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        Abaran: (AH-bah-rahn)

        Urgaban advisor to King Vegak of Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Akshira: (ahk-SHEE-rah)

        Rorujhen spouse to Farukan and mother of Barashan.

      

        

      
        Alénia: (ah-LAY-nee-uh)

        A human woman living in the Shifara area. She is an expert with the long-sword and seeks out any who re proficient to challenge them.

      

        

      
        Ancaera: (ahn-KAY-ruh)

        Ashae widow to Vaelir, whom she had married out of convenience to maintain control of her family estate of Shianri.

      

        

      
        Arané-Li: (uh-RAH-nay LEE)

        Ulané Jhinura Chamberlain in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Arnelas: (are-NAY-lahs)

        Ulané Jhinura Minister of Trade in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Arugak: (AIR-oo-gahk)

        Founding Urgaban king of Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Astrina, Astrina’u, Astrina Ulané Poloso: (uh-STREE-nuh, uh-stree-NAH-oo, uh-STREE-nuh oo-LAH-nay po-LO-so)

        Ulané Jhinura queen of Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Azadi: (uh-ZAH-dee)

        Ga-Né-Mo Ri healer in Aganaté.

      

        

      
        Barashan: (BAH-rah-shahn)

        Rorujhen son of Farukan and Akshira.

      

        

      
        Bardian: (BAR-dee-uhn)

        Ga-Né-Mo Ri king in Aganaté.

      

        

      
        Bavrana: (bah-VRAH-nuh)

        An Urgaban merchant and the Merchant Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo. Part owner with Mira of the Raven’s Nest Restaurant in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Bijoux: (BEE-jhoo)

        Jahgreet cub. Rispan’s companion.

      

        

      
        Chevis: (CHEH-vihs)

        Ogaré father to Gaetan.

      

        

      
        Darkstar: Rorujhen slave owned by Dimétrian.

      

        

      
        Darusa: (duh-ROO-suh)

        Urgaban merchant in Pokorah-Vo. Aligned with the slavers.

      

        

      
        Démka: (DEHM-kuh)

        Loiala Fé Guard in Shifara.

      

        

      
        Deneven: (DEH-neh-vehn)

        Ulané Jhinura Chief Forester in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Dimas: (DEE-mahs)

        Ashae City Guard in Shifara.

      

        

      
        Dimétrian: (dee-MAY-tree-uhn)

        Ashae Master of the White Riders.

      

        

      
        Dobarek: (DO-bah-rehk)

        Urgaban Slaver Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Duskovek: (DOOS-ko-vehk)

        Urgaban Captain of the Guard from Laraksha-Vo. Sent with the delegation to Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Dzurala: (dzoo-RAH-luh)

        Ulané Jhinura General of the Investigations and Intelligence Branch (IIB) in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Farlen: (FAR-lehn)

        Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira.

      

        

      
        Farukan: (FAH-roo-kahn)

        The Rorujhen formerly enslaved by Vaelir. He serves Mira as mount and partner. Spouse to Akshira and father of Barashan.

      

        

      
        Felgor: (FELL-gor) See Mouse.

      

        

      
        Felora: (Fay-LO-ruh)

        Ulané Jhinura tailor and shopkeeper in the Su Lariano outer town. Wife to Gylan and mother to Tesia.

      

        

      
        Frelian: (FRAY-lee-uhn)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to the Mage Guild.

      

        

      
        Gaetan: (GUY-tahn)

        Young Ogaré whose actions resulted in him being sentenced by his people to follow and assist Genevané until such time as she can forgive him.

      

        

      
        Genevané: (gen-neh-VAH-nay)

        Darakanos befriended by Rispan.

      

        

      
        Giang: (gyang)

        Pilané Jhin working for the Royal Court in Shifara Castle.

      

        

      
        Gilglys: (GIL-gliss)

        Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira.

      

        

      
        Gradela: (grah-DAY-luh)

        Urgaban mercenary working for Dobarek.

      

        

      
        Gralbast: (GRAHL-bast)

        An Urgaban merchant. Formerly the Merchant’s Guildmaster. Mira’s business partner in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Grangor: (GRANG-gor)

        Urgaban diplomat sent to Su Lariano from Laraksha-Vo.

      

        

      
        Gylan: (GUY-lehn)

        Ulané Jhinura leatherworker and armorer in Su Lariano. Husband to Felora and father to Tesia.

      

        

      
        Hrangan: (HRAN-gehn)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to both the Planters and Craftsmen Guilds.

      

        

      
        Icolan: (EE-ko-lahn)

        Ulané Jhinura bodyguard assigned to protect Mira. Rank of Bar, equivalent to private, with the Su Lariano Palace Guard.

      

        

      
        Ivanos: (ee-VAH-nos)

        Urgaban City Magistrate in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Jakeda: (juh-KAY-duh)

        Urgaban hired by Bavrana to be the head chef at the Raven’s Nest restaurant.

      

        

      
        Jaleya: (juh-LAY-uh)

        Ga-Né-Mo Ri queen of Aganaté.

      

        

      
        Jasena: (juh-SAY-nuh)

        Former Urgaban Guildmaster for the Thieves Guild. Founded the Worker Guild.

      

        

      
        Javen: (JAH-vehn)

        Urgaban mercenary adopted by Mira to be Farukan’s groom.

      

        

      
        Jerini: (jeh-REE-nee)

        Urgaban advisor to King Vegak of Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Jill Ramirez: (rah-MEE-rayz)

        Mira’s foster-mother on Earth.

      

        

      
        Julek: (JOO-lehk)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to the Slaver Guild.

      

        

      
        Kaerélios: (kay-RAY-lee-ows)

        Childhood Ashae friend to Ancaera, also a White Rider. Pledged to Mira and assigned to protect Ancaera and Shianri.

      

        

      
        Karis Ulané Panalira, Karis’u: (KAH-ris oo-LAH-nay pah-nah-LEE-ruh, kah-REE-soo)

        Missing younger cousin of Neelu.

      

        

      
        Kalisan: (KAH-lee-SAHN)

        Long deceased husband to Neelu’s missing sister, Reelu.

      

        

      
        Karugan: (KAH-roo-GAHN)

        Urgaban king in Laraksha-Vo.

      

        

      
        Kergak: (KAIR-gahk)

        Deceased Urgaban king of Pokorah-Vo. Father to King Vegak and son of King Arugak.

      

        

      
        Kholinaer: (ko-lihn-AIR)

        The Ashae king in Shifara Castle.

      

        

      
        Khuyen: (KOO-ee-yen)

        Pilané Jhin queen and only survivor of the massacre of her people led by Arugak long ago. Leader of Chados, the resistance of Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Kiarash: (kee-ARE-ahsh)

        Ga-Né-Mo Ri scout and resistance member. Befriended by Rispan.

      

        

      
        Kirsat: (KEER-saht)

        Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and who did not survive the journey.

      

        

      
        Kivalek: (KEE-vuh-layk)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to the Merchant Guild.

      

        

      
        Kooras: (KOO-rahs)

        Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and who did not survive the journey.

      

        

      
        Korashéna Ulané Sharavi, Korashéna’u, Shéna: (KO-rah-SHAY-nuh oo-LAH-nay shah-RAH-vee, KO-rah-shay-NAH-oo, SHAY-nuh)

        Last surviving member of the royal family of the Ulané Jhinura city of Su Astonil. Enslaved in Pokorah-Vo all her life until she was freed by Rispan.

      

        

      
        Korzag: (KOR-zahg)

        Urgaban Captain of the of the Palace Guard of Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Lacela: (lah-SAY-luh)

        Ulané Jhinura student healer in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Laila: (LAY-luh)

        Impané mage. Mother of Yormak.

      

        

      
        Laruna: (lah-ROO-nuh)

        Ulané Jhinura mage and magic instructor in Su Lariano. Became a fugitive when it became known she orchestrated Mira’s kidnapping.

      

        

      
        Lengel: (LEHN-gehl)

        Ulané Jhinura aide to General Dzurala in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Lubek: (LOO-behk)

        Urgaban owner of the pub next to the Merchant Guildhall in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Meshin: (MAY-shihn)

        Ulané Jhinura general of the army and City Guard of Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Mikolosk: (MEE-ko-losk)

        Urgaban who serves as Gralbast’s right hand and personal assistant.

      

        

      
        Milos: (MEE-los)

        Ashae who manages the slaves at Odaro, Dimétrian’s estate.

      

        

      
        Mira, Mirabela Cervantes Ramirez: (MEE-rah, sayr-VAHN-tays rah-MEE-rayz)

        Child of Earth who finds herself stranded on Daoine.

      

        

      
        Mooren: (MOO-rehn)

        Ulané Jhinura assigned to accompany Mira and advise and protect her on her missions to Pokorah-Vo and Shifara. Holds the rank of Lance with the Su Lariano Palace Guard, which is equivalent to corporal.

      

        

      
        Mouse: Also known as Felgor. Close Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira and Rispan since her early days in Su Lariano. Becomes manager for the Raven’s Nest Restaurant.

      

        

      
        Nadezhda: (nah-DAYZH-duh)

        Healer in a Loiala Fé village.

      

        

      
        Naga: (NAH-guh)

        Name of the reshan eagle that serves as Kiarash’s mount.

      

        

      
        Nazani: (nuh-ZAH-nee)

        Rorujhen mount for Ancaera.

      

        

      
        Nazreela: (nahz-REE-la)

        Urgaban queen in Laraksha-Vo.

      

        

      
        Néci: (NAY-see)

        Loiala Fé house servant in Shianri.

      

        

      
        Neelu, Neelu’u, Neelu Ulané Pulakasado: (NEE-loo, nee-LOO-oo, NEE-loo oo-LAH-nay poo-lah-kah-SAH-do)

        Ulané Jhinura daughter to Queen Astrina. Mira’s first friend in Daoine.

      

        

      
        Niden: (NYE-dehn)

        Loiala Fé groom in Shianri.

      

        

      
        Niklos: (NEE-klos)

        Vaelir’s Ashae nephew.

      

        

      
        Niréla: (nee-RAY-luh)

        Ulané Jhinura healer in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Nirellen: (nee-RAY-lehn)

        Ulané Jhinura commander in charge of Mira’s platoon in military training in Su Lariano. Holds the rank of Tree, which is equivalent to Staff Sergeant.

      

        

      
        Nora: Leanora Leland. Mira’s foster-sister on Earth.

      

        

      
        Okéla: (o-KAY-luh)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to both the Planters and Craftsmen Guilds.

      

        

      
        Reelu, Reelu-u, Reelu Ulané Pulakaloso: (REE-loo, ree-LOO-oo, REE-loo oo-LAH-nay poo-lah-kah-LO-so)

        Missing older sister to Neelu. Also known as Ree.

      

        

      
        Réni: (RAY-nee)

        Ulané Jhinura Assistant Minister of Trade in Su Lariano. Assigned to accompany Mira on her mission to Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Rhesaeda: (ruh-SAY-dah)

        Ashae Minister of Internal Relations in Shifara Castle.

      

        

      
        Rispan: (RIHS-pehn)

        Close friend to Mira and Mouse since her early days in Su Lariano. Is assigned to join her mission to Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Rizina: (rih-ZEE-nuh)

        Ulané Jhinura bodyguard assigned to protect Mira. Holds the rank of Bar, equivalent to private, with the Su Lariano Palace Guard.

      

        

      
        Sabela: (sah-BAY-lah)

        Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and a highly skilled tracker.

      

        

      
        Shaluza: (shah-LOO-zuh)

        Part of the Urgaban delegation to Su Lariano from Laraksha-Vo. Assigned to accompany Mira on her mission to Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Shegaruv: (SHAY-gah-roov)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to the Slaver Guild.

      

        

      
        Shéna: see Korashéna Ulané Sharavi.

      

        

      
        Shershani: (sher-SHAH-nee)

        Urgaban Guildmaster of the Mage Guild in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Shigara: (shee-GAH-ruh)

        Ulané Jhinura Chief Healer for Queen Astrina in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Tabalin: (tah-bah-LEEN)

        Ulané Jhinura Forrester scout assigned to accompany Mira on her mission to Shifara.

      

        

      
        Tarana: (tuh-RAH-nuh)

        Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and who did not survive the journey.

      

        

      
        Tesia: (TEE-zee-uh)

        Ulané Jhinura master mage in Su Lariano. Friend to Neelu and daughter of Felora and Gylan. Trains Mira in magic and accompanies her on her mission to Shifara.

      

        

      
        Tony Ramirez: (rah-MEE-rayz)

        Mira’s foster-father on Earth.

      

        

      
        Vaelir: (vay-LEER)

        Ashae White Rider who is killed by Mira when he attacks her and her team on their way to Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Veeluthun, Veelutun’u, Veeluthun Ulané Gabolé: (vee-LOO-thoon, vee-loo-THOON-oo, vee-LOO-thoon oo-LAH-nay gah-BO-lay)

        Younger brother to Neelu in Su Lariano.

      

        

      
        Vegak: (VEE-gahk)

        Urgaban king in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Veréliag: (vuh-RAY-lee-ahg)

        Urgaban District Minister in Pokorah-Vo. Has ties to the Worker Guild.

      

        

      
        Veron: (VAY-run)

        Ulané Jhinura weapon’s master in Su Lariano. Assisted in training Mira in martial arts.

      

        

      
        Veselek: (VEH-seh-lehk)

        Urgaban working as Bavrana’s right-hand.

      

        

      
        Vukareg: (VOO-kah-rehg)

        Urgaban Planters Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Yarmilla: (yahr-MEE-luh)

        Urgaban sent from Laraksha-Vo as a junior diplomat to assist Grangor.

      

        

      
        Yeravi: (yay-RAH-vee)

        Ancient Ashae in the Shifara region with some familial connection to Dimétrian.

      

        

      
        Yormak: (YOUR-mahk)

        Impané mage. Son of Laila.

      

        

      
        Ysiola: (EE-see-OH-lah)

        Ashae queen in Shifara Castle.

      

        

      
        Zlateka: (zlah-TAY-kuh)

        Urgaban Craftsmen Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo.

      

        

      
        Zorina: (zo-REE-nuh)

        Urgaban Worker Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo. Successor and daughter to Jasena.
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          MIRA

        

      

    

    
      I felt myself waking up. I’ve heard people talk about that moment between sleep and wakefulness; that place where everything is peaceful and happy. I searched for it, but it wasn’t there. Just a cold emptiness. And pain.

      I didn’t want to open my eyes. I didn’t want to wake up and face everything that had happened. For a moment, I thought that if I could just keep my eyes closed, it wouldn’t be real. But the hollow ache in my chest was no dream. And I could feel the dried tears on my face.

      I don’t think I’d ever really felt hate before. Anger? Sure. Outrage. But a hatred that burned cold and filled me with a rage and a hunger for violence? A drive to hurt and smash and rend and scream? This was new.

      I just needed a target.

      I tested this new feeling. Rubbing it with my hands and drawing it around myself like a heavy coat. Luxuriating in it. Flexing into it, feeling the perfect fit as it slid into place like a pair of Gylan’s boots.

      Dimétrian. The Riders, too. But Dimétrian was their architect. He was the one who would pay the most. I was going to rip his heart out.

      “Are you awake?”

      The voice was soft. Female. That wouldn’t do. I wanted something hard to fight against.

      I opened my eyes and looked for the source. She stood in a doorway, looking at me. She was Ulané Jhinura. Her hair was black, and she looked at me with violet eyes that reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t place it.

      “Where am I?” I croaked.

      She cocked her head at me. “You are at Odaro. Master Dimétrian’s estate. Are you injured? I’m not really much of a healer, but I have some small talent.”

      I shook my head. Even if I’d been injured, I would have refused. I didn’t want to feel good.

      “If you can stand,” she said, “we should get you a bath and some clothes.”

      I looked down. I’d been stripped of my armor and leathers, down to my sports bra and panties.

      “Where are my things?” I sat up on the small bed I found myself on. The room was hardly bigger than the bed, maybe four feet by seven feet at best. And the bed was just a pallet on the floor.

      “Taken,” she shrugged. “Gone. Who knows? Discarded, perhaps. Or maybe he saved them to torment you with. How much does he hate you?”

      “Not as much as I hate him.”

      She sighed. “What is your name, child?”

      “I’m not a child,” my voice was low and hard. She’d done nothing to deserve it.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I suppose you aren’t.”

      “How could I be?” I demanded. “I’ve fought assassins and Riders! I’ve been trained and promoted to Stick in the Su Lariano military! I led a caravan to Pokorah-Vo and back! I’ve killed seven people! Seven! And I’ve lost—” my breath caught. “I’ve lost…” I shook my head as if to clear away the emotions threatening to engulf me. Focus on hatred.

      “I understand.” she nodded.

      “Do you?” I snapped at her.

      “Yes!” Her eyes had gone suddenly hard. Then they shifted to some inner memory and turned sad. She blinked away the memory. “Yes, I do. But it was very long ago. Your wounds are still fresh.” She looked at me searchingly. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      My mouth moved, but no sound came out, like a fish out of water.

      “It’s too soon,” she shook her head. “When you are ready, and if you wish it, I will be here to listen. I’m Ree. Part of my job is to help new arrivals get settled in. We are not so different, you and I. We are neither of us here by our own choice. Servants of Master Dimétrian.”

      “Servants? You mean slaves?” That surprised me. I had assumed I was a prisoner. Actually, I’d expected he would have killed me. But a slave?

      “We aren’t permitted to say that word,” she told me. “We are servants. Look at your wrists.”

      I raised my hands to look at the bracelets that had been locked into place. They weren’t the same. One looked familiar. I held it up.

      “This is a tracker, right?”

      “Yes. You’re familiar with them?”

      “Yeah,” I remembered the one Shéna had. The one we had to break off of her and that Rispan had to run off with to keep her from being found.

      “The other one,” she explained, “Prevents you from accessing ambient magic. I assume you were some sort of mage if they felt this was necessary.”

      I looked at the other one. It was more like an arm guard in appearance. It was a good six inches wide and wrapped all the way around my forearm. It was covered in markings engraved into the metal. The engravings were familiar, but I didn’t know where I would have seen anything like that.

      “I’ve been working on it,” I shrugged. I tried to access the Ralahin. Nothing happened. “Tesia’s been training me. I’ve learned a little and I’d definitely fry them if I had a chance. But Tesia—” No. I stopped myself from going on. I didn’t want to think about her or Mooren. I didn’t want to think about how I’d failed them. Not now.

      “Tesia?” She thought for a moment, then her eyebrows shot up. “Felora’s little girl! Oh, I remember her! She was so precocious. Oh, yes!” She laughed. “And Veeluthun would follow her around like a puppy-dog.” She glanced at me. “Close your mouth dear, you’ll catch flies.”

      “But…” Who was she? “You know Felora? And Veeluthun?”

      She nodded, looking at some inner memory. “I am also from Su Lariano.”

      “Are you—” Could it be? “You’re her, aren’t you? You’re Reelu Ulan—”

      “Don’t say it!” She stopped me. “I am Ree. A common servant. That’s all anyone knows or needs to know. You mustn’t speak of it.”

      “Neelu never stopped looking,” I told her.

      She took a deep breath and let it out. “I didn’t know for certain whether she survived.”

      By now I knew the story by heart. “She went for help, but by the time they got there you and your son were gone.”

      “As I said, that was long ago,” she said. “For now, we need to get you cleaned up and into some clothes. Then we’ll see if we can find out where you’ll be working. You’ll need to apprentice under one of the more experienced servants.”

      “But… haven’t you ever tried to escape? You don’t have a tracker.”

      She shook her head. “I am told my son works in the kitchens at another estate and is treated well. If I am other than… exemplary, I put him at risk. That’s why I am only Ree. It would put him at risk if they realized who I am… who he is.” She looked at me. “You must not tell anyone.”

      “I won’t,” I told her. Thinking about her situation was helping me, keeping me from focusing too much on my own pain. My own loss. “How often do you get to see him?”

      She shook her head again. “I have not seen him since that day in the forests of Su Lariano all those years ago. Dimétrian tells me of him now and again. It’s all I have.”

      I tried to find out more, but she didn’t want to talk about it any further, so I just followed her to the laundry where clothes for “servants” were washed and stored for use. I was given clothes similar to what Ree wore: a skirt that reached my knees, and a simple shirt that buttoned in the front. Both white. Nearby were the baths and I cleaned myself up before putting on my slave clothes.

      “Now we must see Milos,” Ree said. “He will tell us where you are to work.”

      She led me down a hallway from the room I’d woken up in; it was lined with doors on both sides. From what I could see, they led to other small rooms like the cramped one I’d been in. Cells. Stalls. That’s about all they were. At the end of the hall on the left side was a larger room.

      “This is the dining hall where you will eat,” Ree told me, pointing to the left. “Food is only available at certain times; if you miss your window, you miss your meal.”

      She knocked on the door across from the dining hall and went in. An Ashae was standing with his back to the door, looking out a window. The view included what I could only assume was Dimétrian’s palatial home. It was huge. The slaves’ quarters were evidently a detached wing.

      Ree stood silently, waiting for the Ashae to address her. Finally, he turned around. He only gave me a perfunctory glance.

      “This is the new one, eh?” he asked Ree.

      “Yes, Milos,” She bobbed her head. “I came to inquire where she is to be utilized so that I can assign her the proper trainer.”

      Milos sat in a chair behind the desk and crossed his right foot over his left knee. He looked at me again, this time more deliberately.

      “Balangur, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Raven will do.”

      Raven was a better name for me now. It felt like the girl who had been Mira had died with Mooren. Raven was someone else entirely. The raven symbolized many things in many different cultures. Some of them were very dark and fit well with my new coat of hatred. The raven was the bringer of death.

      “This one is not to be a regular servant,” he said to Ree. “This one thinks she’s some kind of fighter. She’s to go to the practice yard. Come with me.”

      He led off and we followed.

      “The practice yard?” Ree asked him. “But what will she do there?”

      “She’ll fight any challenger,” he said. “As long as she can stand. And then you will heal her so she can go again.”

      We’d gone out a door toward another detached wing. As we neared, I could hear the sounds of training. We came around the building and there was a cleared area and Ashae were practicing and sparring.

      “These are house guards,” Milos grinned at me. “They hold a monthly competition, and they practice for it constantly. There are great rewards for any who can impress Master Dimétrian.”

      “What kind of rewards?” I asked.

      “None for you,” he laughed. “You’re just the practice dummy.”

      I looked at the practicing Ashae. They all wore at least leather armor, and some had heavier protection.

      “I won’t last long in this,” I indicated my shirt and blouse.

      “Tough luck.” He shrugged. “We have no armor to fit you.”

      “I had my own,” I said. “I was wearing it when they took me.”

      “If you survive the day, maybe I’ll look into it.” He turned to the practice yard. “Heads up!” he called. “This is your new practice dummy!” He pointed at me. “She thinks she’s special. Even wants a fancy name. But she’s a slug. So that’s her name. Slug. Try not to kill it!”

      Two of the Ashae who had been sparring exchanged a grin and started walking toward me, swords in hand.

      Milos turned to Ree, “I suggest you stand back.”

      There was a weapons rack at one end of the yard, and I made a run for it. One of the approaching Ashae laughed and took a half-hearted swing at me as I went by. I grabbed a staff from the rack and moved toward the center of the space to give myself more room. My head still hurt, but I was going to enjoy taking out my rage on anyone who came against me. For as long as I could.

      They came at me like I was the point of a triangle. They didn’t seem to be used to coordinating together. They were also likely to be unfamiliar with facing a staff. One of them stepped forward with a leer, intending to take his turn first. I let him come, focusing my attention on him. He tried a feint to draw me out. I feinted in return and spun to strike the other one’s face as hard as I could. He went down hard, his face a ruin; the blow had destroyed his nose and shattered his cheekbones.

      I turned back to the first one and saw the shock on his face. Then it shifted to anger. I could see its heat burning in him. Good. That kind of anger would make him careless. He would need to learn to let his rage burn cold. I didn’t intend to give him a chance to learn that lesson.

      He came at me with a fury. No caution at all. I turned the blade aside easily, then struck him on the outside of his shoulder causing him to partially spin around. My next blow struck the base of his skull, shattering vertebrae.

      “Somebody get a healer!” Milos shouted.

      They would need a healer. They should have thought of that before. Maybe one of these could be saved. I didn’t care. Others around the practice square were looking at me angrily. One grabbed a bow and started to notch an arrow.

      “Stop!” Milos yelled at him. “Dimétrian’s orders. You can’t kill her. Or maim her. He wants her to suffer.”

      That didn’t make them happy. Some of them weren’t using practice weapons and they tossed their blades down and went to the rack to grab something less lethal. They came at me from all sides. Now, I wished for less room so I could put my back against a wall. I did what I could, dodging, striking, blocking, but there were too many of them. I was knocked from my feet and the blows kept coming. Still, I tried to lash out. I tasted blood in my mouth and felt my lips stretched into a grin. I heard someone laughing hysterically, and I realized it was me. That made me laugh even harder. Then everything went dark.
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      “What the zerg is Darusa up to?” I asked.

      Gralbast shook his head. “She’s always been a hard one to read. Even as young as she is, she’s managed to get her fingers into just about everything, though she almost always uses proxies. We know she used Valdeg as her front with the Merchant Guild, maybe she’s doing the same thing with Dobarek and the Slavers Guild.”

      “Either way,” I told him, “she’s definitely backing King Vegak. We need to know more about this Ulané Jhinura mage she has with her now.”

      “I tell you,” Gralbast changed the subject to repeat what had almost become his mantra, “we need a face to lead the opposition, or we can’t win.”

      “You can say that all you want,” I told him. “But until you have a workable option, we can’t run with it.”

      “If we don’t give the movement a leader,” he said, “someone like Darusa can just step in and take it all away from us. Then this will be for nothing. We can’t just keep pretending there’s some leader who’s hiding their identity.”

      Both points were valid. Darusa had proven to be very clever and conniving. She probably had plans in place so she could take over Pokorah-Vo no matter who won. Up to now, we’d been organizing a movement against Vegak and the Slavers Guild and talking about a leader who we hadn’t presented yet. The position was ready, but if someone didn’t step into it soon it would all fall apart like a house of cards.

      “Options?” I prodded him. “Who’s willing to openly stand up against Vegak and the Slavers Guild both? Are you going to do it?”

      “Me?” He blinked at me. “No, they’d never rally behind me. But it will need to be an Urgaban, or it won’t go anywhere.”

      We’d gone over this before. I’d have been happy to put the king and queen of Aganaté in charge, or even Shéna, but there was no way the Urgaban of Pokorah-Vo would go for it, even if any of them had been willing to come out of hiding. It needed to be an Urgaban with some clout.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s run through the list. Who are the key players and how do they work as an option?”

      Pokorah-Vo was divided into seven districts or territories. When Pokorah-Vo was founded, Arugak had united seven clans that had formed from all of the exiles from over the centuries and promised them all equal shares of the city. Pokorah-Vo had been built around this idea. Those territories had been passed down each generation to a new leader, and the territories and the Ministers who ruled them were named for the original Clan Chiefs. Pokorah-Vo was more like seven towns than a single unified city.

      “Julek and Shegaruv are both in the king’s pocket,” I said. “They are too connected with the slavers.”

      Gralbast nodded. “And Kivalek will go along with whichever way the Merchant Guild goes, but people trust him even less than they do me.”

      “What about Veréliag?”

      “His ties to the Thieves Guild make him a bad choice as a leader,” he said.

      “Maybe we can use that to get him to our side at least,” I suggested. “If free trade happens, it’s good for everyone economically. More options for thievery.”

      “Maybe,” Gralbast laughed. “I might be able to sell him on that.”

      “If we can get him with us, that puts it at Julek and Shegaruv on one side and Kivalek and Veréliag on the other. That leaves Hrangan, Frelian, and Okéla.”

      “Frelian has a strong interest in growing the Mage Guild,” he scratched his chin. “With open relations to other cities, it will open up avenues for that. I think we can get him to our side. But he doesn’t have enough influence to be the leader.”

      “From what I hear,” I said, “Hrangan and Okéla are always at each other’s throats trying to get control of the Craftsman and Planters Guilds.”

      He nodded. “We can assume that whichever way one goes, the other will do the opposite.”

      “Unless we can broker an agreement between them,” I suggested. “Then we could get them both.”

      “Good luck with that!”

      “But there’s no way that would work if we tried to make one the new leader,” I shook my head. “Still, it would be worth bringing them together if we could use it to get them both to our side.”

      “Those are all the big players,” he said. “And that leaves us no closer to a leader.”

      I leaned onto the table with a sigh, my chin on my hands, trying to think of a solution.

      It had to be someone powerful. Respected. And someone clever enough to run the city once they took over. But all the options were too strongly aligned with one of the clans; the others wouldn’t trust them. Then a thought hit me. The Guilds. Why hadn’t we looked at the Guilds? The two strongest guilds by far were the Merchants and the Slavers.

      “We need someone proven, right?” I asked him. “An Urgaban who will be well known and has a track record of making good decisions?”

      “And they have to be responsible,” he said. “That’s why it can’t be me. I got fed up and walked away from running the Merchant Guild years ago and they think I’d do the same with the new movement.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “And who stepped in? Who took over and made the Merchant Guild even stronger than you did?”

      He looked at me, blinking slowly. “She’d never do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “She doesn’t care about politics, only about enhancing profits.”

      “That’s what she says,” I looked at him.

      “You don’t believe her?”

      I shrugged. “Not particularly.”

      He thought about it. “She’d be a good choice if she’d go for it.”

      “There we go,” I grinned at him. “Problem solved!”

      “She still has to agree to it,” he said. “I’m not so sure she will.”

      “So, we don’t give her a choice,” I told him. “Once we let it slip that she’s in charge, there’s not much she can do to back away from it.”

      “She’d kill us.”

      “Nah,” I shook my head. “She’ll be too busy.”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything,” he answered. “But she’s coming over this afternoon and I’ll let you talk to her.”

      “Oh, no,” I grinned. “You’re the salesman here. You sell it. Besides,” I added. “She’s your girlfriend.”

      “She is not!” His face flushed.

      “Fine,” I said. “As for the others. Who do you want to focus on first?”

      We had been putting off getting too deep into conversations with the factions because we didn’t have a leader for them to get behind.

      He shrugged, “Do we want to go for the low-hanging fruit? Or tackle the big jobs first?”

      “Actually,” I grinned. “Why don’t we leave that decision to our new leader?”

      He shook his head, “You’re going to have to do the talking on that one,” he told me. “I don’t know if she’s ever going to forgive me for quitting.”

      “Maybe,” I smiled. “But she listens to you more than you realize. I’ll take point though.”

      I spent the rest of the morning putting together notes for my next report to Su Lariano. Dzurala had become very attached to her newfound ability to communicate with me instantly. Fortunately, she wasn’t pressing for more than a weekly report.

      Bavrana arrived about an hour after noon for lunch. This wasn’t an unusual thing since they’d gotten back from Su Lariano, but most of the time I didn’t join them. Bavrana and Gralbast made small talk while we ate. Bavrana kept glancing my way suspiciously. We finished the meal and Mikolosk cleared away the dishes.

      “Alright,” she said to me as Gralbast poured us a liqueur. “I can tell you’ve got something up your sleeve. Out with it.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I gave her my most innocent look. Her return expression was not quite an eye roll.

      “Well,” I smiled. “We did have some things we wanted to talk with you about. You know… Get your take on things.”

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “Of course, you are aware of the way things are shifting here in the city,” I said. “One side wants things to stay as they are, and the other side wants things to change, namely, they want open trade and that requires making peace agreements with other cities and ending slavery.”

      She nodded. “And you two are pushing for the second option. I keep my ear to the ground, so I know as much as anyone I suppose. What’s that got to do with me?”

      “We were going over the different factions,” I told her. “Trying to figure out where everyone stood and how we could get them over to our side.”

      I repeated the analysis that Gralbast and I had done for the seven District Ministers.

      “Essentially,” I concluded, “We’re looking for a strategy for bringing as many of them over to our side as we can.”

      She shook her head. “Until you bring out your secret leader, no one is going to fully commit. You’ve gone about as far as you can without that.”

      I glanced at Gralbast. “We agree.”

      “That’s the person you should be going over this with,” she shrugged.

      I just smiled at her wordlessly, my eyes never leaving her face.

      After a moment, her gaze sharpened as her eyes snapped back and forth between us. I could see the calculations going, the dots being connected.

      “You don’t have a secret leader,” she said. “That’s why Vegak can’t figure out who it is. And you think…”

      “Well,” my smile got bigger. “We didn’t have one.”

      “Are you zergané crazy?” She looked at me. “This must be your idea! Gralbast isn’t stupid enough to think I’d go along with it.”

      “You do see the benefits of our side, right?” I asked her. “Almost everyone benefits from open relations with your neighbors. You agree?”

      “It doesn’t take a politician to see that!” she snapped. “It’s just common sense. Common business sense.”

      “Then our goals are aligned,” I shrugged. “And if you can think of a better person to lead us, we’d love to hear it. This is the best chance we have.”

      “You’re talking about overthrowing Vegak!”

      I nodded. “He’s probably not going to like the idea.”

      She sat there, shaking her head. There was no better choice, and she knew it.

      “Have you ever played Jhianki?” she asked me.

      “Shéna taught me a little,” I said. “Why?”

      She wasn’t paying attention to my answer. I could see she was thinking.

      “We need to sit down with Hrangan and Okéla,” she finally said. “And most of the other Clan Chiefs, too. But first…”

      Bavrana stood up from the table and walked through the house into the shop out front. We followed as she stepped out the front door and began looking at passersby. She apparently found what she was looking for; she locked eyes with a man and flipped him a silver coin. He caught it out of the air, and it disappeared.

      “Tell Jasena I need to see her,” Bavrana told him. “Tell her I’m here and that I’ll wait.”

      The man nodded and vanished into the crowd. Bavrana turned and went back to the table.

      “Did you just invite the Master of the Thieves Guild into my place?” Gralbast asked her.

      “Sacrifices must be made for the cause,” She smiled at him. “Meanwhile, get me some paper and ink. We need Hrangan, Okéla, and Veréliag here tonight. And I need Veselek here right away.”

      “I’ll send for Veselek while you write,” Gralbast said as he deposited paper and ink in front of Bavrana. She wrote out five different letters and sealed them. Gralbast handed them to Mikolosk with instructions to have them all delivered right away.

      When Veselek arrived, there was another Urgaban on his heels, and a second just behind her.

      “Having a party?” the first woman spoke. Veselek nearly jumped out of his shoes; he evidently didn’t realize anyone was behind him.

      “Jasena,” Bavrana nodded her head. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. Please have a seat.”

      “You know Zorina,” she indicated the woman with her. Bavrana nodded.

      Jasena reached for a glass and the decanter as she sat to one end of the table, where she could keep everyone in view.

      “Getting into politics, are we?” Jasena gave her a half-smile.

      “I’ve been hornswoggled into it,” Bavrana scowled. “You’re the first person I wanted to talk to.”

      “Me?” I was starting to think nothing could surprise Jasena, but that did. “Do you… need something located?”

      “No,” Bavrana shook her head. “Nothing like that.” Bavrana took a breath. “You’ve seen how the political atmosphere is dividing. There are the conservatives who don’t want anything to change, and progressives who want to make things better.”

      “They say they want to make things better,” Jasena smirked. “But maybe they just want a change, and change isn’t necessarily good.”

      “There’s both kinds, like with anything,” Bavrana nodded. “Some of the conservatives are afraid change will hurt the city, others are only worried it will hurt their own personal interests. Some of the progressives want to create a better city, and some are just looking for an opportunity to use change to their advantage and they don’t care what else happens.”

      “So why do you care?” Jasena asked. “Why should I? It looks like change might not be in my best interests.”

      “First,” Bavrana said, “Change is inevitable. Things will change, and if we don’t control that change, someone else will. Or it will be chaos.”

      “Sure, but that kind of change takes longer. That makes it tomorrow’s problem.”

      “Tomorrow’s problems have to be solved today. And those changes aren’t as far off as you might think.” Bavrana indicated me with a nod of her head. “He’s from Su Lariano. He’s not here by accident.”

      Jasena looked at me speculatively before Bavrana continued.

      “Su Lariano and Laraksha-Vo have allied. Both cities are now aware of Pokorah-Vo. Su Lariano is tired of the raids and the slavery, and Laraksha-Vo is feeling guilty about the whole thing.”

      “You’re telling me the wolves are at the door.”

      “Let’s say the wolves have taken a keen interest in our door,” Bavrana shrugged. “And they are considering the journey. I would prefer they stayed in their own houses.”

      “And you think that if our policies changed, that would keep the wolves out?”

      “I think it would be better if we manage our own change than to leave it up to others,” Bavrana told her.

      “I’m still listening,” Jasena took a sip of her drink.

      “If the slavers lose,” Bavrana told her, “There would be some restructuring of the Guilds. And likely the Districts. For example, the Slavers Guild would be completely disbanded. Slavery would no longer be legal in Pokorah-Vo. It is likely the most serious offenders might even be held accountable for violating the laws of Daoine.”

      “Thieving is also illegal according to the laws of Daoine. Are you proposing I disband the Thieves Guild as well?”

      “There will always be thieves,” Bavrana said. “It is better if it is controlled than if it is not. However, publicly, it would need to be disbanded. Privately, it is another matter.”

      “You think you can convince me to take my Guild underground?” She laughed. “Give up all my power? Why would I want to do that?”

      “You wouldn’t be giving up any real power. Besides, we’re going to need a new Guild,” Bavrana explained. “A Workers Guild. I want you to be the Guildmaster.”

      Jasena blinked at her as that sunk in.

      “A Workers Guild would naturally be opposed to slavery,” Bavrana went on, “as it would undercut wages. Without slavery, and with increased commerce with other cities, there will be more jobs. You’ll find fewer people looking to be thieves. True power will come from the Workers Guild. I think you would find yourself far too busy with the Workers Guild to worry too much about the Thieves Guild.”

      “I’ve heard talk of a Workers Guild before,” Jasena said. “It’s never gotten anywhere.”

      “It never had backing by other Guildmasters before,” Bavrana pointed out. “Plus, since you would officially be restructuring and redefining your own Guild, no one could block it. What you do within your own Guild is your own business.”

      Jasena cocked her head at Bavrana. “You realize that if this works, it will make me the most powerful Guildmaster?”

      “Most likely, yes.”

      “You would trust a Master Thief with that much power?”

      “I would trust you with that much power,” Bavrana nodded. “Thief you may be, but you have rules. You punish unnecessary violence. You don’t rob the poor.”

      “I’m no selfless monk,” Jasena cautioned.

      “Not what I’m looking for. I need someone selfish enough to look out for their own interests and the interests of their people, but who won’t cross certain lines because they’re too greedy or just too lazy to do things right.”

      “Alright,” Jasena said. “If I were to go along with this, how would you propose we move forward?”

      “Start with grassroots, pushing the Workers Guild idea,” Bavrana told her. “You can have your people spreading it, and I can do the same. No specifics yet. Nothing about your part in this, or mine. As few people as possible should know about that before the next Guildmaster meeting.”

      “That works,” Jasena nodded, glancing at Zorina. “It also protects me in case things start to go sideways. Let’s do it.”

      Jasena leaned forward, holding out her hand. Bavrana gripped forearms with her to seal the deal. At that moment, Mikolosk showed in another Urgaban. I could see half a dozen bodyguards on the other side of the door.

      Jasena glanced at the man and then back to Bavrana. “Already? You were pretty confident in my decision.”

      “I knew the deal was too sweet for you to turn down.” She turned to the man who stood, watching the exchange with curiosity. “Apologies, Veréliag. Please have a seat.”

      Mikolosk poured a drink for Veréliag and left the room. Veréliag raised the glass and took a whiff of the contents, then he tipped it toward them before touching it to his lips.

      “Now then,” he said, putting the glass on the table. “What trouble have you two brewed for me?”

      “I asked you here because I know that you and Jasena have a working relationship of sorts,” Bavrana began. Both Veréliag and Jasena turned bland faces toward her, acknowledging nothing. “That’s not meant as an accusation; let’s just say that you have interests which are aligned. As such, you should be aware of pending changes so you can be prepared and respond accordingly.”

      “Changes?” Veréliag eyed them both.

      “There’s going to be a change to my Guild,” Jasena told him. “Officially, there won’t be a Thieves Guild. There’s going to be a Workers Guild.”

      “Officially. And unofficially?”

      Jasena shrugged. “Unofficially, there might be some organization for thieves that would survive the transition. But officially, I will be representing the workers of Pokorah-Vo.”

      “I’m sure you are aware of a growing faction in the city that favors opening trade with others?” Bavrana asked him.

      “It’s not hard to hear the whispers,” he nodded. “But there’s also strong opposition from-- Ah, I see. You’re shutting down the slavers. And you want my backing to vote against Julek and Shegaruv because they’re heavily invested and will fight you.”

      “If the vote passes to outlaw slavery,” Bavrana nodded, “The Slavers Guild will lose all standing. It is unlikely that any who stand with them will survive the transition.”

      “That could leave two Districts up for grabs,” he mused.

      “It’s possible,” Bavrana told him. “But nothing is certain.”

      “Meaning you can’t promise me a slice of that pie.”

      “Correct,” Bavrana said.

      Veréliag looked at Jasena. “This will be a very good move for you,” he said. “I can’t see how going against it would benefit me in any way. But there are risks.”

      “With great risk comes great reward,” Jasena smiled. From their shared expression, I suspected there was more to their relationship than met the eye.

      “Far be it for me to stand in the way of progress,” he shrugged.

      “I’ll leave it for you two to work out any logistics for the transformation,” Bavrana told them. “The change for Jasena will be announced at the next Guildmasters’ meeting. We will want to have a Clan Chief’s meeting not long after to push the vote against slavery.”

      “Nicely done,” I grinned at Bavrana after they had left. “That’s one vote in the bag. Who’s next?”

      “Next we knock out the two easiest ones,” she said.

      She wasn’t wrong. Frelian immediately saw that open trade meant expansion for the Mage Guild that operated out of his District. Kivalek was too closely aligned with the Merchant Guild to go against us. That left Hrangan and Okéla to deal with. They arrived at the same time later in the evening. Neither acted happy to see the other, but they seemed more curious than anything else.

      “Guildmaster,” Hrangan said as he took a seat. “I’m a bit surprised that you would call us both here.”

      “As am I,” Okéla put in archly. “I should think any business you would have with him would be best kept from me. You know how I do love to interfere with his business. Not that he needs my help to be incompetent.”

      “The obvious answer,” Bavrana smiled, “Is that had I spoken with you one at a time, the other would have taken offense at being second and assume opposition. Thus, maintaining a balance, each of you canceling the other out. Is that not the way?”

      Hrangan narrowed his eyes. “You almost make that sound calculated.”

      “You almost make it sound like it isn’t,” she answered. They started to object, but she continued. “Oh, you had me fooled for a long time, just like everyone else. And I didn’t ask you here to argue or prove to you how I know the truth. I need your votes at the next Clan Chief’s meeting.”

      “Ministers’ Meeting,” Hrangan corrected.

      Bavrana shrugged, “Semantics.”

      “I see,” Okéla sneered, “We vote how you say, or you tell everyone about our secret. Is that it?”

      Bavrana shook her head. “Not at all. I’m not trying to extort you. I just wanted to have a conversation with no pretense.”

      The two Ministers glanced at each other.

      “We’re listening,” Okéla said.

      “There’s about to be a change with the Guilds,” Bavrana told them. “I’m not going to go into detail, but there’s going to be a Workers Guild.”

      “I’ve heard that song before,” Hrangan shook his head.

      “Not from a Guildmaster you haven’t. It’s happening.”

      “That’s Guild business,” Okéla said. “That doesn’t take a Minister’s vote.”

      “True,” Bavrana nodded. “But outlawing slavery does.”

      “A lot of the bigger farms rely heavily on slave labor in the fields,” Hrangan said. “The Planters Guild isn’t going to go for that.”

      “The Planters Guild will go through a painful time of change, and they will go on,” Bavrana told him. “People still need to eat. But if slavery became illegal, Shegaruv and Julek would be bankrupt. If someone had secretly bought up all of their debt…”

      “They would own those Districts,” Okéla finished.

      “The bottom line,” Bavrana went on, “Is that the days of slavery in Daoine are numbered. You can go down fighting, or you can get ahead of it and come out stronger. Neither of you have any direct links to the Slavers Guild. You have very little to lose and much to gain. And this opens the door to trade with other cities. That means more business for the Planters and the Craftsmen both.”

      “You’re sure you have the votes to make this happen?” Hrangan asked.

      “The math is simple. It comes down to the two of you,” Bavrana told him. “If you both go with the Slavers, we lose. If you split, we win. But if you split, whoever sided with the Slavers will be in a weakened position. I’m thinking that either way you go, this is one of those issues the two of you should agree on.”

      “And if we vote against it?” Okéla asked.

      “Then you simply delay the inevitable,” Bavrana shrugged. “And you miss your opportunity to take advantage of the changes. It’s in none of our best interests if the rest of Daoine comes to eradicate slavery by force.”

      “We will consider your words,” Hrangan said with a nod. “You have given us much to think about.”

      “You’ll get our answer at the vote,” Okéla said with a smirk.
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