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        Akshira: Rorujhen spouse to Farukan and mother of Barashan.

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

        Arané-Li: Ulané Jhinura Chamberlain in Su Lariano.

        Arnelas: Ulané Jhinura Minister of Trade in Su Lariano.

        Arugak: Founding king of Pokorah-Vo.

        Astrina: Astrina Ulané Poloso. Ulané Jhinura queen of Su Lariano.

        Azadi: Ga-Né-Mo Ri healer in Aganaté.

        Barashan: Rorujhen son of Farukan and Akshira.

        Bardian: Ga-Né-Mo Ri king in Aganaté.

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

        Bijoux: Jahgreet cub. Rispan’s companion.

        Chevis: Ogaré father to Gaetan.

        Darkstar: Rorujhen slave owned by Dimétrian.

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

        Démka: Loiala Fé Guard in Shifara.

        Deneven: Ulané Jhinura Chief Forester in Su Lariano.

        Dimas: Ashae City Guard in Shifara.

        Dimétrian: Ashae Master of the White Riders.

        Dobarek: Urgaban Slaver Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo.

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

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

        Farlen: Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira.

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

        Felgar: See Mouse.

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

        Gaetan: 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: Darakanos befriended by Rispan.

        Giang: Pilané Jhin working for the Royal Court in Shifara Castle.

        Gilglys: Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira.

        Gradela: Urgaban mercenary working for Dobarek.

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

        Grangor: Urgaban diplomat sent to Su Lariano from Laraksha-Vo.

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

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

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

        Jaleya: Ga-Né-Mo Ri queen of Aganaté.

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

        Jill Ramirez: Mira’s foster-mother on Earth.

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

        Karis Ulané Panalira: Missing younger cousin of Neelu.

        Karugan: Urgaban king in Laraksha-Vo.

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

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

        Kholinaer: The Ashae king in Shifara Castle.

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

        Kirsat: 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.

        Kooras: 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.

        Lacela: Ulané Jhinura student healer in Su Lariano.

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

        Lengel: Ulané Jhinura aide to General Dzurala in Su Lariano.

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

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

        Mira: Mirabela Cervantes Ramirez. Child of Earth who finds herself stranded on Daoine.

        Mooren: 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 Felgar. Close Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira and Rispan since her early days in Su Lariano. Becomes manager for the Raven’s Nest Restaurant.

        Nadezhda: Healer in a Loiala Fé village.

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

        Nazreela: Urgaban queen in Laraksha-Vo.

        Néci: Loiala Fé house servant in Shianri.

        Neelu: Neelu Ulané Pulakasado. Ulané Jhinura daughter of Queen Astrina. Mira’s first friend in Daoine.

        Niden: Loiala Fé groom in Shianri.

        Niklos: Vaelir’s Ashae nephew.

        Nirellen: 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.

        Reelu: Reelu Ulané Pulakaloso. Missing older sister to Neelu.

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

        Rhesaeda: Ashae Minister of Internal Relations in Shifara Castle.

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

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

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

        Shéna: Korashéna Ulané Sharavi. 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.

        Shigara: Ulané Jhinura Chief Healer for Queen Astrina in Su Lariano.

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

        Tarana: 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: 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: Mira’s foster-father on Earth.

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

        Veeluthun: Veeluthun Ulané Gabolé. Younger brother to Neelu in Su Lariano.

        Vegak: Urgaban king in Pokorah-Vo.

        Veron: Ulané Jhinura weapon’s master in Su Lariano. Oversaw training for Mira in martial arts.

        Veselek: Urgaban working as Bavrana’s right-hand.

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

        Ysiola: Ashae queen in Shifara Castle.
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          MIRA

        

      

    

    
      Gralbast says there are two types of people, the takers and the took. I know he’s not really that cynical, but I also see a level of practicality to that approach. The truth is, life’s not that simple, and there are more colors to the universe than black and white.

      The more I saw of Pokorah-Vo, the more colors I saw in that spectrum. Not in the Urgaban themselves. Physically, they were all pretty much the same shade; kind of a pale yellow, not quite green. And they mainly seemed to be just under four and a half feet tall, so at five foot two, I was hard to disguise.

      That’s the thing though; I was in disguise.

      A couple of assassination attempts convinced me it might be wise to make people think the last one succeeded. So instead of being seventeen-year-old Mira, I was Raven. A man and a trader of goods. A merchant. Partner to Gralbast, an Urgaban of Pokorah-Vo, a city founded by exiles and criminals.

      Urgaban was the real name for what humans called goblins. It seemed like humans made up a lot of names for races that already had names for themselves. Goblins, Urgaban, had a bad reputation.

      “Look,” Gralbast was saying to me, “We both know there’s more to you being in Pokorah-Vo than a little trading. All I’m saying is that the more you tell me, the more I can help you.”

      We were seated at a table in his home, and he had his familiar pipe in his hand. My team and I had only arrived at Pokorah-Vo a few days earlier. I’d given him the story of our trip from Su Lariano, but otherwise, Gralbast and I hadn’t discussed anything beyond trade.

      “Help me?” I cocked an eyebrow at him in amusement. “All out of the goodness of your greedy little heart?”

      His eyebrows shot up, “You wound me, Raven.” He put extra emphasis on my assumed name to remind me he was already keeping secrets for me. “Sure, there’s profit in stability. But we’re in this world for more than profit. You know me better than that I would think.”

      I nodded as I thought about what he’d said. He wasn’t lying. I knew how he felt about slavers and that he’d taken an occasional loss by acquiring and discreetly freeing a slave or two. But what if it came to deciding between his people and other races?

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said, “let’s speak hypothetically.”

      I noticed the flash of victory that showed in his eyes before he had a chance to hide it.

      “Alright.” He nodded. “Hypothetically.”

      “Let’s say that until recently, no one knew that this city existed. As far as anyone knew, there were just random bands of Urgaban running around causing problems. Attacking and enslaving travelers… Occasionally eating them…” His face flushed a bit at that last part, but he couldn’t deny it. “You could see how some might think it would be a good idea to get together and just eradicate these bands. Yes?”

      “Eradicate?” He gaped at me. “You can’t be serious!”

      “But,” I went on, “when it was discovered there was an actual city and how big that city was, those same people might have decided they needed to figure out a different approach.”

      His eyes narrowed as he put his first reaction behind him and started to examine the problem objectively, drawing from his pipe as he thought.

      “And there are really only so many different approaches they could take,” he mused.

      “Right.” I nodded. “But in all cases, the approach would have to result in ending the attacks and the slavery.”

      “Slavers.” He looked like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “That’s going to be tough.” He met my eyes. “A lot of powerful people, and not just in Pokorah-Vo, make a great deal of money in the slave trade. They aren’t going to want to let that go.”

      “So, if you were trying to solve this little problem, what would be your solution?”

      “Well,” he said, “the first problem these hypothetical people would have, is that they don’t know anything about the power structure in this city. Without that, there’s no way they could formulate any kind of effective strategy. They’d send someone to gather intelligence. I’d already figured out you were here for that. But they must need whatever you can get for them before they can even start to put together a plan.”

      I just looked at him without comment.

      “Alright.” He nodded. “I’ll help you to get your information. But let me tell you why. This is my city, the good and the bad.”

      “And the ugly,” I supplied.

      “Even so,” he agreed, not knowing the reference, “but I’m no traitor. And there are good people here. People that deserve a better life for themselves and their families. If we can bring Pokorah-Vo into the open, to trade and deal equally with the other races, it will help my people. But my people can’t get there without help. I’m going to help you because in the end it will make a better life for them.”

      “Well,” I grinned at him, “if I were on such a mission, I’m sure I would include that in my report!”

      He shook his head, “No more nonsense about hypothetical. You need a plan. That’s what this is really about. You need a way to make Pokorah-Vo a peaceful, contributing ally. And without going through a bloody war and subjugation to do it. Yes?”

      I hesitated a moment, then nodded.

      “I have the connections and the knowledge,” he said, “and if truth be told, I’ve been looking for a way to change things around here for a while. But I didn’t have the resources to do it on my own. A little external… motivation. That can do wonders. We’re not just going to send information to let someone else try to figure it out. We’ll send the information and the plan.”

      “You’re very ambitious.”

      “A fellow never made a copper without a little ambition.” He grinned.

      “Then I’d make a bet you aren’t running low on coppers.”

      He just grinned at me in response.

      “Gralbast, there are also some other things that people are curious about. Like why they haven’t heard from the Ulané Jhinura from the local forest. From Su Astonil.”

      All levity left his face, and he no longer met my eyes.

      “That was mostly before my time,” was all he said.

      “You might as well tell me,” I prompted him. “I’m going to find out eventually.”

      The eyes he raised to mine were hardened steel. “I’ll not sugarcoat this. You asked about ugly. This is about as ugly as it gets.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I understand it started when some Urgaban wandered into a forest garden. All but one were slaughtered by the little creatures that lived there.”

      “The Pilané Jhin and the Sula Jhinara,” I supplied. “The pixies and the sylphs.”

      “Aye.” He nodded. “This survivor. His name was Arugak. He got mad and gathered a bunch of others and they started burning all the gardens they could find.”

      “What?” I was horrified. “Then the Ulané Jhinura must have tried to stop them!”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “The Ulané Jhinura attacked them and drove them back out of the forest.”

      “Naturally,” I said, trying to control my revulsion at what the Urgaban had done to the Pilané Jhin and Sula Jhinara. “Their entire purpose is to protect the forest.”

      “Well, Arugak gathered more men. By then, he’d proclaimed himself the first king of the outcast Urgaban. He had tracked the Ulané Jhinura to their city. I’ve heard of your Su Lariano. This Su Astonil wasn’t nearly so large. With a combination of fires and cave-ins, they were overwhelmed. Most were killed in the attacks. Or shortly thereafter, in the feasts.”

      “In the feasts?” I felt myself wanting to lock down, to block him out. I didn’t want to hear it. But I needed him to confirm.

      “They were eaten,” he spoke those three words through clenched teeth. “Those who survived were made into slaves.”

      My mind reeled from the brutality and pure evil of Arugak’s atrocities. I wanted to run from it, but I couldn’t. I needed to know.

      “How many… lost?” I forced myself to ask.

      “Tens of thousands.”

      “How many slaves?”

      “Hundreds. A few thousand at most.”

      Grief pierced my chest like a hot blade. Then it turned into fury. I needed to get out. I needed to strike. I stood abruptly, and my chair fell over behind me. I grabbed my staff and strode into the courtyard.

      “Mooren!” I called out. “I need to spar! Now!”

      Mooren looked up from where he was talking with Rispan. One look at my face sent him scrambling for his weapons.

      I didn’t wait for him to get set before I launched my attack. I just kept driving forward, letting my grief at the atrocity flow out through my strikes, the rage that tightly clenched every muscle and joint of my body.

      Monsters!

      Mooren was still on the defensive as I drove him back and back. His shyngur swinging smoothly to block my wild strikes. The handles shifting easily in his grip, extending at ninety degrees from the shafts.

      They must pay!

      I couldn’t contain it any longer and I screamed, sinking to my knees.

      All those lives!

      I could see them in my mind. Running. Afraid. Fighting. Dying. Burning. My grief combined with images of Tarana. Of Kirsat and Kooras. All dead.

      My body was racked with sobs as Mooren silently put his arms around me, not understanding, but there.
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          RISPAN

        

      

    

    
      “Mooren!” I heard Mira shout as she slammed out of the door from the house. “I need to spar! Now!”

      I watched as Mooren grabbed those shyngur he was so fond of and barely got them up in time to avoid strikes from Mira’s staff. She was scary good with that thing. But then, Mooren was pretty good, too.

      Something was wrong. I’d never seen the intensity of emotion I now saw on Mira’s face. She occasionally got a little melancholy, but she would pull herself out of it within a few minutes. She’d never talked about it, so I’d never asked. I was there for her. Always. No question. But I would respect her privacy, too.

      This was different.

      Something had upset her. Badly. I turned my eyes to the door of the house.

      Mira’s scream brought my gaze back to her. She was crying and Mooren had his arms around her.

      Mira was crying.

      I stormed across the yard and through the door to where Gralbast was sitting at his table.

      “Rispan.” He nodded to me.

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      Gralbast sighed. He put his pipe down and reached over to a side table. He picked up a glass and set it down next to the partially full one that already sat in front of him. He gestured to the other side of the table as he poured from the bottle. The chair across from him was knocked over, so I picked it up and sat down. He slid the glass toward me.

      “What happened?” I asked again.

      “She asked, and I answered.”

      “What did you say?”

      I listened as he repeated the story he had told Mira. By the time he was finished, I was angry enough to want to kill Arugak and anyone who stood with him. But I could see how this would hit Mira. Mira was too good. She cared too much. Not that I would ever say she was weak. She was one of the strongest people I knew. But she always saw the good in people. Always believed that the best things would happen in the end. I knew better. I knew life was a shit-show and you just make the best of it while you can.

      My time in the kid’s home hadn’t been horrible. But it hadn’t been wonderful, either. I’d been a little small for my age for as long as I could remember. There were always those who would take advantage.

      That’s why I didn’t hate the Urgaban. I knew that Ulané Jhinura could be just as cruel. Maybe not to the point of eating other races, but you know what I mean. Wherever you went, there were good and bad people. Ulané Jhinura. Urgaban. Ashae. Whatever.

      I took a swallow of the goblin grog he’d put in front of me.

      “It might have been better to let her find out about it over time,” I said to him.

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. But then she wouldn’t trust me if I’d kept it from her.”

      Gralbast was a trader. He made his living by making deals. By getting people to buy whatever he was selling. I knew he was good at it.

      “I think it’s time you and I came to an understanding,” I said to him. “I don’t know what your goals are or what plans you have. And I really don’t care. But if you ever betray her or hurt her, I will be feeding you your own guts.”

      I don’t know what I expected. Anger. Denial. Some sort of confrontation. But his eyes softened as he looked at me.

      “Ah lad, I know that.” He nodded. “You forget. I was there the day she came for you and your friend. When she charged through the whole forest on a pony she didn’t know how to ride. How she put herself in danger for your freedom. And I saw your face.”

      I nodded once, remembering.

      “No lad.” He shook his head. “Enemies, she’ll have aplenty, but I won’t be one of them. If she survives, she will bring a lot of change to Daoine. She can’t help it. But it will be a good change. For Ulané Jhinura. For Urgaban. For other races. So, I will do what I can to help her.”

      “If she survives.”

      “Yes.” Gralbast leaned forward on the table, refilling our glasses. “Why don’t we see what we can do to make sure that happens.”

      That’s when I started secretly working with Gralbast. He knew the people who needed to be watched or listened to. After my years in the kid’s home, I had become very good at getting around quietly without being noticed. Mira knew — I should say Raven. Raven knew I was sneaking out to gather information, and as long as I was getting results, she was happy and didn’t bother me with other assignments very often. But she didn’t know that I was getting my targets from Gralbast.

      We weren’t trying to work around her. We were working to support her. She had Sabela, Shaluza, and Ergak gathering general information while Mooren and Réni were in place to keep her cover as a trader working. Gralbast had already provided the general information, but she had to confirm it with her own team before reporting it. I was working with Gralbast to get answers to the questions she didn’t know she needed to ask yet.

      Another thing I got from Gralbast: an enchanted ring. Most Urgaban spoke Urgan instead of the common tongue. The ring’s enchantment made it so that I could understand what the rest were saying in their language. I could even respond in kind if needed. He said it wasn’t uncommon where mixed languages were spoken, so it wouldn’t be suspicious if it was discovered. I was pretty sure Raven’s amulet did something similar.

      I mainly spent the first several days walking the streets of the city to get familiar with the layout. Gralbast had given us maps, but there’s nothing like seeing it firsthand. It was the only way to really know important things about a city. Like foot traffic patterns. Where people were walking or where they tended to gather. Knowing where to find different kinds of shops or businesses, and what kinds of people frequented them.

      There were also subterranean levels to the city, but they weren’t very extensive. It seemed that a lot of the city was built before there was any real plan. And even when the area seemed to have a plan, it wasn’t consistent. This was nothing like Su Lariano, where everything was meticulously planned.

      It was surprising that not much of Pokorah-Vo was underground. I’d gathered that Laraksha-Vo was similar to Su Lariano in that much of it was built into underground caverns, but the builders of Pokorah-Vo evidently hadn’t wanted to work that hard. I’d hated City Maintenance duty, so I could relate. Though I had to say, this mess did give me a better appreciation for all the work that went into Su Lariano. After I’d gotten familiar with the city layout, he started sending me to watch and listen to people. Specific targets. What they were saying and who they were saying it to.

      Tonight, Gralbast had given me a name. Darusa. She would be paying a visit to someone named Valdeg at his business after hours. I had no idea how Gralbast had come across this information. The Urgaban clearly had resources he didn’t talk about.

      The sun had long since set and I waited in the shadows by an alley across the street where I could watch the building and its approach. My clothes were dark to match the shadows.

      Darusa wasn’t hard to miss. She walked with two guards ahead and two behind. They looked very alert and competent. I was still getting used to the hairlessness of the Urgaban. Especially on the women. Raven’s newly shaved head kept catching me by surprise, too. Though I couldn’t deny her disguise was pretty effective for anyone who didn’t know her well.

      Two of the guards followed Darusa in and the other two took a position outside the door. The guards presented a problem, and I was going to have to get a lot closer to find out what was going on in the meeting.

      I ducked back down the alley to circle around a couple of buildings so I could cross the street where the guards wouldn’t see me in the dark. I crossed the street and went down an alley on the other side to come up behind Valdeg’s building. There was a door in the back, but my gentle nudging got me nowhere. It was likely barred from the inside.

      I could hear voices inside, but not well enough to make out the words. If only Gralbast’s ring could make voices louder, too.

      I could see light coming out of a window on the side of the building. I crept up to it, hoping I could hear better. As I reached the edge of the window, I nearly stepped into a hole that angled from the alley toward the building. Some kind of animal warren. I could easily have twisted or broken my ankle if I hadn’t seen it at the last moment.

      I’d started to reach for my dagger to pry up the window, but I was in luck, and it was already cracked open. Darusa and Valdeg were in the room beyond.

      “We just need to be patient,” the male voice must have been Valdeg. “That’s worked for us so far.”

      “The situation has changed,” a woman’s voice. Darusa. “We must change with it.”

      “That idiot Vegak is still following our lead,” Valdeg returned. “The merchants aren’t going to get any traction so long as he opposes them.”

      I’d already learned that Vegak was the current king of Pokorah-Vo. Grandson to the monster Arugak, their first king.

      “But they are getting traction,” Darusa insisted. “The Merchant Guild Council is split down the middle, and some of the conservatives are starting to waver. This new partner of the merchant Gralbast isn’t helping, bringing in these new goods and promising more volume. They’re going to want a piece of that business.”

      “What if we give them a small piece of the slave trade?” he suggested. “Say a merger between the Slaver and the Merchant Guilds?”

      “Nonsense! The Slaver Guild would never give them an inch.”

      “Then what would you suggest.” Valdeg sighed.

      “Maybe we should look at removing some pieces from the board.”

      “If we are too blatant,” he objected, “they will align against us. It’s too risky.”

      “I don’t need you to teach me how to grow mushrooms!” She napped. “Of course, we can’t be blatant.”

      “Apologies,” his voice was heavy with sarcasm. “What did you have in mind?”

      “What if this new partner of Gralbast had brought in something volatile, and it caused a fire? It would be a shame if he and his partner were to perish in the blaze.”

      “We would still be suspected.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “But if we get the rumor of a secret substance going first, we can easily manage the optics. Give me a few days and I’ll have everything ready.”

      There was a pause before Valdeg answered. “Agreed.”

      “Now, on to other business.”

      A guttural hissing sound from near my feet snapped my attention back to the alley. I looked toward the sound to find a relak on its hind legs, staring at me with angry, beady eyes, its claws extended from its raised, front legs. Relaks were large rodents, their bodies about two feet long. They could be vicious, but rarely attacked people. I was guessing that didn’t hold true if you were standing on its doorstep.

      It hissed at me again, threateningly, and I slowly moved away from it towards the back of the building. The thing watched me the whole time, hissing. I’d almost reached the corner when one of the guards stuck his head into the alley from the front of the building. I instantly froze.

      The guard said something over his shoulder and started down the alley. Slowly, I pressed myself against the building.

      “It’s a relak!” he called out as the thing spun to face him, hissing at a new target.

      “Well kill the zergish thing,” came the answer.

      The guard backed away from the relak.

      “Not me,” he said. “I hate those things. You want it dead? You kill it.”

      The other guard was laughing loudly.

      “Don’t mock me!” The first guard angrily stomped back toward the street. “You’re not the one with the thing hissing in his face.”

      Quietly I turned the corner of the building and moved away. Their voices fading with the distance. I didn’t find out as much as I hoped, but I was glad I’d found out what I did.
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      I set down the pen and leaned back from the table in Gralbast’s study, massaging my hand. I’d like to find one of those writers that made it look like being a spy was exciting and give them a few good whacks with my staff. So far, it had just been either boring, tedious or monotonous.

      Mikolosk brought me a cup of hot tea. Mikolosk worked for Gralbast and looked as old as dirt. He was butler, assistant, foreman, legal advisor, and anything else Gralbast needed him to be. I wouldn’t exactly call him kindly, but he was definitely attentive and dutiful.

      “Thank you, Mikolosk,” I said, picking up the mug.

      “Rasha tea has certain restorative properties,” he told me. “You looked like you could use some. From what I have seen of your preferences, I took liberty to sweeten it.”

      Before I could say anything else, he turned and walked out of the room. I turned my attention back to the work in front of me.

      We’d been in Pokorah-Vo for nearly two weeks now and a lot of my time was spent reviewing and consolidating the information my team was bringing in. We’d done a few deals with the trade goods we brought, a little here and there to spread it around, but we were stalling so we could prolong our stay in the city and gather more information.

      Rispan came in and I saw right away from his face that something was up.

      “Hang on,” I told him. “Let’s get Mooren and Gralbast.”

      Once the four of us were assembled, Rispan filled us in on what he’d overheard.

      “Zerg!” Gralbast pounded the side of his fist on the table. “I knew those two were up to something!”

      I’d suspected Gralbast was supplying Rispan with information on who to look into, and this confirmed it. But as long as they were getting results, I’d let them run with it.

      “We can’t sit around waiting for them to burn us out.” Mooren scowled.

      Their conversation faded to the background as I pondered the problem. The strategy against us was pretty solid. But that was because we were sitting as an easy target. Something had to change quickly, and we couldn’t reveal we were on to them.

      “How fast can we offload what’s left of our goods?” My question cut across some rant from Gralbast.

      His eyes narrowed speculatively, “That depends on how cheaply you let it go. Why?”

      “And what about a return caravan? How soon can goods be made ready to ship out to Su Lariano?”

      “On my own,” he answered, “a decent shipment would take a couple of weeks to put together. I take it you want to move faster than that?”

      “I do.”

      “How much faster?”

      “I want to be on the road in three days.”

      Gralbast let out a long breath.

      “And,” I added, “I don’t want them to know we’re leaving until after we’re gone.”

      Gralbast stared at me, his face blank. Then he chuckled. “Alright. I think it can be done. But we’ll need more ready resources than what I have.”

      He tapped his fingers on the table, thinking. Coming to some conclusion, he stood.

      “Well, we’ve no time to lose,” he said. “We’ll need to talk to someone tonight. She’s the only one that can make this happen.”

      On the way out the door I grabbed my cloak and settled it over my shoulder with the raven clasp that Rispan had found for me someplace. He’d asked and, using my amulet, I gave him an image of what a raven looked like. A few days later, he’d shown up with the clasp.

      We walked with Mooren ranging ahead and Rispan coming up behind. After about ten minutes of brisk walking, we approached a large shop, and the lights were still on. The door was barred from the inside however, and Gralbast pounded on the wood between the glass panes until someone came.

      It was a bulky Urgaban, his face was scarred and battered from old injuries. One look at him told me I probably didn’t want to see the other guy. He pulled the bar from the door and cracked the door enough to speak with us.

      “Shop’s closed,” he growled. “Whad’ya want?”

      “Please tell Bavrana that Gralbast and his partner Raven are here to see her,” Gralbast told him.

      The man looked over his shoulder and I could see a woman give him a nod. He opened the door and motioned for us to pass. He closed and barred the door behind us while we faced the woman.

      “Gralbast,” she nodded to him. “And you must be Raven.” She looked at me.

      “You are well informed as always,” Gralbast told her. “Forgive the late hour, but we needed to speak with you on a matter of some urgency.”

      A slim smile formed at the corner of her mouth. “I love it when someone comes to me on a matter of some urgency. It means they are desperate, and I’ll get a better deal.”

      “That’s one way it could turn out.” I smiled. “Or they could just decide the deal isn’t good enough and they’ll hold off until they have time for a proper negotiation.”

      “Oh, I like this one Gralbast,” she said, eyeing me. “I wondered why you would be willing to take on a partner. He definitely—” she paused for a moment, studying me. Then her eyes widened in surprise. “She definitely has potential.”

      I glanced anxiously around, but of course, there was no one else in the shop.

      She smiled, “Don’t worry. Your disguise will fool almost anyone in Pokorah-Vo. It would have fooled me as well if I hadn’t spent some time trading at the human settlement.” She turned and headed toward the back of the shop. “Let’s speak in my office.”

      Her office held a large desk in the center. Shelves along one wall seemed to contain ledgers and records. Behind her was a cabinet and she pulled a bottle and three glasses from the shelf and put it on the desk as we took a seat. Rispan and Mooren stood by the door, looking like hired muscle.

      She filled her own glass and set the bottle down, motioning for us to help ourselves.

      Gralbast poured and we each tipped our glasses to our hostess and took a sip. It was very smooth with a hint of smoky cherry.

      “As I am sure you’ve surmised,” Gralbast started, “I’m in the process of establishing trade relations with the Ulané Jhinura. Specifically, this is with the city of Su Lariano.”

      “It had come to my attention,” she said dryly.

      “As head of the Merchant’s Guild, you—”

      She held up her hand to stop him.

      “When you were head of the Guild, you could lecture on what the position meant,” she cautioned him. “When you gave up the position, you also gave up that right.”

      “Of course.” The new expression I was seeing on his face could only be called contrite. “Poor phraseology on my part. What I mean to say is that from what I understand of your policy, I believe you would be in favor of such relations.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Particularly, if you were brought in on the ground floor as a key player?”

      “I’m listening,” was all she said.

      She was probably a really good poker player, because I wasn’t getting anything from her, even with my amulet.

      “I’m sure you’ve seen some of the goods we brought,” I cut in. I couldn’t let Gralbast run this. I needed to establish my position.

      Bavrana seemed to sense the shift and she turned her attention to me. “Yes.” She nodded. “I have acquired some to see for myself.”

      “You probably haven’t seen much silk in a long time,” I said. “Su Lariano has an exclusive deal with Laraksha-Vo for silk. You can only get it through us.”

      “Us as in you and Gralbast?” she asked. “Or as in Su Lariano?”

      “I represent certain people in Su Lariano.” I leaned forward. “People who would like to establish friendly relations with Pokorah-Vo. Relations that included open trade. Relations that also brought an end to slavery and raids.”

      “An end to slavery?” Her eyes widened. “That alone will earn you some enemies. Opening trade will also make you a target for those who profit from the black market. Either way, you’re a threat.”

      I leaned back in my chair.

      “It’s unlikely anyone would know about your aims for slavery,” she mused. Then her eyes flicked back and forth between me and Gralbast. “But the others. That’s why you’re here.” She looked hard at Gralbast, “This one still has his connections. He found something out.” She turned back to me. “What is the situation and what are you proposing? No hedging. You aren’t here for a deal; you need another partner.”

      She was right. This wouldn’t work if we weren’t really on the same side.

      “Rumors will be going around in the next few days about our shipment including some secret, volatile substance,” I told her. “When Gralbast and I die in the subsequent fire, few questions would be asked.” She had raised her glass to take a drink, but it froze halfway to her lips. “I don’t plan to be in Pokorah-Vo that long. We need to sell the rest of our cargo and load up a caravan back to Su Lariano. I want to be on the road in three days and I don’t want them to know what we are doing.”

      “Bold.” She nodded. “This is doable. I’ll take your remaining goods. I’ll pay your going rate minus ten percent.” She smiled at my raised eyebrows. “Bulk discount. We’ll worry about the tallies later.” She winked. “Veselek!”

      Immediately the scarred doorman stepped into the room.

      “Get a dozen of your most discreet teamsters. We have goods to move tonight. Put it in the warehouse by the east wall.” She looked back at me. “They’ll need someone to go along and show them.”

      “Mooren?” I asked him.

      He nodded and followed Veselek out the door.

      “Now then.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “What do we send on the caravan?”

      “I’m sure we can take as much Kerelahin as you have.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, it’s what we are calling your singing sculptures,” I explained.

      “Gralbast has been busy.” She glanced at him. “That can be arranged. What else?”

      “We need Réni,” I told her. I turned. “Rispan, can you get Réni please?”

      “Don’t worry about the front door,” Bavrana called after his already retreating form. “Veselek has guards watching outside.”

      She turned back to me thoughtfully, “What else are you trading with Laraksha-Vo besides silk?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      Her expression told me she didn’t believe me.

      “Seriously,” I told her. “They came to us about some political alliance. It wasn’t until we were looking at coming here as traders that the subject of trade with them even came up.”

      She gaped at me, “How can you expect to bring people together if you don’t start trading goods?”

      “That’s the same thing Réni said.”

      “At least someone in Su Lariano has a good head on their shoulders.” She rolled her eyes. “This is the one you sent for just now?”

      I nodded. “She knows about trade a lot more than me.”

      “About trade, perhaps,” she said. “But I imagine you can hold your own quite nicely when it comes to trading.” She put emphasis on the last syllable. “What was this political alliance supposed to be for anyway?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but something about an equal voice for all the races, and open interaction.”

      “I see,” she mused. “And how is this equality project working out?”

      I thought about that and scowled, remembering how some of the Ulané Jhinura had felt about me.

      “Not so well?” she guessed. “Yet they made you a citizen, yes?”

      I thought about that. “I suppose so. An honorary one, anyway.”

      “And if you can come here as a trader for Su Lariano, it would only be logical that you would be able to do business in Su Lariano, yes?” Her eyes were bright as she looked at me.

      “I know that look,” Gralbast said. “What are you getting at?”

      “We are going to have a side venture, you and I,” she said to me.

      “We are?”

      “I’ve traded with practically every race on this world, and do you know what I have found that Urgaban can do better than anyone else?”

      I shrugged.

      “Cook! You are going to open a restaurant in Su Lariano, with me as a partner.”

      “I am?”

      “Yes.” She grinned. “You are!”

      Gralbast chuckled, “I must be getting old. I should have thought of that.”

      “I don’t get it,” I told them.

      “This is not only about trade and profit,” Bavrana said, “though there is going to be a lot of profit. If we open a high-end Urgaban restaurant in Su Lariano, everybody who is anybody is going to want to be there. This will create a demand and lead to lower end Urgaban restaurants opening. This is going to require ongoing trade in order to keep the right spices and ingredients on-hand. It also means you will need, at least initially, Urgaban chefs to cook it. Urgaban, living among the Ulané Jhinura.”

      She went on with all the ways this could be leveraged to assist in an alliance, but also how the proposed alliance could be used to bolster launching the restaurant. Finally, Rispan returned with Réni.

      “Réni,” I said, “thank you for coming. This is Bavrana. She’s in charge of the Pokorah-Vo Merchant’s Guild. She’s also a new partner. Please work with her to figure out what we will send on a caravan back to Su Lariano.”

      “Of course.” She smiled at Bavrana. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “One more thing,” I said to her. “We will be on the road in three days.”

      Réni’s smile faltered, but she nodded.

      “What do you have there?” Bavrana asked. She was looking past me to where Rispan stood, trying to suppress a grin.

      From behind his back, he produced a black felt hat. It had a wide brim, and one side was pinned up and sported an iridescent, multicolored feather.

      “I saw this on one of the shelves as I went by,” he said, holding it out to me. “It’s perfect for you.”

      Curious, I put the hat on my head.

      “He’s right,” Bavrana observed, “and it will enhance your disguise.”

      There was no mirror handy, so I had to take their word for it. I doffed the hat in a mock bow and put it back on my head.

      “That will be one silver,” Bavrana said to Rispan.

      “A whole silver?”

      She shrugged. “An experimental hat from some unknown hat maker… on your head… Maybe three coppers. But — A gift for the great trader Raven, which will come to be known as his hallmark? That’s worth at least a silver.”

      Rispan just laughed and tossed her a silver coin he pulled out of his purse.
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