?” 
 
    The boy pursed his lips. “Sort of.” 
 
    “I can,” one of the girls said.  
 
    Gags pulled out the map they didn’t need and marked where the manor was, giving each of them one of his cards. “It is off this road. Find your way there. You’ll be safer on your own than with us. There will be more coins when you arrive.” 
 
    The boy instructed the children to grab some food, and they headed out the man door and into the forest after most of the children took knives from the pile of weapons taken off the dead guards. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us. We’ll stay away from the cities and towns.” The children left. Gags felt guilty sending them on their way, but Gags was heading back into trouble. He felt guilty enough about having Patricia with them. 
 
    Pophius stood next to Gags as the children exited to the west, toward Yearsend, and eventually to Artport. 
 
    “Are you satisfied by what you pulled from the booty?” 
 
    “The value of my choices is in the rubbings,” Gags said, “but I feel better about leaving those children to fend for themselves. I’m certain we are heading toward more danger. Let’s get everything loaded and on the road. We can take side roads most of the way.” 
 
    They spent less than an hour burying the bodies. Mexius got his own grave apart and marked, unlike the others. The fort was closed. Gags didn’t know where the keys were, so he lightly secured the two gates and the man-door with magic, and they set off with two wagons, one with Honian inside with the loot and the other carrying the food and the personal effects of those slain in the two battles. Gags took Mexius’s bags after stuffing his personal effects inside for delivery to Portia Dapple.  
 
    Leaving the fort wasn’t a reason for celebration, but Gags was happy to put his experiences with Mexius and Nestus Deliry behind him. Soxus spent his time with He Bin and Lucian, surprising Gags, but Patricia and Pepper riding closely together wasn’t.  
 
    Pophius gathered everyone together when they reached the turnoff to one of the alternate tracks.  
 
    “We must be vigilant at all times,” Pophius said. “The wizard will send his sorcerers to the fort once he finds that the Go-Greva site has been abandoned. Patricia and Pepper can ride together but will move to Gags’ side. We will operate as a military unit, and Gags can direct you.” 
 
    Patricia nodded, Pepper smirked, and Gags sighed. With that warning, they headed off the main road, such as it was, and headed north. Pophius led and had Gags’ map. 
 
    “He’s your employee,” Pepper said to Gags as they brought up the rear. “Why are you listening to him?” 
 
    “You know I trust Pophius with my life, and he is a better commander than I will ever be. Any of us can function on our own, he trained us to do that, but if we are headed into a fight, I’m more than willing to follow Pophius,” Gags said. 
 
    “He’s right,” Patricia said. “Soxus said Pophius is a great leader with the right presence.” 
 
    “He has presence,” Pepper said grudgingly. “Okay, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Follow my orders,” Gags said, “and I will follow Pophius’s orders. If we are fighting sorcerers, which is most likely, protect Patricia since she will stand a better chance against another magician than you. Hand me your sword.” 
 
    Gags spelled the sword to attract magic. 
 
    “The sword will attract fire and lightning bolts. Wear your gloves when the fight starts since your hands are exposed.” 
 
    Patricia didn’t have a sword and hadn’t picked one up at the fort. “I don’t fight with edged weapons,” she said. “It’s not that I can’t, but I’m more effective without a weapon in my hand.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Gags said. “Let’s hope we don’t get pressed.” 
 
    They stopped to eat cold food and slept in the open, continuing northeast when they reached the crossroads of the main road heading south toward Fetishing. 
 
    Pophius stopped at a roadside stand, where they ate cooked food.  
 
    “Is there a place we can camp not too far from Fetishing? We have a delivery scheduled for tomorrow morning.” Pophius pulled out the map and showed it to the person who ran the stand. 
 
    He looked at them. “Who are you?” 
 
    Gags stepped forward and gave the man his card. “Gags & Pepper. We are delivering what’s in the box wagon,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, you are guards.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “You can call us that.” 
 
    The owner pointed out a few spots that would work. Gags gave the man a good tip, and they were soon on their way. 
 
    Three hours later, they reached the first stop. “Shall we stop here?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “No,” Pophius said. “We will enter Fetishing tonight when it’s dark. Part of pursuing is never to do what you tell someone else and lay false trails when you can.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pepper said. “That is one of your tricks?”  
 
    “It is a standard procedure for what we were doing on Atto,” Pophius said. “I didn’t think I’d be traveling like this again, but wizards like Deliry can’t be tolerated.” 
 
    “Got it,” Pepper said.  
 
    Later, when it was dark, Pepper rode next to Gags with Soxus pairing up with Patricia. Pepper leaned over and said quietly, “I’m not as smart as you guys,” he admitted.  
 
    “You aren’t as experienced,” Gags said, patting Pepper’s shoulder. “You’ll get there if you stick with us.” 
 
    Pepper looked surprised by the remark.  
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” Gags said. 
 
    “Don’t assume that Patricia and I are going to Caless together,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. We will talk about it later.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Fetishing was a black hulk as they approached the city in the twilight. One guard manned the northern gate and wasn’t wearing a sorcerer’s uniform. They continued to the palace without being attacked. Gag pulled an item of gold from the box wagon and showed the palace guards.  
 
    “I have a special shipment to Lord Quilius,” Gags said.  
 
    “I will summon his aide,” the guard said, motioning their party past the gate and closing it.  
 
    Pophius was with Gags. “I didn’t sense any tension,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags had met the aide before. He took the man aside. “We were attacked at Go-Greva, but we managed to escape. I need to see Lord Quilius immediately.” 
 
    The aide narrowed his eyes. “What happened?” 
 
    Gags took the man to the box wagon and showed him Honian’s body. “I have a story to tell. You can give him this.” Gags said, giving the aide the gold trinket. “This will be enough to distract him from his sleep?” 
 
    The aide nodded. “Wait here.” 
 
    The wait seemed long, but Pophius said it had only been fifteen minutes when Lord Quilius rushed down the steps to the courtyard. 
 
    “Honian is dead?” Quilius asked. His face was florid and shiny with sweat.  
 
    “So is Mexius. Nestus Deliry sent his sorcerers, and we fought.” 
 
    “Who are these men?” Quilius said, looking at Pophius, He Bin, and Lucian. 
 
    “They are my employees,” Gags said. “I sent for them as soon as I knew I was heading for Fetishing.” 
 
    “You defeated Deliry’s people?” 
 
    Gags nodded to the lord. “Mexius was beaten to death by them. Honian died attacking the sorcerers to free Pepper and his niece.” 
 
    “You put me in an awkward position,” Lord Quilius said, looking back at the palace. 
 
    “Perhaps I can relieve some of the awkwardness,” Gags said as he took Quilius to the rear of the box wagon and opened the door.  
 
    “Honian’s body will help me?” Quilius said. 
 
    “No,” Gags pulled back the cloth that covered the booty. “This will. It is everything Pepper could remove from the treasure rooms.” 
 
    “And the children?” Quilius asked. 
 
    “They are on their own,” Pophius said. “They might be too exposed if they came with us.” 
 
    Quilius nodded, but he didn’t look pleased. However, he said, “That is a good thing. Deliry and the rest of his people are probably arriving at Go-Greva as we speak.” The lord furrowed his brow. “How did you miss them?” 
 
    Gags smiled. “We took an alternate route.” 
 
    “Smart. What are you going to do with the loot?” Quilius said, rubbing his hands. 
 
    “It is yours,” Gags said. “We each took a souvenir, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Quilius waved his hand. “That will cost me much less than what,” he looked at Patricia, “Mexius demanded.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Gags said. “Where do we unload this?” 
 
    “You know the entrance to the kitchen? Take your wagons there.” Quilius looked at his aide. “Get men to unload it and store it in the strongroom.” Quilius didn’t waste any time running back up the steps, disappearing through the doors to the palace. 
 
    Gags didn’t know where the strongroom was, and he didn’t care. He’d be on his way to Yearsend, hopefully in time to greet the children. He laughed. There was still more that could delay him. 
 
    They rolled the wagons where Gags directed them.  
 
    “I’ve been here before,” Lucian said. “I don’t know if these are better circumstances or not.” 
 
    A line of servants appeared and removed Honian’s body. Patricia made sure they treated her uncle’s remains with respect. The loot was soon gone, and the body returned to the box wagon.  
 
    The aide appeared. “I have taken the liberty of having the kitchen prepare supplies for your journey to Hosand, I understand.” 
 
    “You do understand,” Gags said.  
 
    The same men filled the wagon with food, drink, and waterskins with everyone looking on.  
 
    “Wizard Deliry can be vindictive,” the aide said. “I would leave Fetishing as soon as possible. The lord wishes you well.” 
 
    Gags sensed something was wrong, but he didn’t know the aide well enough to ask. They didn’t waste time, leaving the palace and headed back to the north gate. No one said anything; if they were like Gags, it felt like an attack was imminent. 
 
    “Something is definitely wrong,” He Bin said as they rode along the darkening streets. 
 
    Lucian nodded in agreement. “The lord looked nervous as if someone had a rope around his throat ready to yank hard if he said something wrong.” 
 
    “Let’s find an abandoned courtyard and figure out what to do,” Gags said. 
 
    “I agree. Where are abandoned courtyards?” Pepper said. 
 
    “All over the place,” Soxus said. “The farther away from the city center, the less populated.” 
 
    They turned down a street leading west and were soon in a neglected part of Fetishing. They turned northwest, and they clattered down a streetful of deserted buildings. 
 
    A large warehouse with gates hanging askew seemed a good place to stop, so they filed in. 
 
    “Time to eat?” Pepper asked Gags in a needling kind of voice. 
 
    “Eat?” Gags said. He stared at the wagon full of food. “Could the wizard be in the palace and the provisions poisoned? That might have been why they were so generous and kind, to lull us into trusting them.” 
 
    “Quilius doesn’t seem to be the type,” Pepper said. 
 
    “But Quilius wasn’t behaving like Quilius, was he?” Patricia said. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Check the supplies,” Pophius said. “Do any of you have a spell to detect poison?” 
 
    “Is there such a thing?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “Not in Basheer,” Patricia said. 
 
    “I know a few,” Lucian said. “They aren’t foolproof, and their poison might not be detectable. Royalty is very sensitive to being poisoned, you know.” 
 
    Gags knew that all too well since he was sure his stepmother poisoned his father. 
 
    “We won’t know until we try,” Pophius said. “Go ahead, Lucian.” 
 
    He Bin dropped the wagon tailgate and pulled out a selection of food.  
 
    Lucian worked his fingers and took a deep breath. He poured out the water on the tailgate and muttered a triggering phrase. The water began to glow. 
 
    “Poisoned,” Lucian said. “The brighter the glow, the more lethal, supposedly.” 
 
    Nothing happened when the spell was focused on a head of lettuce, but the breadbasket glowed enough to light up his face. 
 
    “I don’t trust any of it,” He Bin said.  
 
    “Then throw it out,” Pophius said. “We still have a few days’ supply left from the fort.  
 
    “What about the wine?” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags smiled and shook his head. Pepper was consistent, if nothing else. 
 
    Lucien poured a little wine out and tested it. It glowed as much as the bread. 
 
    “They probably poisoned the staples, the stuff that we would drink before sleeping, and the food we would eat for breakfast,” Lucian said. 
 
    He Bin stared at the poisoned food as the glowing began to fade. “That is an attack on us.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “We can fight if attacked,” Pophius said, “especially if the attack is a wizard or sorcerer.” 
 
    “We aren’t in Atto anymore,” He Bin said. 
 
    “No, but before I left the army, the council gave me an informal commission to fight evil wizards in Peria. I didn’t think to tell you since there weren’t any evil wizards I knew about.” 
 
    “That means Nestus Deliry knows you are prepared to hunt him down,” Pepper said. 
 
    “He is an evil wizard, but Quilius stands in our way,” Lucien said. 
 
    “Rescue Quilius and then go after Deliry?” Soxus said.  
 
    Pophius nodded. “The odds are greatly against us, but if we act quickly, before dawn, we stand a chance with a focused operation.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Gags said.  
 
    “You know Lucien, and I will do whatever you ask,” He Bin said. 
 
    Soxus stepped forward and looked back at Patricia, who nodded. “I have permission to fight at your sides,” Soxus said. 
 
    Pepper grunted. “I’m part of Gags & Pepper, so you’ll have to put up with me.” 
 
    Patricia stepped forward. “I’ll guard my uncle. Someone has to do it.” 
 
    Pepper and Soxus sighed simultaneously with relief that Patricia would be a little more out of harm’s way, prompting the two to glare at each other. 
 
    “A good choice,” Pophius said. “Now, we plan.” 
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 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   H e Bin and Lucian took off to check out the sorcerer’s headquarters as the rest of the team moved toward the palace, uniting on the opposite side of the square. The market had closed since they dropped off the loot and tested the food.  
 
    Gags paced back and forth at the rear of the city library. The horses were tied at watering troughs, ready for a getaway.  
 
    Pophius’s plan relied on Gags more than anyone, but this time, Gags would take along Pepper as a messenger and a fighter. Pepper’s sword was still spelled to attract magic attacks, and Gags had strengthened both his sword and his staff. Their next step depended on the number of sorcerers at the building.  
 
    Lucian returned by himself. “Fifteen or twenty,” he said. “I don’t think they are the best sorcerers in the world.” 
 
    Pophius nodded. “Then we can proceed as planned. Soxus will join us while Gags and Pepper invade the palace and locate Nestus Deliry. If he isn’t there, the second objective will be to contact Quilius Oleander and tell them what we will do.” 
 
    “What if he balks having us fight in his city?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “Gags knows what to do,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags and Pophius proceeded down alleys toward the palace. They reached the servant’s entrance.  
 
    “Is this where my Catia will come out of the palace?” Pepper said to the guard, making up a maid’s name. 
 
    “Only if she is a servant. If she is something else….” The guard leered, implying that Catia was a comfort girl.  
 
    Gags stepped forward mid-sentence and put the guard to sleep. Gags and Pepper propped the guard to look like his sleep was natural. They stepped inside the castle and walked to the kitchen door like everything was normal.  
 
    They slipped passed the few people working in the kitchen. A few workers were sleeping, waiting for calls from inhabitants of the palace. Gags found the door to the servant’s stairs and went up to the fifth floor. He was on the opposite side from where Pophius and the others had been rescued. 
 
    Pepper was at his side, saying nothing. Gags’ partner was almost as silent as Gag’s air walking. They began to check out the rooms and found one of them locked. Pepper stepped forward and unlocked the door as quickly as Gags would with his magic. 
 
    They had found the Go-Greva loot, but now it was stacked on dusty tables. Gags had no idea where the tables had come from, but there were rooms with furniture on the fourth floor. Since the booty was on the fifth floor, Gags was almost sure it was now under the control of Nestus Deliry. Quilius was the kind of person who would want the wealth close by to gaze upon the riches or locked securely in his strongroom if one really existed.  
 
    Gags checked the artifacts, and all four remaining chalices had been removed. Deliry now possessed five of the six. 
 
    They left the room, with Pepper locking the door behind them. They advanced to the other side where, in another room, this one with the door wide open, the wizard gave instructions to six sorcerers. These five men and a woman were older than other sorcerers. Could these be Deliry’s officers? 
 
    “You know what to do when the rest of our group has arrived. Quilius—”  
 
    That was all Gags had to hear. What else would they be doing but taking over Fetishing? He wished the rest of the team was already behind him. Gags had run out of crossbow bolts and had collected a sack of rocks half an inch to an inch in diameter.  
 
    “Be ready,” Gags whispered to Pepper.   
 
    Gags ignored Nestus Deliry’s instructions while he created another dust apparition and moved it in front of the door for a few moments before directing his spell into the room and making it explode.  
 
    “What the—” Deliry said as his directions were interrupted.  
 
    Gags made the dust figure explode, and in the darkness, he switched to night sight that essentially removed the dust from his view, and he began to use his rock supply. Pepper slipped past Gags and started harrying the sorcerers in the confusion. 
 
    Deliry pushed past Gags, who covered the door to the large room.  
 
    Gags hoped the confusion would be enough to keep his back safe as he ran toward the wizard. Deliry turned back and tossed lightning bolt after lightning bolt, which was quickly absorbed by Gags’ iron rod.  
 
    Gags grabbed a small stone and let it fly, hitting the bag Deliry was holding. He had aimed for the wizard’s head, but Gags’ opponent had a shield deflecting his attack. Gags tried repeatedly, but his rocks ended up hitting the sack. Gags heard every rock hit something metal, hoping they were the chalices. The wizard made it to the back gallery, framed by large windows that were like black holes to Gags’ night sight. 
 
    Deliry finally turned to confront Gags, but Pophius and the rest appeared. 
 
    “Give it up, Nestus Deliry,” Pophius yelled from across the gallery as the four men appeared, ready for action. 
 
    “Never!” Deliry said as he threw open a window and jumped.  
 
    Gags ran to the window and had to dodge a lightning bolt that singed the side of his head. He saw Deliry land on the ground, his descent slowed by a magic spell, and flee into a garden, soon lost to sight. 
 
    “Do we pursue him?” Pophius asked Gags. 
 
    “We help Pepper, first. Let’s go.” 
 
    They reached the conference room with Pepper fighting two sorcerers.  
 
    “Stop!” Pophius yelled, “and we will spare you.” 
 
    One of the sorcerers lifted back his sword, but Gags blew the man against the wall. 
 
    Pepper ran to the doorway. “I can’t handle that woman.” 
 
    Lucian laughed. “I can handle the woman.”  
 
    The two stood facing each other. Lucian generated a series of lightning pulses at the woman’s feet. His aim had improved since Gags had last seen Lucian use the technique on Atto. 
 
    The woman’s shield didn’t extend to the floor, and she began to dance. 
 
    As Lucian approached, she threw fire and lightning, but they were standard attacks. Lucian advanced toward her and shoved his sword through the woman’s shield, and touched her chest. “Give up?” 
 
    The woman glared at Lucian but finally slumped, defeated. “I do.” 
 
    The fight for the fifth floor was over, but the wizard was still on the loose. 
 
    “We took care of twelve sorcerers,” He Bin said. “Soxus needs some help. He fought well even for a magician as weak as he is.” 
 
    “I defeated more sorcerers than you!” Soxus said with a grin, walking up to them with a limp.  
 
    “Bind the woman’s hands, and let’s take her to Lord Quilius,” Pophius said. 
 
    He Bin looked at Pophius, who nodded. “I will stay behind to clean up,” He  Bin said.  
 
    Gags’ power was about expended, but he led the group down to the second floor. They laid down their weapons when confronted by two guards. 
 
    “Take us to Lord Quilius,” Gags said. “Nestus Deliry had to flee the palace.” 
 
    One guard stayed behind while the other fetched Lord Quilius, who arrived in a dressing gown. “Who disrupted my sleep?” the lord said. 
 
    “We did,” Gags said. “Your wizard jumped out of the fifth-floor window and fled on foot. The sorcerers he brought into the palace are all dead, except for this one.” 
 
    The female sorcerer looked defeated but managed a single defiant look until Lucian grabbed her arm. “Show some respect,” Lucian said with a smile. 
 
    “Perhaps, we can talk in my study. It’s just down this corridor.” 
 
    They filed into Quilius’s room after the Lord of Fetishing shooed away his guards. “I think they are safer outside the study than in,” he said. 
 
    “You are right,” Pophius said. “You knew about the poisoned supplies?” 
 
    “Nestus’s idea. He is a magician, not a tactician. It was such an obvious move that I didn’t try to stop him,” Quilius said. 
 
     “It was,” Gags said. “Deliry thought he ruled the fifth floor, but he didn’t, in the end.” 
 
    “Is it the end?” Quilius asked. “He threatened me, and I capitulated when you arrived. He was going to usurp my position, and Nestus isn’t dead yet.” 
 
    “Your king would have supported something like that?” 
 
    Quilius rubbed his chin. “My king becomes less trustworthy when gold is around, and Nestus captured it.” 
 
    “It’s all yours now. You will find a locked door in the middle of the fifth floor. I would move it to another location in case there are more sorcerers,” Gags said. 
 
    “As soon as you leave,” Quilius looked at their faces.  
 
    “We intend to execute Nestus Deliry,” Pophius said. “I operate under an informal license from the magicians council of which Nestus was, until recently, a member.” 
 
    “You have my blessing. Nestus thought he could dance in and take over Fetishing once he had assembled his thug-magicians.” 
 
    “Which he would have done if we hadn’t shown up,” Lucian said.  
 
    “His support is gone. Where would he go, now?” Pophius asked. 
 
    “He has a modest manor to the southwest,” Quilius said. 
 
    Gags pulled out the now-tattered map. “Where?” 
 
    Quilius furrowed his brow as he looked down and grunted. “It is off this map a few inches more to the west.” 
 
    “But I can take this road?” Gags asked, pointing to a line going off the map. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never been there. It is outside my domain,” Quilius said, “but I think so.” 
 
    “We will leave you much richer,” Pophius said to Lord of Quilius. 
 
    “You have treated me better than I would have treated you.” He scribbled an order on a sheet of parchment and affixed the Fetishing seal. “This might not help in the next domain, but it won’t hurt.” 
 
    He gave the document to Gags. “Good luck. May I never see Nestus Deliry again.” 
 
    “We will make that happen,” Pophius said. “You can do what you wish with the woman.” Pophius glanced at Gags. “Put her to sleep.” 
 
    Lucian grinned as he was already holding her. “Let me.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The team, He Bin had declared they were a team, gathered their horses, and returned to the warehouse. He Bin fell off his horse as they got halfway to the box wagon. 
 
    “Stupid Attoan,” Lucian said. “He has a serious wound from a lightning bolt.” 
 
    “I’m not out of the fight yet,” He Bin said through gritted teeth, his body tense from pain. 
 
    “Then I’m putting you to sleep right now.” Lucian leaned over, and He Bin relaxed. 
 
    Soxus shook Patricia awake. She looked up at him and relaxed when she saw Pepper helping with He Bin.  
 
    “Can you get your healing kit out?” Soxus asked.  
 
    Everyone was nicked up except for Pepper, but his gloves weren’t thick enough, and his hands hurt. Lucian and Patricia helped with the injuries. 
 
    “This is like a Gagareen raid,” she said. 
 
    “Worse,” Soxus said, “but the sorcerers didn’t put up the kind of fight I expected.” 
 
    Pophius overheard and walked over. “These sorcerers weren’t well trained. As we did on Atto, our tactics would have been different if we fought trained sorcerers. Deliry is now on the run, and he won’t be caught off-guard like he was tonight. We don’t even know how much power he has.” 
 
    “Plenty,” Gags said. “He was able to slow his descent from the fifth floor. That isn’t a common ability.” 
 
    Patricia looked at Gags. “You can do that?” 
 
    “He can,” Soxus said. “He flew over the palisade at Go-Greva.” 
 
    “You can fly?” 
 
    “Not fly,” Gags said. “More like a magically enhanced jump, but it consumes energy. Speaking of that, I need to raid our pantry.” He walked with Patricia to the wagon. She took a bag out of the back, and Gags rummaged around through the food they had left.  
 
    Gags sat down and attacked a small loaf of bread. They were out of water, so he washed the bread down with wine. He wasn’t satisfied but could feel his energy build back up. 
 
    “Help us with He Bin,” Lucian called to Gags.  
 
    While they carried the Attoan into the box wagon, Lucian admitted, He Bin would be out of the fight, but he could guard Honian Garish’s body.  
 
    “We need to get going,” Pophius said. “He probably left by the west gate. The road to his estate branches off at Peachton. We can spend the rest of the night there before we resupply.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags yawned. He slept in the same bed not that long ago. It was light outside, and he threw some water on his face and went downstairs. Soxus, Patricia, and Pophius were starting an early breakfast. 
 
    “You must like our inn!” The innkeeper said. 
 
    “I do!” Lucian said from behind Gags.  
 
    In a few minutes, the team was busy eating and drinking. Pophius left early to confer with the innkeeper.  
 
    “No wine to take with us,” Pophius said when he returned. 
 
    Pepper sighed.  
 
    “But there is a small barrel of ale available, and we will take a week’s worth of provisions. There is a large village not far from where the innkeeper thinks the wizard’s manor is.” 
 
    They spent another half hour in the same general store acquiring a map encompassing the wizard’s manor. It wasn’t on the map, but Gags found that Nestus Deliry’s manor was on the road in the general area that Quilius described.  
 
    After Patricia and Lucian bought most of the storekeeper’s medical supplies, they were back on the road. Soxus drove the box wagon, and Pepper and Patricia shared the seat on the supply wagon. This time they took a road that ran south and would turn west a few miles away. 
 
    Gags and Lucian rode ahead, looking for signs of three riders preceding them along the road. The guards at the west gate claimed that the wizard and two sorcerers rode through the gate not long after the team had forced the wizard to jump for his life. Gags finally recognized the horseshoe of one of the horses, and after that, it was easier to confirm they were on the right path.  
 
    With the two wagons, there was no chance they would catch the wizard on the road, and with He Bin injured, they changed their strategy from catching Nestus Deliry on the road to his manor to confronting Nestus Deliry at his manor. 
 
    Lucian returned to Pophius, who rode with the two wagons to tell him of the shoe. He returned with instructions. “Pophius said that you can ride ahead and confirm where the wizard ends up. We will follow.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ll cut two blazes on the left-hand side of the road.” 
 
    “Seems like old times,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Why change our codes?” Gags said.  
 
    They parted company, and Gags continued. Lucian waited for the wagons and Pophius to catch up. Gags took one look behind him and made the double blaze not far up the road. He didn’t want to exhaust his mount, but Gags made a steady pace as he proceeded through the forest.  
 
    He entered a valley filled with wheat and another grain that Gags didn’t recognize. He was never into farming. The tracks took a turn along a lane between two fields. The wagons couldn’t follow. Gags sat on his horse, thinking about what Nestus might be doing. He decided that one of the wizard’s aides had talked Deliry into creating a diversion.  
 
    Gags headed along the road instead of taking the lane. The road through the valley began to incline, and then he was in forest lands again. Gags looked down on the road and spotted the horseshoe. He rode back until he found the tracks where the horseshoe re-entered the road a few hundred paces before the forest.  
 
    Gags dismounted and made two piles of three stones on top of each other before returning to the chase. He stopped to force down bread, cheese, and water for lunch. Gags couldn’t afford to be at a power deficit if the wizard stopped for the night.  
 
    He mounted and set off again, but the horse was beginning to tire, and he had to stop where a stream crossed the path to water the beast and fill up his waterskin. Gags sat on a rock and tossed pebbles into the stream while the horse drank and rested. 
 
    A bolt of lightning came from a thicket, heading right for him, and bent down to splash on the bottom of the iron staff at his side. Gags scrambled to the other side of the rock, leaving the staff behind, and withstood another bolt veering off the top of the boulder. The magic attraction of the staff was too weak to draw the lightning down now that the sorcerer was aiming high.  
 
    He didn’t know precisely where the bandit was, but he sent three pebbles into the thicket, listening to the missiles rip leaves as they struck the vegetation. Gags wanted to hear a cry, but it didn’t happen on the first try. The second try yielded a sound, but the cursing after meant the sorcerer wasn’t injured as much as Gags wanted.  
 
    His crossbow bolts were in the saddlebag of his horse that had skittered across the stream due to the first lightning bolt and Gag’s taking cover. He worried that all three of the riders were in the vicinity. If they were, Gags was in deep trouble, but he had to admit, he was in trouble anyway. Gags began to collect pebbles. None of them was the right size, but he didn’t have an alternative when a stream of fire came from behind, setting his left trousers on fire.  
 
    Gags dove into the stream, which wasn’t more than a foot deep, and rolled through the water ending up on the other side. There wasn’t a rock to protect him, but Gags could still produce a shield. It wouldn’t last long, but he hoped it was enough. Another lightning bolt splashed against the shield protecting his head. Some of the spell's force leaked through the shield, and Gags could smell burnt hair. He patted his scalp, but it hadn’t caught on fire. He grabbed more pebbles from his pocket and shot them in a wide pattern. The next cry was certainly more satisfying, and the lightning stopped, but another stream of fire exposed the second sorcerer, and Gags could move enough so that the fire licked at the bottom of his right shoe. 
 
    Gags kept as small a target as he could as he slithered around. The sorcerer emerged from behind a tree and advanced on Gags. It was time to spend all his energy as he reached down, keeping his eyes on the sorcerer, and drew his boot knife.  
 
    The sorcerer saw it and laughed. “A knife against a sorcerer? You must be out of power, my friend.” 
 
    Gags pointed the knife at his attacker and used all his remaining power to make the blade fly through the sorcerer’s shield. Gags gasped as the magic converted fat and muscle to energy. He dropped his head, spent. 
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 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   S omeone kicked Gags in the side. 
 
    “Get it over with,” Gags mumbled as he came to.  
 
    “Get what over with?” Pepper said. “We thought you were as dead as the others.” 
 
    Gags croaked out a chuckle. “Food and water, please.  
 
    Lucian rolled him over. “You look like you lost, but you won, as usual. You may need a barber, a cobbler, and a dressmaker, though.” 
 
    “Tailor,” Gags said, correcting Lucian’s joke. “Was the wizard about?” 
 
    “We caught up to you a few minutes ago,” Patricia said. “What happened here?” 
 
    “Ambush.” Gags grabbed a chunk of bread and wolfed it down as Lucian spoke.  
 
    “Pophius is retrieving the horses. The odd shoe will be on the wizard’s horse with a little luck.” 
 
    “Nestus Deliry is a bit overconfident concerning his sorcerers,” Soxus said. “Was it an easy victory?” 
 
    Gags chuckled, but he supposed it came out more like a wheeze. “They had me in a crossfire. They didn’t know I could shoot pebbles.” 
 
    Pepper appeared in his vision with Gags’ knife in his hand. “You call this a pebble?” he said, looking at the weapon. 
 
    “That is what put me under,” Gags said. “A sword is worse.” 
 
    “I know,” Lucian said. “You had already been fighting them?” 
 
    “I was down to my final move,” Gags said. “Someone, help me up.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Patricia said. “Let’s get you fixed up while you are horizontal.” 
 
    “Speaking of injuries, how is He Bin?” 
 
    “He hasn’t joined my father yet,” Patricia said. 
 
    “And he won’t this time,” Lucian said. “His wound is responding to our magic. She gives him her power, and I give him mine. He’ll make it, but he should be kept under.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “If he does too much too soon, he will ruin all we’ve done.” 
 
    “Can’t have that,” Gags said. He winced as Patricia worked on the hand that was sliced when he rescued Pophius and Lucian.  
 
    “That was getting infected. It has split open a few times, right?” 
 
    Gags shrugged. “Maybe.” He had kept wrapping it up and would continue to do so, even with the magic.  
 
    “A couple of burns, it looks like. You’re going to feel more heat,” Lucian said.  
 
    Gags cried out as his foot felt like it had been poked in a furnace, followed by pain on his opposite thigh.  
 
    “That should give you a head start. I’d suggest you sit things out for a week, but we both know that isn’t going to happen,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Nope,” Gags said.  
 
    “You have great resistance to pain,” Patricia said. 
 
    “We all developed that fighting in Atto,” Lucian said. “He Bin didn’t complain once.” 
 
    “Until he fell off his horse more than an hour later,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Don’t complain,” Gags said. “The soldiers who could fight through pain came back in greater numbers than the ones who couldn’t.” 
 
    Patricia looked up at Soxus. “Is he right?” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “It is the same with the Feybeer,” he said. “We might connect it more to honor than the Perians, but it separates true warriors from those who merely want to be a warrior.” 
 
    “We are lucky they are with us?” 
 
    Soxus nodded. “I feel blessed.” Soxus put his hand to his chest and bowed. 
 
    “Was that a prayer?” Pepper asked.  
 
    “It is,” Soxus said, “but it is a personal prayer of gratitude.” 
 
    “We can talk about it later,” Patricia said, exchanging a knowing look with Soxus. 
 
    “Now, the hardest part,” Patricia said. “I’m going to cut off most of your hair. You can’t walk around with half the front of your scalp burned off.” 
 
    “I’ve got more experience than you do,” Soxus said. He drew his knife and produced a wooden comb. “You will have to sit up.” 
 
    Pepper grabbed a wooden crate from the supply wagon, and Soxus and Lucian helped Gags get positioned for the haircut. 
 
    “This is worse than facing Deliry’s best sorcerers,” Gags said. 
 
    “I can guarantee you will survive,” Soxus said as he cut Gags’ hair.  
 
    Gags had always had someone cut his hair with scissors, but Soxus never cut his skin, and when he withdrew, Gags rubbed the top of his head. “A little longer than I thought.” 
 
    “It won’t lay down on your head for a month,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “I won’t scare customers away?” 
 
    “Your size will do that,” Lucian said.  
 
    Pophius returned, and they went through the sorcerers’ saddlebags but didn’t find anything other than gold souvenirs of the kind their party had taken from Go-Greva’s gold. Gags put their food in his own bags. He needed to eat while they rode. The food his friends had already given him was only the start. 
 
    He put on his spare boots and found the burn healing was only beginning. His foot stung when he mounted, but once on his horse, he felt okay. Gags didn’t think his injured thigh would bother him, but the riding rubbed his wound, making him uncomfortable.  
 
    When Gags fought in Atto, he was constantly like this, and he had forgotten what it felt like since he had returned to Karkle Cross. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, willing the pain to recede. It never went away, but he could make it manageable.  
 
    “Ready to ride?” Pophius said. “I’m switching places with Lucian. Do you mind putting He Bin’s spell on my sword?” 
 
    “If I have the power,” Gags said.  
 
    Pophius chuckled. “You do.” 
 
    They moved quicker than the wagons, but Pophius didn’t urge him on.  
 
    “We want to see if the wizard has the horse with the funny shoe,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags nodded. His eyes were on the ground more than the horse he rode.  
 
    “Nothing yet.”  
 
    Gags pulled on the reins. “I spoke too soon. I’ll show you what to look for.” 
 
    They dismounted, and Gags pointed out the chink in the horseshoe. 
 
    “That is distinctive,” Pophius said. “Perhaps we can ride a little faster if you are up to it. 
 
    Gags nodded. “I can.” 
 
    They mounted and took off at a brisker pace. 
 
    “They must have ridden through the first night,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags nodded. “But they stopped along the way, or the sorcerers would have been waiting hours for us. Maybe they spent the night in Peachton and left earlier?” 
 
    Pophius shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now. I don’t think Nestus Deliry will be ambushing us. He will fight us in a more defensible position.” 
 
    “His manor,” Gags said.  
 
    “If we can put a siege on the house,” Pophius said before going silent. 
 
    “He can always jump out and escape,” Gags said. 
 
    Pophius smiled. “And we can be prepared for that happening.  
 
    They reached the large village on the Fetishing domain map and waited for the wagons. He Bin now sat on the driver’s seat of the box wagon with Lucian driving. Soxus drove the supply wagon with Patricia and Pepper riding together. 
 
    “What about the tracks?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Disappeared a few miles from the village. Too much traffic,” Pophius said. “How do you feel, He Bin?” 
 
    “I won’t say as fit as ever,” the Attoan said, “but I’m working on that.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t, Lucian said. “He is out of this fight. Healer’s orders.” 
 
    He Bin gave Lucian a dirty look.  
 
    “Lucian’s right,” Gags said. “You are my employee, and I need you fit. You can guard the wagon.” 
 
    “At least I can guard something,” He Bin muttered, visibly disappointed. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags’ wounds felt better after a large meal at a village inn and a good night’s sleep. He woke up early and had one breakfast. He’d eat another when the rest of the team ate. Gags walked into the stableyard and woke Soxus, who had spent the night guarding the box wagon. 
 
    “It doesn’t do much to spend the night when you are going to sleep. I can seal Honian inside,” Gags asked. 
 
    “But what if someone burns it down?” Soxus said. 
 
    “When have you seen a wagon on fire in a stableyard? Ever?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Never.” Soxus sighed. “I am hungry.” 
 
    Gags sealed the wagon, and they both joined the team. His first breakfast was the appetizer, and when he was done, Gags felt that he had regained all the power he lost fighting the two sorcerers in the woods. 
 
    “Nestus Deliry has probably reached his manor,” Pophius said. “Once we leave the road, we will have to be careful. There may be traps.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us that,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Pepper, Patricia, and Soxus haven’t fought a wizard before,” Pophius said.  
 
    “Right,” Lucian said, giving a smile as an apology to the three. 
 
    He Bin looked a lot better. “I’m not quite ready for a physical fight, but there might not be much of that.” 
 
    “And that is why Pepper, Patricia, and He Bin will be our second unit,” Pophius said. “He Bin can fight if he must. Patricia is magically strong, and Pepper bolsters He Bin. The others will be the front line, but we can’t determine any strategy past that until we look at the wizard’s manor.” 
 
    “Time to leave and get closer to having this confrontation over,” Gags said. 
 
    “If Nestus Deliry did indeed continue,” Patricia said. 
 
    Everyone looked at her. “What if he is trying to trick you? You are all good at tricking others,” she said.  
 
    “That’s why we have to take a look. We also need to be on the lookout for the horseshoe,” Pophius said. “That could be an indicator if we pick the tracks up again.” 
 
    “Then let’s go looking,” Lucian said as he picked the last morsel from his breakfast plate and rose from the table.  
 
    They moved out of the village and headed toward the wizard’s manor. The innkeeper knew of the place and said it was three hours away. Gags and Lucian rode up front, spending most of their time looking down at the ground. There were fewer farms and more forests on this side of the village, so Gags hoped they could spot Deliry’s tracks. They overtook a farmer with an empty wagon heading in the same direction, and a few single riders and a coach passed them going toward the village. 
 
    An hour later, Lucian spotted the horseshoe imprint once the traffic decreased. Gags and Lucian followed the tracks for a few hundred paces and returned to the rest of the team.  
 
    “The horseshoe showed up again. We were able to track it a few hundred paces before we turned back. There has still been traffic on this road,” Lucian said. 
 
    Pophius pulled out the map. “The manor is here,” Pophius pointed to a mark that he had made. “We don’t know if the wizard’s residence is on or off the road, but we could split the first unit up. If this track is still passable, we can come in from the north and two more from the south and meet where the manor is supposed to be.” 
 
    “Aren’t you splitting up your strength?” Pepper asked.  
 
    Pophius shook his head. “We don’t reduce our strength if we don’t attack, and I’m not proposing that whoever gets there first tries to defeat Nestus Deliry. Gags, Lucian, and I know what to do,” Pophius looked at both of them, “if we haven’t forgotten everything since Atto.” 
 
    “I remember everything,” He Bin said. 
 
    “You aren’t coming with the first unit, He Bin,” Pophius said, “no matter how good your memory is.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” He Bin grinned. 
 
    Pophius smiled and looked at He Bin as he said, “Does that sound right to you, Lord Vingus?” 
 
    “It does, Captain.” 
 
    Pophius shook his head. “Gags takes Soxus from the south, and Lucien and I will take this route so we can approach the manor from the north on the main road.” 
 
    “I’ll show Soxus the tracks, and we will continue to monitor Deliry’s progress,” Gags said. 
 
    Pophius carefully folded the map after giving Gags a good look at it. “You can’t miss the main road since it links two towns.” 
 
    “And that may mean the horseshoe will disappear from all the travelers,” Gags said. 
 
    “We will do what we can,” Pophius said.  
 
    They traveled together for less than an hour before the track on the right appeared, and Pophius and Lucian left them. The light traffic continued, and Deliry’s horseshoe appeared regularly enough to give them the confidence that they were on the right path until a newly cut trail showed up on the right. Soxus spotted the horseshoe on the new track. It was the only fresh print, and it was clear that Deliry had taken a shortcut to his lair. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Patricia said. “Does your team have a plan for the unexpected?” 
 
    Gags smiled. “The unexpected happens all the time. We need to alert Pophius. The wagons can continue as planned, and I will follow the hoofprints. If this trail ends at Deliry’s manor, I will head to the road and wait for everyone to arrive.” 
 
    Pepper laughed. “You are going to fight the wizard by yourself. That is what you are going to do.” 
 
    Gags smiled. “If it comes to that, but I’ve been able to restrain myself before.” 
 
    He Bin chuckled. “And other times, you’ve run right into trouble. Remember Pakingoru.” 
 
    “Where Gags saw Miria?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “And was captured and confronted at every turn until Lucian and I could help us flee the cursed place,” He Bin said. 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” Gags trotted to the supply wagon and selected some supplies, stuffing them into his bags. He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Where is the dagger that Pepper found in Rezzura? Did Honian bring it to Fetishing?” he asked Patricia. 
 
    She colored a bit and lifted her chin. “It is safe if that is what you are getting at.” 
 
    “It has a magical blade,” Gags said. “I don’t know what the magic does, but it might give me an edge. It would be nice if it helped us defeat the wizard.” 
 
    Patricia glanced at Soxus. “Underneath Uncle Honian,” she said to her father’s bodyguard. 
 
    Soxus went in the box wagon and returned with the knife wrapped in a cloth. “Here it is,” Soxus said with his eyes on Pepper. 
 
    “My—” Pepper blurted, but then he looked at Patricia. “Anything to help the cause,” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia nodded. “I expect it to be returned to me,” she said to Gags. 
 
    “If I return, it returns,” Gags said. He unwrapped the knife and touched the blade. “The magic is still there. I’ll test it when I’m by myself. Who knows what will happen?” 
 
    “See you on the other side?” He Bin said as Gags mounted.  
 
    “What other side?” Gags asked, thinking about death as he slipped the dagger into his boot. He now had one on each side. 
 
    “Of the wizard’s mansion,” He Bin said. “What else would I be referring to?” 
 
    “You know,” Gags said, playfully narrowing his eyes and nodding. “On the other side,” he said when he galloped away. 
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 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags slowed up and began looking at the tracks from time to time. He proceeded for some time until he stopped and stared at the ground. There had to be three horses obliterating Nestus Deliry’s tracks as the wizard met others on the trail. The riders continued with the hoofprint appearing from time to time. Did Nestus Deliry have an endless supply of sorcerers? They had to have already gone through forty of Deliry’s minions. 
 
    At this point, Gags paused and collected his thoughts. Of course, he’d like to rush on and confront the wizard and, presumably, his sorcerers on the trail, but the tracks weren’t that fresh, and with three others to help, Gags had to account for traps being set. Magical traps didn’t have to cost much power, but the better the trap, the more magic had to be put into an inanimate object.  
 
    Gags rode off the trail and began picking his way through the woods. He didn’t have to worry about the hoofprint, and Gags was sure the path led to Deliry’s manor. He proceeded until he felt heat in his lower leg. He stopped and backed the horse up.  
 
    Reaching down to retrieve the dagger, it was clear the knife was the heat source. Gags walked the horse forward, and the blade began to warm when he reached the same spot. Gags took a few steps to his left, further into the forest, and then a few more until the dagger’s heat stopped.  
 
    If nothing else, the dagger would be helpful on Gags’ short journey to the manor. Gags kept going forward, moving back and forth as he progressed. The forest stopped at the edge of a clearing. The estate was surrounded by weedy turf, but the dagger didn’t cool. Gags tied his horse up a few paces further where the dagger was cool. From here on, he wouldn’t have to worry about his mount triggering a trap. 
 
    Gags returned to his right toward the track, and the dagger didn’t heat up until he crossed the trail that Deliry had used. On the other side, the dagger heated, but Gags found the coolest way past the path and finally faced the small manor with a cool blade.  
 
    Gags looked from the forest fringe, feeling like he had passed the gauntlet. When he worked out with his father’s guards, they had regularly set up challenge courses and forced Gags to thread his way through them. Those were non-magical traps but traps nevertheless, and Gags learned to navigate them. The dagger made winding his way through the traps on the trail easier, but he was happy it was over.  
 
    It was easy to see the trampled grass proceeding from the trail to an outbuilding of the unwalled manor. Gags wondered if he followed the single file trail if the dagger would heat. He sat down and settled down to watch the house. Smoke rose from a set of chimneys. Perhaps someone was cooking.  Another tendril of smoke rose from the chimney sticking from the roof of the single squat tower. Could that be the wizard’s workshop?  
 
    If he wanted to reduce the threat, he could enter the kitchen, but Gags might bite off more than he wanted if it was an innocent servant, and Gags would have to withdraw having shown his presence. Gags retraced his steps and rode away from the trail, heading west along the edges of the manor.  
 
    He made good time until the dagger warmed again. Gags looked ahead and spotted the driveway that led to the road. Gags took Pophius’s advice and left the manor without engaging. 
 
    Gags continued parallel to the driveway, blazing a trail through the woods until the dagger began to warm again. Gags dismounted as before and walked to his left until the dagger cooled.  
 
    He blazed the trail on the best side of the trap and found the edges of two more. Deliry was more devious than any of them gave the wizard credit for. The dagger had proven to be a tool of worth as Gags emerged on the main cobbled road. 
 
    There was a turnout on the other side of the road, but Gags’ dagger began to warm. There was a trap in the center. Gags didn’t know what the traps did, but Gags could find out when the fight was over. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags tied up his horse a few paces away and out of sight from the turnout and sat on a dead tree trunk looking up and down the road, waiting for either party to show up. Gags heard a horse coming from Deliry’s manor and jumped behind a tree, watching a female sorcerer in black look up and down the road before proceeding north. Although Gags was tempted to follow, he would let Pophius and Lucian deal with the woman.  
 
    Half an hour later, Gags looked south down the road to see two wagons, with three horses trailing the last wagon, roll into view. He untied his horse and stopped them a hundred paces away from the entrance. 
 
    “Is the drive up ahead?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “It is, and it is trapped. I had to avoid traps about halfway through the trail. There are some in the forest,” Gags said. 
 
    “But you didn’t trigger any?” Soxus asked.  
 
    “Whatever the dagger does, it detects magic. It would heat up whenever I got close to a trap, and when I retreated, it cooled down.” 
 
    “Is that what it was meant for?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Gags shrugged. “Maybe. It could be one of many things the dagger can do. Hold it,” Gags said, giving the dagger to Patricia. He walked a few steps away, created one of his little volcanos, and stepped closer. “Is it heating up?” 
 
    She nodded. Gags stepped closer, but she held up her hand. “It’s getting too hot!” 
 
    Gags let the volcano disappear. “It is good for that, anyway.” 
 
    “Old magic,” He Bin said. 
 
    “Centuries upon centuries old,” Gags said. 
 
    “Let me try,” Pepper said. 
 
    Patricia handed Pepper the dagger, and Gags made another volcano.  
 
    “When is this supposed to heat up?” Pepper asked. 
 
    Patricia leaned over and touched the handle. “It is hot. You don’t feel anything?” 
 
    “I feel the handle, but it isn’t hot.” 
 
    “Isn’t that interesting,” Gags said. “Hand the dagger to everyone.” 
 
    Soxus and He Bin could feel the heat, too. 
 
    “There is one use,” Gags said.  
 
    Pepper frowned. “I would have loved something that could detect magic spells.” 
 
    “Are you going to let me take it back?” Patricia asked, but she looked at Gags. 
 
    “Not until we are finished with Nestus Deliry,” Gags said.  
 
    Gags decided to ride north to intercept Pophius and Lucian, but his ride was short. Lucian held the reins of a horse trailing behind him.  
 
    “You caught her?” Gags asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” Lucian said. “She probably was no more powerful than the pair you defeated on our way here.” 
 
    “Did you get any information?” 
 
    Pophius shook his head. “She was slinging everything she had at us before we put her down.” 
 
    Lucian nodded. “It looks like she went in the wrong direction,” he said, looking at Soxus and Pepper. 
 
    “Let’s secure the wagons, and then we can count on one less sorcerer to deal with.” 
 
    Gags used magic to create a path through the forest opposite Deliry’s manor, wide enough to hide the wagons. He grabbed some more food and stuffed some in his pack, as did Pophius and Lucian.  
 
    “Stay behind me, Soxus.” Gags said with his mouth still full as they walked across the road and entered Deliry’s woods.  
 
    Gags continued to use the dagger, but the trail he blazed was accurate enough as they walked through the trees and ended up on the fringe of the grassy area surrounding the manor. 
 
    “There are two smoke plumes,” Gags said. “The back one is from the kitchen, I believe.” 
 
    “And Deliry’s quarters are in the tower?” Pophius asked.  
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” Gags said. “The plume appeared when I approached the manor for the first time. The smoke has diminished a little.” 
 
    “Lunch is over,” Lucian said. “They should all be filled to the brim sitting around the fire swapping sorcerer stories.” 
 
    “Filled to the brim worries me,” Pophius said. “That woman was filled to the brim, and it took both of us to defeat her.” 
 
    “You didn’t get injured?” Soxus asked. 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “I make a good shield, and Pophius’s sword has that spell that attracts magic.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Gags said. He took the dagger out and tested it on the bottom of his iron staff. The blade heated up like he had expected it to. “I suspect the magic that it detects helps power the spell. If I were a research magician, I’d be anxious to find out. As it is, it will be going back with Patricia Garish.” 
 
    Soxus grunted in agreement.  
 
    “If you are finished with your research, perhaps you can apply your thinking to the issue at hand,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags almost said, “Yes, Captain,” but he knew Pophius didn’t like it. “Will do,” he said instead. 
 
    “We can wait until dark, but that may give them more time to set up a defense, and the rest of us don’t have night sight like you do,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags knew Lucian could almost do it, but Lucian’s magic alarmingly drained as he did, and so it was for a lot of spells. He stared at the manor.  
 
    “There is a blind spot on the corner closest to us,” Gags said. “It is flat enough that I can air walk to that corner and see if there are traps along the way.” 
 
    “Then do it,” Pophius said. “Once we have your clear route in our minds, we will follow you.” 
 
    “Stay here,” Gags said to Soxus before he stepped out on the grass with the dagger back in his boot. He glided halfway to the house when the dagger got warm. Gags stopped and went to the right and the left until he found the coolest spot and waved before continuing. He found one more hotspot and did the same thing. Like in the forest, the traps were established seemingly randomly.  
 
    Gags waved again as he stood to the side of the portico in the front of the manor. The others ran in single file, Soxus in the middle, and reached Gags' side without any alarm they could perceive.  
 
    “We might face everyone bunched together,” Lucian said. “I suggest we enter from the kitchen. That door should be easier to breach. 
 
    “Why not break a window? Can you do it quietly?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “Why not?” Pophius said. “Gags and Lucien should be able to do that. Gags go first with the dagger, and then we follow.” 
 
    The time for action had finally come. Gags grabbed a small loaf of bread and gnawed the end of it off before peeking through a window. The room was dark, and Gags couldn’t see much. He switched to night vision and looked into a library. No one was around, so Gags checked the window with the dagger for magic and didn’t find any. Lucian stepped forward, placed his hand on the window, and closed his eyes. The pane of glass separated from the pane, and the window was clear.  
 
    Lucian wasn’t so silent when he released the glass and let it drop to the ground. The glass breaking wasn’t loud since it fell on turf, but it wasn’t silent.  
 
    “Inside!” Pophius said. Gags went first and then Soxus, and then they helped Pophius and Lucian through.  
 
    “Now what?” Soxus whispered.  
 
    Gags pulled out the dagger and checked the room. Three books raised the heat on the blade, but not enough to alarm Gags. However, Pophius ordered Soxus to make sure his gloves were on tight before he removed them and put them in a desk drawer.  
 
    “Time for fun,” Lucian said as he opened a door. Gags held out the dagger but didn’t feel an increase in heat, although the blade wasn’t cool. With a practicing wizard and sorcerers in the manor, that was to be expected, Gags hoped.  
 
    They worked as a group, clearing rooms. Soxus kept his sword in front of him while he wore gloves holding the hilt. Pophius and Lucian had shields, and Gags had his staff. They worked as a team, and Soxus picked up the process after the first empty room.  
 
    Their progress stopped as Pophius put an ear to a door and mouthed, “Voices.” 
 
    “Ready,” he whispered as he had already done hundreds of times on Atto and four times in the manor. “Go!” 
 
    The door swung open, and three sorcerers sat in a small dining room. Before they had a chance to muster a defense, Soxus, Pophius, and Lucian cut them down.  
 
    “Is it always this easy?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “No,” Pophius, Lucian, and Gags said in unison. 
 
    The next door led to the kitchen. They followed the same protocol. Two women and an older man stood looking at them in shock.  
 
    Soxus relaxed, lowering his sword.  
 
    Gags shook his head. “No, sword up.” 
 
    As Soxus brought the sword back up, One of the women shot a spear of flame toward him. He jumped back as the fire veered toward the point of his sword, but then Soxus lifted the point and lunged toward the woman. Gags had to step behind Soxus as the other cook sent a bolt of lightning toward Soxus’s back, but Gags brought the pointed end of this staff up and let the lightning splash against the point with sparks spraying Gags’ face. Soxus turned, but Pophius had beaten him to the female magician.  
 
    The older man backed up, and when a preparation table stopped him, he threw salt into Lucian’s eyes. Lucian backed up, blinking, but shot a lightning bolt at the man, who took the full force of the attack in his chest.  
 
    “Water for Lucian,” Pophius said, grabbing a pitcher and throwing it in Lucian’s face.  
 
    As Lucian grabbed a towel and wiped his face, he grinned, “I washed this morning. You could have handed me the pitcher.” 
 
    “That is six when we thought there might be two guarding the wizard,” Gags said. “Our work isn’t done yet.” 
 
    “Take Soxus with you to the tower.” Pophius looked out the window at the stable and counted. “There are six horses in the stable. We might have already taken care of the sorcerers. Lucian and I will continue to work through the rooms,” Pophius said. 
 
    Gags and Soxus crept through the hallways to the other side of the manor. The dagger remained cold as they went from hallway to hallway until they approached a door at the end of a corridor. The dagger heated up.  
 
    “This should be the tower,” Gags whispered.  
 
    He ran the dagger along the edge of the door, and it dawned on him that the dagger picked up the magic to lock the door. Gags slipped the point of the blade along the edge of the door and smelled the aroma of burning wood, but there wasn’t a flame. He stopped when he was halfway down one side. 
 
    “Soxus, continue to do as I did,” Gags asked, taking another few bites out of the diminishing loaf. 
 
    The Gagareen held the dagger and continued to work on the door. It was ironic that the magic dagger could remove a magical spell, but it needed magic. Gags was disappointed that Pepper wouldn’t be able to use it. 
 
    “Stand back with your sword in front of you while I finish,” Gags said. He ran the dagger along the door and at the lock, and this time it didn’t heat up.  
 
    “Ready?” Gags asked. He grasped the door latch. “Enter behind me.” 
 
    Gags created a magical shield and stood aside the door with Soxus behind. “Now!” He said as he pulled on the latch and pushed the door open, moving away from the opening.  
 
    A gout of fire filled the doorframe, and little flames danced on the wood. Gags poked his face out to see Nestus Deliry about to throw another spell, and he drew back. This time a lightning bolt sped through the door, heading down the hall. 
 
    Gags grabbed a little rock he had picked up on the cobbled road and let it fly. Deliry’s eyes grew wide as the rock hit the wizard in the shoulder, spinning him around as he fell to the floor. 
 
    Gags ran in and poked the business end of his staff on the wizard’s chest. Soxus followed and laid the sharp edge of his sword across the wizard’s throat.  
 
    “The rest of your sorcerers are gone. They kept fighting where you….” Gags said. 
 
    “Where I surrendered?” Deliry said. 
 
    Gags shrugged.  
 
    “Who said I surrendered? I am merely resting after you surprised me by throwing that rock. It penetrated my shield,” Deliry said. 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” Gags asked.  
 
    “Never. I am so far above you,” Deliry said, but then he sighed. “Alas, I am not a proficient fighter.” 
 
    “Without practice…” Gags pushed down on the staff, making Deliry grunt. “Why did you have your sorcerers kill all of Lord Quilius’s men at Go-Greva?’ 
 
    “I didn’t say I was poor strategist,” Deliry said with the hint of a smile. 
 
    The man hadn’t given up. Something else was going to happen, but Gags wanted more information. “But you got what you wanted, didn’t you. The chalices,” Gags said. 
 
    Gags made the wizard smile. “And all the deaths were worth it for those. They are the keys to my conquest of Peria and beyond.” 
 
    The transformation spell didn’t save Eno Banban,” Gags said. 
 
    “But she was stupid. You’ve seen the images. An army of mighty magicians transformed from common men and women. I will be unstoppable. All I lack is the master chalice, and the world is mine!” 
 
    “You don’t exactly look unstoppable to me,” Soxus said. “What is the master chalice.” 
 
    Deliry frowned. “A chalice to rule the other five. It controls the transformations, so the creatures are bound to the wizard.” 
 
    “Where did you learn this?” 
 
    Deliry sneered. “You don’t need to know since you are nothing but a country bumpkin compared to me. I have studied magic and the history of magic all my life. I knew what those chalices were the moment I saw them.” The sorcerer smiled. “Ah, your desire to talk has allowed me to do this!”  
 
    Deliry grunted and the room filled with sparks. Gags felt like his skin was on fire, but worse as the sparks touched his skin. His muscles began to twitch, making him drop the staff. Soxus’s sword fell to the floor as the Gagareen’s muscles spasmed, while Nestus Deliry rose, dusted himself off, and walked to a table. Gags barely registered the wizard filling a bag with his four heavily dented chalices before he opened the window and jumped.  
 
    The sparks continued to attack. Gags breathed in more of the sparks, and they seemed to clog his throat. Soxus was already struggling to breathe as he crawled to the open window.  
 
    Gags struggled to pull out the dagger and charged it with as much of his magic as possible before he put the magic attraction spell into it. The sparks flew to the blade as it blazed with a light too bright to behold. 
 
    Gags coughed and expelled sparks from his mouth. His muscles ceased twitching, and Soxus rolled over and retched on Nestus Deliry’s floor. When the pair had recovered their senses, they were alone in the room.  
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 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   P ophius and Lucian ran in.  
 
    “We were in the basement when we heard the fight start,” Lucian said. “Pophius —” 
 
    “I took a wrong turn,” Pophius admitted. “What happened? Where is Deliry?” 
 
    Gags struggled to his feet, and Lucian helped Soxus stand. “A new weapon. I don’t know if it was a ward or a spell. Soxus can tell you about it. I’m going after Soxus, and you won’t be able to follow me,” Gags said, grabbing a sausage from his bag and biting off a huge chunk before walking up to the window and jumping out. 
 
    Gags invoked his air walking spell and extended the height so he “stood” on the ground and let the magic deflate the height. He ran toward the stable and counted five horses. None of them were saddled. Gags hurriedly put reins on the biggest horse and grabbed the mane before jumping up, riding bareback.  
 
    He raced down the drive to the road, but then he felt the heat from the dagger he had reinserted in his boot. Gags stopped, dismounted, and walked back across the drive. He laughed out loud to see the freshest print being the odd horseshoe. From this point, Gags walked his horse slowly as he wove back and forth on the road. He noticed a small bush planted in the grassy area on either side among larger plants.  
 
    Now that he knew the code, he moved faster, with his eye still on the ground. Getting out of the manor grounds was much faster than walking through the forest, but once Gags reached the road, he turned south. Gags had to check on Pepper, Patricia, and He Bin.  
 
    Gags was shocked when he discovered Nestus found and attacked the wagons. He Bin was fine, but Pepper was injured and Patricia a little less so. The wizard had slowed down long enough to punish his friends.  
 
    “Did he stop for long?” Gags asked.  
 
    “Only long enough to hurt us,” Patricia said.  
 
    Gags walked to the wagon and checked to ensure his hidden chalice, the one Deliry needed to rule the world, was still secure. It was. Gags let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Lucian and Pophius should be returning with Soxus,” Gags said. “I’ve got to stop a wizard.” 
 
    He retrieved his own saddled horse and headed south along the road. It was cobbled, so he wouldn’t be able to track Nestus, but that wouldn’t stop him.  
 
    Gags spotted Nestus far ahead as he crested a slight rise before the road transversed a shallow, cultivated valley. He slowed down to match the speed of other travelers when he saw Nestus. There was traffic on the road, but when Gags had reached the valley level, he sped up again.  
 
    The old wizard traveled slower, and at the end of the valley, when Gags entered a small village, he lost sight of Nestus. The lanes that intersected the cobbled road were ground to dust, so Gags continued to slow up at each intersection. On the third, he spotted Deliry’s hoofprint and turned off the main road, heading east.  
 
    Was Nestus going to take him in a big circle? Gags had no choice but to continue. Gags kept his head bobbing up and down, trying to make sure he still followed Nestus, and then he looked around. The forest section ended the lane and headed east toward the valley’s end. The wizard wasn’t in sight ahead, so Gags stopped and rode back. When he was closer to the village, he quickly turned down a track and turned his horse around to face the road.  
 
    In a few minutes, Deliry passed him on the lane. Gags rushed out. 
 
    “Stop, Deliry,” Gags said. 
 
    “What?” Deliry stopped and turned toward Gags. “You are commanding me to stop?” He narrowed his eyes. “How did you survive my lightning motes?” 
 
    “I am a magician, too,” Gags said. He pulled out the dagger. “A little trinket Pepper found in Rezzura.” 
 
    “Honian’s buried city?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “It has some interesting properties.” 
 
    Deliry’s eyes focused on Gags but then lost their focus. That told Gags that the wizard was ready to attack and was gathering strength. Gags didn’t need to do such a thing. He already had a large pebble in his hand and launched it toward the wizard. Still, Deliry had also anticipated an attack from Gags and bent backward with magical speed, evading Gags’ missile.  
 
    Deliry sent a cloud of his lightning motes, but rather than encircling Gags, the dagger attracted the sparks and glowed brightly in the sunlight.  The wizard turned and fled while the dagger still gathered the motes. Gag closed his eyes and held his breath as he urged his horse on through the remains of the cloud, feeling little stings like bug bites on his face. The horse complained, but Gags whipped his reins, and soon horse and rider were threading their way through the busy village street.  
 
    Deliry mercilessly drove his horse on. The wizard initially extended his lead, but Deliry’s horse began to flag. Gags reduced his speed to preserve his horse’s strength but still gained on the wizard. They were close enough. Gags pulled out a stone and shot it at the wizard hitting his back, but Deliry had a strong shield, and the rock’s damage didn’t seem to slow the wizard up 
 
    Gags aimed at the horse’s rump; as he guessed, the wizard’s shield did not protect his mount. The horse neighed, slowed up, and reared. Deliry fell off the horse and held his shoulder as he sat up. The horse continued the journey without its rider. 
 
    Gags looked down at Deliry and didn’t see the bag of chalices. He dismounted and was about to finish the wizard when a squad of guards erupted from a guard office. They didn’t come for Deliry but for Gags. With all the traffic on the street, a crowd encircled the pair.  
 
    “What have we here?” the guard with a plume sticking out of the top of his helmet asked. 
 
    Deliry commanded a guard to help him to his feet. 
 
    “This ruffian tried to rob me,” Deliry said. He stuck his face into the officer. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “He’s the wizard who lives on the other side of the valley. You know that manor,” one of the townspeople said. “He advises the Lord of Fetishing.” 
 
    “That is right,” Deliry said with his chest puffed out. “I am Nestus Deliry, the personal wizard of the Lord of Fetishing.” 
 
    “You aren’t in Fetishing, now,” the officer said. He turned to Gags. “And who are you, another wizard?” 
 
    Gags laughed. “I’m no wizard, but I am a magician. My name is Vingus Gags. I am the lord of a small fief on the west side of Hosand. I also run a small protection agency, and we were contracted to protect a citizen of Artport, Mexius Dapple. The wizard’s sorcerers beat my client to death when my partner and I were otherwise engaged.” 
 
    The officer turned to Nestus Deliry. “Is this true?” 
 
    “My people were a little aggressive protecting my interests,” Deliry said. 
 
    Despite Deliry’s injured shoulder, the wizard lifted his hands, and the street was filled with Deliry’s lightning motes. Gags looked back at Deliry, who had immediately turned thin. He gasped as he realized the wizard had put his all into the spell. There had to be fifty or more people collapsing before Gags’ eyes. Deliry mounted Gags’ horse and fled to the south. 
 
    Gags couldn’t desert these people. He unsheathed his knife and poured magic into it. The motes were heating the dagger, and those around Gags were the first to move. He walked around the road and began to wave the dagger in front of people’s faces as they coughed and gasped for air. The blade shone brighter and brighter, but Gags continued to save lives.  
 
    The work never seemed to end. Gags remembered the sausage he still carried from the manor and pulled it out, eating as he worked. The heat began to burn into the gloves Gags wore, and then he could feel the pain as the burning went through the gloves. His agony ended when the light in the blade went out. Everything turned dark as the brilliance of the knife ended.  
 
    He held up the dagger and moaned when he saw the blade had been consumed by magic. There were still bodies on the street when his eyelids fluttered despite the agony at the end of his right arm, and as he fell to the pavement, his last bitter thought was that Deliry had defeated him, after all. 
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 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    e awakens,” He Bin said, sitting by the bed occupied by Gags. 
 
    “Where am I,” Gags asked. His hand ached, but he could see his fingers sticking out the bandage wound around his right hand. He wiggled them. It hurt, but the pain was bearable.  
 
    “The village of Plainsview,” Patricia said, coming into view. “You are a hero here,” she said. 
 
    “How many villagers died?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Seven,” He Bin said. “The village mayor said it would have been more than fifty if you hadn’t cleared Deliry’s magic flies.” 
 
    “He calls them ‘lightning motes,’” Gags said. “He escaped?” 
 
    “It took you over an hour to save the villagers, and once Deliry reached Uthershing, he could have fled anywhere,” Patricia said, putting her hand on her hips.” I am very disappointed in you.” 
 
    “I’m a hero, and you are disappointed?” 
 
    She pulled the remains of the ancient dagger from a pocket in her dress. Some of the jewels had fallen out because the gold had taken on the shape of inside Gags’ fist. 
 
    “I thought I remembered there being no blade,” Gags said. 
 
    “And no magic,” Patricia said. “It is all burned out.” 
 
    Gags put out his hand and saw how well it fit in his grip. “I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Look at your face,” He Bin said, holding up a mirror on a dresser. 
 
    Gags handed the dagger back to Patricia and looked at his image. He thought he was thin, almost emaciated, and looked…weary. He felt weary. 
 
    “I suppose I need to eat. I’m not hungry at present,” Gags said. He shook his head. “Waking up in strange places is becoming a bad habit. 
 
    Lucian walked into the small room. “The world shakes at Gags’ declaration that he isn’t hungry.” 
 
    “What happened at the wizard’s manor?” Gags asked. 
 
    “It burned to the ground. Those little sparkly things were enough to start a few fires in the wizard’s tower, and before we left, we tripped a few of the traps. We had a hard time with the traps, which were flares of flame. I’ve never seen anything like it, but in the end, they weren’t too bad after we found out how to trip them from a distance.” 
 
    “With a long pole,” He Bin said.  
 
    “The wizard lost everything in his study?” Gags asked.  
 
    “I meant it when I said to the ground. We got the animals out, but nothing remained. At least the traps in the grassy area surrounding the manor didn’t burn,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Where is Pophius?” 
 
    “In another room with Soxus. They were a little too close to the traps, but we made it out okay. Patricia said you went south,” Lucian shrugged, “and we found you here. They have a good magical healer in the village. She was in Atto at the same time we were. Your hand was a mess, but she fixed it up. She had you out for four days.” 
 
    “The other boys are just about ready to go,” He Bin said.  
 
    “We’ll have to talk about pursuing Nestus Deliry,” Gags said. “I think he hid the Chalices before I could confront him. The sack wasn’t on his horse when I saw it last.” 
 
    “Plenty of time for that, and I’m sure he was able to retrieve them,” Lucian said. “The healer said one more day before we can leave, but you’ll need a day cramming food into that maw of yours before you can travel. There wasn’t anything left in reserve when you fainted this time.” 
 
    When they left Plainsview, Gags rode with Soxus on the supply wagon. He had lost his personal things but kept his staff, his sword, and his original boot knife. The ancient dagger had saved the lives that Nestus Deliry thought to throw away during his successful getaway. Gags thought Nestus took a significant risk since Gags could escape his first attack of the lighting motes, but the wizard proved luckier than Gags.  
 
    Pophius spent a few hours at the guard office in Plainsview before they left and had the officer who Gags had saved send letters to various contacts in southern Peria. Someone else would take the investigation on, Pophius had said, but he told Gags to be prepared to be interrogated at some point after he arrived at Yearsend Vale. 
 
    They drove into Deliry’s burnt-out manor. The drive had dark streaks where Lucian, Pophius, and Soxus triggered Deliry’s traps.  
 
    The burnt tower wasn’t even a story high. The rest of the manor was a smoking ruin. The team spent a few minutes staring at the devastation. 
 
    “I’m glad it burned down,” Soxus said. “At least we made things hot for Nestus Deliry.” 
 
    “And hot for the both of us, eh?” Gags said with a smile. “He lost his position, his property, the use of his shoulder, I hope for a long while, but he still has the chalices, as dented as they might be.” 
 
    “And you have your wizard’s chalice. His five against yours. Will that be a good match in the future?” Soxus asked. 
 
     “He called it a master chalice, but I like the wizard’s name better.” Gags sucked in his breath before continuing. “We must find out how to defend against the lightning motes.” 
 
    “But Deliry made off with them. Didn’t you put your rubbings in your saddlebag?” 
 
    “When we made a secure place for the wizard’s chalice, I hid the rubbings with them,” Gags said. “Who knows what might have happened when I took that trail to the manor.” 
 
    “But what if Deliry would have found that hiding place when he attacked He Bin and Lady Patricia?” Soxus asked. 
 
    “Deliry wasn’t the only one with a little luck,” Gags said. “Now we can return to Yearsend, and hopefully, the children will be there.” 
 
    Soxus shook his head. “You really think they will be there? Give an urchin a penny and watch them spend it within five minutes.” 
 
    Gags didn’t respond and turned the wagon around to follow the rest of the team back up the drive when two uniformed riders arrived on foam-flecked mounts. The team gathered at the back of the boxwagon. 
 
    “Lord Quilius is under attack in Fetishing! He requests your assistance if you are still alive,” one of the men said. 
 
    “We appear to be still alive,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Who is attacking him?” Pophius asked. 
 
    “Nestus Deliry has returned.” The two riders stared at the wizard’s manor. “You defeated him?” 
 
    “Not defeated,” Gags said. “As you said, the wizard is threatening Fetishing.” 
 
    “He has collected more of his black-uniformed guards. Lord Quilius doesn’t have the magicians to stay safe for long,” a Fetishing guard said. “He fears Nestus Deliry is planning something awful.” 
 
    “Then we will help him,” Pophius said to the guard. “Take the wagon and the boxwagon back to Fetishing. We will move faster without them.” 
 
    The guards looked at each other and looked relieved. Gags guessed it wasn’t a fair fight about to erupt in their city, but if the Fetishing guards were outnumbered, how could the team help? 
 
    “If you said yes, Lord Quilius wanted you to read this.” One guard pulled a sealed letter from his coat and handed it to Pophius. 
 
    “There is gold at the end of the battle,” Pophius said. He looked at the others. “I don’t like leaving Nestus Deliry to do his nasty business. My recommendation is to head east. Gags?” 
 
    “Losing to Nestus was a bitter pill, but since we no longer have the dagger, we must find a way to defeat Deliry’s lightning motes. However, no one will have to go looking for him. The fool has announced his location.” 
 
    “We can talk of it while we travel,” Patricia said. “If he was able to create a shield, we should.” 
 
    “Are we wizards?” Pepper asked. 
 
    “You certainly aren’t,” Lucian said with a laugh.  
 
    Pepper blushed. “I have other talents,” he said defensively. 
 
    “And we have used them,” Gags said. “Perhaps we will need you in Fetishing. We need to be off.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Gags didn’t trust the two guards to protect the wizard’s chalice, so he wrapped it up and put it in the stewpot the team carried with them. The rubbings, he slipped into a pocket in one of his saddlebags. Gags didn’t like them exposed, but that was the best solution he could think of.  
 
    They made much better time without the wagons and changed horses in a village they hadn’t stopped at before. Gags stopped at a shop that mainly sold hunting weapons and bought all the handheld crossbow bolts the shopkeeper had. Pebbles and rocks weren’t lethal enough for the wizard. 
 
    Gags wandered out after a big dinner and thought about Deliry’s lightning motes. Finding a defense would be easier if he understood the spell better. He walked away from the inn and sat on a big rock, looking out onto the dirt road.  
 
    Thinking of sparks from fire and lightning bolts, he tried to recreate the effect, but the visualization produced nothing when he applied his power. He plucked a dandelion from a cluster of the weeds growing close to the rock and blew the seeds off, watching them flitter to the ground. Gags grinned and did it again.  
 
    This time he thought of a volcano shooting the sparks among lighting strikes from the sky. Volcanos and tornadoes were Gag’s expertise. He took a deep breath and visualized a spinning volcano rising from the road, and then the visualized sparks erupted from the center.  
 
    Gags beheld his creation shooting lightning motes from the imaginary volcano. The motes looked the same as Deliry’s, and he played at controlling the density. Gags figured he could make a trap of the things if he learned how to make wards, but he never had. No one on the team could. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The voice made Gags jump.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be with Pepper?” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia pursed her lips. “There are few ‘shoulds’ in my life,” she said. “I should return to Basheer, although I don’t want to. I am with Pepper because I want to be with Pepper. Right now, I’m more interested in you.” 
 
    “We don’t have a relationship,” Gags said. 
 
    “I don’t want a relationship. I want to know what you are doing. You knew how to make the sparkles?” Patricia asked. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “You saw me trying. I am good at figuring out visualizations, so I wanted to see if I could mimic Deliry’s chief weapon.” 
 
    “Doesn’t a magical shield work?” Patricia asked. “The wizard has struck people without them. Soxus said that all you had to protect you were his spelled sword and your staff.” 
 
    “A real magical shield?” Gags asked. He looked at Patricia with surprise that the woman had made such an important observation. “Shall we try it?” 
 
    “A shield?”  
 
    Gags nodded. “Let me make sure I can control the sparks.” He made three volcanos in succession, and when the volcano didn’t stop erupting immediately, he tacked a stop command on the visualization. “There. Try it. Call out if you need me to stop.” 
 
    Patricia created her shield and walked into the volcano spell. The wind whipped her dress as she walked through the invisible tornado, but the sparks didn’t affect her. She held out her hands, showing Gags no ill effects after she walked through the cloud of lightning motes. 
 
    “Could you get the others while I practice the spell? Bring Soxus, Pepper, or both. We need to see if someone has a large enough shield to protect him. Soxus said he doesn’t do shields,” Gags said. 
 
    He worked on his spell while Patricia gathered the others. He could eliminate the whirlwind effect, and Gags was sure that had also reduced the drain on his energy.  
 
    Everyone returned as a group. 
 
    “Patricia will demonstrate,” Gags said. He spelled the volcano, and her shield worked again.  
 
    “Again,” Patricia said, taking Pepper’s hand. “Stay close, and don’t let go of my hand.” 
 
    The shield Patricia created protected Pepper, and everyone clapped until Pepper took his hand from Patricia’s to bow before he exited the cloud. He gasped and tried to swat the sparks away. Patricia hugged Pepper immediately, and the sparks were repelled, even the ones he had breathed in. 
 
    “That was instructive,” Pophius said.  
 
    “At my expense,” Pepper said with a rough voice. 
 
    “You learned something, too,” Gags said. “Don’t celebrate in the midst of danger.” 
 
    Pepper screwed up his face. “A painful lesson.” 
 
    “So don’t forget it,” He Bin said as he was next. His shield let in a few of the sparks, but he could walk from one side to the other of the mote cloud.  
 
    Lucian had no trouble and took Soxus’s hand. “Don’t worry, I won’t hug you,” Lucian said with a grin. “That is Patricia’s technique, and she had to have thought quickly to save our friend, Pepper.” 
 
    Pophius created an impervious shield, but he couldn’t get his to lend protection to another.  
 
    “Soxus will work with Lucian, and Pepper will be Patricia’s physical protector,” Pophius said. He turned to Gags. “We don’t know about you, but other than losing power quickly, your shield is as good as anyone's. You obviously can’t rely on He Bin’s weapons spell to protect you against the motes. I am still amazed at how quickly you can figure out a spell.” 
 
    “I won’t use my staff,” Gags said. As for learning spells, he still had no idea how to transform Miria back into a woman. Gags looked up. “I’m going to have a few more snacks tonight. We enter Fetishing tomorrow night?” 
 
    “We do. I suggest everyone get to bed early so we can leave early,” Pophius said. “I’ve already arranged for our breakfast at dawn.” 
 
    Gag laid down on his bed. Pepper hadn’t arrived to share his room, so Gags stared at the ceiling. He seemed so far from Dixoia and being able to search for Miria himself. He almost regretted taking on so much responsibility, but he felt he was making progress on a personal front if it wasn’t for Miria.   
 
    He raised his burned hand. The skin was tender, but the pain faded while Gags practiced his magic. The pain was returning, and his grip weakened. He had bought another pair of gloves just as the general shop in the village was closing down. Gags wouldn’t have thought a gloved hand would be so exposed.  
 
    If it weren’t for his fighting with Deliry, the Plainsview people wouldn’t have been so exposed to danger, but Gags didn’t suffer guilt for the deaths and injuries the way others might. His years on Atto had cured him of that. He still felt terrible for the victims and their families and wouldn’t hesitate to end Nestus Deliry’s life just for that callous act. 
 
    Pepper slipped through the door.  
 
    “I’m still awake,” Gags said.  
 
    “Oh. You’ve made Patricia happy,” Pepper said. “She felt bad she didn’t get to fight against her father’s killer.” 
 
    “She’ll get the opportunity this time, and so will you,” Gags said. “Get some sleep. We may fight at the end of a day of travel, and nothing but our best will do.” 
 
    “My best isn’t as good as your best,” Pepper said. 
 
    “That may be, but we work as a team, and we all have a part. You have already made contributions impossible for me.” Gags turned over and didn’t respond to Pepper until the dim light of early dawn woke him up. 
 
    Pepper snored across the room. Gags shook his friend awake and endured a fit of complaining until Pepper was fully awake. They were already dressed when Pophius softly knocked on the door.  
 
    “Good,” Pophius said when Gags opened the door, ready to go. “Let’s eat and discuss some strategies. We have no idea what Fetishing will be like when we arrive.” 
 
    Gags had plenty to eat at breakfast since Pophius had the innkeeper serve it all in big bowls so everyone could take what they wanted. Gags still had plenty of room after an evening of practicing the lightning mote spell.  
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 Chapter Forty 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   D usk hadn’t quite darkened the sky when they reached the western side of Fetishing. They stopped for a cold meal before entering the city, letting travelers from the west pass them. 
 
    “Patricia, Pepper, and Soxus will enter from the west,” Pophius said, reviewing what they had settled on at breakfast and continued to discuss during the long day of travel. “He Bin, Lucian, and I will enter through the northern gate, and Gags will be a solitary traveler entering from the south. We will assemble close to the inn Lucian, He Bin, and I stayed when we first arrived.” 
 
    “I don’t know where it is,” Pepper said.  
 
    “I’ve been there, so you don’t have to know,” Soxus said with a smile.  
 
    “Keep your eyes open and ask discreet questions where you can. We don’t have enough information to decide our next step,” Pophius said. “By the time you make it to the inn, we should know more. If any of us are captured, those left will continue to pursue Nestus Deliry.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I’ll be going,” Gags said before he mounted and headed south on the lane that circled the city. He had the longest to travel. 
 
    What would he do if he didn’t connect with the others? Gags thought. Pophius gave Gags a small mission to complete by himself, but Gags was used to that on Atto. Everyone understood that if they were caught, the team's prime focus was Nestus Deliry.  
 
    He wished he had something flashier to fight Deliry with. A volcano shooting the sparks that were impervious to shields would be impressive, but then if Gags was drawn into the maelstrom, he wouldn’t have any defense. The sparks had just about killed him before, and he knew he didn’t want to face the same situation.  
 
    Gags picked up the pace and eventually found the crossroad that led east to the southern gate. He had passed through the same entrance for the third time. The trip from Sheerport seemed like months ago, but it had only been weeks. 
 
    More people were heading into the city, with fewer coming out on the road to Sheerport. He eased into the line of travelers just behind a tall carriage, hoping he wouldn’t look so tall on horseback. None of them knew if Deliry had taken over Quilius’s guards by now. 
 
    Entering Fetishing didn’t produce any drama. He kept going as the guards shuffled them past as the darkening twilight was relieved by torches on both sides of the gate. The gates would close an hour after nightfall when he would be more noticeable to enter. Gags hoped the others had the same ease in entering.  
 
    Gags didn’t wait long to turn right off the main road and weave through the derelict structures in various stages of falling or having been torn down for their building materials, but the city didn’t look as forlorn in the darkness as it did during the day. 
 
    Pophius gave Gags a different assignment than talking to the locals. He was tasked with riding past the sorcerers’ original headquarters. Gags always had a good sense of direction, and before being forced to use his night sight, he entered the street not far from his target building.  
 
    He found an abandoned inn, dragged the partially closed gate open, and secured his horse at a watering trough with a working pump. Gags tested the pump, and the water smelled clean enough before he put enough in for the horse.  
 
    He stuffed his bag and pockets with crossbow bolts and gnawed on the bread he had taken with him after their evening meal. The building was two blocks away, and Gags walked through the dark, abandoned streets. No wonder the wizard had chosen this neighborhood for his sorcerers. He guessed the sorcerers lived not far from the building, so he clung to the deeper shadows as he walked across the street from the entrance and waited for more than an hour. 
 
    A sorcerer walked through the entrance, lit by two magic torches on either side, illuminating the street in front of the headquarters. More sorcerers were converging on the center. Gags withdrew and ran back half a block before darting across the street and entering the alley that ran along the back of the building when he last visited. The gate into the back of the headquarters was lit by a small magic light and a single guard.  
 
    If Gags was intent on invading the building, the guard wouldn’t have been a problem, but he didn’t want to set off an alarm before they knew where the wizard was in all of this. He waited patiently for at least an hour before he had to slide farther into the darkness as he heard steps behind him. Two sorcerers walked up the alley behind him and began to talk to the guard. He airwalked closer to hear. 
 
    “Time to go inside,” they said to the guard. “You don’t want to miss out on the orders.” 
 
    The three sorcerers pushed through the gate and entered the building through the back door. Gags was tempted to enter as well, but there were open windows where he could listen. He backed up into the darkness and looked through the window, counting eighteen sorcerers before he put his back to the wall.  
 
    After a call to order by a female, a male sorcerer spoke. “We will take over the palace in about two hours. The maps being passed out show your assigned entry points. Some guards have agreed to let you in, but do not let that make you spare them. Every person in the castle that isn’t wearing black is to be killed, including lords, ladies, children, and especially Quilius Oleander. There are a few magician-lords who are on our side. Spare them if they are dressed in black, for they have agreed to join us.” 
 
    “Do we all enter simultaneously?” a sorcerer asked. 
 
    “Wizard Deliry will send an orange bolt of lightning into the sky close to the front palace gates. When you see it, go into action. No one will know that we are attacking, so everything should be easy,” the male sorcerer said. “Now is the time to get something to eat and show up close to your entry points in two hours. That is all.” 
 
    Gags leaned back against the wall. Deliry was going to massacre everyone in the palace. The wizard did not deserve to breathe another breath, he thought. He padded to the back of the building, waiting for a small number of sorcerers to appear so he could get a copy of the map.  
 
    He didn’t know if it were the same three sorcerers, but Gags trailed the trio down the alley, and when they just about were to exit into the street, he glided quietly and put two of them to sleep before the third caught on and let out a truncated shout as Gags plunged his sword into the woman.  
 
    He fished out three of the maps and removed the three bodies into the ruin of a garden behind a dilapidated house. The street was full of sorcerers, but Gags wore dark clothes, which would look black in the darkness. He walked purposefully across the street and soon made his way back to the shabby inn along back alleys and narrow lanes. 
 
    ~ 
 
    He tied up his horse on a nearly full hitching rail in front of a pub not far from the inn, removed his staff from the saddle, and walked the rest of the way. Gags was about to enter the inn stableyard when a voice made him turn around as he drew his sword.  
 
    “Easy, big guy,” Lucian said. “The innkeeper doesn’t know anything, but something is going on. Two people observed Pophius asking questions and left the inn before we could stop them.” 
 
    “Not good news,” Gags said. “Tonight is the night when Deliry will take over Fetishing.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Who has arrived?” Gags asked.  
 
    “Lucian is with me, and Pophius is in the pub you just passed, sipping some ale and listening.” 
 
    “Bring him out here, Lucian,” Gags said.  
 
    When Pophius arrived, Lucian nodded across the street, and He Bin ambled over.  
 
    Gags described his well-spent evening and handed a map to Pophius. 
 
    “First, we all change into black clothes if we’ve got them,” Pophius said. He was already wearing black. Gag’s black operation clothes were on the wagon, still heading to Fetishing. 
 
    “And if we don’t?” He Bin asked. 
 
    “Then find a way to get some,” Pophius said. “Wearing black will be as effective as a shield until the sorcerers catch on.” 
 
    He Bin and Lucian went to find clothes while Gags and Pophius discussed approaches while they waited for the other three to arrive. When He Bin and Lucian showed up with armfuls of black garments, Pepper, Patricia and Soxus showed up. 
 
    They took their horses and darted down an alley between the pub and the inn.  
 
    Change into these,” Lucian said. “I’m pretty good with sizes.” 
 
    Lucian and He Bin’s clothes fit well enough, but Soxus’s clothes were too small and Pepper’s too large. Lucian did a marvelous job guessing Patricia’s size, which did not make her happy. Nothing would fit Gags properly, but he ended up with Soxus and Pepper at the clothing shop that He Bin had previously stolen suitable sorcerer clothes.  
 
    They returned to the alley where Pophius had explained the plan. 
 
    “Lucian, He Bin, and Soxus will take the servant’s entrance. Patricia and Pepper will take a postern gate close to the stables, and Gags and I will try to stop the wizard from sending off the orange lightning bolt. If the coup doesn’t get started, we might save some lives. If we don’t, remember anyone in black may be an enemy. If you see a sorcerer ready to kill anyone, get to them first without warning.” Pophius took a deep breath. “Lots of people may die tonight. You have your maps. Any questions?” 
 
    “For Honian!” Soxus said.  
 
    “For our clients, Honian and Mexius!” Pepper said with a sly grin. 
 
    Patricia poked him with her elbow. “This isn’t the time for humor.” 
 
    “I want to die with a smile,” Pepper said.  
 
    “There are other ways to make you smile,” Patricia said, poking him harder.  
 
    Gags couldn’t help raising an eyebrow, but Pepper nodded and assumed a determined look. Gags hoped his partner could maintain the determination part. 
 
    Pophius and Gags found a sequestered hitching rail closer to the palace gate. Gags magically closed his bags. “My chalice and the rubbings are in there,” Gags said.  
 
    “I’ll close my saddlebags just to confuse anyone who chances by.” Pophius looked around at the deserted space and shrugged. “Let’s get into position.” 
 
    They walked down the alley and then took another passage that Gags had used when he exited the palace before. They stopped across the street from the palace. Six guards milled about at the front gate. 
 
    Gags narrowed his eyes before he switched to night sight. Three of the guards wore black armbands. He told Pophius. 
 
    Pophius stared at the guards. “Can Deliry be so tactically obvious?” 
 
    “He stored Lucian and you in the palace,” Gags said.  
 
    Pophius snorted. “Stored. I suppose with the two of us asleep, that is a good description. It will help us to know about the armbands.” 
 
    “And too late to notify the others, but I think Lucian and He Bin will catch on. I’m not so sure about Patricia,” Gags said. 
 
    “Then let’s hope for the best. Both Pepper and Patricia are smart enough,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags nodded in the darkness. “I have two bolts in my hand,” he said. “If Deliry walks up to the gate….”  
 
    “If he has Quilius in his power, The Fetishing lord will come down those steps like he did the last time. Can you shoot the bolts that far?” 
 
    “It won’t be powerful enough to pierce a magical shield from this distance,” Gags said. “Even if the wizard stands in front of the gate, it will be a near thing.” 
 
    Pophius observed the guards. “We will have to attack the guards if we see Deliry,” Pophius said. 
 
    “If he doesn’t attack us first,” Gags said. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, Pophius said, “We shouldn’t wait any longer. It’s been more than an hour.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I agree. Let’s talk to the guards.” 
 
    They crossed the empty street and walked up to the gate. 
 
    “Palace is closed,” a guard said. He didn’t wear an armband. 
 
    “We are a bit early,” Gags said loud enough for the guards to hear, noticing that the three guards with the armbands weren’t as tense as the other three.  
 
    The main door of the palace opened. Nestus Deliry walked down the steps and nodded in the guards' direction while Gags bent down ostensibly to adjust his boot, and Pophius stood behind another guard in case the wizard had some kind of night vision like Gags. 
 
    “Shield,” Pophius said. 
 
    “What?” one of the guards said. “Get up. Time for you two to go. The wizard told us Lord Quilius didn’t want anyone loitering about tonight.” 
 
    Gags was straightening up and found a clear shot at Deliry. He let his bolt fly, but as he did, one of the noisy guards bumped Gags, and he couldn’t make a quick enough correction. The wizard fell back, clutching the shoulder that Gags had injured before. He cried out, and his escorts began pulling him up the steps.  
 
    The guards turned. “What happened?”  
 
    “This,” one of the arm-banded guards, shoved his pike into the chest of the noisy guard.  
 
    Gags was about to repeat his attack on the wizard with the other bolt, but Deliry beat him to it and lifted one arm into the sky. The palace courtyard was bathed with the light from an orange lightning bolt. 
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 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags didn’t get another chance while Pophius struck the attacking guard. “Deliry is going to take over the palace tonight,” he said to the two remaining guards as Gags stood and began fighting the confused guards with black armbands. “His sorcerers and most people dressed in black will kill anyone that isn’t.” 
 
    “They said a colleague died today,” one of the guards said. 
 
    “One just did,” Pophius said. They stood over the three dead guards. Deliry had disappeared, and sorcerers were converging on the gate. 
 
    “We stand for Lord Quilius,” Gags said.  
 
    “I have to notify my comrades,” one of the guards said. He unlatched the gate and ran into the courtyard.  
 
    “Don’t run,” Gags said to the other two. “We need to defend the gate.” 
 
    The guards looked at each other and then at the dead guards who had just betrayed their lord. “We will stay.” 
 
    Gags turned to the advancing sorcerers and smiled. He created the invisible volcano and spelled arms of sparks that began to attack the clusters of sorcerers. Gags cut off the sparkling arms, and the motes started to coalesce around the sorcerers. A few sorcerers broke through, Gags immediately thought they were the ones who had learned how to shield themselves, but most were now on the ground writhing as the sparks attacked them. The coughing began as Gags created more arms to reinforce the motes that had already attacked the sorcerers.  
 
    His staff suddenly absorbed a lightning bolt from a surviving sorcerer, so he shot a crossbow bolt at the man. The sorcerer’s shield wasn’t strong enough to stop the bolt at that distance, and the sorcerer fell. Pophius began advancing on those still standing, finally closing with them. None of the sorcerers had experienced a battle with the magicians army. They didn’t know how to protect themselves from Pophius, and soon the pavement in front of the gate was littered with bodies.  
 
    “One of you can now go and warn others,” Pophius said. 
 
    One guard ran toward the servant’s entrance. The remaining one said, “Inside. I’ll secure the gate.” 
 
    “They are attacking at all five entrances, although more than half are gone. Some lords have gone over to the wizard’s side. They are likely the magically endowed nobles. Be careful of anyone wearing black or a black armband, but there are five more of us fighting,” Pophius said. “We will find the wizard.” 
 
    The guard dragged the fallen guard inside the gate and locked it with a bar and a padlock. Gags used his magic to seal it, as well.  
 
    “Inside the palace!” Gags said to Pophius as they ran up the stairs.  
 
    Pophius stood at the door.  
 
    “I’ve been through this before,” Gags said as he stepped aside and opened the door.  
 
    Fire gushed out, but then the flames began to waver and stopped.  
 
    They ran through the door with one going left and the other right. The flamethrower backed up, his body thin, his energy depleted. Pophius walked up to the sorcerer and dispatched him on the spot.  
 
    Gags spelled a light, looking at the floor. “Blood to the right,” he said.  
 
    “You pursue the wizard since you know him so well, and I’ll find Quilius,” Pophius said.  
 
    Gags didn’t want to be left alone with Deliry, but he could hear Pophius’s steps already running up the left-hand stairway.  
 
    Screams started to echo throughout the old palace. As Gags found the trail of blood, he heard the sounds get closer, and a woman and man in black were throwing spells at a group of other nobles. Gags didn’t hesitate to end the threat.  
 
    “Lock yourselves in your rooms and do not approach anyone wearing black,” Gags said, “or any guards with black armbands.” 
 
    “But you are wearing black.” 
 
    Gags grinned. “Camouflage,” he said. “I support Lord Quilius. Go!” 
 
    “To my office,” one of the nobles said.” They fled back down to the bottom.  
 
    Gags checked them and concluded the black-garbed nobles deserved to die. He finally found the trail of blood and rushed up the stairs to the next level.  
 
    He encountered two sorcerers, both of which carried swords. “Out of my way,” Gags said.  
 
    “No! How dare you wear black!” 
 
    “How dare you wear clothes!” Gags said. He couldn’t help but smile at the ridiculousness of the exchange. He advanced with his staff, and the fight began. These were trained swordsmen, and Gags was tempted to pull out his sword, but it was unspelled. Gags never trusted his shield with the drain on his energy, and he would only use it when he confronted Nestus Deliry.  
 
    The swordsmen attacked, fighting as a pair, forcing Gags to give his undivided attention to the fight. It had been a while since Gags had practiced fighting a duo, but the sparring he had done with his team came back to him, and he began to think about playing off one swordsman against the other.  
 
    He fought for half a minute and then stepped back, pointing the staff at the closest sorcerer, and shot a lightning bolt through the staff. The force of the bolt pushed the sorcerer back against a wall, but the way the bolt splashed, the sorcerer’s shield had worked. Gags pulled a bolt out of his pocket and shot it as the attacked sorcerer was recovering from his collision with the wall. The bolt was too strong for the shield, and the man’s face looked surprised as he slid to the floor.  
 
    Gags didn’t have time to watch the fallen sorcerer as the last enemy stepped up his attack. The sorcerer pointed his sword, and Gags pointed the end of his staff to the left, but the sorcerer was too close to Gags for the staff to attract all the flame. Some of the fire headed straight to Gags and bathed his chest.  
 
    Gags felt the heat, but the fire wasn’t enough to burn through his clothes. Gags swung at the sorcerer with all his might, and his staff smashed into the sorcerer’s shield, but the physical force of Gags’ blow knocked the sorcerer to the ground. Gags didn’t wait for the man to get up and ended the fight. The brief lull in the fighting allowed Gags to spell water onto the front of his clothes.  
 
    Gags’ chest would be tender, but it wouldn’t affect his ability to fight. He located the bloody trail leading up to the third floor. He ascended the stairs to the sounds of battle throughout the palace. Four guards, two with armbands, fought each other as he reached the next floor.  
 
    “The enemy wears black and black armbands,” Gags said, “but I’m on your side.” 
 
    The two wizard’s guards looked at each other and ripped off their armbands, continuing the fight. Gags saw the trail of blood going up the stairs and sighed. When he was midway up the stairs, two more sorcerers entered the third-floor landing and, seeing no armbands began to attack the guards.  
 
    Gags ran down to help the beleaguered guards. One of the sorcerers looked at Gags and asked, “Who is our ally?”  
 
    “Not me,” Gags said as he finished off the sorcerers and helped the guards overcome their former colleagues. 
 
    He ran upstairs and found a pool of smeared blood where Deliry had to have gotten some aid. The trail of blood almost stopped, but Gags switched to night sight and was surprised to see blood a little brighter on the floor. He didn’t bother to think about it and saw partial footprints lead up to the fourth floor.  
 
    Gags shut off his night vision and gazed at the dark floor above him. The higher he ascended, the higher the likelihood he’d find Deliry, but finding the wizard, now that he had been seen to, raised his risk.  
 
    He looked again with his night vision and ascended the stairs, hugging close to the inside, moving to a low elevation air-walking. He had to be careful walking upstairs using the technique since he was liable to glide a bit.  
 
    He heard soft voices, but he couldn’t locate the direction. It could have been below him. An errant lightning bolt from below slid past his arm and smashed into the stairs. Gags tried to run up the stairs, but since air-walking was slippery, he lost grip on the stairs and hit both shins on the stone edge. Pain shot through his legs, and he grunted in agony. 
 
    “Got him!” a sorcerer said. Gags scrambled in his pockets for a crossbow bolt, and as Gags sat up to face the threat from the third floor, he heard voices on the fourth. 
 
    The woman came into view on the third floor. She squinted. “He is between us somewhere,” she said to those above, flicking on a magic light, illuminating the darkness. 
 
    Gags wanted to look upward since he knew the greater threat was above rather than below, but he lost his magic shield in his pain. 
 
    “Now we’ve got him cornered,” came a voice from above.   
 
    “He’s wearing black!” the woman said, pausing.  
 
    “Get him!” the voice from above yelled. “He is the enemy!” 
 
    Gags had the instant he needed to get back in the moment. He sent the crossbow bolt between the woman’s eyes, and she fell backward, ending the peril behind him. Gags grabbed another crossbow bolt, but the sorcerer above Gags had already extended his hands. 
 
    “You are finished,” the sorcerer said with a grin, but as Gags turned to look at his killer, the smile turned into a grimace, and the sorcerer fell forward, past Gags, rolling to the floor below. 
 
    Gags’ eyes followed the body, but another voice came from above. “I’m not so bad in the darkness,” Pepper said.  
 
    Gags spelled his night vision and saw Pepper wiping his sword on a cloth. 
 
    “There were at least two up there,” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia joined Pepper. She put her arm in Pepper’s and said, “There were.” 
 
    Gags turned his attention below him as he gingerly got to his feet. A sorcerer looked around a corner up at him. Gags grabbed another crossbow bolt, sent it down the staircase, and had it turn where he saw the sorcerer. A body fell into view.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gags said, giving Pepper a big unwelcome hug.  
 
    “That’s what I do,” Patricia complained and then looked at Gags limping as he checked out the sorcerer on the floor, a burn mark on his chest.  
 
    “He had a shield?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Not strong enough for me,” Patricia said.  
 
    “The wizard must have gone to the fifth floor,” Gags said.  
 
    “What happened to you?” Pepper said. “I didn’t expect to get so close to the sorcerer.” 
 
    “I air-walked up the stairs and slipped. Both of my shins slammed into the edge of the stairs. I was incapacitated for a moment.” 
 
    “Or two,” Pepper said. 
 
    “How did you get up here?” 
 
    “The servant stairs,” Patricia said. “We didn’t see anyone all the way up. I guess the servants are doing the smart thing, laying low. The guards at the gate fought each other, and we ended up strolling in.” 
 
    “Keep going to the other side, and you’ll find Pophius on the second floor,” Gags said. 
 
    “No,” Patricia said. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” Gags said. 
 
    “I don’t? What are you going to do? I’m not part of your team. “I won’t miss my chance to avenge my father.” 
 
    “You do know the danger of confronting Nestus Deliry?” Gags said. 
 
    “As do you. We shouldn’t waste any more time talking,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags grumbled to himself but took a deep breath to get focus. He took a few steps, and other than the pain, he could walk and run like normal. Gags was schooled in ignoring his body and led them up the stairs.  
 
    “Shields,” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia nodded and grabbed Pepper’s hand. 
 
    Gags expected the top floor to be dark, but there were magic lights scattered throughout the floor. Gags still initiated his night sight and saw faint traces of the blood that had been stepped in on the third floor. It led forward past the erstwhile jail cell that held Lucian and Pophius.  
 
    They turned the corner, and Deliry’s lightning motes covered them. The wizard laughed to their side. “You are so easy to defeat.” 
 
    Gags shook his head and stepped out of the cloud along with Patricia and Pepper. 
 
    “How?” Deliry said.  
 
    Gags looked at the conference room he had seen sorcerers use before and saw Deliry being helped to his feet by two sorcerers. Two more stood behind him.  
 
    “Were you going to sit and take us out using your precious lightning motes?” Gags asked. “What you didn’t have were people who could create proper shields. Watch.” 
 
    Gags spelled a volcano between them and directed arms of the sparks at each of the four sorcerers.  
 
    “Shields!” Deliry said, echoing what Gags had said earlier. 
 
    The wizard’s shield worked, but the sorcerers’ protections were too weak, and they collapsed to the floor, covered with motes.  
 
    “Thank you for showing me the motes. I’m good at figuring magic spells,” Gags said. 
 
    Patricia drew a knife and used it like a wand to project a stream of lightning. Gags had never seen someone maintain the lightning, but Deliry grunted and spelled a massive bolt of orange lighting at Patricia, throwing her across the gallery and into the wall. Pepper ran to her.  
 
    Deliry stepped over the writhing sorcerers and puffed up his chest. One arm was wrapped to his side, but Nestus Deliry had sufficient wizardly power to be exceptionally dangerous even when injured. 
 
    Gags held his staff in front of him and reinforced the magic attraction spell in the staff before bracing himself for another orange bolt. He didn’t dare look back to see how badly Patricia was hurt. Gags slipped a bolt in his hand, but Deliry didn’t give him enough time to get the bolt thrown after he put a spell in his staff.  
 
    The orange bolt hit Gags, and it persisted like Patricia’s. The power of the lightning bolt stunned Gags as he braced his feet, but the force of the bolt against the staff pushed him across the floor. He looked down to see the iron staff melting. He pushed more magic into the staff, but the staff was getting shorter and shorter, and when the end approached his hand, Gags threw his staff to the side, with the staff taking the force of the lightning bolt with it. The staff was blown across the gallery and embedded in the far wall. 
 
    Gags didn’t think he’d have another chance as he tossed the crossbow bolt and sent it with all the power left in him, guiding it into the wizard’s neck. The bolt stopped short, but Gags could see it quivering. He pushed more magic into the bolt and was beginning to black out when Deliry’s will gave out, and the bolt slammed into the wizard knocking him back over the chair he sat in. The gallery was silent as Gags swooned on his feet, pulled out a sausage, and munched on it as he surveyed the four dead sorcerers and their deceased master, frantically trying to collect his wits after draining so much of his power. There was no way Gags was going to pass out again! 
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    ags!” Pepper said from across the gallery. “Patricia needs some help.” 
 
    Turning around, he hobbled to Pepper’s side. Patricia slumped on the floor. Gags didn’t see burns from the lightning, nor did he see any blood. 
 
    “She’s still breathing.” Pepper caught a sob. “She slammed into the wall so hard.” 
 
    Gags moved her away from the wall and onto her back, checking her arms and legs, but couldn’t see anything wrong. Gags was no healer, and he hadn’t much experience with the kind of injury that Patricia suffered. He thought a bit.  
 
    “We will have to treat this like a riding injury,” Gags said. “See if there is a door we can put her on. Something flat.” 
 
    There were lots of doors with corroded hinges on the fifth floor, and Pepper ripped strips of cloth from the dead wizard and his crew. Patricia was tied down with her head cradled.  
 
    Gags went to retrieve his staff, but half of it was embedded in the wall. He would leave it there as a souvenir for Lord Quilius if the noble was still alive. Gags magically punched holes at both ends of the door and threaded them with two long strips of cloth. Gags lifted the door off the floor's surface, using an improvised version of his air walking spell, and pulled Patricia across the gallery. Pulling her was almost without effort. Pepper kept the door from sliding away as they approached the other staircase.  
 
    “The main stairway isn’t as steep as the servant stairs,” Gags said. “We will have to be careful and wary. Although Deliry is gone, no one knows except for us.” 
 
    Gags ate the rest of his sausage and used the extra strength to spell magic attraction into his sword. He felt naked and exposed without his staff, but there was nothing else he could do.  
 
    “How is she?” Pepper asked.  
 
    Gags checked her breathing. “No change. She isn’t struggling, and her pulse is still strong,” Gags said. 
 
    Gags changed places with Pepper, holding the door back as Pepper guided it from the front. They went slowly and made it down to the third level. Gags removed the spell of the air cushion, leaving Patricia exposed, but they had to because two black-clad nobles held magic lights. One held a sword.  
 
    “You came from the fifth floor?” one of the nobles said, his eyes wide. The other extended his sword, but it was clear the man had fear plastered all over his face.  
 
    “I did,” Gags said. “I am furious after I killed Nestus Deliry. If you don’t want to join him, I suggest you turn around and spread the word.” 
 
    Gags spelled a modest flame from his sword. He needed Nestus’s people to spread the news of Deliry’s death more than he needed to fight these two. “I will count to five before I burn you to a crisp. You noticed the bodies on the way up, I’m sure.” 
 
    The two men’s eyes grew. 
 
    “One!” Pepper said from behind Gags. 
 
    The pair looked at each other. The armed man threw down his weapon, and both turned around and ran into the darkness, leaving their magic lights behind them. 
 
    “Two!” Pepper yelled. 
 
    Gags shook his head. “I hope that ends the revolt,” Gags said. 
 
    They didn’t find any more fighters until they reached the second floor. Bodies littered the landing along with the injured, moaning as they bled into the carpet.  
 
    Gags took the lead and reached Lord Quilius’s study. Lucian stood at the door.  
 
    “Quilius?” 
 
    “He is unscathed. Soxus is hurt, as is Pophius. He arrived first and fought off sorcerers, nobles, and black-armed guards until we arrived. He Bin is outside the palace directing the loyalist fighters.”  
 
    “Patricia was slammed into the wall at the gallery and is still out. Her limbs aren’t injured that I can see, but there might be a back injury,” Gags said. 
 
    Pepper held onto Patricia’s hand. “Help her,” he said to Lucian, the best healer among them.  
 
    Gags knocked on the door and entered. Pophius had one arm bandaged, and his other hand wrapped. Soxus sat on another chair, blood seeping from a bandage around his shoulder. 
 
    Lord Quilius looked out a window. Gags nodded to his injured companions and spoke to the Lord of Fetishing.  
 
    “Deliry is dead. I killed him myself,” Gags said. “Patricia Garish and Pepper helped me when we ran into each other on the way to the fifth floor where Deliry intended to kill me. We ran into a few usurpers and told them to spread the word that their leader is dead.” 
 
    “He turned my friends against me,” Quilius said. “He only returned because he thought I had another one of those damned chalices. When I told him no, Nestus was furious and threatened to take over Fetishing to find it. I never could manage the man. I can’t imagine an eviler betrayer.” 
 
    “They do exist, believe me,” Pophius said. “I think it's time for you to show your face and take back your city and fief.” 
 
    Quilius nodded. “I had no one to protect me,” Quilius said with watery eyes. “I ran into this room when I saw the orange lightning. Something awful had to have happened. It is the most secure room in the palace. I would have died if it wasn’t for all of you.” 
 
    Come with me,” Gags said to Quilius after spotting a tray of small cakes and grabbing a few. “I hope you don’t mind; I need some power if we run into the wrong kind of people,” Gags said.  
 
    Pepper brought Patricia into Quilius’s office. Lucian still guarded the door, so it was up to Gags and Pepper to protect the Lord of Fetishing as he commanded the fighting to stop.  
 
    “We will talk about everything in the morning,” Quilius said. “Please stay.” 
 
    Gags didn’t expect anyone who called Deliry “leader” would stick around, and maybe that was for the better. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Patricia gasped as the healer went to work on her torso. She gritted her teeth as the magic brought pain she never felt when she hit the wall.  
 
    “You broke your back,” the healer said. “Be prepared.” 
 
    Another flood of magic healing made her body tense and her back arc. 
 
    “Isn’t that going to make the injury worse?” Gags asked as he watched Soxus hold one of Patricia’s hands and Pepper the other. 
 
    “I’ve already made the adjustments to her spine. She will have to lie down for a week. No walking unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “There will be instances of absolutely necessary,” Patricia said, breathing heavily after treatment.  
 
    Gags restrained a smile.  
 
    He sat down and felt the big bumps on his shin where he hit the stairs. His session would be the last before they left for Yearsend Vale.  
 
    Pophius was currently using his organizational skills to help Quilius deal with the aftermath of the attempted coup. The sorcerers’ headquarters was abandoned, and there weren’t many sorcerers to escape from the city.  
 
    A few nobles and their families were executed at Pophius’s insistence, and the insurrectionists’ bodies were burned outside the city with Deliry’s body on top. No one found the five chalices that Deliry had taken, and Gags was ecstatic when they rolled out of Fetishing through the north gate to take the Hosand road recommended to Gags what seemed like eons ago. 
 
    Soxus drove the box wagon, now inhabited by Honian’s preserved body and Patricia’s healing one. Pepper made sure she was taken care of.  
 
    Pophius was in no condition to ride or drive a wagon, so he sat in the back of the supply wagon, enduring Lucian’s humor for the first week of the trip.  
 
    He Bin managed to evade Pophius’s lectures and spent most of his time riding with Gags. 
 
    Gags didn’t know who ended up as his client, but he decided it was Lord Quilius by the simple fact that he had paid the Gags and Pepper Protection Agency the largest reward.  
 
    No one desired to visit Go-Greva or look again upon the burnt ruins of Nestus Deliry’s manor. Those were matters for the Lord of Fetishing.  
 
    Gags was tempted to close the agency and head north to Dixoia, but he felt he’d be deserting the team, and the time wasn’t right to drag everyone with him if they’d even agree to follow. 
 
    At the end of his reasoning, Gags accepted the fact that the team needed time to heal after the mission, as Pophius kept calling it, and the trip helped them all make the transition into looking at the future rather than fighting to stay alive in the present. 
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 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   T he hunting manor never looked so good to Gags’ weary eyes. Patricia was up to riding a horse for an hour or two a day. Lucian could apply healing magic to everyone who needed it, and in the end, Patricia did, too. So, when they finally made their way up the long drive, everyone had healed, for the most part. 
 
    Children were playing on the front lawn. Gags had to grin to know that the kidnapped children had made their way to Fetishing. They were far safer doing that than accompanying the team and waiting out the fight with the wizard. 
 
    The housekeeper ran out of the house. “Lord Gags,” she said. “The letter that accompanied these children was yours, wasn’t it?” 
 
    If these were the first words out of her mouth, Gags wondered if something had gone wrong. “Yes. I know them. We rescued them in Fetishing, but they are all from Caless.” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips. “Then I’d like to complain. None of them have been properly brought up,” she said. 
 
    “Of course, they haven’t. They were street urchins back in Basheer. The person we were hired to protect bought them for his project in Fetishing.” 
 
    “Master Laster really found you? They told me the truth?” the housekeeper asked.  
 
    Gags nodded. “These children were taken off the streets. I’m not sure what to do with them, but we will get things settled in the next few days. Right now, I’d like some help taking care of my guests and employees.” 
 
    The woman nodded to Pophius, who stepped up. “Is anything wrong, Narcissia?” 
 
    The housekeeper, Narcissia, curtseyed to Pophius and then belatedly did the same to Gags. This was the woman, Gags had chosen, sight unseen, just before he left for Artport. 
 
    “Lord Gags has set me straight on a few things. Where does everyone go?” She looked at Pophius. 
 
    “I’m sure Lord Gags can tell you. I have my quarters. There is the barracks room for He Bin and Lucian. I believe they have possessions there.” 
 
    “The lady gets the best guest room,” Gags said, “and her guard can stay in the barracks room with He Bin and Lucian. You know where Pepper’s room is. Please have someone freshen them up, and we would like some refreshments served in the main hall. The children are invited, so they can know what happened in Fetishing after they left, and they can start thinking about what will happen to them. You can go back inside. Thank you for greeting us.” Gags let out a breath. “I may have to do something about her,” He said as he watched the housekeeper disappear into the manor. 
 
    “At the least, we need someone to give her some guidance when we are away,” Pophius said. 
 
    “Let’s get the horses and the wagons taken care of. We should put the box wagon in the carriage house,” Gags said.  
 
    After unloading the wagon and helping Gags’ few servants with the horses, everyone assembled in the manor’s main hall. The room was dustier than it should have been, and Gags looked for the absent housekeeper. He was already upset that Lucien reported that the children were sleeping in the stable and ate their meals on the grass outside the kitchen door. 
 
    “What’s next?” Pepper said. 
 
    The question went unanswered as food and drink were brought in, but it was clear it was hastily prepared. Gags was not happy. He rose from his chair and went back to the kitchen. The two cooks on staff were buffing their fingernails and gossiping, and the housekeeper was writing something. 
 
    Gags air walked over to her and looked at the missive. She suddenly realized someone was close to her and looked up at Gags with a surprised face. The woman didn’t even have the sense to hide that she was writing a letter addressed to Gags’ stepmother. The housekeeper knew better.  
 
    “Pack your things and go,” Gags said to the woman. “I will find someone else.” 
 
    The kitchen staff immediately stood as they tried to look at each other surreptitiously. 
 
    “No one is to communicate directly to my stepmother. Is that understood?” 
 
    The ex-housekeeper made a face. “So, you apply your new rule only after you’ve caught me?” 
 
    Gags took a deep breath to keep his temper in check. “You didn’t show the proper respect for my friends, including the children, who you put into the stable to sleep.” 
 
    “You admitted yourself that they are common street urchins.” 
 
    “My letter to you stated they were to be treated as guests,” Gags said. “Get out now.” He pulled his purse out and checked the contents before tossing it to her. “This is much more than you currently make and a thousand times more than you deserve.” 
 
    The woman made a face at Gags and turned, swishing her dress as she headed toward the servant’s quarters. 
 
    Gags glared at the cooks. “Make sure she doesn’t steal anything, or you will join her,” he said before returning to his guests. 
 
    Gags smiled. “Problems with the staff,” he said before sitting down. 
 
    “He Bin volunteered to give the children a brief description of what happened after they left Go-Greva. 
 
    “Most of us were injured, as it was,” Gags said.  
 
    “Just like old times,” He Bin said, grinning. 
 
    “Getting injured?” one of the girls asked. 
 
    “When we fought in the magicians war on Atto, we were getting injured all the time,” Lucian said. “It meant we were trying hard to please our captain.” 
 
    Pophius grunted and asked, “What is next?” 
 
    “I don’t know if any jobs have come in,” Gags said. “The housekeeper corresponds with my stepmother.” 
 
    “That stepmother?” Patricia said, sitting up straighter. “Did you fire her?” 
 
    “I told her to leave immediately.”  
 
    “Not good enough,” Patricia said. “Show me the way to her room.” 
 
    “I will,” Pepper said, following Patricia out of the hall. 
 
    “You fired the mean lady?” the youngest girl asked. 
 
    “Was Narcissia unkind to you?” Gags asked. 
 
    The children had no end of stories and only arrived a few days previous. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Pophius said. “I could tell she was a project.” 
 
    Gags sighed. “I’m better with ex-soldiers, guards, and partners,” he said. 
 
    “We all make mistakes,” Pophius said.  
 
    “You mean like Asetia and Wadius?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “But I chose you. He Bin and Gags were forced upon me.” 
 
    He Bin laughed. “And that was a good thing.” 
 
    “It was,” Pophius admitted with a tidy smile. “Now that I’m back, I’ll start interviewing for a new one.” 
 
    “I’ll want to speak to her or him,” Gags said. “That way, we can spread the blame.” Gags looked around. “I think we are done here.”  
 
    “Bring your blankets into the ballroom. You can sleep there. Figure out what you want to do. You do not have to go anywhere as a group,” Gags said. “If you have relatives, I will pay for your passage to Basheer. Think about it for a few days.” 
 
    Gags retreated up to his bedroom and found a hiding place for the wizard’s chalice and the rubbings. Gags didn’t have the time to think more about those. He washed up and walked into his office, spying four letters on his desk. Gags looked at each one, front and back. They had all been read and clumsily re-sealed. 
 
    There were three bills from provisioners, the amounts looked reasonable, and a solicitation by a farmer in Karkle Cross to purchase farmland in Yearsend Vale. Gags set them aside and leaned back in his chair. He had expected more like one hundred letters. 
 
    Gags rose from his chair and hoped the housekeeper hadn’t left yet. As he approached the servants’ quarters, he heard angry voices.  
 
    “The very idea!” Narcissia said. “That money is mine!”  
 
    “This is Attoan coinage,” Patricia said. “When have you ever been to Atto?” 
 
    “Lord Gags gave me this purse as a token of appreciation for my past service.” 
 
    Gags stepped in. The housekeeper’s room was a mess. “The purse I gave you had coins from southern Peria. That purse was in my stocking drawer upstairs. What else have you stolen?” 
 
    Narcissia turned beet red. “I’m no thief. I only took what the Lady said I could.” 
 
    “The ‘Lady’ is my stepmother?” 
 
    “Humpf. This Yearsend Vale fief isn’t yours by rights, she told me. You stole it from her son,” the housekeeper said. 
 
    “And all my correspondence? Where did it go?” 
 
    “Correspondence?” 
 
    “Letters, bills, communications with potential partners and heads of state, including the King of Hosand?” Gags said. 
 
    “I sent them to the Lady, of course, under her instruction.” 
 
    Gags put a hand to his forehead. “Pepper, take her to…” Gags took a few deep breaths. It was apparent the housekeeper was his stepmother’s creature.  
 
    “I won’t imprison you if you retrieve the post you sent to my mother.” 
 
    “Prison?” Narcissia said. 
 
    Gags nodded.  
 
    “Prison,” Patricia said. “And you deserve it. Diverting fief correspondence, theft, dereliction of duty, disrespect. The list goes on and on.” 
 
    “Prison?” Narcissia repeated.  
 
    “I will head to her estate directly,” Patricia said. 
 
    Gags glared at Narcissia. “Take your things with you. I’ll have one of the outside servants take you into Yearsend. You can hire transportation with the money I gave you in the kitchen,” Gags said.  
 
    Patricia and Gags helped the woman make some order out of her room while Pepper arranged the woman’s transport and obtained a list of provisions from the cooks to support the new guests. 
 
    Gags had to find a box worth disposing of to fill with the woman’s other possessions. He put her in the back of the supply wagon they had brought from Fetishing.  
 
    “Pick up the post and the provisions after you leave her at the post house. After, mind you,” Gags said. 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry about the outside staff, Lord Gags.” 
 
    “I hope I won’t.” Gags said, inspecting the gardens before he returned to his office.  
 
    He spotted improvements the gardeners had made outside. The turf was a little disrupted by ten children’s play. After sitting back down and staring at the empty top of his desk, Pophius walked in.  
 
    “I’ll contact all the mining suppliers,” he said. “We can’t wait for them to get back to us. Some might think we have abandoned them.” 
 
    “Do you need help recreating the list? Does Gelius Karkle have the same list?” Gags asked. 
 
    “No, but you should write to him, explaining what happened here.” 
 
    Gags nodded. “I have to leave soon for Artport. I’ll take any children who want to return to Basheer.” 
 
    “And what about the others?” Pophius asked, looking interested in what Gags might say. 
 
    “I’ll enroll them in school at Yearsend, and if they don’t have a school, I’ll start one for those who stay. They can have employment here, if nothing else,” Gags said. 
 
    “Our Gags is a philanthropist!” Lucian said, walking in. “I couldn’t help but listen once I heard of a secret list that Gelius Karkle might have.” 
 
    “I hope there aren’t any secrets. Fancy a trip to Karkle Cross to find out what Gelius knows? I won’t have the time before I leave.” 
 
    “For Artport?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “Patricia’s father needs to be buried or whatever they do in Basheer.” 
 
    Pepper walked in. “Patricia is taking a bath after locating the maids. She said she needs one after dealing with Narcissia. I don’t like her.” 
 
    “Did you like anyone on my staff?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Pophius, after I got to know him in Fetishing,” Pepper said. 
 
    Pophius smiled and gently shook his head. “Did you fire the right person?” Pophius asked Gags. 
 
    “I did,” Gags said. “Do you have another suggestion?” Gags then peered at Pepper. 
 
    “We have a written agreement,” Pepper said. 
 
    Gags exhaled. “So we do. I suppose I won’t have you join Narcissia today.” 
 
    “Whatever suits,” Pepper said.  
 
    “I never did get my question answered. What’s next?” Pepper said. 
 
    “We have to go to Artport after a few days’ rest. Patricia needs to take care of her father, we have children to send to Basheer via Veilport, and we have to report to Portia Dapple.” 
 
    “The end to our adventure,” Pepper said. 
 
    “It was lucrative enough,” Lucian said. “I still have my solid gold figurine. It is priceless.” 
 
    “Good luck finding a buyer,” Pepper said. “Priceless means you’ll never get the price you want.” 
 
    “Then perhaps, I keep it.” 
 
    “Holding on to an ancient artifact only increases its value,” Pepper said. “There is also the gold that Lord Quilius gave us.” 
 
    Gags gasped. “It is still in the wagon heading to Yearsend!” 
 
    “I’ll grab He Bin. Let’s go, Pepper!” Lucian said, running out of the room with Pepper trailing after. 
 
    Pophius chuckled. “I forgot as well. We aren’t very adept at treasure hunting.” 
 
    “That is why we are wizard hunters,” Gags said. “Someone needs to know the truth about Nestus Deliry, and Lord Quilius is someone who would color a report, I think.” 
 
    “I agree. I know just the person who would be happy to get an accurate record. I also need to call off the investigations I required.” Pophius stood. “If you will excuse me.” 
 
    Gags was left alone, looking out the window, seeing three riders heading toward the road. He stood and walked back to the main hall. A few children were there, munching on the food and sampling drinks made for adults.  
 
    “Get the rest of your friends,” Gags said. “It’s time to talk about your futures.” 
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 Epilogue 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   K ing Calius still supported the idea of a depot, and Gags had taken the time to survey the land that the king had set aside. It looked excellent. Although Wisnian Orange, the king’s wizard, wrote a letter that never made it to the agency, Gags was relieved there was nothing in it that soured the deal.  
 
    Patricia, Soxus, and the six children who decided to return to Basheer with Patricia were used to travel and didn’t care about the two-day delay in the kingdom of Glorius. 
 
    Gags found a moment alone with Wisnian Orange. “I heard you were an expert at ancient languages,” Gags asked. 
 
    Wisnian coughed, “Some may say that.” he said, trying to sound self-deprecating.  
 
    Gags pulled out a page with a few passages of the strange writing that he had copied from his rubbings. “What do you make of this?” 
 
    “This is older than old,” Wisnian said. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “From close to Fetishing,” Gags said. “Can you make it out?” 
 
    Wisnian bit his lip and shook his head. “I don’t have anything in my library that matches that language, and I am very knowledgeable about my library.” 
 
    “If you find someone who can read this, let me know.” 
 
    Wisnian tapped his chin as he thought. “There is a professor who specializes in ancient writing. I don’t know his or her name, but the person is from the University of Heartswallow.” He shook his head quickly. “That’s all I can recall.” 
 
    “Two domains north,” Gags said. “That is more than I knew before.” 
 
    Wisnian shrugged. “If you want to know something more current, ask me another time.” 
 
    Gags brightened, covering his disappointment. “I will!” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Artport hadn’t been destroyed by a typhoon or tidal wave since they had left. Gags visited the widow on his own while Patricia and Pepper found passage for herself, Honian’s body, and the children. The shop was still open when Gags entered, and Portia walked into the shop from the back. 
 
    “Where is Mexius?” were the first words out of her mouth.  
 
    “He didn’t return,” Gags said. “He is dead.” 
 
    She sighed and wiped away a tear. “It is not unexpected. Seppius Darkman has been after me to sell him the shop. He wants my customers, and without Mexius, he thinks he can prey on a solitary woman.” She snorted. “I’m every bit as tough as he is,” she said. Portia smiled and patted her hair. “Even though I don’t look it.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Gags said before he told her the whole story. 
 
    Portia was angry as Gags told the tale, but when Gags described Mexius’s demise. She said, “He didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    Gags shrugged. He put as much sympathy into that shrug as he could. “What will you do now?” 
 
    “Without my nest egg?” Portia asked. “I honestly don’t know. I had counted on some of that coming back, but I knew that was wishful thinking. Now?” She shook her head and looked painfully dejected. 
 
    “I can give you two alternatives,” Gags said. 
 
    “You give me?”  Portia said with disbelief in her voice. 
 
    Gags nodded. “I received a substantial reward for saving the fief of Fetishing. I can give you some of that to keep you going in Artport, or you can sell out to your pottery shop friend and come to work for me. I need a housekeeper. Really, I need a manager to run the agency when I am away. You’ll have the power to hire and fire staff and help me not make business mistakes. You can hire a housekeeper, too.” 
 
    He told her of his recent experience with Narcissia.  
 
    “A clean break?” 
 
    “Pepper is great at appraising artifacts and artwork, as are you.” 
 
    Portia swatted at Gags. “He’s better than me.” 
 
    “We can run a little merchanting operation from Yearsend if you choose. Nothing large, but something for you to do that can be independent of the agency.” 
 
    “And I get to keep those profits?” 
 
    Gags nodded. “After reasonable expenses.” Gags thought for a moment. “Maybe a little piece for Pepper and a little piece for me. We will have growing connections as the protection agency grows.” 
 
    “Can I think on it?” 
 
    “You can,” Gags said, getting up from the chair for sale in her shop. “We will discuss your impression of Osmian Battle and the depot tomorrow. I may have to have a conversation with Seppius Darkman and ask him politely to keep him away from you or your friend if you decide to sell to her. Take your time making a decision.” 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes and kissed Gags on the cheek. “Thanks to you for protecting me,” she said. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pepper wiped his eyes with his sleeve as the ship backed out of its berth. Patricia stood on the bow, waving with the children surrounding her, anticipating a new life in Basheer. 
 
    “Where is Soxus?” Gags said to Pepper. 
 
    “Behind you,” Soxus said, standing with his arms folded.  
 
    Gags turned to see the Gagareen on the pier. “You are staying?” 
 
    “Doesn’t it look that way?” Soxus said. “With my lord no longer needing me, and Pepper being Pepper, Lady Patricia and I thought I should stay behind to keep an eye on a certain someone.” 
 
    Gags turned to Pepper. “You have an understanding with Patricia?” 
 
    Pepper rocked on his heels with a stupid grin on his face. “I do.” 
 
    “And I’ve never had so much fun with comrades so competent,” Soxus said. “Pophius said I would have made a great scout.” 
 
    “You would,” Gags said. “You will.” He stepped back and put his arm around Soxus’s shoulder. “Wave goodbye. It won’t be forever, will it?” 
 
    Soxus grinned. “It will not, and you’ll find your unicorn.” 
 
    “I will.” Gags said and raised his hand to wave back to Patricia, feeling excellent about his prospects. 
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 A Tinker’s Dame 
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    Prologue 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    
     “N 
 
   
 
    o!” Alius Barnum said, rearranging the books and book supplies on his cart. “I won’t let that extremely valuable book go for less than twenty shils.” 
 
    The little boy looked up at the tinker with tears welling in his eyes. “I only have twenty pennies and that isn’t near enough!” 
 
    “You are more than two hundred pennies short, tiny master,” Alius said. 
 
    “If I’m your master, then let me have my storybook!” A tear slid out of each eye and ran down the little boy’s chubby face.  
 
    “Twenty-five pennies, then,” Alius said. 
 
    The child let his glee splash across his face as held out a dimpled fist and dropped twenty-five pennies into Alius’s hand. Then the little one frowned. “Just wait until I’m older. I’ll toss you into the air and kick you over the church!” He took his new treasure and ran down the cobbled road. 
 
    “Maybe I’m getting too old for book tinkering,” Alius muttered as he watched the boy trip and fall on his face.  
 
    Alius shoved the pennies in his strongbox before racing to the boy and picking him up. The little tot had a bloody nose and a cut lip. Alius pulled out a handkerchief and began to daub at the lip, catching the blood from the nose in the same cloth.  
 
    “I’ll take over from here,” a woman said from behind Alius. 
 
    “You are his mother?” Alius said, guiding the sobbing boy’s hand to press the cloth to his nose.  
 
    He rose and turned to the woman. “His grandmother?” he said, looking at the large woman with a magician’s figure. 
 
    The woman stepped past Alius and picked up her grandson.  
 
    “I saw it all,” she said as she picked up the boy. 
 
    “I was only teasing,” Alius said. “He told me he only had twenty pennies when he had more.” Alius smiled and tilted his head. “He’ll grow up to be a great one, he will.” 
 
    “Indeed, but not buying this,” the grandmother tried to pry the storybook from the sobbing boy’s grasp.  
 
    “No! No, no, no, no!” the boy said. “That is mine and if you won’t let go, I’ll kick you over the church when I’m older!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t do that to your granny,” the woman said. 
 
    “Do you want to risk it?” the little boy said. 
 
    Alius burst into laughter and the grandmother did too. She hugged the little boy. “You are a little sorcerer!” she said. 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Alius said. “Not even in jest. I spent a bit of time on Atto after lying about my age.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that!” the woman said. 
 
    “I told them I was ten years younger. I’m probably a few years older than you,” Alius said with a grin. “I saw sorcerers do things no one should have to see.” 
 
    The woman’s smile stopped. “The rumors were true?” 
 
    Alius sighed. “I don’t know what rumors you’re talking about, but…” he shivered and waved his hand in the air. “I don’t want to think about it.” 
 
    “You are too thin to be a magician. I have a hard time believing you.” She hugged the boy more tightly. “I’ll take Jimius away.” 
 
    “Let him read the book,” Alius said as humbly as he could manage. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Thank you for your service.” 
 
    Alius watched the woman carry the little lad away. He didn’t have the courage to tell the woman that he fought on the wizard side as a sorcerer and did many things he was ashamed of.  
 
    The encounter with the grandmother reminded him of the recent past. Alius packed up his books and the pens, inks, and papers that he sold along with the books, his literary trinkets as Alius liked to call his inventory and headed to Baffleshing. The capital of the kingdom of Heartswallow was two days away, and he finally arrived driving his cart to the servant’s entrance at a mansion close to the University of Heartswallow. 
 
    He slipped into the mansion and used the backstairs to reach the third floor and knocked on a set of double doors.  
 
    “Is Dame Gamina Restinhaus in?” Alius said through the door. 
 
    “Of course, your sister is!” the maid at the door said.  
 
    “I need a copy of The Amorous Seamstress, Gammy,” Alius said with a twinkle in his eyes. “How is Zelia doing?” 
 
    Gammy smiled. “Zelia is doing wonderful and your knees, Alius?” 
 
    “Not quite as bendable as a few years ago, but they still take me from place to place,” Alius said. “What does Zelia have to say?” 
 
    “She says the poetry is a wonderful diversion from her academic studies. Archaic languages can be so tedious, Alius.  I fear I need a little excitement in my academic life. Writing romance novels as Zelia Winkle isn’t quite enough.” 
 
    “I always keep my ears to the ground for an opportunity,” Alius said. 
 
    “Don’t get them too dirty, dear brother, or you won’t be able to hear.” 
 
    They both laughed.  
 
    “I needed a little pick-me-up, myself, sister,” Alius said.  
 
    Alius told her of his encounter with the little boy and how his thoughts led to events on Atto. She knew of his shame once he returned to Peria and retreated into his masquerade as a book tinker. What he didn’t tell his sister, was that he enjoyed being out and about selling books and interacting with people. He came back from the magicians war a changed man. 
 
    “You look thinner than ever, brother,” Dame Gamina said. 
 
    “No one would ever think I was a sorcerer, and I’m happier knowing that. But I’m afraid my past may be catching up to me.” He handed a note to his sister. 
 
    Dame Gamina looked up after she read. “This isn’t good. Someone has found you. Surely, with the war over, no one cares about an overage, skinny sorcerer. Maybe you’ll find a way to redeem yourself.” 
 
    Alius sighed. “I don’t know how that’s going to happen but visiting you when I’m down makes me feel a lot better.” 
 
    Dame Gamina gave her brother a crushing hug. She hadn’t slimmed down, Alius thought.  
 
    “Anything I can do,” she said. 
 
    ~ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    ~ 
 
     Gags 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
   G ags sat with Soxus and Pepper, drinking away at the Iron Hook. He had talked Pepper and Soxus into waiting for Portia’s decision at the inn, and they were supposed to be planning their next step for setting up the Artport depot when the drinking became more serious, postponing their strategy discussion. 
 
    Seppius Darkman walked into the common room and sat at their table.  
 
    “Mexius didn’t return,” Seppius said. “Do you mind telling me what happened?” The man looked at Soxus and Pepper, who had imbibed more than Gags. “Perhaps we can sit outside and let your friends continue.” 
 
    “That is a wonderful attitude,” Pepper said with a slur. 
 
    Gags rose. “You don’t mind?” 
 
    Soxus shook his head and Pepper nodded in agreement. 
 
    Gags grabbed some snack food and walked outside, letting Seppius Darkman follow. They sat on a bench looking onto the street. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but food helps clear my head,” Gags said. 
 
    Seppius looked out into the darkness and nodded. “Same with me,” he said. 
 
    “You are a magician?” 
 
    “Not one like you,” Seppius said, “so I don’t have to watch my weight.” 
 
    Gags nodded. He popped a fried dough ball into his mouth and sighed. “What do you know?” 
 
    “Mexius staged his kidnapping, but I knew that before you left Artport. He had something to do with treasure in Caless and that is all I know,” Seppius shrugged. 
 
    Gags gave him a quick version of the events up including the destruction of Nestus Deliry, but the chalices were not mentioned. 
 
    “I don’t have much respect for wizards,” Seppius said. “I supported the magician side on Atto with men and money.” 
 
    “You did?” Gags said. 
 
    Seppius nodded. “Wizards like to rule with an iron fist, or should I say iron spell, or something. I like freedom. It gives me a chance to exercise my real talents.” 
 
    “Which are?” Gags asked, surprised that Seppius wasn’t threatening him about Portia’s shop. 
 
    “Organization, making money, doing something with my life,” Seppius said. 
 
    Gags wanted to ask the gang leader if he was serious, but he kept silent. 
 
    “I’m in a syndicate with tough rules, but if I work within them, I have more freedom than I would in any kingdom.” 
 
    Gags could believe that. He had to ask a question that had been bothering him since he left Artport. “Did you set fire to the farm where I’m building a trade depot?” 
 
    “No and none in my syndicate did. It could have been your new friends in government.” 
 
    “Battle, Harshly, or Mulcher?” Gags asked. 
 
    “Harshly would be my bet,” Seppius said.  
 
    Gags didn’t know if he could believe Seppius. “Why?” 
 
    “Battle and Harshly are rivals,” Seppius said. “Remo wanted the farm property, too.” 
 
    “Enough to burn it to the ground?” Gags asked. 
 
    Seppius shrugged. “He is a friend, so don’t ask more.” He turned to Gags. “Tell me more about your depot idea? Remo scoffed when he told me, but I’m a man of business. I own ships: my ships, not the syndicate’s. I’ve never traded on land since there might be a conflict of interests in doing so.” 
 
    Did that indicate that his syndicate was behind the highwaymen infesting the wagon trains leaving Artport? Gags thought it likely as he gave Seppius the story behind the depots and the purpose of the protection agency. 
 
    Seppius nodded and stood. “Thank you for your time, Vingus Gags. We might run into each other again, before you leave Artport.” Seppius Darkman walked off into the night without another word. 
 
    Gags watched him walk away before rejoining his friends. Seppius confused him. The man treated Gags more like a friend than an enemy after their first encounter in Artport, but there was no question that Seppius had the confidence that having the backing of people in high places did. 
 
    Patricia’s leaving didn’t mean as much to Gags as Soxus and Pepper, so he left Soxus and Pepper to their cups and retreated to his room.  He pulled out one of the rubbings and scoured his memory to see if he had seen similar characters before, but he drew a blank.  
 
    Wisnian Orange had spoken of an academic in Heartswallow. Gags needed to return to Yearsend, or Heartswallow would be his next destination. As he tried to map out events for the next few days in his mind, he yawned. Everything would have to wait until tomorrow. 
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