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CHAPTER ONE


 

  

The Qi'temple: A Qi'advisor contract with young Nisha

I sat meditating in the Qi'temple's Stone Garden, a carefully constructed collection of gray boulders and stones and, weaving around them, a white gravel path raked to look like currents of a river. My instructors would have said I sought inner peace and control over my thoughts. But I had achieved that state long ago and moved beyond, emptying my mind of right and wrong, moral and immoral, good and bad. My thinking and internal energy, Qi, were freed from their chains.

I embraced nonresistance. My Qi reached into the garden, and I sought the immense power trapped in the stones. Given time, I could draw that frozen energy into me.

Behind the Stone Garden, a path wended its way from the Qi'temple through lush strolling gardens with small ponds and down to a stone bridge that spanned the Lake of Tranquility to the road out of the valley to the plains below.

Although deep in meditation, I was aware of a mole hiding in the rocks, a hawk floating on the currents above, a wind gently dislodging autumn leaves in the trees that sheltered the garden, and a faint sound of voices approaching.

A deep voice said, "The death of a king is always disruptive to the kingdom, but never more than now. Already tribes from the Sands are raiding the kingdom. They even managed to lay hands on the Royal Scepter. Without it, we cannot determine a successor. If we are unable to retrieve it soon, the absence of a king will create chaos."

The soft-spoken voice of qi'Rajini broke a brief silence. "How many deaths have there been, Your Grace?"

"Several hundred." The man cleared his throat before continuing. "When I petitioned for a Qi'advisor several years ago, you didn't have one available. At the time, I didn't feel an urgent need and failed to pursue my petition. But now, with the current turmoil, I must have one. Someone I can trust to give me clear and honest advice...advice I can rely on."

"I'm sorry to hear of the many deaths, and I understand your need. But I have no suitable candidate. I've two students who could have filled your previous need, but they wouldn't serve your current one. They've neither the experience nor the temperament you will require."

"Aren't all Qi'advisors equal? They're all trained at the Qi'temple."

"Are all your barons equal? Would you trust any one of them to assume your responsibilities?" After a short silence, she continued. "Although our students are given the same instruction, each assimilates the training differently based on their unique personalities. Out of a hundred students who enter, we are fortunate to find one, maybe two who are able to embrace the Way. Half leave because they do not have the temperament or the ability to grasp the instruction. Most of the others leave because they cannot find their Qi. A few develop some Qi and leave well educated. They are sought by the wealthy and nobility as teachers but will never be Qi'advisors. The two I spoke of will make good Qi'advisors over time but aren't ready to work in such turmoil. I've one student who would be suitable, but she's not ready—yet."

"How long?"

"A year or two. She's very young."

"How old? I need her now, not next year."

"Eighteen. She's not ready, Your Grace."

"What about the instructors here at the school? Surely one of you is available for service."

"The instructors teach rather than advise for their own reasons. Some have spent years as Qi'advisors but no longer desire that life and prefer to teach instead. Some have never been Qi'advisors. Perhaps they are too Qi and unable to leave the serenity of the valley. Whatever their reasons, they would not suit your need."

"They must! The kingdom provides the Qi'temple with special privileges and a garrison of soldiers for the valley to protect you. You have a debt to repay, and now is when we need repayment."

"Would you like an ill-suited or disinterested Qi'advisor? I have several available."

"Of course not! But I..." Their voices faded as they continued down the path. I smiled, thinking back to the first time I had heard those words: "not ready" and "too young."

* * *

"Are you ready for bed, Nisha?" Qi'Deniz's warm brown eyes looked down on me. I had just finished washing and changing into a sleeping shift. She watched over me and the other children most days, teaching us to wash our clothes, make beds, eat at the table, and clean up and organizing our games and other activities. She was a small woman with a soft, round face, olive skin, and long gray hair that hung a hand's width past her shoulders. A gentle woman who never shouted or threatened but always knew what to say to make us behave, I loved her.

"Yes, qi'Deniz. Tomorrow, I would like to go to school," I said. I'd been thinking about it for many days.

"You're too young, Nisha. It will be a couple of years before you're ready."

"How old? I'm almost five."

"When you're six, and you are not almost five. You were four only two moons ago."

"Please, qi'Deniz. I promise I'm ready. I feel like I'm six. Doesn't that count? Maybe someone made a mistake, and I'm really six."

"No one made a mistake." A small smile curved her full lips. "Why do you want to go to school? In school, you'll be in class most of the day and have less time to play with the other children."

"I want to learn to read. You read us stories sometimes, but if I could read, I could read new stories every day." Tears stung my eyes at the thought qi'Deniz may say no. But when she didn't, my face lit up, and I bounced up and down on the bed.

"I'll allow you to attend class with the six-year-olds for two weeks. They are learning how to write words. If qi'Satish approves of your work during that time, you may stay in her class. If not, you will wait until you're six. Do you agree?"

"Yes, qi'Deniz, I'm ready. You'll see."

* * *

After breakfast, six-year old Stela led me to one of several buildings that stood at the bottom of a steep path that led to the Qi'temple. Each building was made of red-stained wood with peaked roofs of gray tiles. This one had a long porch, which looked out onto a rock garden. There two large stones sat on separate beds of moss surrounded by a sea of gray gravel, raked in patterns of waves and rippling water.

Girls of all ages clambered onto the porch and into one of the six sliding doors. I entered the first door behind Stela and watched as she went and sat behind a wood box filled with sand. Five other children used long, thin sticks to make lines in the sand. When qi'Satish looked up, she pointed to an empty mat next to a sandbox.

"Nisha, that is your place. Do not touch anything until I get there." Her voice was soft yet clear. Unlike qi'Deniz, she was tall with an angular face. Her eyes remained on me until I nodded and sat. I watched, fascinated, as she wandered around the room, stopping at each sandbox. Sometimes she simply nodded and walked off. Other times she stopped to talk and draw lines in the sand. When she reached me, she knelt and used her fingers to sprinkle water from a dish onto the sand and then patted it down with a small piece of wood, which lay next to the dish. Picking up a stick, she made four quick lines in the sand.

"That is the symbol for a cat," she said, looking at me.

"It doesn't look like a cat, qi'Satish."

Ignoring me, she quickly drew a new set of lines next to the first one. When she finished, it sort of looked like a cat.

"In the long-ago past, people drew a figure like this to symbolize the word for cat. But it took too long to draw, so they took out these three lines. She drew the new figure next to the other. "It still took too long to draw, so they removed these two lines to make the symbol we use today."

Staring at the sort-of-cat figure, I closed my eyes and imagined removing the lines to make the next figure, and then the next, until I had qi'Satish's original set of lines. Then I added lines until I had the sort-of-cat again. I smiled at the thought of the cat hiding in the symbol. When I opened my eyes, qi'Satish had left and was talking to another student. Then she walked to the front of the room and held up a thin piece of paper with a different set of lines drawn in black.

"This is the symbol for a horse," she said, while tracing it with her finger like she was drawing it. "I want each of you to practice drawing it in your sandbox."

I watched the girl next to me wet the sand and pat it smooth before beginning to draw. I sat a long time looking at the symbol, mentally adding lines until I had a funny-looking horse. Then I removed the lines until it looked like qi'Satish's symbol. I giggled—a horse hiding in a symbol. Then I began drawing it, but the sand kept filling up the grooves. Qi'Satish knelt down and sprinkled some water over the sand, wiped it clean, patted it down, and then stepped back. This time the lines stayed, except where I pressed too hard.

Each day, I stayed after qi'Satish said class was over, practicing the symbols she had shown us that day. They were easy to remember because I could see each thing—cat, horse, house, tree—hiding in its symbol. Drawing them was harder. If I drew slowly, the lines were shaky and uneven. Too fast and the lines were too long or short or the wrong angle.

At the end of each week, qi'Satish reviewed the material she had taught us during that period. She would give us a word and then expect us to draw the symbol in our sandboxes. Walking around, she inspected each sandbox and corrected the symbols she didn't like. I could recognize and draw each symbol we had studied, but I wasn't happy with them, even though qi'Satish said they were adequate.

At the end of the second week, qi'Deniz entered and stood over me and watched as qi'Satish conducted her standard five-day review. Afterward, qi'Satish joined her.

"Qi'Satish, would you say Nisha is prepared to join your class?"

"Yes, qi'Deniz. She hasn't been disruptive, as I would have expected from a four-year-old. She has an excellent memory, and her writing is adequate. With your permission, she may stay."

"She may continue so long as you feel she can master the material."

* * *

Although qi'Satish said my writing was adequate, I wasn't satisfied. My writing stick was too heavy for me, and it dug into the sand too deeply, making the lines irregular. So after class, I searched for something to replace it. In the end, I found a dried twig from a bush. During the next class, qi'Satish stood looking down at me as I sat drawing the symbol she had just shown us.

"I see you don't like our writing tools, Nisha."

"It was too heavy, qi'Satish."

"Your symbols with your new stick are very good, and you may continue to use it. But after you're satisfied with each symbol, I want you to use our stick. With practice, you can make it feel as light as your twig." She walked away, saying nothing more.

That night, I sat staring at the old stick, wondering how I could make it lighter. I couldn't. But she had said "feel" lighter. I continued to use my twig until I was satisfied with the symbols I had learned that day, and then switched to qi'Satish's stick. I imagined my hand supported by water and then air. Neither worked. In water, I felt resistance. In air, the stick floated above the sand, leaving no mark. Late one night my hand grew so heavy from a long day's use, I couldn't draw anymore.

Determined to finish, I imagined my hand as light as a feather. It glided over the sand, leaving smooth, clean lines better than my twig. I had discovered something important, except I wasn't sure what.

* * *

Smiling at the memories, I unfolded my legs, rose, and walked to my sleeping quarters. Life at the Qi'temple was simple, so it took me only a few minutes to pack my change of clothes, a warm jacket, hat and boots for the winter months, a bar of soap, and my comb. With my traveling bag packed, I took the path back toward the Lake of Tranquility. Halfway, I met qi'Rajini and the man she'd called "your grace." They stopped talking when they saw me.

I stopped and gave a small bow. "Qi'Rajini, I'm ready to go."

She studied me a few minutes before turning to the man. "Duke Sandar, may I present Nisha," qi'Rajini said, her gaze cast off into the distance. I thought she might be remembering that four-year-old Nisha.

"Nisha," Sandar said with a short nod. "I assume this is the young woman you spoke of. She seems to disagree with your assessment."

"Yes, Your Grace. Nisha is reminding me we can place too much faith in tradition. A student at Nisha's stage of training would normally spend two to three years with a mentor touring the kingdom. The Walk-around is part of our traditional Qi'training. For the student, it's practical experience. For her Qi'teacher, it's helpful in placing her. Apparently, Nisha feels it isn't necessary and is offering to be your Qi'advisor."

"Why would I want you, Nisha?" Sandar turned his hawklike hazel eyes on me like I was his next meal. His clean-shaven, angular face with its beaklike nose enhanced the image of a bird of prey. His muscular build, broad shoulders, and height—a head taller than me—added to the hawk and the mouse image.

I stood silent as my mind shifted through what I had heard and seen. "Because your need is great, and there's no other choice. Although I'm young and many will doubt your wisdom in choosing me, you're not one to be intimidated. You will judge me as you judge everyone—by their actions."

"How do I know you're Qi?" he said to me but looked toward qi'Rajini.

"I say I'm Qi. Therefore, it's for me to prove, not qi'Rajini." I held up my hand, palm facing his chest. He stood just out of arm's reach from me. "If you can touch my hand, I'll concede that I'm not Qi." As I talked, I could feel Qi filling me and anchoring me like the roots of an old oak tree. I extended my Qi until it gently touched his chest. At this distance, I could have pushed and crushed his chest. Instead, I created an invisible shield, which I held steady between us.

His smile became a painful grimace, and his muscles hardened as he struggled to move forward. With his progress stopped and his hand only inches from mine, he lunged at me. The impact sent him staggering backward. He stood there staring at me, his breath coming in gasps and sweat beading on his forehead.

"Is that supposed to prove you're competent?"

"No, Your Grace. It proves nothing. It was but a demonstration to help you make a decision. You don't have time for anything else." I stood waiting.

His eyes narrowed and then he gave a hearty laugh. "She's right. I'll accept her, conditionally. That demonstration was impressive, but I suppose all Qi can do that. I need clear and honest advice, not...tricks."

Qi'Rajini held up her hand to silence him. "No, Your Grace. We've witnessed a rare demonstration of Qi few could match. Except for her superb control, you would be dead." She looked pale. "We need to discuss the contract."

"Pardon, qi'Rajini. Duke Sandar would prefer to leave immediately. He isn't concerned with the cost. He'll pay what you consider appropriate. As for a contract, he doesn't know what will be required of me, so any contract would be meaningless. I'll do what I can to serve Duke Sandar. If I cannot, I'll return to the Qi'temple."

"Nisha...qi'Nisha is right. Draw up a contract and send it to Xihu." He turned on his heel and motioned me to join him. We strode down the path toward the Lake of Tranquility and the plains below.

"Well, qi'Nisha, qi'Rajini says you could have killed me. A very dangerous demonstration," he said, frowning.

"Your Grace, I wouldn't have done anything that would place you or anyone in danger to show off. I could have moved a large rock many paces, which would have impressed most people, but not you. You required a contest of wills." I paused until he nodded. "You may call me Nisha, if you wish. Although qi'Nisha may be more appropriate in public. It would be best if no one mistakes me for your concubine."

He snorted but said nothing for the rest of the trek down the hill. There a man waited with three horses. Two were warhorses. They stood sixteen hands tall with broad chests, one a midnight black and the other a dark brown with white hocks.

The third horse stood a hand shorter but built for speed with its long neck, deep chest, lean body, and long legs. His eyes tracked my every move as we approached. I felt him evaluating me like a horse breeder would evaluate him before buying. I walked up to him and rested my hand against his neck, letting Qi flow into him. In response, he lowered his head onto my chest. As I stood there captivated, Sandar approached with the other man.

"Qi'Nisha, this is Sir Harkin, my military advisor, the head of my security, and a trusted friend. Harkin, meet my Qi'advisor."

Harkin froze for a moment and then smiled. "I'm pleased to meet you, qi'Nisha. Anyone Windrunner bows to is certainly deserving of the title of Qi. Welcome."

Sandar swung into the saddle. "Mount up. I want to be in Xihu by sunrise tomorrow. Qi'Nisha?" He watched me mount.

"I won't delay you, Your Grace," I said, leaning over Windrunner's long neck and whispering into his ear. "You're free to race the wind. I'll not hinder you."

With that, he lunged into a fast canter, and I used Qi to lighten myself. No one spoke as we rode, alternating a canter with a walk to rest the mounts, through the afternoon and into the evening. Sandar called a halt a couple of hours after dark, when he realized Harkin's horse and his were lathered and heaving for breath. Even Windrunner was ready for a rest. After unsaddling his horse, Harkin walked over to me and ran his hand over Windrunner's flank.

"You and he have pushed our horses to their limit, yet the two of you have fared the best of us. How?"

"I'm light and he's strong."

Harkin shook his head but didn't pursue the issue. He and the duke unrolled blankets and lay down. I put on my wool jacket and sat meditating. I had learned long ago meditating was as restful as sleeping.

Besides, I had much to consider. Graduate students of the Qi'temple were rented out to nobility and wealthy families. The contract could be for a specific period, with an option to renew, or open ended. Because of the nature of the service, either party could terminate it.

My current contract was open ended for unspecified services. A very unusual contract, but it felt consistent with my Qi—a Path to travel—with no concern for the past or the future. My thoughts were interrupted when I heard the two men move.

Although it appeared Sandar and Harkin woke at the same moment, I sensed Harkin woke in response to Sandar's movement.

Sandar looked at me and frowned. "You should have slept when you had the chance. It's still a long ride to Xihu."

"I'm rested and ready to travel, Your Grace," I said as I rose. Harkin pulled a wrapped bundle of hard bread and cheese from his saddlebags. We had a quick meal and were on the road in minutes.





  

CHAPTER TWO


 

  

Xihu castle: Understanding the Qi, a testing of Nisha

As Sandar had wanted, we reached rolling hills of grassland from where the city of Xihu could be seen in the distance as the rising sun began to cast light shadows and the clouds were streaked with pale pink. I'd never visited Xihu. It would have been part of the traditional three-year Walk-around to complete my training.

My one-year Walk-around, earlier in my training, had been to Murel, a fishing town on the Sea of Araxie. I had thought it a large town at the time, with its streets lined with shops, hundreds of small boats in the harbor, thousands of homes, and people everywhere. It had been my first look into the outside world, and I had been happy to return to the serenity of the Qi'temple. Now, looking at the massive walls surrounding Xihu, which stretched for leagues, I realized how small Murel had been and wondered if I was ready for the chaos. I would soon find out.

Before long, we rode past fields of golden wheat, cattle, and clusters of log-and-mud cottages. As we neared, I could see the original fortification no longer supported the growing population, and a small city had grown outside the walls. The dirt streets were wide enough for a couple of wagons to pass the small shops, built of wood, and tents selling a variety of merchandise and services. Ramshackle houses lined the narrow side streets, and the people wore rough work clothes. Many stopped to watch as we rode by, and women with small children whispered to them while pointing to the duke. A few shouted and cheered as we passed.

Soon the massive walls of Xihu loomed above us. The guards halted the line of people at the main gate for us to pass. Inside, the streets were paved with stone, the shops permanent wood-and-stone structures, and the houses large, with neat lawns and brightly painted walls. The closer we came to the castle, the larger the houses, the stores had glass windows to display their goods, and the people's clothing was new and well made. Horns sounded and a massive portcullis lifted as we rode toward the castle wall. And as we passed through the gate, the soldiers on duty braced to attention and saluted.

Inside, a courtyard a hundred paces wide and two hundred long ran between two long buildings and ended at the castle, a four-story stone building. At the castle steps, a tall thin man in black stood waiting beside two maids.

"Good morning, Your Grace. I see you were successful in—" he stuttered to a stop as I dismounted and turned to face him. Before he could recover, Sandar intervened.

"Minister Mirza, this is qi'Nisha. We rode through the night, and I'm sure she would like to see her quarters, so she can rest."

Mirza recovered nicely and gave me a small bow before turning back to the duke. "Your Grace, I've had the guest room in your wing prepared for her in anticipation."

"That's a good room," Sandar said, handing his reins to a young red-haired boy, who already had Harkin's.

"Lady qi'Nisha, if you will follow me I'll show you to your room. Crina will take your bags," Mirza said, looking around.

"Thank you, Minister Mirza." I removed my traveling bag from behind the saddle and handed it to a young girl who stood nervously looking from me to Windrunner and back again. I'd have carried it myself but didn't want to upset their normal routine. "Please, just call me qi'Nisha. I'm not nobility. Besides, if you say ‘Lady', I won't know you're talking to me."

His wrinkled brow and slight frown confirmed I'd been right about my age being a potential problem, and I had further confused the issue by insisting I wasn't a "Lady."

Crina stood holding my traveling bag, desperately looking around for something else. Mirza recovered quickly.

"If you'll follow me...qi'Nisha."

We proceeded up the steps into a large foyer with a three-story ceiling and gold-veined marble floors. Straight ahead, two huge wooden doors stood open, exposing a reception hall that looked able to hold hundreds. To the left and right, marble stairs with blue and silver runners—Ferox Province's colors—led to separate wings of the building. A guard was stationed at the foot of each staircase. Mirza took the left one. At the third landing, he turned left and stopped at the second door, opened it, and allowed me to enter first.

A triple-size bed stood in the middle, plush, hand-woven, flowered rugs covered the floor, three padded chairs dotted the room, and two armoires rested against one of the walls. I stared, speechless. My room at the Qi'temple was about the size of the bed.

"I hope this is adequate, qi'Nisha," Mirza said, looking pleased.

"Actually, it isn't—" before I could finish the sentence, Sandar exploded.

"My god, you expect more? Maybe you want my chambers!" Although his face twisted in anger, his eyes were deeply shadowed with fatigue. Mirza stood with his mouth hanging open.

I shook my head. "Your Grace, I've no need for such luxury. Save this for an honored guest. I'd be content with a smaller, modest room."

"I apologize, qi'Nisha." He closed his eyes and rubbed them as if trying to stay awake. "You're going to take time to get used to. When we stopped to rest the horses and ourselves, you and Windrunner were barely weary. Now you stand here, after fourteen hours' hard riding, looking no more tired than if you'd spent the day leisurely walking the grounds. And you feel the room we want to give you should be kept for honored guests, implying you're not." He paused with his eyes closed before continuing. "I'm exhausted and need a few hours' rest. Mirza will see to your needs. We will talk later." He nodded in my direction, turned, and walked away down the hallway.

Mirza shuffled his feet, looking unsure what to say.

"Minister Mirza, I've never been to a castle and don't understand the proprieties. I'm afraid I've skipped my three-year Walk-around, which would have included some time at this castle and a mentor to help me learn my way around. I won't be embarrassed if I do something wrong, but it would be disruptive. I'd like to avoid that for the duke's sake. I'd appreciate it if you would consider being my mentor."

"Qi'Nisha, you're the duke's Qi'advisor..."

"I'm also a young woman in need of instruction, and I believe you're the best qualified."

"If you wish." He paused, eyes turned down in thought. "To begin with, this room establishes your importance to the duke as his Qi'advisor. Anything else would cause talk about your competency and the duke's judgment. Pardon, but your youth will cause that anyway. This room will help to negate that. If you wish, there is a slightly smaller one in this hallway. But it's important that you stay in the duke's family wing."

"I'd prefer the smaller room, but I'll leave the decision to you. I trust your judgment."

"Thank you, I'll move you to the smaller room. Your modesty will benefit your image, seeing that everyone will know it was your choice. Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"If it isn't against the rules, I'd like to visit the kitchen and get a little something before the next meal, and I'd like a tour of the castle." I noticed that Crina stood rigid, looking like she wanted to run but afraid to.

"If you wish food in between meals, you should have it brought to you. Crina or any servant will get it. The kitchen is for the staff. But if you wish, I'd be happy to give you a tour."

When I nodded, he continued. "I'll give you time to refresh yourself. When you're ready, pull the red cord by the bed, and I'll come for you. Leave any clothes you want cleaned on the bed or a chair or the floor," he smiled, "and Crina will see they get cleaned and make sure your chamber pot's kept fresh." Mirza gave a small bow and left.

Crina curtseyed at his back. She looked to be two or three years younger than me and clearly terrified.

"Crina, call me qi'Nisha, and don't be afraid to ask questions or to tell me anything you think I should know. I don't bite."

"Mistress...sorry...qi'Nisha, I'm your chambermaid. I'm here to keep your room and clothes clean and tidy, to help you wash and dress, and run errands for you."

"And to help me adjust. Normally, I'd keep my own room clean, but that wouldn't be right since that's your job," I said and waited until she nodded. "I'll clean and dress myself. I've only two outfits and they're exactly the same." I couldn't help but smile at the shocked look on her face. "But I'll need you to help me understand the women's dress customs, and we'll keep it a secret that I wash and dress myself."

Crina unpacked my traveling bag like the clothes in it were made of the finest material. She waited until I had undressed, then swept up my dirty clothes and ran off. I spent an hour in meditation before ringing for Mirza. He arrived only a few minutes later.

"Minister Mirza, I appreciate your willingness to mentor me. I want you to know that I value your advice, but sometimes, I'll ignore it—not that it won't be good advice, but because I'll feel I need to. Therefore, although it probably isn't a good idea, I'd like to visit the kitchen. That's the best way for me to learn the kind of food that's being served and what's available should I need something different."

"I understand. Let's go. I confess to being curious as to the effect of a Qi'advisor on the court. Rumors of your ride on Windrunner are already the talk of the castle." He gave a toothy grin.

On the way, he explained that the kitchen was located in the long building on the left of the main castle and was divided into two parts—one for the nobles' meals and the other for the staff and soldiers. On the ground floor, he strode into a curved corridor that led past two guards and into a long hallway, which stretched the length of the building and provided access to the various sections.

I could smell the aroma of fresh-baked bread and feel the heat as we approached the first door. When we entered, it seemed chaotic, with several tens of people in constant motion. An open archway separated the kitchen into two distinct areas. The one we entered was by far the smaller of the two. The larger one stretched to the back wall of the building.

Mirza looked around for a moment before heading for a tall, stout woman who was inspecting a white pastry that had just been pulled from the oven. The woman looked up and frowned. She didn't appear to like interruptions or people, other than her staff, wandering her domain. Her white cap hid her hair, emphasizing the roundness of her face.

"Well, Mirza, is someone so unhappy with my food that they sent you?" she said before her eyes settled on me. "Or do you have another cook for me to train in my spare time?"

"I can make a very tasty porridge with nuts and berries," I said, unable to resist injecting a little humor into what I knew must be a very stressful environment. Her expression relaxed as she surveyed me from head to toe.

"So you're the Qi'advisor everyone is talking about. You're very young, so you must be good." She studied my face like she would one of her cook's creations until Mirza broke the silence.

"Qi'Nisha, I'd like you to meet Mala." He looked a bit nervous, reinforcing that Mala ruled here.

"Would you like me to make porridge for you?" She smiled for the first time.

"I'd love to taste yours, but I didn't stop here to disrupt your day. I've never been to a castle and don't know anything about the food here. I'm sure it's far better than anything they cooked at the Qi'temple. If I know, I won't ask for anything that would cause you more work or interrupt your busy work schedule."

"And you mean it." She gave me a knowing, motherly look I had seen many times from qi'Deniz. I nodded. She spent the next half hour between critiquing cooks, discussing the menu and letting me sample various dishes.

"Mistress Mala, your food is delicious but much richer than I'm used to. I think they kept it intentionally bland so we'd leave early." That got laughs from several of the people within hearing range. "And I'm stuffed. I won't be ready to eat again for several days. Do you have any cheeses?"

"Several." She led me to a side room and let me sample each one. Not surprisingly, I hadn't tasted most of them before.

"I'm use to meals of cheese, bread, and water. Perhaps a snack like that when I'm not required to attend formal meals and maybe a side dish at dinner, if it wouldn't be too much trouble. It will take time for me to get used to the rich foods."

Although I was serious, Mala laughed, which got heads turning. She obviously didn't laugh often, if at all.

"Come, I'll take you back to the soldier's cook. You may want to take meals with them when you can. I won't be offended. I too was raised on common fare."

We found Vesna, a thin older woman, showing a young girl how to roll out dough for some small pastry. She looked harassed but took the time to escort me around her domain. The food proved more basic with fewer spices and the desserts less sweet.

Afterward, we toured the working facilities and sleeping areas. It took hundreds of people to keep the castle functioning: in addition to food, the residents needed clothing, furniture, utensils, weapons, and so forth, and those needed to be maintained and repaired.

"Mirza, would you mind if we visit the soldiers' building?"

He smiled. "You're young and have endless energy. I'm getting old and can't keep up, although I'm enjoying giving you the tour. With your permission, I'll turn you over to Sir Harkin." Mirza found a young boy and sent him ahead to find Harkin. By the time we had crossed the courtyard, Harkin stood waiting at the entrance.

"Good day, qi'Nisha. I hope you've had a good rest."

"Rest? She has been touring the castle for the past several hours. I'm the one who needs a rest, so I'm enlisting your help to continue the tour. She would like to visit your area."

"I'd be delighted." Harkin waved toward an arch in the building, which led through to an open area.

"Thank you Minister Mirza, I appreciate you taking time to show me around. It's been most enjoyable." I gave him a small bow before following Harkin. He led me through the archway and turned left into a barn, where a tall, thin man stood stooped, inspecting the hoof of a warhorse.

"Qi'Nisha, Master Aandart's our stable master and horse trainer. There's none better in all of Rhybac."

"Pleased to meet you, qi'Nisha," he said, releasing the horse's leg to bow.

"My pleasure, Master Aandart."

"Harkin's only saying that because he wants something from me." His angular face had a knowing grin. "In this area, we stable the warhorses greater than sixteen hands, used by the cavalry."

The stables opened onto a large, oval ring, where two mounted men hacked at each other with short, wooden swords, while a tall sergeant stood shouting at them.

"Malkin, you damn fool. You almost sliced the neck of your horse with that last wild-ass swing. You know, the one you're sitting on! Siman, how do you expect to kill your opponent if you can't control your horse? Your horses have more to fear from you two than the enemy..." his voice faded as Aandart steered us around the arena and into a smaller stable.

"Here we stable the nobility palfreys, their riding horses, and senior officers' horses. This one," he stopped and pointed to one of the stalls, "belongs to you."

I stopped, trying to decipher his remark. He'd clearly directed his comment to me, so the "you" was me, but I didn't own a horse. Just then, Windrunner stuck his head over the iron gate leading into the stall. I put my hand on his head, and he lowered it until it was level with my face. I placed my head against his and stroked his neck.

"He's a magnificent animal...and a dream to ride."

"The Duke said he'd never seen a rider and horse so well matched, like Windrunner had been made for his Qi'advisor. He's deeded him to you."

I couldn't move or speak, drawing on my Qi to calm my emotions. It had felt like Windrunner was mine during the ride to Xihu and now, but... I hadn't fully realized the status of a Qi'advisor and her position in a household—or this case a dukedom.

For the first time, I wondered at the importance of the traditional Walk-around. Was it necessary or just informative? Did it depend upon the client, the circumstances, or the Qi'advisor? I imagined the answer was yes to all in varying degrees.

Interesting but meaningless questions. I embraced the Way. My destiny was to travel the Path, neither leading nor following. Windrunner was mine. It did not matter why. I raised my head and looked at the two men, who had remained silent while I recovered by inner balance.

"The duke is a very generous man to give me such a magnificent animal. I would've been content to have him to ride while the duke contracted my services."

"That is true, qi'Nisha. I think the duke and Windrunner believe you belong together. I've never seen Windrunner react to anyone the way he did with you just now and on the ride to Xihu," Harkin said, smiling.

"We'll take good care of him for you, and he will be available to ride anytime. Just come here and someone will saddle him for you."

After we finished the tour, Harkin took me through the barracks and into the training courtyard, where groups of men and women were drilling in pairs or squads. They wore dark-blue pants with a silver strip down the leg. Their shirts were also blue with red markings I recognized as rank. As I stood watching, two lieutenants, judging by the red braid on their sleeves, came walking toward us. The man looked to be not much older than me. He was tall like the duke and walked with an easy, self-confident stride. The woman looked at least five to ten years older. She was shorter than the man but a head taller than me. They saluted Harkin as they approached, but their gazes were focused on me.

"Qi'Nisha, I'd like to present Lieutenant Mastal and Lieutenant Irmak," Harkin said, his eyes on Irmak.

"You're very young for a Qi'advisor. Very young," Irmak said.

Harkin frowned but said nothing. I expected to hear this a lot until people learned to accept me as Qi.

"Yes, Lieutenant Irmak, I am," I said and waited for her to continue.

"I understand the Qi are excellent fighters. Perhaps a demonstration with swords?"

I laughed at the thought. "Lieutenant Irmak, I've a basic understanding of the art of the sword, but I'm not a soldier."

"Then you can't defend yourself. I guess what I heard was wrong."

Out of the corner of my eye, Harkin appeared ready to intervene. I shook my head to stop him. This confrontation would have to take place sooner or later.

"All Qi are capable of defending themselves."

"Would you like to give me a demonstration of Qi training? No weapons, since you're not a soldier?"

I smiled. "I'd be honored, Lieutenant."

She walked a few feet into the training area and waved several soldiers out of the way. They moved quickly. I followed, with Harkin and Mastal trailing behind me.

Harkin glared at Irmak. "Qi'Nisha, Irmak has exceeded good manners to a guest of the duke. You have nothing to prove."

Irmak's face tensed. Perhaps in her rush to make her point, she hadn't considered the implications of challenging me.

"Lieutenant Irmak is merely trying to determine if she'll have to assign men to protect me during any engagements." I nodded to Irmak and heard someone choke. Irmak didn't look quite so smug as she turned to face me. Mastal immediately stepped up and raised his hand in between us. He looked to each of us. When we nodded, he dropped his hand and stepped back.

Irmak snapped a right-front kick at my stomach. I turned sideways, guiding her foot by me with my right arm. She followed with a right fist at my face. As my right hand guided her foot past me, my left arm blocked her punch. Combining my Qi with her forward momentum, I propelled her past me. She took one step, planted her left foot, and shot a powerful back kick toward my head.

It was a beautifully executed move, if inappropriate—the force of the blow could have killed me. The move caught me by surprise, and I automatically struck her leg with Qi. The force lifted her off the ground, spun her around, and slammed her face first to the ground.

The surprise had made me use more force than I'd intended. I hurried to kneel next to her head.

"Lieutenant Irmak, are you all right?" I hadn't meant to hurt her, but I had, because I had been thinking too much. I'd have to do better in the future. Irmak rolled over onto her back.

"I owe you several apologies." She rolled over and pushed herself to her knees. "First, for picking a fight with you. I thought I was doing it for the duke, proving you a fake. Second, for throwing that back kick. Whether you were a fake or not, that was wrong. And lastly, for acting like a drunken recruit. Sir Harkin and the duke will see I'm justly punished."

I shook my head. "I was in the wrong as well. I used more force than I should have. Your move was excellent. It caught me unprepared, and I overreacted."

Sir Harkin strode over to loom over the two of us. "Yes, qi'Nisha, the duke will want her whipped—"

I interrupted with my hand. "Sir Harkin, I'd hope not. We had a friendly match, soldier against Qi. It's I who owes her an apology for hurting her. That should never have happened. If the lieutenant would accept my apology, it need go no further."

In reality, I had suckered her into the fight. It had to happen soon or later; otherwise, the duke would be subjected to malicious rumors concerning him and me. Mastal stood there with a grin on his face. Harkin looked to Irmak, who nodded.

"As you wish, qi'Nisha." Before he could continue, a small girl ran up to him.

"Sir Harkin, Minister Mirza sent me to tell you that the duke requires qi'Nisha dine with him and his family tonight." She stood quietly waiting his response, while sneaking quick looks in Irmak and my direction.

"I'm afraid we'll have to postpone your tour until some other time. Lidi will show you back to your room, so you can get ready."

"That won't be necessary, Sir Harkin. I'm going that way and can show qi'Nisha to her room," Mastal said, while watching me.

I nodded and followed him out of the building. He said nothing until we reached the stairs.

"That was impressive, qi'Nisha. Irmak is a fierce and deadly fighter. No one to take lightly."

"I was sloppy. I just hope I didn't seriously hurt her," I said, still critiquing my inability to stay detached during the contest. Mastal remained silent until we reached the duke's family corridor.

"I'll see you at the evening meal, qi'Nisha."

I stood there staring at his back as he continued down the hallway. I had noticed his resemblance to the duke but failed to make the connection. I had a lot to learn and needed to start paying more attention, both to what I was doing and to the people around me.

Crina stood holding the little pile of my clothes when I opened the door to my room.

"Mistress, Minister Mirza has moved you to the smaller room as you requested. I'll help you move your things...if you wish."

"Thank you, Crina. I'd appreciate your help." I didn't need help, but it was part of her duties, and my refusal would have made it look as though I was slighting her. She neatly packed my few things in my traveling bag and led me to my new room, which had one less chair and armoire and was only a few steps smaller.

"Is there anything else, Mistress?" Crina asked, after laying out a cleaned set of clothes and placing my soap and comb next to a bowl of warm water she had sitting ready for me.

"No. You've provided everything I need. Thank you." I smiled and was rewarded with a curtsy, a pleased smile, and sparkling eyes. I hoped my stay would make her life a little easier. I washed, put on my newly cleaned pants and shirt, and then meditated while I waited. Sometime later, there was a soft knock at my door.

"Come in," I said.

Crina opened the door and peeked around the corner. "Mistress, the family meal will be served in ten minutes."

"Come in, Crina. You may call me qi'Nisha, but if ‘Mistress' is more comfortable, that's all right. And there's no reason to be afraid of me. Treat me like someone you've known for years. Thank you for getting my clothes cleaned so quickly. I needed them."

"You're welcome, Mistress. If you need anything, ring for me."

"You can help me by letting me know how things work, like the meal tonight. What can I expect?"

"It's a family dinner. Normally, as a guest of the duke, you'd wear something semiformal. Since you don't have such clothing..." She shrugged. "You'll be expected to arrive a few minutes early."

"Thank you. Those are the type of things I need to understand. Since I need to be early, it's time to leave."

Crina pointed to a door at the end of the hall. When I entered, Mastal was already there. He smiled and motioned me to a chair to the left of where the duke would sit. As I moved to stand behind it, the duke and two women entered and walked over to me.

The duke smiled at the older woman, who looked to be his age. "Vidya, I'd like to introduce qi'Nisha." And then nodded toward the younger woman. "Our daughter, Suetta. I believe you've already met my son, Mastal."

"I'm please to meet you Duchess Vidya, and you Suetta. Please call me Nisha."

"I would have thought you'd want everyone to call you Qi. That's an important title that demands respect," Suetta said.

"You're right, it's a title. It tells strangers what position I fill. It tells them nothing else."

"Speaking of respect, Nisha," Sandar interrupted, his eyes narrowed. "I understand Lieutenant Irmak forced you into a fight. Since you're my advisor, her misconduct should have been reported to me for action. You should not have taken it on yourself to pardon her. She deserved to be whipped for her disrespect."

"I could not pardon her, Your Grace. I told Harkin that I hoped she wouldn't be punished. People are questioning my youth and whether I'm Qi. Lieutenant Irmak is loyal to you and wished to resolve the issue. When I refused a match with swords, she thought that proved me a fake, probably based on some stories she'd heard. I encouraged a fight. Without some proof, it wouldn't be long before people wondered if I'm your concubine. Irmak provided a quick way to derail speculation."

Lady Vidya laid a hand on her husband's arm. "I like her, Ashtad. Her age is a potential problem. She understood that and moved quickly to resolve it. It bodes well for the future."

Mastal nodded agreement. "Nisha picked the right person for her demonstration. Irmak is unarguably the fiercest fighter in the garrison. No sane person wants to fight her. If beating her weren't enough, Nisha apologized for hurting her. From what I've heard, Irmak has a black-and-blue bruise from her groin to her ankle and can barely hobble around. She's told everyone within hearing distance that Nisha is Qi."

"What if you had lost?" Sandar asked, still frowning.

"I wouldn't have been a good advisor for you and would've returned to the Qi'temple." I traveled the Path. Where it led was not important.

"You picked well, Ashtad," Vidya said.

"Actually, I'd little choice. When I arrived at the Qi'temple…" Sandar recounted his meeting with qi'Rajini. With the number of interruptions for questions, the retelling continued through most of the meal. I was served water, without having to ask, and several slices of cheese appeared by magic on a small plate next to me.

"I noticed you were served water and cheese," Suetta said at the end of her father's story. "And hardly touched the swan or dessert."

"I'm still getting used to all the changes. At the Qi'temple, bread, cheese, and water were staples. I mentioned it to Mala when I visited the kitchen. It was very thoughtful of her to remember."

Suetta laughed. "You visited the kitchens. In the kitchen, Mala's as fierce as Irmak. You certainly had an interesting day. You should know, the staff will remember everything you say and do their best to accommodate you."

"Nisha, I not sure if you need to adjust to us or us to you. I think it's going to be a joint effort. I'd like to see you in my office in an hour," Sandar said as he rose, signaling an end to dinner.

"I would also like to see you sometime in the next few days when my husband has no need of you," Vidya said. "Your maid can bring me a message when it fits your schedule. Welcome to Xihu and the Sandar family."

* * *

I spent the hour quietly reviewing my first day at the Xihu castle, realizing how much I had to learn. The worlds of the Qi'temple and the kingdom of Rhybac were like yin and yang. Even things as simple as eating a meal were uniquely different. Being embarrassed didn't matter, but understanding the differences did. I might choose not to follow custom or tradition, but it needed to be out of choice not ignorance. Before long, Crina knocked and opened the door.

"Mistress, the duke's ready for you," she said, staring at the floor. I hoped I could eventually get her to relax around me. It was a good sign that she had opened the door without waiting, as I had asked. Suetta was right. The staff remembered what you wanted and tried to comply.

"Thank you, Crina."

She pointed to the door closest to the duke's suite. I knocked and waited, ironically just as Crina had originally done with me. When he answered, I entered.

The room looked as large as the bedroom they had first shown me. He sat behind a large, dark-brown wood desk with a glass of wine in his hand. Behind him were three narrow windows with alternating silver and blue drapes, The room was spacious even with the three carved wooden armchairs covered in embroidered silk, shelves with five-tens of books, weapons hanging on the wall, and small tables with statues scattered around the room. Hand-woven rugs lay under each chair and table. He nodded toward the armchair in front of his desk. A glass of water sat on a small table next to the chair. The room must have cost hundreds of gold danz. Seeing this wealth and a gift like Windrunner, I wondered what the Qi'temple charged for Qi services.

"Your Grace, I'd like to thank you for Windrunner. He's a magnificent animal. I hope my future services justify your gift."

"You're welcome. It was obvious to Harkin and me that he belongs to you and that I had only been keeping him for you." He paused to take a sip of his wine, an excuse to appraise me or to decide on his next words. "I've never had a Qi'advisor, and because we didn't negotiate a contract, I'm not sure what to expect. What do you suggest?"

"The only service I can provide is to speak honestly about what I observe and the conclusions I draw. Being Qi, that will be unbiased. I'll be most effective if what you see and hear, I do as well. If I'm only told what happened or was said, it will be biased and make it hard to give you my best observation."

"Interesting, you offer me only your observations."

"You have years of knowledge and experience I don't have, but those have biased you in one way or another. My function is to point out those biases and to tell you what I see without that bias and the observations my Qi helps me to see, not to tell you if you are right or wrong. In the end, the decisions are yours."

"You seemed to go beyond your description of your services when you confronted Lieutenant Irmak."

"I've thought about that. It isn't something I can control, which may make me unacceptable. Qi manifests itself differently in each person. When I reach for Qi, the world is clear to me. I cannot refuse to acknowledge it. That was true with my encounter with Lieutenant Irmak."

"We'll have to see, Nisha. In truth, you're not what I was expecting, but so far, you've been a pleasant surprise. We have little time to delay. My reports…" He shook his head. "Perhaps as you say, it's best that you see for yourself. We'll rest tomorrow and leave the next for Inari."

So, the Path would next lead to Inari, the capital of the Zeno Province.

* * *

The next day, I learned I was expected to eat in the family's private dining room when I wasn't busy elsewhere. That morning only Vidya and Suetta were seated when I walked into the room. I suspected that was by design.

"Good morning, Nisha. I'm pleased we'll have an opportunity to get acquainted," Vidya said. Her daughter grinned, which told me they had been here for a while, waiting for me.

"Good morning." As soon as I sat, a young man was standing at my shoulder.

"What can I get for you, qi'Nisha?" I looked over to the women. They had an assortment of pancakes, eggs, milk, patties of some kind, and other things I didn't recognize.

"Porridge and water, if you have it. If not, bread and cheese."

"Yes, qi'Nisha," he said and disappeared.

"I'm afraid you'll have to wait a bit. They didn't anticipate those choices, so someone will have to run to the kitchen. Tomorrow, they'll be ready," Suetta said with a grin. "They know what foods we like and have it ready. If we want something special, we let them know in advance."

"Nisha, don't feel like you must eat what we do, although you're certainly welcome to. Your simple tastes won't cause the cooks any disruptions. And if you want anything special, just let your maid know. The cooks will be happy to make it the way you'd like," Vidya said. "On the upcoming trip, you will be spending a lot of time with my husband. More than normal, if I interpret your need to hear and see what he does." It wasn't a question, but it was. She had said "my husband" on purpose.

"Lady Vidya, sex would be a distraction that would disrupt my Qi. In that case, I would be of little value as a Qi'advisor and would return to the Qi'temple to reevaluate my life. That applies to your husband as well as to anyone else." I'd never had sex. At the Qi'temple, I'd been a loner by choice and the encouragement of my Qi'teacher—I now realized. It had allowed me to develop a strong Qi. There were no restrictions at the Qi'temple, but those who got involved never lasted. You couldn't meditate if you were distracted, and you couldn't develop a strong Qi if you couldn't meditate.

"You're very direct, Nisha. It's refreshing," Vidya said. Just then, the young man returned with a container of porridge, which could feed several people, seven different cheeses, a jug of water, and a loaf of bread. It was a terrible waste.

"Mistress Mala said if you would tell me how you like your porridge and which cheeses you like, she will make sure it's prepared the way you like it," he said after placing everything in front of me. I tasted the porridge and cheeses before answering.

"Tell Mistress Mala, her porridge is delicious and the cheeses excellent. My only request is to limit my servings to one bowl of porridge, one or two slices of cheese, and two slices of bread."

"You're going to make us all look bad—being honest, limiting what you're served, eating a simple diet, and your direct approach." Suetta laughed while looking at her mother. "Mother's teaching me how to run a castle, in preparation for my eventual marriage to some nobleman. She never mentioned those things."

"Qi'Nisha's refreshing, but I doubt your future husband or his retainers would enjoy any of those things." Vidya gave a small smile. After we finished, I wrapped a few slices of cheese and bread in a napkin and placed them inside my shirt for later—probably lunch.

Minister Mirza was kind enough to continue the tour and, afterward, turned me over to Lieutenant Irmak. She made sure I met everyone, watched each training session, and saw every room in the building. She turned out to have a good sense of humor, and my face ached from laughing. Only at the end did she get serious.

"Qi'Nisha, why didn't you let the duke have me whipped?"

"First, it wasn't that I didn't let him. He's still the duke. I just let him know what I observed. You're loyal and want to protect him. In our different ways, we'll both try to protect him."





  

CHAPTER THREE


 

  

Inari castle: A contentious meeting of the Dukes

Under normal conditions, the trip to Inari would have taken two to three days depending upon the weather and who was in the party. Since only cavalry were accompanying the duke, he decided to make it in one. I chose not to attend the family breakfast and instead had Crina bring me breakfast in my room, with extra bread and cheese for the trip.

While I sat meditating, Crina returned and entered without knocking. Seeing me sitting on the floor, she froze and stood trembling, until I smiled and waved her over to me. I shared some of my breakfast with her, hoping to get her to relax, and concluded a servant's life was very stressful. People expected perfection and could be cruel when they didn't get it. But what option did servants have? They needed money to survive and had no other skills.

When I entered the courtyard, the duke stood talking to Sir Harkin, Lieutenant Mastal sat on a gold-colored stallion at the head of a troop of twenty mounted soldiers, and a stable boy stood holding Windrunner's reins. As I walked toward the boy, Windrunner turned and lowered his head. I put my head against his, which had become our method of greeting. The duke was right. Windrunner did seem meant for me, and I felt honored by his affection. I took a minute making myself feel light before swinging into the saddle. The duke mounted at the same time and nudged his horse over to me.

"Ride alongside me." He turned his horse, and we rode at a walk out of the castle gate and into the city. By the time we reached the outer wall, the gates were open, and we nudged our mounts into a canter. As the time and leagues flew by, the only sound was the cadence of hooves hitting the dirt road. Harkin called a halt when the horses began to tire. As I dismounted, Mastal swung down next to Windrunner.

"I see Harkin wasn't exaggerating. Watching you and Windrunner, he looked to be running without a rider, and now you two don't look like you need a rest. Father was right. You two were made for each other."

Before I could reply, Sandar interrupted. "Qi'Nisha, Mastal, Harkin, a conference." He turned and walked out of hearing range of the soldiers and stopped in the shade of a large, broad-leafed tree.

"I don't know what will happen at the upcoming meeting. The timing of the desert tribes' attack couldn't have been worse. We're now without a king and have no good way to select another since they've stolen the Royal Scepter from the temple. Duke Wenrich of Iovis Province called for this meeting. He's the closest to the two major corridors connecting the kingdom of Rhybac to the Sands, so he is the most at risk of attack. Nevertheless, Rhybac will be in turmoil until we have a king."

"It should be a very interesting meeting," Harkin said. Silence followed, and everyone began munching on slices of cheese and trail bread, which had been prepared for the trip. I got up and wandered over to Windrunner and shared an apple the cook had sent along with my bread and cheese. Before long, we mounted and rode until Harkin called for another rest.

After a two-hour rest, we were off again just as the sun began to set over the mountains. We arrived at the gates of Inari late that night, and after a brief check at the outer wall, the wooden gate creaked open. The check at the castle gates took longer.

"Welcome to Inari, Duke Sandar," a short, stout lieutenant said as the duke dismounted. "I apologize for the delay, but everyone is nervous since the attack."

"I understand. Have any of the other dukes arrived?"

"Duke Wenrich has been here for a week and Duke Janko three days. I expect Dukes Tebos and Fabiao tomorrow. I've space prepared for your troops. Corporal Winmark will take care of stabling their horses and showing them to their quarters." He pointed to a middle-aged man talking to Mastal. "Your lieutenant has been provided space in the officers' quarters."

As they talked, an elderly man strode across the courtyard, formally dressed in black pants, blue shirt, and short black jacket with a green and gold sash running from his shoulder to his waist—Zeno's colors.

"Welcome, Duke Sandar. I'm Minister Ankur. Quarters have been made ready for you, and we can make arrangement for your...servant in the staff's quarters, unless you want her with you," he said, nodding toward me.

"Qi'Nisha's my advisor. I want her in a room close to me," Sandar said. "She's not a servant."

Ankur shrugged. "I'm sorry, but there are no empty rooms. The dukes and other nobility gathered for this meeting have taken all the available space. I can give…her a room in the administrative wing. That's the best I can do."

I put a hand on Sandar's arm. "Your Grace, it's a trivial matter. One of the servants can notify me when you need me," I interjected before Sandar could make a scene over an issue he wouldn't win. I let a small amount of Qi leak into his arm, hoping he took that as his Qi'advisor's suggestion. He did.

"You'll have Lieutenant Mastal, my son, and qi'Nisha notified when meals for me are served and have seats available next to me."

Ankur had little choice but to comply without openly insulting the duke. Until a new king was appointed, he had no one to support him. "Yes, Your Grace." He waved to a young lad waiting nearby. "Take her to administrator Lingina's old room and get her anything she needs." He remained determined not to recognize me as the duke's Qi'advisor.

I looked to Sandar and shook my head. He remained quiet, although the muscles of his jaw twitched with fury.

A young boy nervously led me to a building adjoining the main castle and up one flight of stairs to a small room reserved for minor administrators. The boy watched me as we entered, looking as if he expected a tongue-lashing, even though the room assignment wasn't his fault. I felt sorry for him and the Crinas of the kingdom. Servants were easier to take out your frustration on than ministers and nobles.

"Thank you. This is perfectly adequate."

He relaxed and left quietly, closing the door behind him. It had been a long day, and I quickly undressed and fell into bed.

* * *

I woke early and sat meditating, reviewing the past few days. They had been interesting and educational. I had a lot to learn if I were going to be a good Qi'advisor to Sandar. My age would continue to be a problem, the full extent of which I hadn't anticipated at the Qi'temple. Again, I'd have to resolve the issue before the duke's pride resulted in an incident, one that could adversely impact him, his family, Ferox Province, and possibly the Kingdom of Rhybac. I'd need another Irmak, although I doubted his or her motives would result from loyalty to Sandar. Having sorted out the issues, my mind became quiet, and I sat in perfect balance. A knock at the door drew me to the present. "Come," I said.

The same young lad opened the door. He stopped, eyes big as Windrunner's, but recovered after a minute when the expected shouting didn't materialize.

"Mistress, the breakfast meal is being served downstairs. I can show you, if you like."

"That would be most kind…?"

"Kamal, Mistress."

"Can you tell me a bit about the dining arrangements at the castle?"

"Yes, Mistress. There are four areas: one for nobility, one for the soldiers, one for administrators, and one for the general staff. They are each in separate buildings." He counted them off on his fingers as he talked. He then led me down some steps and through a corridor to a large open room, which appeared to be for the administrators judging from their more formal dress. I got a variety of stares as I stood in the doorway deciding where to sit. The area had five long tables: three had all men, one all women, and the other both men and women. I chose the mixed group. When I sat, everyone looked in my direction. I smiled.

"I'm with Duke Sandar's party." I intentionally left off my name and title. They dismissed me and the discussion continued as if I weren't there. They either assumed I was of little importance or considered Sandar an insignificant player.

"I wonder if they plan to join forces and invade the Sands. We could get rid of the tribes forever," one young man said with a wave of his hand. Easy for him to say, since I'd bet he wouldn't be going with the soldiers.

"Maybe. But I'll bet they will want to pick a king first. That should be an interesting session," a young woman said.

A gray-haired woman snorted. "I'd like to be in the room while they're doing that."

"If they pick one, it'll be Duke Wenrich. He's already toured the castle like it was his. I think Minister Ankur thinks so too, because he's been following him like a puppy," an elderly man said while glancing around the room.

Most of the food on the table didn't appeal to me, and I limited my selections to two slices of bread, a couple of potato patties, and water. When I finished, I headed for the buildings that housed the soldiers. Inside the door, a grizzly senior sergeant met me.

"You don't look like a soldier. Are you lost?" He grinned.

"I'm looking for Lieutenant Mastal, Sergeant."

"You must be the young woman who rode in with Duke Sandar's party. I heard he claimed you're his advisor…Qi'advisor. Most think your something else," he said, making eye contact. I nodded.

"Concubine, doxy, or camp follower?"

"You don't seem concerned."

"Why should I? If someone calls you a drunkard or captain or private, does that change what you are? So, what matters what I call you or you call me? It's the people who must deal with someone with such poor judgment who should be concerned."

"Why?" he asked, leaning slightly toward me.

"Would you want to be led into battle by such a man?"

He laughed good naturedly. "You have a point. Would I not also be a fool to take a person's word for what they are?"

"Definitely. Actions not words determine the truth. I'll make you a wager, Sergeant...?"

"Dinesh."

"I'll wager you a copper Duke Sandar will be proven correct before we leave the castle."

"If you're so sure, why not a gold?"

"The wager is for one person to admit the other was right. The money isn't important."

"Based on what you said before, why would you wish to wager on what you're called when you don't care?" He grinned. "Or do you?"

"That isn't important to me, but the duke's reputation is."

He snorted. "I accept...?"

"Nisha, for now."

"Well, Nisha. Let me take you to Lieutenant Mastal." Dinesh led me into an adjacent building and down a hallway to a small dining hall, where Mastal sat drinking a hot mug of kaffa. His breakfast plate had only scraps remaining.

"I was just about to go looking for you."

"Lieutenant, would you assemble your troops for a meeting? It's important."

"Yes, qi'Nisha." He turned to Dinesh, who was staring at me, his forehead furrowed in concentration. "Sergeant Dinesh, can you arrange for a room for us?"

Dinesh nodded, still staring at me, turned, and left with a frown on his face.

"Would you like something to eat or drink while we wait?"

"No, I just finished eating."

Mastal quickly finished his kaffa and we left. He found Sergeant Urias and most of his men in the training area. By the time Urias had located the others, Dinesh had returned and led us to an empty room in the larger building. I waited for everyone to get settled before I spoke.

"There's a lot of talk circulating around the castle as to whether I'm a concubine or doxy. I doubt anyone thinks I'm a Qi'advisor. Does anyone here doubt it?"

A young private looked at Mastal for permission, then stepped forward at the lieutenant's nod.

"No, qi'Nisha. Even if we hadn't seen you beat Lieutenant Irmak in a fair fight, she said anyone who didn't call you Qi would have to explain to her why. None of us are that stupid." He gave me a huge toothy grin.

"You will, therefore, want to defend me, if for no other reason than calling me a concubine or doxy is calling the duke a liar. Please don't. It'll cause more trouble and solve nothing. I ask you to trust me. It's my problem to solve," I said and surveyed the room, meeting each individual's eyes and finally Mastal's. He stared at me for a moment before nodding.

"I think Irmak would be very unhappy if we didn't." He gave a small snort.

"Walk with me, Lieutenant. I'd like to tour the soldiers' area." He hesitated before leading me into the training yard. As we entered, a senior sergeant from Eolus Province approached us.

"Sergeant Dinesh said you bet him a copper that Duke Sandar will be proven correct before you leave the castle. I'd like to take that bet. Perhaps it would include a kiss."

"A copper to acknowledge the right or wrong of it. A small apology, from me or from you, for having listened to rumors without having any facts."

"A personal apology, face to face?"

"Most definitely."

"I accept. I'm Sergeant Nuray from Eolus," he said, looking somewhat disappointed.

Just then another senior sergeant stomped toward us. "She's a camp follower brought to keep the troops amused."

Mastal began to move toward him until I put my hand on his arm.

"And why does that thought anger you, Sergeant...?"

"Because your duke's a liar. I'm Sergeant Lazar with Duke Wenrich, who's an honest man, unlike your duke."

Mastal's face flushed with anger, and he took a step forward but stopped when I grabbed his arm, turning him toward me, and mouthed, "Trust me." I turned back to Lazar.

"I don't know Duke Wenrich or Duke Sandar well enough to contradict you, but I do know what I am, and I'm willing to bet you a copper that I will prove you wrong."

His face twisted in fury, but he knew he couldn't hit me without looking a coward and possibly being brought up on charges.

"I don't bet with tramps. You're protected now, but when Duke Wenrich is king..." He stopped abruptly, turned, and stomped away. Over the next hour, I got additional copper bets with the senior sergeants of Hala and Castor Provinces. Others wanted to bet with me, but I said they could watch me apologize to their sergeants if I lost. That seemed to appease them, particularly since a copper wager wasn't exciting.

"I don't know what you're doing, Nisha. But now that I've calmed down, I think it's going to be interesting. By the way, dinner tonight is at six."

Having little to do, I went to the stables. One of the stable boys retrieved Windrunner's tack and saddled him for me. I then walked him to the training area and gave him some light exercise. I got lots of stares, but no one bothered me. After he was unsaddled, I rubbed him down and returned to my room and washed. Near sunset, there was a knock at the door.

"Come," I said. The boy who had been looking after me opened the door.

"Mistress, the dinner will be starting in fifteen minutes. It's in the main building. I'll take you there if you want."

"Yes, I would appreciate that, Kamal," I said and followed him down to the main floor, through a corridor, and into the newer part of the castle and a large room with a long table that looked to be set for fifty or more diners.

When I entered the room, people were milling about in small groups. Looking around, I saw Sandar standing with Mastal and another man. When I got closer, Sandar stopped talking and turned in my direction.

"Duke Tebos, I'd like you to meet qi'Nisha, my new Qi'advisor."

"It's an honor to meet you, Your Grace," I said, giving him a small bow of my head.

He watched me closely before responding. "I don't doubt my friend Sandar, but I can understand the reluctance of some to believe one so young is a Qi'advisor." He never took his eyes off me as he spoke.

"I am young. That is truth, but assuming anything from that might be folly."

"It's a failing of those of us who are not Qi." Tebos smiled.

By some unknown signal, everyone began taking his or her assigned seat. I followed Sandar and Mastal to mine. It surprised me that Duke Wenrich's seat was at the head of the table, where the king would normally sit. We were seated near Wenrich. Sandar's chair sat to his immediate left, then me, and Mastal. After everyone was seated, Wenrich came wandering in with another duke. When he reached his seat, he looked at Sandar and sneered.

"Well, Sandar, we don't mind that you brought your concubine along, but she has no place here with ladies," he said. I rose before Sandar could and put my hand on his shoulder, stopping him from rising.

Gathering my Qi, I took a breath and created a shield of Qi. "Duke Wenrich, you display a degree of ignorance when you assume something without a single fact to support it, and arrogance if you think saying it requires everyone else to believe it—"

The muscles on Wenrich neck stood out like cords, and his face twisted in anger as he threw the full force of his sixteen-stone mass of muscle at me. His forward motion slowed as he hit my expanded Qi, which compressed like a spring. Before it could explode, I released what I thought a small amount of Qi, intending to repulse him with a gentle push. Instead, he catapulted backward, stumbled several paces, knocked down a servant, spun around, and crashed face first to the floor—a rather spectacular display. Definitely not the gentle push I had intended.

The room took a collective breath and then all breathing stopped.

It took Wenrich a minute to catch his breath and sit up. When he drew his dagger, people jumped up, knocking over chairs in a rush to back away from the table.

I held Sandar in place with a gentle wall of Qi as his hand flew to a dagger at his belt.

"Duke Wenrich, I'd think thrice and thrice again before you advance on me with a weapon."

He rose to his feet and stood glaring at me, chest heaving. "And why should I think even once, much less thrice, before I teach you the cost of touching me?"

"Because, you're not a stupid man. It should give you cause for concern that a small, young woman stands before you without fear, when it's obvious that you intend to kill me."

"And how do you plan to stop me?"

"That's the interesting question. I know what you plan to do to me. But you do not know what my Qi is capable of doing to you. And the only way to find out is to attack me."

He stood silent for a long time, then threw back his head and roared with laughter. "You're either Qi, or think you're Qi, or you're the greatest bluffer in the kingdom."

"Possibly all three."

"I guess you expect me to apologize to you?"

"Of course not, Your Grace. I don't care what you call me or think of me. I remain the same regardless. However, you do owe Duke Sandar an apology for calling him a liar."

"And if I don't?" He grinned.

"Then we must find out if I'm Qi or not."

He stared at me for a long time, before turning toward Sandar.

"Sandar, it appears I was wrong about the young lady. And I would not want to be accused of killing a Qi'advisor. I may need one of my own someday." He nodded to me before continuing. "Return to your seats, the testing of qi'Nisha is over."

It was a clever recovery. The guests scurried to their seats, sneaking looks at Sandar and me. Mastal looked at me and raised an eyebrow, smiling. Shortly afterward, the young server Wenrich had knocked over came over to me.

"Qi'Nisha, can I get you anything? You don't seem to like the food."

"If it isn't too much trouble, some fruit, cheese, and water would be nice." Ironically, there was no water on the table, just lots of wine, and I found the food too rich. As we ate, Sandar quietly pointed out some of the people I'd need to recognize, especially Fabiao, the Duke of Eolus, and Janko, the Duke of Castor.

"You don't eat meat, qi'Nisha?" Wenrich asked. His interest in me was not unexpected after our confrontation.

"Meat isn't forbidden at the Qi'temple, but I've never acquired a taste for it. And although the cook is an artist, it's too spicy for me."

He asked several more questions during the meal. Afterward, as we were leaving, he pulled me aside. Sandar had sense enough not to interfere.

"You're a very dangerous person, qi'Nisha."

"Your Grace, it's not for me to decide if you're a duke or a king. I do not make such decisions, nor do I care to. My role is to give advice when I'm asked." Whether he believed it or not, it was true. If I took sides, I'd be biased and of little value.

"You work for Duke Sandar."

"I'm under contract as a Qi'advisor. I'm contracted to give advice, not to defend him."

"You defended him tonight."

"No, Your Grace. You slandered me to incite Duke Sandar. Since you involved me directly, I owed the duke to handle the matter. If the attack had been directed against him, I would have done nothing except to give him advice, if he asked."

He nodded and walked away. Sandar and Mastal wandered over to me as soon as Wenrich left.

"What was all that about?" Sandar asked. I nodded toward the door. In the courtyard, it was quiet and only a few servants were running here and there.

"When Wenrich heard the rumors about me, he decided it provided the perfect opportunity to kill you—"

"Kill me!"

"Yes, you rose immediately, ready to fight when he insulted me and, indirectly, you. He would have continued his insults until you attacked him. Then he or one of his followers would have killed you. I doubt anyone would have challenged the killing."

Sandar nodded slowly. "You were right that my biases or assumptions would get in my way. As much as we dislike each other, the thought that Wenrich would openly attack me went too far against my beliefs for me to consider."

Mastal gave me a long look. "So that's why you asked me and the troops not to defend you. Wenrich's soldiers were definitely trying to start a fight. A killing certainly would have led to more killing—mine and then Father's."

"You knew what he intended?"

"No. Not until tonight or I would have advised you of the fact. But it soon became apparent I was being used to cause trouble. That's why I intervened. I'm hired to give advice, not to interfere, but I'll not allow someone to use me against you or anyone."

* * *

The next morning at breakfast, I found myself the center of attention. Unasked, the server brought me fruits, nuts, cheeses, and water. Those that said anything to me addressed me as qi'Nisha. As I walked to the door, an elder woman—compared to me—joined me as I made my way into the courtyard. In her late thirties, she moved like an athlete. Although not required, she wore traditional Qi clothing: baggy pants tied at the ankles, loose-fitting, long-sleeve blouse, and soft leather boots.

"I'm qi'Senka, Qi'advisor to the late king. And you're qi'Nisha?"

"Qi'Senka, I'm pleased to see you." I bowed my head in respect. "Yes, I'm qi'Nisha."

"It's easy to understand all the speculation about you. You're very young."

"Duke Sandar had an urgent need, and I was ready to leave."

"Without a Walk-around?"

"Educational, but not necessary. It makes you better informed but doesn't make you Qi."

"Then why was it necessary to prove you were Qi? Wasn't Duke Wenrich an unnecessary risk?"

"It was necessary, but not for my sake. Duke Wenrich planned to use me to kill Duke Sandar. I'd no choice but to act or be complicit in his plan."

"It appears you didn't need the Walk-around. With the Royal Scepter missing, Wenrich sees this as the perfect opportunity to be king and Sandar as a potential obstacle. Killing him would seem the perfect solution." Qi'Senka paused and gave me an appraising look.

"Even if I had known what he was planning, I wouldn't have challenged him. You appear right—the duke had an urgent need and you were ready." She paused and gave me a grin. "Are you heading to the soldiers' area to collect your bets?"

"Yes, I'm hoping to build friends for the duke. He'll need them to counter Wenrich's plans. You're welcome to join me."

She nodded and followed me into the troops' practice grounds, where Sergeant Dinesh watched two soldiers sparring. For the first time, he gave me a respectful half bow.

"Qi'Nisha, I'd like to apologize for leaping to the conclusion that you were anything other than what Duke Sandar said you were. From all reports, he's an honest man and there was no reason to doubt him."

"Rubbish, she's a doxy and everyone knows it. Sandar has you all fooled." Sergeant Lazar shouted as he stormed across the ground. The two men practicing backed away.

I put my hand on Dinesh's arm to stop him from responding.

"Now you're calling Duke Wenrich a liar?" I said. Lazar's face turned purple with rage. "He called me qi'Nisha last night at dinner and apologized to Duke Sandar for any misunderstanding. Your Duke's a wise man, Sergeant Lazar."

Lazar must have bitten his tongue to avoid saying more. He turned and stomped off. Afterward, Nuray and the other sergeants each took their turn apologizing and giving me a copper.

"Thank you, sergeants. Your willingness to admit you made a mistake and to learn from it proves you deserve to command. You're the kind of men I'd want at my side in a war." They were good men. I suspect they took the bet more for the fun of it than out of vindictiveness. When we were again in the courtyard, qi'Senka spoke for the first time since entering the troops' area.

"Nicely done. You're an unusual blend of yin and yang. Most of us tend to be yin. It would be interesting to watch you, but I'll be returning to the Qi'temple, as I've seen no interest in my services—although last night's performance may generate some." She grinned.

When we reached the main building, we went in opposite directions. On my way back to my room, Minister Ankur intercepted me.

"Qi'Nisha, I apologize for your poor quarters. I hadn't expected a Qi'advisor in Duke Sandar's party, or I'd have had a suitable room available when you arrived. We can move you into the nobles' area."

"I appreciate the offer, Minister Ankur, but my accommodations are quite satisfactory." Ankur stood silent as I continued to my room.

* * *

Used to waking at sunrise, I had been up and meditating hours before the castle breakfast hour. The past few days had been eventful, and meditating helped me not only organize my thoughts but also evaluate my actions. The events had been interesting, beyond what I could have anticipated back at the Qi'temple. I concluded I could not have acted differently.

A short time after daybreak, the boy assigned to my room knocked on my door.

"Mistress, are you awake?"

"Come," I answered. Kamal opened the door and froze.

"It's alright, Kamal. I'm just relaxing."

"Qi'Nisha, Duke Sandar requests you join him after breakfast in his room. Lieutenant Mastal will also be there. And Minister Ankur has asked me to show you to the nobles' dining room."

I wondered whether Sandar invited his son for appearances. I didn't care, but he was wise to consider perceptions after last evening's events. Until now, I hadn't considered the status of a Qi'advisor under contract. But eating with the Sandar family, my room at Xihu, and Minister Ankur's acknowledgment I ranked with the nobles surprised me. I didn't consider myself nobility or even special—just different. Kamal continued, interrupting my musing.

"Oh, I'm now assigned to you permanently for whatever you need." He smiled.

"Kamal, I've left the clothes I've worn the past two days on the bed. Would you see that they are cleaned? And, yes, I would appreciate you showing me to the dining room." I could have found it easily myself, as I had eaten there last night, but it seemed to please the young man having to escort me to the main castle and the dining room.

He was smiling broadly as he opened the door for me and bowed. When we arrived, a dozen men and several women sat at the table eating. The chatter hushed as I took my place. As soon as I sat down, the same young serving boy from last night appeared as if by magic.

"Qi'Nisha, may I get you anything that isn't on the table?" There were eggs, bread, and milk among the array of foods, which far exceeded that available to the administrators.

"Water and cheese would be nice, if it isn't too far to fetch."

He turned and ran off the minute I finished speaking. The woman next to me watched as I retrieved an egg, two slices of bread, and a cup of milk.

"Qi'Nisha, I'm Baroness Wadima. You're the talk of the castle. Too many of us revel in idle gossip, which usually is amusing and hurts no one, even when it's not true. I'm afraid in your case it was vicious and hurtful." Her gaze remained on my face as she talked. The conversations around the table had ceased, and all eyes were on the baroness and me.

"I appreciate your honesty, my lady. It was unfortunate that the duke was subjected to slurs. Had it continued, the consequences could have been serious."

"What about your reputation, my dear?"

"Although words don't change who a person is, they're important because they impact how people perceive them. And perception impacts the way people treat you. I'm Qi and seek no status; therefore, people's perception of me doesn't concern me, unless the words against me unfairly impact someone else."

"Like Duke Sandar?"

"Yes, that's a good example. If people wish to consider me a doxy and place me in the smallest room in the administrator's wing, it's of no consequence to me."

"You and qi'Senka appear quite different. She has a spacious room in the king's wing, ate with him and his family, and was treated like nobility," a woman across from us said.

"That's true, but did she care? Or was that done at the late king's request? We aren't against being treated civilly, but it doesn't have the same importance to us as to some."

The conversation soon changed to castle business. I finished and easily found Sandar's room. When I arrived, Mastal was already there.

"Good morn, Nisha. Yesterday proved an interesting day. There were times when I was very angry with you. On reflection, I see that I too am guilty of acting by reflex, and that could have been disastrous." He grinned. "I've decided to keep you."

"I'm glad that you're pleased, Your Grace, I find your world interesting."

Sandar frowned. Mastal laughed. "I like your Qi'advisor, Father. I fear we should have recognized that Wenrich had his men trying to provoke trouble sooner."

"Yes, if I can get used to her. Nisha's nothing like what I expected from a Qi'advisor. Never mind. After the midday meal, the dukes will meet to discuss the recent raids. I want you there, Nisha. I begin to understand what you mean about bias and its effect on our thinking. I dislike Wenrich. We've never liked each other, and after last night, it could affect my judgment."

I returned to my room and sat meditating in preparation for the upcoming meeting. Sometime later, Kamal knocked, alerting me that it was time, and handed me a neatly folded stack of my cleaned clothes.

The dukes met in the small dining room, meant for special visitors of the king. When I arrived, everyone except Wenrich was already seated around the long, rectangular table. Each duke had some advisor sitting beside him. I noticed that qi'Senka sat next to Duke Tebos. She nodded her head when I caught her eye. Duke Tebos had the only woman lieutenant in the room. Sandar had Harkin, Mastal, and me. I took an empty chair beside Sandar.

I had just sat when the server placed cheese and fruit in front of me. Wenrich arrived shortly afterward, which now appeared designed to assert his importance. The mood was sober during the meal and there was little conversation. After the table had been cleared, Wenrich stood.

"Welcome, fellow dukes and advisors and, of course, Qi'advisors." He nodded toward qi'Senka and me, although his gaze lingered on me longer. "We're here to discuss the recent raids from the Sands and our response. I personally believe that we should pick a new king, put together an army, and teach the desert tribes a lesson they will remember for generations to come."

Except for qi'Senka and me, everyone nodded agreement.

"Since we don't have the Royal Scepter, I suggest the dukes decide by voting."

I suspect he knew something the rest of us didn't and leaned closer to Sandar.

"Your Grace, I suspect Duke Wenrich knows how Dukes Janko and Fabiao will vote, so you won't be able to stop a vote, but you can insist on a fair vote."

"What do you mean by a fair vote? How can it be otherwise?"

"Insist no duke can vote for himself. That will preclude a duke from breaking a tie vote in his own favor."

Sandar sat quietly for several minutes, then smiled.

"Fellow dukes, I suggest we keep this vote fair and not allow any duke to vote for himself."

Right afterward, I saw qi'Senka and Tebos, heads together, talking. By now, everyone was talking to the people they had brought with them. Wenrich looked furious. Before he or anyone could respond, Tebos spoke.

"And the position should be temporary, until such time as we can retrieve the Royal Scepter."

Wenrich wasn't through yet. "That may take many weeks to reach a decision. We don't have time. The tribes may be planning another attack as we sit here talking."

"I think we should start by hearing who the tribes attacked and the result. That may help us decide our next course of action," Tebos said. I felt that had been qi'Senka's suggestion and tapped Sandar on the shoulder.

"Duke Tebos is right. The dukes need more information before they decide on any action. Right now, each duke only knows what happened in his area. Before a plan can be developed, everyone needs to know all the facts surrounding the raids," I whispered. He seemed to understand.

"I second that motion."

Over the next three hours, the dukes and their captains detailed the date and time of the attacks, numbers involved, and subsequent responses.

Inari and Morar had been attacked one month after the king died, and they raided Carne on the way back to the Sands. Four days after the attack on Inari, Taal, and Varma were attacked and Turret raided as they retreated back toward the Sands. Sobek was attacked two days later and Inwood a day after Sobek. In response, each duke, except Tebos, had sent a large armed force after the tribe and chased them for days until they disappeared into the Sands.

After Tebos, who was the last to report, they agreed to break until the evening meal. Sandar decided he wanted a conference before dinner and directed everyone to his room. The huge draped bed dominated the room, but there was a spacious fireplace surrounded by four velvet-upholstered chairs and a table set with a wine flagon and crystal glasses. Sandar sat down, motioning us all to seat ourselves. As they settled into chairs, I chose a mediation posture on the floor and closed my eyes, constructing a mental map of Rhybac on which I envisioned the timing of the tribes' attacks and their retreating routes.

"Well, anyone have any suggestions?" Sandar asked.

"The tribes are getting brazen based on their recent raids. In the past, no more than one tribe entered Rhybac at any given time, and they preyed on the smaller towns in the corridor, like Turret and Arbor," Sir Harkin said.

Mastal grunted in agreement. "Obviously, the king's death emboldened the tribes to attack. What's strange is they attacked the province capitals this time. They must know those cities are too well fortified to breach and have large armies to defend them."

"I agree with you, and, to my dismay, Wenrich." Sandar sighed. "We can't let these attacks go unanswered. Qi'Nisha, do you have any thoughts for me?"

I opened my eyes. "Your Grace, my words to you are always as your Qi'advisor. Several conclusions seem obvious, but they should be confirmed with specific information: the sizes of tribes on previous and latest raids and the specific dates of each attack on each city or town."

"Why?" Sandar and Harkin asked simultaneously.

"What I heard suggests Sobek was the target. The other raids were intended merely to draw the Rhybac armies out of position, so they couldn't prevent the attack on Sobek or hinder the tribes' subsequent escape back to the Sands." I paused, awaiting comments. When none came, I continued. "We need to know the previous and current size of tribe attacks, because it's probable that two or more tribes joined to attack each city. If those two conjectures are verified, then the tribes have united under a strong leader, a king in our terms."

"I had considered the possibility that the Scepter was taken as part of a conspiracy." Mastal got up and poured wine, handing each man a full glass.

"Possibly," I said. "But we have no evidence of that. I think the evidence suggests the tribes have a new leader, and taking the Scepter was a deliberate act intended to elicit some specific response. If my observations are correct, the choice of a king is critical, as he'll shape Rhybac's response, and that could save or doom the kingdom.

"If qi'Nisha is correct and someone has united the tribes, they may well out number us. Sending a large force into their lands could prove a disaster," Harkin said. The discussion continued well into the evening.

* * *

The next morning Kamal once again led me to the meeting chamber. Wenrich paced at the head of the table as we all seated ourselves, silently appraising each other. Once everyone else was seated, Wenrich grasped the back of his chair, bracing himself as he leaned forward. "The time for action is now, while the tribes are celebrating their victories. We cannot delay anymore. We must decide on a leader. Everyone votes, the winner is the permanent king." His jaw muscles were rigid.

Sandar steepled his hands and nodded. "There is much to what you say, but qi'Nisha believes the size of the attacks indicates the tribes have been united. They're no longer small tribes raiding our outlying towns."

Wenrich glared at him. "Nonsense. What proof does she have?"

"We need to take a hard look at the timing of each raid and the numbers involved, seeing if one or several tribes were involved," Sandar said. "That will prove it one way or the other."

"I had wondered at the numbers as well," Duke Tebos said. "Let's compare notes and find out."

Wenrich threw himself into his seat with a grimace. "Very well. It's a waste of time, but we may as well get this out of the way."

This time the dukes were more specific, giving the day and time of the attack, length of the battle, and direction the tribe took when they retreated. By evening, everyone agreed: more than one tribe was involved in each raid, there was no attempt to gain entrance to the castles, and the tribes fled away from Sobek, except at Inwood. There the tribes had made a sustained attack that froze the army in place for two days, allowing the Sobek group to get by unobstructed.

"All right, we agree with qi'Nisha. They're united and the object was the Royal Scepter. Why? And so what? All the better. We can catch them all together and wipe them out once and for all." Wenrich pounded the table.

Tebos ignored the outburst. "Qi'Senka suggests they have a new leader. If that's correct, we need a plan of action, but that doesn't require a king. And forcing a vote on a new king could result in a civil war." He paused and shook his head "How big an army were you suggesting, Wenrich?"

"Three thousand should be enough. Why?"

"Qi'Senka has calculated the approximate number of attackers at close to five thousand. That doesn't count any that remained in the Sands or were kept in reserve and never seen."

"Qi'Nisha agrees with qi'Senka. They may hope we would underestimate their strength and attack to retrieve the Royal Scepter," Sandar said.

"Are you saying I'm reckless, Sandar?" Wenrich stood, his face flushed.

"Wenrich, are you saying that sending three thousand troops into the Sands to face an army of tribesmen at least five thousand strong is a reasonable response?"

Wenrich surveyed the people around the table. "Then we'll send six thousand. They're only savages and on foot. We're wasting time." He glared at Sandar and Tebos in turn.

"I suggest we adjourn for the night and take tomorrow to think about it. Perhaps then we'll have clearer minds. I know the Qi'advisors have given me cause for concern and reason to consider our options carefully," Duke Fabiao said. Everyone but Wenrich nodded agreement and the meeting ended.

As I walked out of the room, qi'Senka joined me.

"Tebos and I thought you needed a little help. Wenrich is looking to pull Sandar into a fight and eliminate you from the discussions. Your insight that the tribes are organized under one leader has given Wenrich's supporters cause for concern."

"Tebos trapped Wenrich nicely. The Sands leader's a shrewd man. Had Wenrich become king and run off with three thousand troops and they were defeated, the kingdom would have been weakened and somewhat vulnerable," I said, glad that Tebos had put qi'Senka under contract. If the tribesmen's strength assessment had come from Sandar, it wouldn't have had the same impact. It would have looked like bickering between the two dukes. I'd learned another lesson about the outside world: being right didn't mean winning.

* * *

The next morning, I woke early and decided to take Windrunner for ride outside the castle. The weather was perfect. The air had a slight chill and very little wind.

I breathed in the scent of hay and horse sweat as I pushed the stable doors open. A stable boy retrieved my tack and saddled Windrunner. He'd been brushed and shone like black silk. I mounted and walked him to the castle gate, where the soldiers on duty opened it and saluted as I exited. I was tempted to stop at several of the artisans' workshops along the way, but Windrunner needed the exercise. I'd been taught how things were made, from weapons to jewelry, but actually seeing them made were different—like reading about the heat of a fire and putting your hand into one.

Near the main gate, the shops displayed more everyday necessities: clothes of coarse hemp and wool versus silk and cotton, baskets of beans and vegetables, and pikes and staves instead of swords. The gate stood open, soldiers busy collecting fees.

Once in the open, I let Windrunner set his own easy pace through the small farms that lay only a few leagues from the fortress. Soon I found myself in open grassland of rolling hills, and I let Windrunner stretch his stride into a gallop. After a long run, he slowed to a walk and stopped. I dismounted and walked him, admiring the distant view of the city, the surrounding walls, and the castle, which sat on a hill dominating the city like a giant gray sentinel.

A road wound through the hills like a brown river with streams of people carried toward the city along with a dozen carts, probably farmers on their way to the market.

As I watched, three riders left the road and cut across the hills in my direction. They wore the black and orange of Iovis. Windrunner had probably left them well behind when I took him to a gallop.

As they got nearer, I recognized Sergeant Lazar. He pulled up a few paces away and sat looking down at me with hate so strong I could feel it pulsing against me. I shuddered.

"Well, men, the doxy is waiting to show us a good time. I don't blame her, that old man Sandar can't be much in bed," he said as he and the other two men dismounted.

I stood quietly, my feet like the roots of a tree, sucking Qi from the ground around me.

"Nothing to say, doxy? If you don't want those clothes ripped, I'd suggest you strip now." His crotch began to bulge with excitement.

"Did your arrogant duke send you or are you seeking revenge because I injured your pride?"

"What do you think? The duke wants Sandar dead and you punished for embarrassing him. Raping you will help accomplish both." His gaze stripped me as he smirked. The two troopers with him were rubbing their crotches and grinning.

"If you don't tell him, I'll make sure he hears of it, or maybe I'll have to rape you again." Lazar laughed, and stepped toward me. I raised my hand, expanding a shield of Qi until it touched his chest, slowing his forward momentum. He stopped, smiled, and then pushed harder, slowly advancing and compressing my Qi shield like a giant spring.

"That's right, doxy, you can't stop me." As he struggled forward, sweat beaded on his forehead. He stopped, wiped his sleeve across his forehead, and laughed. "The more you fight the more fun it will be—for me."

I had to make a choice. I'd never killed or even thought of it, but if I let him rape me, bloodshed would follow. Who knew how many would die? Very possibly Sandar and Mastal. Wenrich would become king, and it was obvious he was not a wise choice. I didn't want to use Qi to kill but... The choice was now Lazar's.

"Sergeant Lazar, you're two steps away from dying."

He roared with laughter, drew his sword, and lunged at me.

I'd debated too long. My Qi slowed the sword, but not enough, and cold steel ripped through sleeve and skin. I gasped as the pain scorched my arm, staggered backward, tripped, and lost the shield holding Lazar. He landed on me, knocking the breath out of me.

He leaned back, straddling me with his knees, and laid his sword at my throat. I felt warm blood trickle down my neck.

Laughing, he grabbed the collar of my shirt, ripped it open, and jammed his hand down my pants.

I cleared my mind and began desperately reaching for Qi and greedily pulling it into me. Time ceased to exist for me, lost in the ecstasy of Qi as it flowed through every fiber of my body.

The weight on my chest brought me back to cold reality. Lazar lay on me without moving—his sword across my chest, face against my neck, chest on mine, and hand on my genitals. I gagged.

"Come on, sergeant, fuck her and let us have our turn," one of the soldiers said.

Lazar wasn't moving. When I looked at his face, it was pale and his eyes looked dead. I tried to push him off, but he was too heavy. Using my training to calm myself, I used my stored Qi and pushed. Lazar rolled off me like a passed-out drunk. I scrambled to my feet and backed away.

"She killed him!" the nearest man shouted and took a step toward me. I raised a hand and extended a small amount of Qi. His eyes grew wide, and he stumbled backward. When he did, his horse jerked the reins from his hand. The other man swung into the saddle and galloped toward town. The remaining man lunged, grabbing the reins, scrambled into the saddle, and raced after his friend.

When I looked at Lazar, his face and arms were a pasty white, his skin wrinkled and shrunken over nothing more than bones. I gagged. In my panic to gather Qi, I had unintentionally sucked the life out of a human. In a fog, I managed to tear off my sleeve and wrap the cut on my arm. Holding my shirt closed, I mounted Windrunner and walked him into town.

The guards at the city walls' gates gave me strange looks but didn't stop me as I rode past.

The smell of horses, cooking, and the sweat of the people in the street combined to make me want to heave. I wiped the sweat off my face. There had to be an apothecary somewhere in town. Sometime later, I found a mortar-and-pestle sign hanging in front of a shabby little building. I climbed slowly from the saddle. Leaving Windrunner untied, I entered the small shop.

Unlike the outside of the building, the inside was tidy and clean. A large table sat in the middle of the room, shelves of bottles and jars lined the walls, and medical paraphernalia arranged on a small table in the rear.

"Can I help you...Mistress?" A small gray-haired man looked at me from over wire-rimmed spectacles, his eyebrows climbing to near his hairline.

"Yes, Master...?"

"Oberon."

"Master Oberon, if you could look at my arm." I unwrapped the bloody cloth to expose the gash.

Oberon carefully inspected the cut, quietly mumbling to himself... "Tea tree oil, myrtle leaves, lemon grass, witch hazel, maybe aloe vera gel..." He pursed his lips. "Yes, it's deep and requires sewing up as well as a poultice. It will cost two silvers and be painful. For another silver, I have some poppy seeds which will help to relieve the pain."

"No, I can manage the pain. I have no money on me, but I will bring it to you tomorrow. I'm with Duke Sandar's party."

He frowned, inspecting me up and down, and then looked out the door. "So you say, but how do I know you'll return?"

"Would someone who can't afford two silver ride such a horse?" I had to smile.

He tilted his head as he looked at Windrunner and nodded. "Wait here." After a moment, he returned with several jars and a box from the rear table. He cleaned the wound, made a poultice from compounds in the jars, and sewed the cut closed. I'd been lucky. Had not the Qi slowed the sword, it would have cut through to the bone.

"I'm in your debt, Master Oberon. I'll see you paid tomorrow. As you can see, I'm also in need of a shirt. Can you recommend anyone?"

"Yes, Mistress. Master Zubin, the blacksmith's wife, makes clothes. They aren't fancy, but they are well made. His forge is only a few minutes down the road on the left."

I left the shop and easily found the sign, displaying a sword and a knife. I dismounted and led Windrunner over to the forge.

"Can I help you?" He was a massive man with bare arms that rippled with muscle. His forehead dripped sweat and his leather apron was covered with coal dust.

"Master Zubin?"

"Yes."

"As you can see, I'm in need of a shirt. Master Oberon recommended your wife."

"Elise!" Zubin wiped his forehead while inspecting Windrunner. "Nice horse. You from the castle?"

"Yes, I'm with Duke Sandar's party. I took Windrunner out this morning for exercise and was attacked. I managed to get away."

Elise bustled over as I explained, leaving out the messy details.

"You were lucky, Mistress, if there were three. Come I'll see if we can find something you like. They're not fancy, but they're sturdy." Elise led me into a cottage behind the smithy. Off to the side of the main room, she had an alcove with cotton cloth of all colors. A variety of shirts and skirts lay folded on a table.

She took a few measurements and promised she would have a shirt and pants ready in a few hours. I decided to wait. After I explained I was a Qi'advisor, Master Zubin agreed to let me watch him work on a short dagger. As he worked, he explained the process and what affected the quality of the work.

At lunch, Elise pushed a bowl of boiled beans and flat bread into my hands and insisted I eat with them. Seasoned with salt, pepper and a bit of ham fat, the meal was much like at home. As I spooned up the simple fare, we traded stories about my life at the Qi'temple and theirs in Inari. The sun had just begun to set and the clouds were streaked with oranges and reds when I mounted Windrunner. I smiled, thinking of the strange paths life took and how much I'd enjoyed the afternoon. A simple meal and the company of common folk had taken a foul taste of earlier from my mouth.

A guard on the castle wall gave a short blast on his horn as I rode into the shadows of the gate. The two guards at the gate smiled and saluted me. I had no sooner dismounted than Dinesh strode up.

"It's a relief to see you, qi'Nisha. I saw Lazar and two privates follow you out the gate. When the two came back alone, they wouldn't talk about it. Said they needed to report to their officer. We were later informed you'd killed Sergeant Lazar, and an Iovis detail left to pick him up.

"I went along, hoping to find you on the way. We returned with Lazar's body several hours ago." He gave me a glance that I took to mean he'd seen the condition of the body. "Duke Sandar wanted to send a detail out to search for you. I managed to stop him. Told him we'd looked for you, and it would be best to wait until tomorrow, since it would soon be dark. Where have you been...if you don't mind me asking?"

As he talked, I saw Duke Sandar and Mastal coming at nearly a run from the castle.

"I had a few things I needed to take care of on my way back. Nothing serious."

The duke's face was grim. "Where have you been? They said you killed Lazar. What happened? Did he—" He stopped when I held up my hand.

"Your Grace, I killed Lazar, and I'm fine. I would prefer we discuss it after the evening meal. For now, I'm in need of a wash and rest." This incident could turn into a full-fledged fight, perhaps even a civil war. Possibly the issue could be resolved short of that. I would try.

Sandar didn't look pleased, but he nodded, so I bowed and led Windrunner to the stable.

* * *

Kamal knocked a couple hours later, alerting me to the evening meal. I'd washed and sat meditating in preparation for what I knew was going to be a perilous dinner. I let Kamal lead me to the main dining room, since it gave him such obvious pleasure, arriving along with the last few people but before Wenrich, who was consistently last.

I stood silent behind my seat awaiting Wenrich's entrance. When he entered, a small smile danced on his lips.

"Qi'Nisha, I've two witnesses that say you lured sergeant Lazar out of the castle and killed him." He reached his chair but stayed standing. Today he wore a sword, and his hand lay casually on the hilt. I gave a small bow in Wenrich's direction.

"Interesting story, Your Grace. If I lured Sergeant Lazar out of the castle, I also had to have lured the two privates, yet they are alive. Are they claiming they are cowards who failed to come to the aid of their sergeant?" I paused. When Wenrich didn't reply, I continued. "Sergeant Lazar also had an interesting story, which is slightly different. He said you authorized him to attack and rape me, to force Duke Sandar into attacking him. When that happened, he could justify killing him, and his son when he sought revenge."

"I never—" He stopped when I raised my hand and moved around the table to face him.

"You can see our dilemma. You and I must choose whom to believe. I find it hard to believe you would encourage Sergeant Lazar or anyone else to do anything so stupid. I believe Sergeant Lazar acted on his own, mad at losing face over an argument concerning my Qi. I would find it equally hard to believe that you would think a Qi'advisor would lie."

Wenrich said nothing when I finished. Before he could, I continued.

"The facts are simple enough, Your Grace. Sergeant Lazar followed me out of the castle with the two privates, caught me in the open field, and attempted to rape me. I killed him, and his two friends ran." I now stood within two paces of Wenrich. Our eyes locked. My Qi pulsed through my body until my hair felt alive.

Wenrich's eyes darted around the room. He saw his dilemma clearly. He acquiesced or tried to kill me; however, he now understood my confrontation with him the other night had not been a bluff. Finally he relaxed and smiled.

"Of course I believe you, qi'Nisha. I could not believe you would kill my sergeant if there were another option. As you say, Lazar had a nasty temper. He has, according to rumors, raped other women, although it was never proven since the women went missing." He turned toward the officer standing off to the side. "Captain, have the two privates arrested. Tomorrow they are to be given fifty lashes for their complicity with Lazar and for falsely accusing qi'Nisha."

Punishment for failing, I mused. "Thank you, Your Grace. I knew I could depend on you for swift justice." I bowed my head in a sign of respect and returned to my seat. The room was so quiet you could hear people breathing.

"Now that justice has been served, it's time to eat. I'm starved," Wenrich said as he sat and reached for one of the pheasants in front of him. The hall slowly returned to normal as guests resumed interrupted conversations and servants sprang to life, filling glasses and serving meals.

As I left the hall for a meeting in Sandar's room, qi'Senka appeared and followed me down the hallway.

"Qi'Nisha, you've upset Duke Wenrich. I believe his two options are to kill you or to kill Duke Sandar and hire you as his Qi'advisor. Of course, killing you both would also work. You were annoying before you killed Lazar. Now you're dangerous." She paused. "Would you have killed Wenrich the other night, if he had attacked you? You had the right."

"No. I knew he was arrogant, but the possible ramifications of his death on the kingdom were more important. Now I know he's ruthless, devious, and without a conscience. But even if I could predict the consequences, which I cannot, is it my duty to kill him, qi'Senka?"

"I'm afraid that's a question only you can answer." She paused, looking down the hallway as though searching for answers. "You've stronger Qi than any Qi'advisor I've ever known. Only in our history books were there Qi'women who achieved such power, and it took them years of meditation alone in isolation. And you've taken the duties of a Qi'advisor to include action. I do not say you're wrong, but this is outside my experience." She bowed her head to me and wandered down the hallway in the opposite direction.

My mind was in chaos as I watched her walk away. I wanted to go to my room and meditate, but I knew Sandar expected me to see him in preparation for tomorrow's meeting of the dukes and answer questions about Lazar.

When I arrived, Harkin and Mastal were already there. They were particularly quiet when I entered the room. I wanted to scream, "If you have something to say—get it out." Instead, I found a chair and sat, waiting for them to speak. No one did. A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door. Harkin opened it. Tebos and qi'Senka nodded to the group and found seats. Sandar finally broke the silence.

"Lazar tried to rape you in order to get me to confront him, so he could kill me, and this was Wenrich's idea?"

I didn't answer for several minutes, thinking through what I had observed and contemplating my response.

"Wenrich sees you as a threat to his ambitions. I suspect, judging from our meetings so far, that Dukes Fabiao and Janko support Wenrich and would be willing to declare him king. I suspect my presence made him think I'd be an easy way to provoke you."

"I believe," qi'Senka said, "Wenrich thought he could turn Duke Tebos against you, Duke Sandar, using the rumors against qi'Nisha, which would have given him a solid majority. So he insulted her, hoping for a violent reaction from you. When that failed, he hoped for a straight vote, which would have produced a majority—three to two—in his favor. When that failed, he used Lazar."

"We're on the very edge of a war with an enemy on our border, and Wenrich plots against us. What next?" Harkin asked, looking at Sandar.

"Qi'Nisha has neutralized him for now. He wants to be king but doesn't want a civil war if he can help it. He's arrogant but not stupid. He hasn't given up, but I believe he'll wait for now," qi'Senka said.

Tebos propped his elbows on his knees and leaned toward me. "The rumor is that you killed Lazar with Qi. Is that true? The Inari surgeon said he looked like he had lain out in the sun for days. I've never heard of such a thing. Can all Qi'advisors do that?"

Qi'Senka shook her head. "No, Your Grace, neither I nor any Qi'advisor I know have Qi strong enough to kill. We can to one degree or another protect ourselves using Qi and our knowledge of self-defense. Qi'Nisha's unique in many ways."

"Your Grace, I did kill Lazar with Qi, and I'm sick because I did. Qi should never be used for that purpose. Duke Sandar and I must talk about whether he should continue our contract."

"Why? You had no choice."

"One always has a choice, Your Grace. As a Qi'advisor, I do not speak for you nor make decisions for you. The traditional role of a Qi'advisor should be as a passive participant, available for unbiased advice, should her client want it. It appears that I have taken an active part. I confronted Wenrich to keep you from doing so and killed Lazar to avoid his attack on you and Mastal. I wonder if these actions constitute bias and make me unsuitable as a Qi'advisor." I looked to qi'Senka.

"Qi'Nisha is right to question her conduct. The Qi'temple teaches us that we must remain passive to remain unbiased. If you ask whether you should go left or right, we are here to offer our observations. But it is not for us to stop or hinder you from going one way or the other. We are advisors, not your conscience or bodyguards. Qi'Nisha could justify her actions on the basis that the attacks were against her, but she did act in a way which stopped you from acting." She shrugged ever so slightly.

"Qi'Nisha, it's you who should be voiding the contract. I've unwittingly dragged you into a deadly situation, which has caused you to be treated like a concubine and, if not for your skill, killed or…" He paused and took a sip of wine. "But this is not the Qi'temple, and I'm not a Qi'teacher. This is the world of men and their schemes. You have taken independent action, but I feel you were justified, since the attacks were against you. I'm more than pleased with you as my Qi'advisor and hope you'll stay."

I nodded acceptance, although I had much to think about. This was not the Qi'temple, but did that negate their teachings?

"Sandar, I suggest we take advantage of our Qi'advisors and decide on a strategy for tomorrow." Tebos smiled at qi'Senka. They looked like they would make a good team. The discussion continued for several hours, but it became obvious that a coherent strategy couldn't be put in place without more information.

* * *

At the dukes' meeting the next day, there was unanimous agreement that we needed more information, and two scouting missions would be sent out to assess the situation in the Sands. Tebos and Sandar would take the area west of the Central Mountain range—called the Iovis Corridor. And Wenrich, Fabiao, and Janko would take the area east of the Central Mountain range—known as the Castor Corridor. The approach was a good one, but I could not help feeling it somehow benefited Wenrich's plans. The next day, the dukes left for their respective provinces. Sandar agreed to join Tebos at Inwood in two weeks.

* * *

The mood on the two-day ride back to Xihu was sober, with everyone locked into his own thoughts. The soldiers knew a division existed between the provinces and there was trouble with the tribes—both meant war.

Riding on Windrunner was glorious. I used Qi to lighten myself in the saddle and rode leaning forward, resting my head on his neck. I could hear the air being sucked into his lungs, the blood pulsing through the veins, and felt we were one. I knew he felt the same as our Qi mingled. That night around the campfire, the younger soldiers talked about the promotions they would get if there were war. Older ones looked at each other and shook their heads. The duke, Mastal, and Harkin wrapped themselves in silence, faces drawn with worry.

After the meal, I wandered off to a quiet spot, where I rested in a meditation posture through the night and awoke rested. My guilt over killing Lazar coiled in my stomach, but I couldn't let it eat away at me. I had done what I had done. Emptying my mind, I meditated, sorting through my chaotic thoughts and putting the previous day's events into perspective. By the time we reached Xihu, I felt once more in balance.





  

CHAPTER FOUR


 

  

Xihu castle: Determining the Ferox scouting party

The sun had sunk to touch the mountains as we came in sight of the city walls, and a horn sounded, announcing the duke's arrival. As if sensing trouble brewing, the people on the streets seemed quiet as we passed. When we reached the castle courtyard, Duchess Vidya and her daughter were there waiting. Vidya stood patiently while Sandar dismounted and the stable boy took his horse. Suetta had mimicked her mother's calm dignity, although from the look in her eyes and the slight tapping of her foot, she wanted to run and throw her arms around her father.

"Welcome home, my husband. You look tired."

"Father, there have been all sorts of rumors while you were gone," Suetta said before Sandar could say anything.

"Later, Suetta. This is neither the time nor the place. It was a tiring trip and everyone's worn out."

"Nisha and Windrunner look fresh and rested," Suetta said, pointing at Windrunner and me. Her eyes sparkled and she grinned.

"But I'm not," Sandar said, shaking his head. "I need a wash and change of clothes before the evening meal. I'll explain everything there."

I may have been less tired than the others, but I too needed a wash, rest, and change of clothes. When I reached my room, Crina was there waiting.

"Mistress, how was the trip? Do you need anything?" The words came out in a rush. Then she blushed.

"The trip was interesting. I had never been to Inari and had an opportunity to meet the other dukes. And yes, I need a wash and to change into clean clothes. I'd also like the dirty ones cleaned, but there is no rush." Crina was a sweet girl, but I feared anything I told her would be common knowledge before the evening meal started.

"Mistress, there's warm water in the bowl ready for you."

"Thank you, Crina. You're very efficient." I undressed, and she ran off with my dirty clothes and a smile from ear to ear. The water felt good. There had been no opportunity to wash or change clothes during the ride to Xihu. Afterward, I sat in a meditating posture, resting while I waited for the evening meal.

Crina knocked and entered, then hesitated, waiting for me to acknowledge her presence. I nodded.

"It's time for the evening meal, Mistress." She had become less nervous in my presence, which pleased me. Her day was undoubtedly filled with enough stress. She didn't need me adding to it. At least she would have one place where she could relax without fear.

When I arrived at the family dining room, the door was open and everyone there. I found my chair and waited.

"Sit, Nisha. You're part of the family and can dispense with any formality," Vidya said, then turned to her husband. "Well, Ashtad, what happened?"

Sandar sat for a while looking at me but said nothing. Then he took a sip of wine before speaking. "I'm fortunate qi'Nisha picked me—"

"You didn't mention that before. She picked you?" Vidya said, before he could continue. He grinned.

"Yes. I told you most of the story before, and that qi'Rajini was adamant she didn't have anyone available. She did mention she had one student who she thought would be right for me, but she wouldn't be ready for a year or two. Just then, Nisha walked up with her packed bag and said she was ready. At first I thought the young woman was joking or crazy." Sandar looked at me and shrugged. "I don't know why to this day I felt certain I needed a Qi'advisor. But I was desperate enough to accept Nisha on a trial basis."

He paused and took another sip of wine. "Qi'Rajini was right, Nisha was right for me, and qi'Nisha was right, she's Qi and ready to be a Qi'advisor. The only problem has been she looks even younger than she is."

"Yes, even I had reservations," Vidya said. "But she's proved to have the insight to recognize potential problems and to address them quickly and effectively. Lieutenant Irmak's now her biggest supporter."

"The same problem occurred at Inari. Their initial reaction was to tag her as my concubine—" Sandar stopped when Vidya choked on her wine and Suetta coughed into her napkin. "It wasn't funny. They put her in a small room normally reserved for low-level administrators and didn't invite her to dine with the nobles the next day. Nisha took it in stride, but the rumor spread. For some reason she chose to visit Mastal in the soldiers' area."

Mastal grinned. "Top sergeant Dinesh found her first. Somehow, she arranged for a one-copper bet that she would be proved Qi before we left. He accepted the wager."

"Why only a copper?" Suetta asked.

"The copper was a token that one of us owed the other an apology. More than that would merely have been a wager."

"Anyway, that night Wenrich called her a doxy, and said she wasn't fit to sit at the same table as the ladies."

"Oh, my God!"

"Unfortunately, that was my immediate reaction. It was the same as calling me a liar, and I would have attacked him for the insult if Nisha hadn't stopped me. She goaded Wenrich into an open attack and forced him to admit she's Qi. It became apparent that Wenrich's insult had been meant to cause a fight so that he'd be justified in killing me."

Vidya's face turned ashen, but Sandar raised his hand before she could interrupt. "The next day he sent his top sergeant, Lazar, to rape her, again hoping I'd attack him when I found out, and he'd be justified in killing me. Worse yet, they knew Mastal would then confront Lazar, which would have given him provocation to kill him—in the name of self-defense."

When I looked over to Vidya, she had tears in her eyes. "What happened, Nisha?"

"I killed him. If I hadn't, he would just have kept trying to carry out his liege's wishes."

"How?" Suetta blurted.

"With Qi."

Sandar continued, "As you can see, it was a harrowing six days. Wenrich hoped to get rid of me and be appointed king. Things ended in a stalemate instead of mass bloodshed. Qi'Senka and qi'Nisha convinced the dukes we need more information before we try to deal with the tribes. We'll send out two scouting parties. Tebos and I will take the Iovis Corridor, and the other dukes will scout the Castor Corridor into the Sands. I plan to leave in three days. That will give me time to decide on who and how many to take."

"Why you? There are plenty of others who could lead the group," Vidya said, coming out of her chair.

"It's my responsibility. Tomorrow morning I'll meet with my military staff and Minister Mirza to work out the details." Sandar looked to me and nodded. "Qi'Nisha, you're invited to all the meetings, unless I ask you not to attend." There was little talking during the rest of the meal. Afterward, Vidya pulled me aside.

"I'll never forget what you've done for my husband. And I have no right, but I plead with you to stop him from leading the scouting party," Vidya said, her eyes misty and lines of worry evident in her face.

"Your Grace, I'm a Qi'advisor. I'll share my observations with the duke, but I don't make or try to make decisions for him."

"You did before. I doubt you cared what Duke Wenrich called you or what anyone in the castle thought. It saved his life. What's different now?" She had a point—I didn't care.

"The difference is that I'm not being used against him. Wenrich tried to use me to kill the duke. If I had let him, I would have been complicit in his treachery. I had to act, as there was no advice I could have given the duke which would have precluded Wenrich from using me."

On the ride back to Xihu, I had concluded I had done the right thing, although it appeared to go against the Qi'temple teaching. It would seem cruel to Vidya, but if the duke had been insulted directly, it would have been wrong for me to interfere—no matter the consequences.

"It would be wrong for him to go, qi'Nisha," she said and walked away. When I returned to my room, Crina had my dirty clothes cleaned and laid out for me, warm water in the washbowl, and a fire in the fireplace. I went to sleep a traveler on the Path, looking forward to tomorrow.

* * *

Crina knocked somewhat earlier than normal and poked her head through the doorway. "Mistress, the duke has requested you and the others meet in Sir Harkin's war room within the hour. I have fruit and cheese if you want a snack before you leave." A small smile danced on her lips.

"Thank you. That's very considerate of you." I collected her carefully wrapped bundle of nuts, berries, and cheese and strolled to the soldiers' area, nibbling at Crina's gift on the way. Lieutenants Mastal and Irmak were already there, along with Harkin and a lieutenant I hadn't met. He gave me a small bow when our eyes met.

"Qi'Nisha, I'm Lieutenant Watts." He smiled. Before I could answer, Irmak spoke.

"Qi'Nisha." She stood grinning and gave a small bow of her head. "I heard what happened. I wish I'd been there to see it."

Sandar entered before either of us could say anything more. "Sit and relax. By now, you know that Duke Tebos and I are responsible for scouting the Iovis Corridor into the Sands. Today we need to plan for that expedition—men, supplies, etc.," he said, walking over to a map Harkin had hanging on the wall. I listened as he discussed the numbers of soldiers he wanted, the route to Inwood, and the supplies needed for the trip. He would lead, and Harkin, Irmak, and Watts would command the hundred-man detail.

Now that the details had been fleshed out, I could contribute what a Qi'advisor was contracted to do—give unbiased observations.

"Your Grace, I know you haven't asked me for advice, but I've several observations if you wish."

"Qi'Nisha, you have earned the right to give me unsolicited advice anytime, although I won't necessarily follow it."

"That is as it should be, Your Grace. What would happen if you were killed on this scouting mission?"

Everyone looked at me like I had struck the duke. The truth's not always what people want to hear, although sometimes, like now, necessary.

"My son, Mastal, would become duke," he said, glaring at me. I nodded.

"Your son's a fine young man and should make an excellent Duke of Ferox someday." Of course, I really didn't know that, but it didn't matter. "However, is he the best leader for Ferox now, with the tribes threatening the kingdom and Wenrich plotting against you?" I glanced at Mastal and then Harkin, who looked to be agreeing with me. Sandar remained quiet.

"If it comes to war, I could die and Mastal would have to take charge."

"Dying in defense of Ferox is one thing. Dying on a scouting mission is another."

"Go on, qi'Nisha," he said, acknowledging he was listening to a Qi'advisor.

"Nor can you send your son for the same reason. I'd not send Sir Harkin either." I held up my hand before anyone could interrupt. "Duke Wenrich gave in too easily, even though I think he agreed with the need to gain more information. Although I have no substantial facts, I believe Wenrich will declare himself king while you and Duke Tebos are scouting the Sands. In that case, he may try to attack Xihu. If that happens, you'll need to be here, and you'll need Sir Harkin and sufficient military strength to repel the attack."

I took a sip of water, giving him time to digest what I had said, before moving on to the next problem.

"Even if that doesn't happen, Ferox and Hala each taking a hundred troops into the Sands isn't a scouting party. It's a war party, which the tribes can't help but detect. And that will negate the reason for going." I'd done what Qi'advisors were hired to do and sat back, content to hear the duke's decision. I advised. He decided. The room remained silent for several minutes. Finally, Harkin spoke.

"Qi'Nisha, has several valid points. You're the duke of Ferox, and we need you and your experience in troubled times like this. A scouting party of two hundred troops is far too big to remain undetected. And Wenrich's not to be trusted. He proved that at Inari."

"Father, I agree. Wenrich is a real threat. It wouldn't surprise me if he did declare himself king. He has the support of Janko and Fabiao, and probably the senior baron at Inari. In that case, he has the military strength to challenge you and Tebos. We could be looking at a civil war."

Sandar sat staring at me for several minutes. Everyone appeared to get more nervous as the minutes passed, their eyes discretely going from Sandar to me. I had no reason to be nervous. Although I gave the duke my observations, I had no vested interest in his decision. It was his to make and live with, not mine. Finally, he spoke.

"Qi'Nisha, you have the annoying habit of stopping me from doing things I want to do. I'd like to know why you didn't say all this earlier and save us a lot of time."

"There was no point for me to comment when you were still deciding what action to take. You may have decided not to go or to reduce the force or any number of other factors. Only when you had decided could I give you a valid observation."

"Did Vidya ask you to convince me not to go?" He frowned. "Not that your arguments aren't valid."

"Yes, she pleaded with me to convince you not to go. I told her that was not my role as a Qi'advisor. I'm here to give you my observations not to make decisions for you. The decision is your responsibility, and you must live with it—not me. That may sound harsh, but to think otherwise would make me biased and my observations of little value."

Mastal, Watts, and Harkin looked shocked. Irmak nodded agreement. And Sandar laughed.

"Nisha, you're going to take some getting used to. You don't care if I agree with you or not, whether you're right or wrong, or I go or stay, or... Yes, that does sound harsh, even heartless, but it does make you the perfect advisor. Because you're not trying to please anyone, you're free to speak the truth, which is not always what I want to hear."

Another two hours of discussion resulted in reducing the number of soldiers to ten and Irmak leading the mission. After it was decided, Sandar turned to me.

"Well, it's your turn," he said, with a snort.

"I should go along with Lieutenant Irmak."

"What!" Sandar shook his head. "No!"

"Someone needs to point out to Duke Tebos that twenty troops are more than sufficient, and that his place is in Hala, not scouting the Sands. He, like you, will feel he should. Qi'Senka and I should be able to give him reasons not to go. As for the mission, Lieutenant Irmak is a military officer and understands force. She is yang. I'm Qi and yin. Together, I believe you will get a balanced approach that will be more likely to succeed."

"What about advising me if Wenrich does attack?"

"Your Grace, I know little more than theory about war and would be of little help. I'm not a military advisor. On the other hand, information on the tribes may be crucial to you and the kingdom. There I may be able to help. Wenrich believes the tribes are incompetent barbarians that can wait until after he has been declared king. Qi'Senka and I believe he's wrong, but we don't have enough information to judge his intention. Information about the tribes could be critical to Ferox, Hala, and the kingdom." Of course, I couldn't predict we could find the information we needed, or that it would help. But the facts demonstrated the tribes' leader was a clever man. The discussion continued for hours with no resolution.

"That's enough for tonight. We have decided everything except for qi'Nisha. Lieutenants Mastal and Irmak will select the ten troopers. Sir Harkin will put together a plan for defending the castle, and I will have a decision on qi'Nisha tomorrow. The scouting party will leave the following day."

* * *

When I arrived for breakfast, Vidya met me at the door. Without a word, she stepped forward and put her arms around me.

"I know it was Sandar's decision, but it was your sanity that convinced him. I don't think he really wanted to go but felt it his responsibility and expected of him. I thank the Watcher you're his Qi'advisor." She stepped back, holding me at arm's length. "Why would you want to go with the scouting party? The duke needs you."

"Your Grace," I couldn't help a small smile, "if I wanted to go, my reasoning would be questionable. I suggested it because, given the facts, I might add more value there than here. It's rightfully the duke's decision. I do not care either way."

"My husband is right. It's going to take us time to get used to you." She kissed me on the cheek and took her seat. Sandar entered a few minutes later with his son and daughter.

"Qi'Nisha, I've decided you may join the scouting party. I'll hate myself if you're injured, or worse, killed, but we are at war and no one is truly safe. As you pointed out, we must each serve were we're most needed." He sat and began eating without looking at me. I knew he didn't like his decision but understood keeping me here would have been to protect me and not my best use.

After breakfast, I found Mastal and Irmak, sitting around a table with ten troopers looking at a map of Rhybac. Irmak immediately jumped up.

"Attention!" she shouted. Mastal smiled as the ten soldiers vaulted to their feet. I held up my hand.

"Thank you for the honor, but I wish you would see me as a traveling companion, along to help if I can. I neither deserve nor desire any special privileges or attention."

"Duke Sandar said he'd demote me to private for the rest of my life if you got injured. The Gods only know what he'd do if you got killed," Irmak said.

"On this mission, I'd like each of you to be Qi. Do not question yesterday and do not worry about tomorrow. You can't change what happened yesterday, and worrying about what may happen will give you headaches." I heard several snickers, and everyone returned to their previous positions. Irmak seemed to relax and introduced me to each soldier before continuing.

"We believe we can make Hala in six days, since Mastal informs me that we'll slow you and Windrunner down, not the other way around. We'll skirt the western side of Lake Vegas, cross over the Nicon River into Zeno Province, and through the Sobek Pass. There we'll follow the Ajax River to the Kiwaq River. Hala Province begins at the river, and Inwood's a two-day ride from there.

"At Inwood, we'll join the Hala troops. With them, we'll cross back over the Kiwaq River and then the Black River, pass Arbor, and proceed up the Iovis Corridor into the Sands." While talking, she used a stick to trace the route. On the map, it looked like a short trip. In reality, it was well over a hundred leagues—about six days' hard travel given the rocky terrain through the Sobek Pass and Hala's narrow forest trails leading to Inwood.

The discussion turned to supplies, clothing, and weapons. What I had would suffice. It would be cool going through the Sobek Pass but warmer as we approached Hala and warmer still when we entered the Sands. "Qi'Nisha, I've worked out some formation commands for several different scenarios—just in case. That will eliminate lengthy discussions in the event of trouble. Everyone will know where he should be and what is expected. I would like you to participate so that you will know what to do."

"Excellent."

We spent the next half hour going over the six commands and the resulting formations. They were quite clever. Retreat, for example, signaled the troops to get ready to attack. When Irmak was satisfied that the troops and I were ready, she called a halt to the practice.

"Lieutenant Irmak, I noticed that you try to guard me at all times. That could make you less effective. I'll start in the position you've assigned me, but don't let that stop you from doing what you need to do. I don't use weapons, but I'm capable of protecting myself."

"Yes, qi'Nisha. I'm well aware of that," she said, rubbing her thigh, "but I'd rather not be a private again."

I smiled. "You worry too much."

After she left, Mastal walked over to me.

"I wish I were going along, Nisha. After all, I'm a lieutenant in the Ferox army."

"Mastal, you're not just a lieutenant; you're the heir to Ferox. A war is coming, either with Wenrich or the tribes. Perhaps both. Your duty is here."

"You're right, of course. But the trip into the Sands, sounds far more exciting." He grinned.

* * *

Everyone was relaxed at the evening meal, Vidya and Suetta pleased Sandar and Mastal were staying behind, Mastal with youthful excitement at the thought of a confrontation with Wenrich, and Sandar content knowing his place was in Xihu.

"Well, Nisha, are you excited to be going to the Sands?" Suetta asked. I would have bet she'd like to be going. Someday she'd be responsible for the running of a castle or estate, but right now, she was young and wanted adventure.

"I look forward to seeing Hala and the Sands."

"But are you excited?" Mastal asked.

"Not in the way you mean. You could call me a traveler swept along with the wind. Each day's exciting, because it's new. It doesn't matter whether I'm traveling to Hala or living here."

"I understand doing one's duty, but I can't imagine not wanting to do one thing more or less than another. That's the way we make many of our daily decisions," Vidya said, then quietly added. "Come back safely, Nisha, we need you."





  

CHAPTER FIVE


 

  

Trip to Inwood castle: Meet with Hala team to scout the Sands

When I entered the courtyard, Windrunner had been saddled and everyone was checking his or her gear. Duke Sandar came walking over to me and waved for Irmak to join him. The courtyard was filled with the clatter of tack, neighing horses, and the shouts of people readying for travel.

"Lieutenant Irmak, you're in charge." Sandar looked at me. I nodded. "But you're to listen to qi'Nisha. I'm reluctantly sending her only because this mission's important and her insights have proven critical in avoiding a disaster. If she acts without alerting you, which she's prone to do, support her." He frowned at me. "Be careful, Nisha." With that, he turned and walked away.

Irmak signaled for the detail to mount up, and we began our descent into the city. We wended our way through boys carrying baskets of pies and bread, shouting for customers, and wagons carrying feed and farm supplies. No one paid us any attention. We were just another patrol. Even at the front gate, the guards hardly gave us a glance. Once past the gates, we turned northwest and rode alongside Lake Vegas.

I hadn't realized its length, since we had crossed into Zeno at the south end of the lake on the way to and from Inari. The lake was narrow but long and formed a good part of the border between Ferox and Zeno Provinces.

By the time Irmak called a halt for the day, shadows from the Filat Mountains were closing in on us. To save time, Irmak had brought no packhorses and the meals would be cold. I didn't mind, since I frequently ate only fruits, cheeses, and bread; however, the soldiers were used to hot meals at the end of the day. A few grumbled as they took dry bread and cheese from their saddlebags. As I sat preparing to eat, Irmak sat down next to me.

"I see what Mastal meant when he said you wouldn't slow us down. You and Windrunner look like you could go on for hours. I'm glad the duke let you come along. I'm good at what I do, soldiering, but I suspect this assignment won't be straightforward." Irmak didn't seem worried, just stating a fact.

I tended to agree with her. Where were the tribes? How many warriors did they have? What were they planning? And how would we go about finding the answers? The information we had indicated the tribes' raids were specifically designed to steal the Scepter. That strongly suggested a united Sands, a leader, and a plan. The mission was to collect enough information to deduce the leader's intention, like we had with the theft of the Scepter.

"The duke made a good choice, picking you, Lieutenant. This assignment is going to require good soldiering. I'm along in case a nonsoldiering question comes up, so you'll have someone to discuss it with."

Irmak stared at me for a long time before nodding. The next day, she had us up before sunrise, and we were on the move as the sun began to creep over the Filat Mountains. The morning air became colder as we approached the Sobek Pass, which sat between the Filat and Stas Mountain ranges. We crossed the Nicon River into Zeno around midday and had gone only a few leagues when some twenty riders approached, wearing Zeno's colors.

"Halt in the name of King Wenrich," a tall, young lieutenant shouted as they approached.

"What do you think, qi'Nisha?" Irmak asked, while her eyes remained fixed on the riders.

"Wenrich hates Duke Sandar already, so you can do nothing to make relations any worse."

The detail was approaching in formation like we were trying to avoid them.

"You're on Zeno land without permission!" he shouted, as he and his troops neared.

"Since when do we need permission for a small party of troops to cross onto Zeno land to gain entrance to the Sobek Pass?"

"Since the king has declared Duke Sandar a traitor, qi'Nisha a murderer, and Ferox restricted to its borders." He eyes swept our troops and came to rest on me. A sneer appeared on his face. "Qi'Nisha, you're under arrest for the murder of Sergeant Lazar." He signaled to his sergeant, who broke formation and began moving toward me with six of his men, his face expressionless.

I felt sorry for him and his men. He was just doing his job. It wasn't personal, yet he'd die for someone else's greed.

"You may have her, and we'll ‘retreat' back to Xihu," Irmak said, her voice rose for all of us to hear. I looked around at our current formation and moved Windrunner back and toward the middle of our line. The troops in turn looked to be breaking formation to allow the Zeno sergeant and his detail through. The young Lieutenant's sneer broke into a broad smile, as he watched his detail close on me. While he focused on me, Irmak nudged her horse closer to him. Just as the sergeant and his detail began to filter through the formation, Irmak screamed, "NOW!" Before the sound had died on her lips, her sword slashed through the lieutenant's neck. Then she spurred her horse into the soldier carrying the Zeno colors.

Half of Irmak's troops converged on the sergeant's detail, while the other half charged the Zeno troops. The sergeant was the only one who managed to parry a blow, but he died when a second man plunged a blade into his back. Within seconds, the group had reformed and had joined the others attacking the Zeno troops. Without their lieutenant and sergeant, the Zeno troops were disorganized, and confusion reigned. Half barely cleared their swords before the first half of Irmak's troops descended on them. For a few minutes, the fighting was fierce, but the Xihu troops had the momentum and the Zeno detail could not regain their formation. No one escaped.

The next hour was spent treating the wounded. Although I wasn't a doctor, my training at the Qi'temple had included knowledge of how to treat basic injuries, which proved fortunate. One man had died and another was seriously wounded. Irmak sent him and the dead trooper back to Xihu with another man whose wounds weren't as serious but was unfit to make the long trek to Inwood. Three others had minor wounds, which I helped clean and bandage.

When the last man had been seen to, Irmak joined me. "I'm shocked to be traveling with a murderer. And worse yet, working for a traitor." She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. Wenrich had just declared war. "That was nicely done, everyone," she said, as her remaining detail began to collect around her. "What do you suggest we do with the dead, qi'Nisha?"

"It would be nice if we could delay their disappearance as long as possible. It'll slow us down, but I suggest we tie the dead to their horses and take them with us through the pass. On the other side, we can let the horses free and dump the dead. That's no man's land, and they're unlikely to be discovered any time soon. The less Wenrich knows the better. It'll take time for him to figure out what happened."

"I don't like traveling with dead men, but I agree," Irmak said. "Gather them and their equipment. We'll take an hour to rest and then clean up the area before we move. It's going to be a long day and night, because we aren't stopping until we clear the pass and get rid of them."

Irmak was right. The area needed cleaning so it wasn't obvious a battle took place here, and carting dead bodies, we needed to get through the pass as soon as we could.

* * *

Our routine didn't vary—ride for six hours, rest the horses, eat, and begin again. We made good time approaching the pass, because the land was open prairie and the ground dry and even, but going through the Sobek Pass was slow. The terrain changed from lush valleys with small waterfalls, meandering streams, and mountain pines to steep, narrow, rocky trails. A couple of the mountain peaks were covered in snow that shimmered under the full moon and glistened in the morning sun. I reveled in the sights, sounds, and fresh scent of virgin country. At one of our rest stops, Irmak sat down next to me.

"How do you do it, qi'Nisha? You look nearly as fresh as when we started yesterday morning. We've been at it for over a day and the troops are close to exhaustion. I'd hate to fight off a pack of sheep right now. Thankfully, we should be clear of the pass in the next six to eight hours."

"For one thing, I have no chores when we stop. In addition to leading the dead men's horses, everyone else has at least a half hour or more of things to do before they can relax. In addition, my training helps me to recuperate with even short periods of meditation."

Purplish circles surrounded Irmak's eyes and her face was drawn. Soldiers were the perfect example of yang. They survived by force of will—meeting adversities head on. The Qi were the perfect example of yin. We survived by not opposing the force—giving it nowhere to find purchase.

"I somehow don't think the chores would matter," she said, biting into the dried beef ration they carried. As soon as she finished, she had everyone up and back in the saddle.

Several hours later as we crested a ridge, we were greeted by a cascading wall of water which surged around and over boulders as it raced toward the open savanna below. As I sat marveling at the beauty of the landscape before me, I heard a collective sigh of relief.

* * *

We reached the foothills several hours later and turned south away from Sobek, riding several leagues before Irmak called a halt. By that time it was dark.

An outcropping of tall, gray boulders edged the trail. Irmak's voice was strained with fatigue, but she harried the troops as they dumped the bodies and saddles out of sight behind them. She decided to keep the horses as relief for our own. Although everyone was exhausted, Irmak wasn't taking any chances after the incident with the Zeno detail.

"I want volunteers to stand guard—four-hour shifts," she said, looking to find someone interested. Not surprisingly, everyone appeared busy or not to have heard her.

"Lieutenant, I'll take the watch for the night. It's about time I did something useful." When Irmak began to protest, I continued. "I can rest and yet be alert, so it's a minor inconvenience. You need the rest." Seeing only smiles and hearing sighs of relief, I wandered off to find a spot. I found a boulder only a few minutes away and scrambled atop it. There I folded into a meditation position, which required a minimum of energy, yet I could hear every sound, even the wind rustling the bushes. Toward morning, I heard someone approaching quietly from behind me.

"Well Lieutenant, is it time to leave?" I asked, guessing she would consider it her duty to check on her sentry.

"Almost. I thought I'd check on my sentry first. I see she's alert and, I imagine, rested."

"Yes, I too needed the rest. Fortunately, meditation is restful and yet does not hinder awareness. Like your martial skills, it was learned over many years of practice. And like in your profession, many never master the art. I was lucky."

"I'll bet luck had nothing to do with it. Some have a natural talent and put in the hard work it takes to develop it. Others don't." Irmak looked back to the east. "Well, everyone will be up soon. Come, we need to eat and be on our way. We lost a day because of the Zeno troops and still have another five days before we reach Inwood. Then another ten to twelve days into the Sands, back to Inwood, and yet another six back to Xihu. I'm worried about Wenrich's next move. If he attacks Xihu, I'd like to be there to help."

"Wenrich may be power hungry, but he isn't stupid. He may try to blockade Ferox, but he has to worry about the tribes. He isn't ready for two wars. I think he'll be a bit more cautious, at least until he knows what threat the tribes pose."

"Judging from the Zeno patrol we encountered, I believe you're right. It did look more like an attempt to isolate Ferox than preparation for an attack on Xihu. How long do you think we have?"

"It depends. He'll have to send an expedition into the Sands. I'd be surprised if one hasn't already left Inari. If he finds the tribes are stronger than he anticipated, he might try negotiating with Sandar and Tebos. If not, he may try to take Xihu, hoping Duke Tebos would capitulate after Xihu surrenders, and he controls Ferox Province."

"Which do you think most likely?" Irmak asked, frowning. "You seem to think he'll try to overthrow Duke Sandar eventually, in either case."

"Yes. I believe Wenrich considers Duke Sandar an adversary whom he must eliminate at some point—either by force or assassination. As to your other question, I can't make an assessment without knowing more about the new leader of the tribes. He targeted the Scepter for some reason. I believe he's expecting or hoping the loss of the Scepter will cause us to act in a way that benefits him. Otherwise, why steal it? We need more information, which is why your detail's so important. I do think that the new leader of the tribes is less impulsive and more strategic than Wenrich."

For the next three days, we rode for four hours, rested the horses and ate, and repeated the process until sunset. We made good time, as the terrain was mostly open prairie with low shrubs, small streams, and the few trees small and sparse. The talk at night tended to be limited to the upcoming trek into the Sands. Interestingly, although no one in the detail had seen the Sands or fought against the tribes, everyone had an opinion about the terrain and how the tribes fought. They'd all heard stories, but most of them varied.

At noon on the fifth day after leaving Xihu, we reached the Kiwaq River. It was late and Irmak decided to make camp and cross into Hala in the morning.

"I don't like the idea of traveling the forest at night. Especially if Zeno troops are also blockading Hala," Irmak said, looking toward the forest, which the setting sun had turned into impenetrable shadows.

The next day, we crossed the river. The change in terrain was dramatic: on one side, clear skies, bright sun, and open prairie; on the other, majestic trees allowed only filtered sunlight, the air lost its warmth, and the trails through the trees became increasingly narrow. Toward sunset, we topped a hill looking down at a gigantic lake, which had to be Lake Taimyn. The weather was clear with only a slight breeze that carried a scent of pine. The lake looked like a sheet of blue ice. While we sat looking down onto the lake, a man appeared on the side of the trail, a stone's throw away. He dressed in a shirt and pants of browns and greens that made him appear to fade in and out of view.

"You're on Hala land."

"I'm Lieutenant Irmak of Ferox, and this is qi'Nisha. We were sent by Duke Sandar as part of the joint scouting party with Hala into the Sands." As Irmak talked, I quieted my mind, looking for nothing and somehow seeing everything. The slight movements of greens and browns that initially looked like parts of trees, weren't—they were legs, arms, and arrows. When we had encountered the Zeno troops, we had been ready and won because they weren't. Now the Hala troops were ready and we weren't. The two situations provided a practical demonstration of battle tactics and were far more instructive than reading about long past battles.

The man saluted. "Qi'Senka did say that qi'Nisha looked very young. We're being cautious because we've been having trouble with the Iovis troops out of Akan. They claim we're prohibited from crossing the Kiwaq River. You're free to pass, Lieutenant. Stay on this trail and you won't be bothered. There's a clearing ahead where you can camp for the night. It's another eight hours to Inwood." Just as quickly as he had appeared, he faded back into the trees.

"Nice trick," Irmak said as we passed. "I'll bet the Iovis troops aren't interested in attacking Inwood. I wouldn't want to fight here against bows and an enemy you can't see."

I loved the narrow, winding trail leading to Inwood. As the shadows began to lengthen, the trees looked like an army of giant men. A short time later, we found the clearing, and while the troops made camp, I wandered off deep into the forest. There I sat listening to the peaceful sounds of the night residents and enjoying the fresh smell of pine resin. My Qi reached out and I became one with the world around me.

* * *

We were on the trail by sunrise. The talk was mostly about a comfortable bed and a hot meal. Late that afternoon, we broke out of the forest into a large open area a league from the wall surrounding Inwood. Inwood rose gently on a small hill providing a good view of the city. The large number of trees and green fields inside the city and that part of the wall surrounding the city rose out of Lake Taimyn made Inwood unique. The castle towered over the city from its position at the top of the hill, and its multiple towers looked like the fingers of a giant hand. When we reached the gates, they were open, and an officer, judging by the markings on his shoulders and beret, waited with a three-man detail.

"Lieutenant…?" The officer asked. He was tall, lean, and dressed in a green coat with brown pants.

"Irmak."

"Welcome, Lieutenant Irmak, I'm Lieutenant Javaid and your escort to the Inwood Castle. I'll also be joining you to scout the Sands." He looked in his late twenties, with shoulder-length curly black hair, angular face, and devilish smile. He gave me an appraising look. "And you must be the notorious qi'Nisha, who backed down Duke Wenrich. Very impressive." He bowed. "If you'll follow me." He signaled his sergeant, and the detail began walking up a road wide enough for eight horses. Javaid dropped back to ride alongside Windrunner.

"You're nothing like qi'Senka. Of course, she's the first Qi'advisor I've ever met, until now. Are you here to visit her? That must have been a strenuous trip for you."

Irmak laughed. "We've been slowing qi'Nisha down. She would have been here two days sooner without us. She's our Qi'advisor on our sojourn into the Sands."

Javaid remained silent for several minutes, sneaking frequent sideways looks in my direction. "Qi'Nisha, my sergeant said that Duke Sandar's Qi'advisor killed Duke Wenrich's top sergeant—Lazar. Is that true?" He stared at me while awaiting the answer. I nodded.

"Unfortunately." I had concluded I did the right thing, but that did not mean I was happy about it. Qi was a beautiful gift that should never have been used to injure anyone. Worse, I couldn't promise I'd never use it like that again. I couldn't change the past or predict the future; therefore, I couldn't commit to doing or not doing anything. I was a traveler on the Path of life, enjoying what might come—neither expecting nor wishing for what tomorrow would bring.

The iron portcullises were raised as we approached the gate to the castle, and we passed through without challenge. To my surprise, qi'Senka waited in the courtyard.

Javaid held up a hand for the troop to halt. "Lieutenant, if you and your troops will follow me, I'll take care of getting you settled. Qi'Senka will see to qi'Nisha." He turned his horse to the left and trotted off with Irmak and her detail following. As I dismounted, a young girl took the reins of Windrunner.

"I thought you might advise Duke Sandar that you should accompany the detail, but I'm surprised he let you." She gave me a hug before leading me up the steps of the castle, a three-story square structure with massive wood doors, each carved with an intricate tree-and-vine design. Inside, she led me up to the second floor and into a bedroom.

"He realized I'd be of more value to Lieutenant Irmak than him and that the mission could be critical in the upcoming contest, whether that be with Duke Wenrich or the tribes."

"It's an interesting time, Nisha. Our world as we know it is in chaos, and Qi'advisors are being asked to help steer course through to safety. I wonder if that's a role our training has prepared us for."

"It doesn't matter, qi'Senka. We can only face today, with our Qi to guide us."

"Yes, that is what the Qi'temple teaches or tries to teach us. Unlike you, I care about tomorrow and your safe return." She paused, looking around the room. "I see Anna has brought you hot water to wash. Duke Tebos has asked to see you and Lieutenant Irmak as soon as possible. I suggested he give you an hour to refresh yourself and change. Anna will come and get you when it's time."

* * *

After so many days traveling, a thorough wash and change into clean clothes was more than welcome. I left my dirty clothes on the bed, knowing someone would magically sweep them up and return them clean. I spent the rest of the time in meditation, reflecting on the trip to Hala. Learning to be a Qi'advisor was proving quite challenging. At the Qi'temple, I spent most of my time alone, studying and meditating. Here I spent most of my time interacting with people. There I was expected to learn. Here I was expected to advise. Strangely, both felt right.

A short time later, a young girl came and led me up a narrow flight of stairs and into a private study. The walls were paneled in a rich redwood and books lined one wall. A large desk and chair sat near two narrow windows, which looked out onto Late Taimyn. I nodded to qi'Senka and chose the chair next to her. Shortly afterward, Lieutenants Irmak and Javaid entered, and minutes later, Duke Tebos and his minister, Paeon. Tebos looked around the room and then at Irmak.

"Where is Duke Sandar? Is he bringing more troops? I expected him and at least a hundred soldiers. And why are you here, qi'Nisha?" He looked to me then immediately back to Irmak. I felt sorry for her, so I spoke before she could.

"Duke Sandar's expectations were the same as yours, Duke Tebos. I'm sure qi'Senka has pointed out that in light of the threat Duke Wenrich represents, you're needed in Inwood. Not to mention the consequences of you being killed in the Sands." I looked to qi'Senka, who nodded. "I told Duke Sandar the same. In addition, I mentioned that sending a force of two hundred troops into the Sands wasn't a scouting party. It constituted a war party, which would be easy to detect and was likely to be attacked by the tribes. In that case, the mission would have to be cut short—or, worse, Hala and Ferox would each have one hundred fewer soldiers to defend their provinces. As for my presence, the duke felt I would be of more use with Lieutenant Irmak than with him."

Tebos looked tired. He had bags and dark shadows under his eyes and sounded short tempered—clear signs the current situation had him under great stress and, like Sandar, running off to the Sands would provide him a diversion from sitting around worrying. He walked over to his desk and sat.

"Your Grace, qi'Senka has given you much the same advice qi'Nisha gave Duke Sandar. If Duke Wenrich decides to attack Hala, your people will need you here," Paeon said into the silence that followed.

"Qi'Nisha's presence maybe necessary to the success of the mission into the Sands. The lieutenants will be excellent in an engagement; however, a scouting mission should endeavor to avoid hostile contact with the tribes. Qi'Nisha will provide a good balance," qi'Senka said. I remained quiet. Tebos made decisions for Hala, not me.

"Did Duke Sandar put you in charge, qi'Nisha?" He gave me a hard look.

"No, Your Grace. I'm a Qi'advisor. It's not my function to make decisions for anyone but me."

"I apologize. These are trying times, and while I feel the need for a Qi'advisor, I'm still coming to grips with what one is and does. Qi'Senka and you give the same advice, but I feel like I'm being ordered to comply and want to fight it."

"Perhaps I can help, Your Grace. A Qi'advisor gives you her observations based on what she hears and sees. Her observations are as unbiased as a human can be, because we have spent years training and developing Qi. That Qi permits us to give our observations without regard to anyone's feelings and without regard to the ultimate decision. If I cared, I wouldn't be Qi and would be a terrible Qi'advisor."

Tebos laughed, sat back, and poured himself a glass of wine from the decanter on his desk. "Thank you, qi'Nisha. That was brutally clear and understandable. A Qi'advisor tells you the hard truths no one else wants to, because they have no vested interest in the decision." He took another sip of wine and looked at each of us before continuing.

"Qi'Nisha's explanation makes everything clear. She and qi'Senka have given me good advice I don't want to hear. That's the very reason Duke Sandar and I need advisors in these troubled times. I'll stay here. Lieutenant Javaid will lead a party of ten Hala soldiers and proceed with Lieutenant Irmak and her party to scout the Sands. They will leave the day after tomorrow," he said and raised his glass. "Good luck and safe return."

After that, the discussion changed to speculation about Wenrich and his probable actions.

* * *

The next day, after breakfast with qi'Senka, I wandered down to the stables to visit Windrunner. I walked him around the soldiers' training area and brushed him, although it wasn't necessary. The stable boy had brushed him the night before. As I was returning Windrunner to his stall, Javaid and Irmak followed me into the dimly lit stable.

"Good morn. That's a beautiful animal," Javaid said as he stroked Windrunner's dark neck.

"Yes, riding him is like riding the wind."

"I'm glad the duke had his meeting last night. Before that, I'd have resisted any advice from you, thinking you thought you knew better than me. My troop and I have worked with Irmak to integrate our two troops into her emergency commands. I understand we don't have to worry about protecting you," he said, as both a statement and a question.

"I'd prefer that neither you nor your men risk your lives trying to protect me. The mission's more important. Besides, I'm not totally defenseless."

"So I hear. If you have time, I'll introduce you to my troop." He led me through the stable and into an open area where groups of men and women practiced with and without weapons. Sergeant Mirce was deep in conversation with another sergeant, a thin wiry man I recognized from Inari.

"Qi'Nisha," Javaid said, nodding toward the thin sergeant, "This is Sergeant Volos."

He grinned and nodded a greeting. "Yes, qi'Nisha and I met at Inari. She won a copper and an apology from me for believing idle gossip." He waved over his men who would be going to the Sands and introduced each one. "Qi'Nisha, I have some men in my detail who question sergeant Mirce's story about you and Irmak. Would you mind a small workout with the disbelievers? Of course, I'd like them fit to leave with us tomorrow."

"I'd like that. I love the dance…sparring, and I can use the practice." As I waited, I quieted my mind and found my center, not wanting to make the same mistake I had made with Irmak.

A tall, muscular young man left the group and turned toward me, inviting a match. I walked to within a few paces, bowed slightly, and stood relaxed and ready. Lieutenant Javaid walked up, put his hand between us, and looked at each of us until we nodded. Then he dropped his hand and stepped back. The young man leaped forward, driving his large fist at my stomach. I rotated at the waist ninety degrees to the right, changing my profile, and his fist slid by, barely scraping my shirt. The force of his attack propelled him forward and slightly off balance. I used the momentum from my rotation to push him in the back, and he stumbled past me.

He turned, his face twisted in anger. This time he walked back slowly. When I saw Volos getting ready to stop the fight, I shook my head.

He had long arms, so when he was within reach he threw a punishing punch at my face. I had practiced self-defense for many years at the Qi'temple as part of my training. The last couple of years I had found that when I was deep into the dance, like now, my opponent appeared in slow motion. I knew the young man wasn't trying to punch me. His arm had already begun to slow halfway to my face and his weight shifted onto his left leg for a right kick. I waited. When his kick came, I slid sideways, using my arm to push the kick pass me, slipped it under his leg, and pushed skyward. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, unable to maintain his balance, he fell backward.

Over the next hour, each man on the detail had a match with me. Fighting a master of Qi must have been frustrating. I was yin and never attacked or resisted. I moved either to avoid the attack or to give in to the blow. The force was negated because it found no resistance—like hitting a piece of cloth dangling on a string. By the end of the matches, the anger of losing had mostly faded. As no one had won a match, there was little to be embarrassed about.

When I finished the last bout, I bowed to the group and walked over to where the lieutenants and sergeants waited.

"A very interesting demonstration, qi'Nisha. I've heard of yin-style fighting but never thought it would be effective against trained soldiers. I'll have to revise my opinion. Although in war, I believe a combination would be best. It does emphasize that soldiers are intuitively yang-style fighters," Javaid said. He had not only watched, but he had evaluated the techniques.

"Judging from Lieutenant Irmak and the rumors from Inari, I'm thankful you returned my troopers undamaged...except for some egos." Volos grinned. "If we get time, I'd appreciate some lessons."

"I'd enjoy that." Before we could leave, I noticed a tall, muscular man approaching, a sneer creasing his thin lips, eyes alive with excitement.

"All those tricks were cute like you and phony like all you Qi'advisors. Everyone is afraid to hurt you for fear of retribution from the duke. I'm not." Before anyone could react, he reached out and grabbed my arm. He pulled me toward him, preparing to punch me in the face. I didn't resist. The force of his pull slammed me into his chest before he could punch.

Air exploded out of him as my shoulder impacted his solar plexus. Slipping one foot behind his, I continued driving forward. He tripped and fell backward but didn't let go. Using the momentum of the fall, I drove my knee into his chest as we hit the ground. His grip loosened, and I rolled onto my feet.

He staggered to his feet, his face twisted in rage, while gasping for breath. I stood still, sucking Qi from the ground beneath me. As I did, Volos started toward us, but I shook my head. I didn't feel in any danger, and someone might get hurt while trying to interfere.

The man pulled a knife out of his boot and lunged at me. I raised my hand, letting my Qi expand outward. He slowed but continued to struggle forward. Rooted to the ground, I didn't move; consequently, the harder he pushed, the more he compressed my Qi.

His face and neck muscles stood out like rope cords as he strained to get close enough to cut me with his knife, which slowly swung back and forth in front of him. I retreated into myself, trying to gauge how much force to release. The total force of my now compressed Qi, if released, would rupture organs and snap bones. The thought of using Qi like that repulsed me. My life was not in danger, but I had waited too long to decide and felt his knife slice across my hand, a second before I released a measured amount of Qi. He left the ground and landed two body-lengths away, screaming in pain between gasps of breath.

"You three, take that idiot to the stockade. The duke will deal with him tomorrow." Volos shouted, pointing to a group of men who had been watching. "Are you alright, qi'Nisha. You're bleeding."

A few drops of blood splattered to the ground, but the bleeding was already slowing.

"I'm fine. It's shallow and my own fault. I was trying not to seriously injure the man and spent too long thinking about it."

Someone handed me a piece of cloth. After inspecting the cut, I wrapped it tightly and the bleeding stopped. It was shallow and would be healed in a few days. While Javaid stood staring at me, Irmak laughed.

"That bastard will be black and blue for a week. I know. Just imagine if she had been mad at him."





  

CHAPTER SIX


 

  

The Sands: Scouting the Sands

The next morning, we were ready to leave as the sun began to lighten the sky. The troops had formed into two lines. All was quiet except for the occasional clatter of a harness when a horse shook its mane. When the duke and qi'Senka strode out of the castle doors, he waved the lieutenants and me over to the steps.

"I wish I were going along with you, but the Qi'advisors are right. I belong here. Remember, you're there to find information, not to fight, unless there's no other choice," Tebos said. He scanned the assembled troops, and shouted, "Good hunting, and may the Watcher guide and protect you."

Taking that as a dismissal, we mounted and rode through the castle gates into town. Few people were in the streets, and the only sounds where the cadence of the horses' hooves. The guards at the main gate saw us coming and had one of the huge doors open when we arrived.

Lieutenant Javaid estimated it would take two days to reach the Nazar Mountains. There we would cross the Kiwaq River into the Iovis Corridor, officially no man's land because it wasn't part of one of the provinces. Although the town of Arbor was on the east side of the Black River, which defined the Iovis Province border, its loyalties shifted depending upon the issue. They liked being considered part of Iovis when it came to protection from the tribes but claimed independence when it came to matters of government. Consequently, it was difficult to predict whether they would choose to enforce Wenrich's order forbidding Hala from crossing its borders into Iovis. Only time would tell.

The first day, it was slow going single file along narrow trails through the dense forest. To make up time, Javaid and Irmak decided to ride an additional four hours. We finally stopped and made camp only because it was too dark to see the trail.

"Irmak was right. You certainly aren't slowing us down. You look in better shape than most of the detail," Javaid said as we sat around the fire eating.

"The credit goes to Windrunner. He makes the ride easy."

"Irmak said you don't mind standing...sitting watch. Is that true?"

"Yes, it's less trouble for me than your men."

"Would you take the late watch? I doubt there will be any trouble here in Hala, but you never know. We're close to the Kiwaq River and the border with Iovis. Some overzealous lieutenant may decide to prove how brave he is and cross over."

"Wake me when it's time." It was pitch dark when I heard private Jacklin walking toward me.

"Is it time?" I asked, sitting up. He nodded. "Point me in the right direction." I snatched up my bedroll and walked for several minutes into the forest. There I spread my blanket and sat. I found the area peaceful and made for meditation with only the sounds of nature: squirrels running up and down trees and through dry leaves, owls hooting, and wolves' yellow eyes watching me as they passed in the distance. Slowly, I sank into a deep meditating state—seeing nothing but aware of everything—while my mind reviewed what I had seen and heard that day, and organized it for inspection.

Duke Tebos was a man of action but open to advice and willing to change his mind. Qi'Senka was logical and wise, but her caring nature tended toward bias—concern for Tebos might unconsciously favor one action over another. Javaid was young and eager to prove himself. He would be quick to act. Irmak, on the other hand, was steadier and would listen before she acted. Volos and Mirce were seasoned soldiers who would follow orders. Biases I'd need to be aware of when making an observation. Smudges of light stained the eastern sky when footfalls approached me from behind, I smiled. It must be hard for any non-Qi to believe that I could rest and keep a vigilant watch.

"Is it time to go?"

"In about fifteen minutes. Everyone's eating right now, so you have time," Javaid said. "Irmak said you'd be alert...and rested. I found it hard to believe. Of course, I had thought Qi'advisors were inactive women who sat round waiting for someone to ask them a question. No offense intended."

"None taken. We do sit a lot, and my function is to answer questions." I couldn't help but grin. "But as training to fight prepares a person to be a soldier, what you refer to as sitting prepares us to be Qi'advisors and develops the Qi I use to fight."

"That fight was amazing. I thought he'd kill you. He acted too fast for any of us to stop him." He walked over to me and knelt, but hesitated before taking my injured hand and turning it over to examine the cut. It had been superficial and was healing nicely.

"So soft," he said, lightly running his thumb over the cut. He let go and nodded toward the camp. "Come, you just have time to eat before we leave."

Javaid remained quiet on the way back to the camp. When we arrived, all eyes turned in his direction.

"Yes, you owe Lieutenant Irmak money. Qi'Nisha was alert and heard me approaching long before I reached her."

Groans greeted his announcement.

* * *

The pace picked up as we neared the mountains and the forest thinned. Just before sunset, we reached the Kiwaq River, and Javaid decided to stop for the night. As the troops made camp, he called Irmak, the two top sergeants, and me aside.

"I doubt Arbor will try to enforce Duke Wenrich's sanctions. They normally maintain a two hundred–man army, but the recent raids resulted in a large number of deaths and wounded. Besides, I'd imagine they would want to stay close to the town until a united Rhybac takes some action to keep the tribes in the Sands. Still, I suggest we avoid contact with them, just in case Wenrich sent reinforcements. Anyone have any other thoughts?" No one commented. "Qi'Nisha?"

"I agree. We should avoid any contact, if for no other reason than to deprive Wenrich of any information about our party. Duke Wenrich will expect Hala and Ferox to mount a scouting party of several hundred troops. He would; therefore, he would need to commit a moderately large force to engage us. But because he still has to be wary of the tribes, I doubt he would try it now. It would be better to wait and hope the tribes either slaughter us or, at very least, significantly reduce our numbers." That's the good news. Now the bad.

"If he feels temporarily safe from the tribes, he may decide to engage us on our way back, hoping we had incurred some losses against the tribes, thus making it easier to overcome what's left of the scouting party. That may be tempting for two reasons: it would reduce Hala and Ferox's military and possibly eliminate both dukes. In either case, he would have an easier time bringing the two provinces under his rule."

"Why would he think we'd have that large a force or that the dukes would accompany the expedition?" Javaid asked.

"Duke Sandar and Duke Tebos each intended to accompany the scouting party before qi'Senka and I pointed out the disadvantages of them going. And although Duke Wenrich wouldn't consider going himself, I believe he's smart enough to understand that Duke Sandar and Duke Tebos would feel it's their responsibility. As to the numbers, they each originally planned to take one hundred. Duke Wenrich is more aggressive than they are and would assume their numbers would be much larger."

"Qi'Nisha is always cheery. If the tribes don't kill us, Duke Wenrich will when we return." Irmak snorted. "Just kidding. Now that we know what to expect, we're better equipped to use it in our favor."

"I agree," Javaid said. His eyes slid back to me. "We'll stay on the Hala side of the river as long as the terrain permits, at least another four leagues. We'll leave around midnight tonight. That should allow us to cross while it's still dark and put some ten leagues between us and Arbor before sunrise."

* * *

As we approached the foothills of the Nazar Mountains, the terrain became rocky and our progress slowed. Being cautious, Irmak and Javaid sent two men across the river to scout the area before we attempted a crossing. They returned a short time later and reported the area clear. The weather had been dry for several weeks and the river was only waist deep, so the horses had little trouble with the current. For the next two hours, we rode at a walk to lessen the noise and dust of twenty riders and to make it look like a normal patrol to anyone who might see us from afar. Over time, the land became increasingly sandy, the trees smaller, and shrubs more numerous as we moved further into the corridor. We stayed close to the river, which provided some cover because the trees were more numerous and the shrubs taller. Just after noon, Javaid and Irmak found a small, densely wooded area and decided to stop for the day.

While the soldiers made camp and prepared a hot meal, the lieutenants, top sergeants, and I huddled for a conference. Javaid seemed to be taking the lead with Irmak's silent approval, although I knew in an emergency she wouldn't be waiting on him for direction.

Javaid had been sneaking looks at me rather frequently. I suspected he was interested in me academically, physically, or both and would look for an opportunity to satisfy his curiosity.

"We're now in the Sands and it's decision time. Irmak?"

"Even with less than twenty troops, we are a fair-size force and will be easy to spot in open country. We definitely need advance scouts well in front of us. The bigger question is which direction and do we need to split up?"

"Splitting up, we cover twice the area, but we have twice the exposure. And double the risk. If one group's discovered, it could cause the tribes to look for other troops in the area," Mirce said.

"Qi'Nisha, you did say your function was to respond to questions. So, it's your turn." Javaid grinned.

I grinned back, enjoying the banter. "What's the question?"

He laughed along with the others, relieving some of the tension everyone felt.

"How do you suggest we go about scouting the tribes?"

I paused to consider what I thought the leader of the tribes had revealed about himself by stealing the Royal Scepter.

"The ground in the Sands has little cover and the tribes will be on alert waiting for Rhybac's reaction to their raids. So I think you should scout at night and rest in the daylight. At night, the scouts may be able to see fires or other signs of their camps…yes, camps. I wouldn't think he or she..." I smiled at the look on the men's faces. "…would mass his forces. It would be a foolish strategy, and he's proven he's no fool. You should assume you're looking for multiple groups. Sergeant Mirce has a valid point about the potential risks of splitting your forces—not only the additional exposure, but a smaller force would be less able to defend itself in the event it is discovered. It would also be difficult keeping each other informed." I paused and looked around. Hearing no comments, I continued.

"You do, however, need to look in more than one direction, since it's likely there are multiple groups. If each night you send out one or two men each in different directions, you could cover a large area and with minimal risk. When they report back in the morning, you will have a better idea of the safest and best direction for your next camp. And if the tribes discover one or two men, they may consider them stragglers, given a larger group can't be seen in the area."

The two sergeants nodded and exchanged a few words with each other. Javaid had a silly smile on his face but said nothing. Irmak was the first to respond.

"Qi'Nisha, I wasn't sure if it was a good idea for you to go with us, but I'm glad the duke let you come. You've just told us all the things we should have known and considered...but I'm not sure if we would have considered them all and come to the same conclusions. I suspect we would have been more, how did you put it, yang—aggressive. We are soldiers. We know how to fight; being sneaky isn't our best skill."

That got a few smiles and nods of agreement.

"Set up a rotation schedule for the scouts. Since the scouts will be out all night and moving with us when we change camp, they'll need to rest the following night. For tonight, let's do two teams of two men each: one north along the Nazar Mountains and one east toward the Karp Mountains. They're to be back by morning. We'll also want to make a roster for the night lookouts." I nodded when he looked at me. "Include me in the rotation."

That night Javaid sent two of his men north, and Irmak sent two east. I took the late watch position for the north and sat thinking about the scouting party. The soldiers from both provinces were veterans. They each had several years of experience, and the sergeants were solid professionals. I concluded there was no rash, inexperienced, or a glory seekers among the detail. That reduced the risk somewhat. The lieutenants were different, but both were mature and experienced. That meant that although they would ask my advice, they would not be afraid to make up their own minds as to the best solution.

With less than an hour to sunrise, I heard someone approaching from behind me. I turned my head and saw Javaid.

"I thought I'd join you if you don't mind."

"I'd enjoy that, Lieutenant."

"Javaid, please."

"That would be inappropriate. It would give the impression I'm equal in rank, but I'm not. I have no rank. I sleep in nobility quarters and eat with them because the duke wants it. I'm not nor do I care to be nobility," I said. He stared at me frowning for a long time.

"I hear your words and know you mean them. But you're well educated and conduct yourself like a lady of nobility, and you appear untouchable like a priestess." He looked serious yet had an impish expression.

"An interesting observation, Lieutenant. Nobility is a title bestowed on a person at birth based his or her father's title. It's not earned. Like you, I earned my position and wouldn't trade it if I could, and I don't consider myself better than anyone."

"Do Qi'advisors ever get married?" He blushed ever so slightly but didn't look away. His question wasn't really what he wanted to know. I hadn't considered the question of sex and marriage at the Qi'temple, but the subject was inevitable.

"The Qi can marry and have sex, but the issues are complicated."

"Complicated?" he asked, leaning closer to me.

"Yes, for a number of reasons. For one, a person who is Qi would be difficult to live with—" I stopped when I heard sounds of movement. Seconds later I saw our two scouts approaching. "Our northern scouts have returned." I pointed toward the river where a shallow gully ran parallel to it. Two men emerged, leading their horses.

"You've good eyes, qi'Nisha." He rose as they approached. The men were smiling and looked excited.

"We found what looked like many tribes camped about five leagues north of here. It was hard to estimate their numbers because there were few fires and those partially hidden, but they had to number over a thousand, maybe two. There were women, who looked like warriors, but no children."

Just then one of Javaid's soldiers joined us. "Qi'Nisha, I'm your relief."

"Good timing, Peron. We need to have a conference as soon as the other team returns. Qi'Nisha, you will need to be there."

We left Peron on guard and joined the others, who were sitting around a small fire eating. The scouts from the north had just finished repeating their news when the two scouts from the east appeared.

"Find anything, Boain?" Irmak asked.

"Sure did. We couldn't get too close because they were camped on the open plain, but they were easy to see with their hundreds of fires. Looked to be close to a thousand. Definitely a war party—women but no children."

"What do you think, Javaid? Should we wipe out both groups and go back to Hala, or should we go look for bigger game?" Irmak said, maintaining a straight face.

"I'd like a bigger challenge if we can find one," he said, looking at me. I sensed a double meaning in the remark. He was interested and wasn't going to be easily deterred.

The discussion went on for some time without a definite solution. We had stumbled on three thousand warriors, but did that mean we had accomplished our mission and should return, or was there more to learn? Our ultimate goal had never been defined, because everyone felt sure we would know when we found it.

Eventually, the discussion trickled to a stop and all gazes fastened on me. That didn't bother me, as it might others. After all, that was the reason I was along. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind of everything except what I had learned from the scouts and the tribe's previous actions. I don't know how long I sat silent before I opened my eyes.

"I don't think what we've found so far is of significant value to Hala or Ferox, although it would be to Duke Wenrich. But it's information we didn't have before, and it would be lost if we didn't return—"

"Cheery thought," one of the soldiers interrupted, but he smiled. Mirce shrugged, ignoring the remark.

"That we found two armies, which include women warriors, and their size and locations?"

"And their apparent strategy, based on their sizes and locations," I said.

"What's that?" Javaid and several others asked simultaneously. I had pondered why the two groups were split, and why the one in the middle of the corridor was smaller and in plain sight. When added to the apparent intelligence of their leader, the reason appeared obvious.

"The tribes in the middle are bait, small enough to invite an attack. As they retreat, the Rhybac forces would be drawn further into the Sands, while the larger force, hiding by the Nazar Mountains, would be in position to attack their left flank. Given that, it would be logical to assume another force is hiding near the Karp Mountains ready to attack the right flank."

"At least four to five thousand warriors against our...what?" Irmak almost whispered. I heard a few soft whistles and saw knowing nods from Javaid and the sergeants. I continued.

"What we don't know for certain is whether I'm right about there being tribes along the Karp Mountain. If so, is there a similar trap in the Castor Corridor? And is there a larger force held in reserve and positioned to support either trap?"

"By the Watcher," Irmak said, "That could be ten thousand warriors. And our army would be caught in the open, not behind fortified walls."

The camp was silent for a long time while they digested what I had said. Finally, Javaid spoke. 

"I suggest we send a four-man team back to Hala with the news and qi'Nisha's conjecture. I want to make sure the information reaches Duke Tebos. He can relay our findings to Duke Sandar. I suggest we move east, well south of the tribes in the center, to the Karp Mountains. Once there, we can determine if tribes are there and their size."

"Agreed," Irmak said, as she drew a map in the sand, which showed the mountain ranges, the positions of the tribes we had discovered, and the ones I suggested might exist—six groups set to annihilate any incursion into the Sands by Rhybac.





  

CHAPTER SEVEN


 

  

The Sands: Warriors of the Sands, stealing of the Royal Scepter

The Witch Ayria stood looking down at the war chieftains kneeling in front of her. They were wise in the ways of survival, made hard by the land, the ritual trials of becoming warriors, and years of tribal wars. Their heads were bowed toward the ground where their weapons lay.

Ayria walked toward them silent like a ghost, leaving no sign of her passing. Even the charms hanging around her neck, wrist, and ankles were quiet, as if afraid to disturb her. When she reached the first man, she placed her hand on his head. He shuddered. Idowu commanded the Topoke tribe; those war-bands—each having one hundred warriors—numbered over three hands plus two. Although a brave and a fierce fighter, he feared magic.

"Idowu, talk to us," she whispered yet was heard by everyone within a spear's throw.

"The warriors of the Topoke tribe rode as quiet as a hawk on the wind through the central path leading to Rhybac. We killed the few that saw us and no alarm was raised from the cities of Taal or Carne. We crossed the river called Phocas a day's run—twelve leagues—from Carne. There I left one of every three warriors to guard our back. A hand of days later, four hands of days after the great gathering as the Great One ordered, we arrived at the city of Inari. Like a hawk, we swept down, raiding and killing in the villages outside the city. We left with their army at our heels. But the dog-soldiers could not catch us as we retreated toward Carne. The warriors I left to guard our backs raided the city when they saw our dust. The dog-soldiers from Inari stopped at Carne, as the Great One predicted. As agreed, we did not engage them, although our blood raged to do so."

Ayria felt the truth of Idowu's story and glanced at Negozi, the Great One and war chief of the tribes. He nodded.

"Negozi is pleased, Chief Idowu. You bring honor to the Topoke and the peoples of the Sands." She removed her hand and walked to the next man and rested her hand on his head. Kunto was the war chief of the Dinko tribe, a small tribe numbering two hands of war-bands. Impulsive and reckless, he feared nothing.

"Talk to us, Kunto, chief of the Dinko." She could feel him tense for a moment as her power engulfed him.

"I rode straight to Taal and arrived six hands of days after the great gathering as agreed. We could not gain entrance to the city, but we killed many outside the walls. The dogs chased us into the path to the Sands for a full day and night before they stopped. They were weak. We engaged them twice in the night." His faced twisted in pain and his body convulsed as Ayria sent waves of power cursing through him. Blood trickled from his nostrils.

"That was forbidden. Your task was to pull them away so they could not aid Sobek." Ayria looked to Negozi, who shook his head. "By the love of the Great One, you live—hopefully wiser. I'd have killed you for endangering the Great Plan. We want the kingdom of Rhybac not a few dead dog-soldiers."

She moved to the next in line, Shani, the war chief of the Tuare, a tribe the size of the Topoke. He was a proud warrior, who feared no one.

"Talk, Shani, chief of the Tuare." His body tensed as she touched him. She noted his courage...or was it stupidity?

"I left one of every four warriors to harass Arbor while we went on to Inwood. We arrived in six hands plus four days as agreed. We killed few since they use the trees to hide like cowards, but we held them at Inwood for three days. As the Great One predicted, they did not chase us."

Ayria glanced at Negozi. "Negozi is pleased. You bring honor to the Tuare." Looking down at his arm, she saw it was wrapped with cloth. When she touched it, the muscles in his face tightened.

"An arrow, the Witch Umala treated it," he said. Ayria drew her knife from her belt and split the cloth. A red line ran out from the wound. Umala, like all the tribes' witches, had studied under her. They were adequate but would never have great power like the Witch Iloloa. Years ago, Iloloa had challenged Ayria. The contest had lasted the time for the shadow of the sun stick to move four of a warrior's foot. It took Ayria two weeks to recover—Iloloa didn't.

"Have someone bring me your water skin, full. It will not taste good, but you will drink it all or lose that arm." She untied a cloth from around her waist and rewrapped his arm.

Masozi, chief of the Omyeka, another small tribe like the Dinko, was next. A cautious warrior, his part had been to stop at the Black River while the Tendal tribe proceeded to Sobek. They encountered no trouble and raided Emin when the Tendal tribe returned from attacking Sobek.

The last in line was Bolaha, the chief of the Tendal, which numbered over four hands of war-bands, and the only woman chieftain. She had fought hard to earn her status—brave, fearless, rash, and unyielding. Ayria knelt and picked up the Scepter lying in front of her. For a moment, Bolaha's muscles tensed, ready to fight her for it. Ayria's thin lips smiled.

"Bolaha, you're a great warrior and bring much honor to the Tendal tribe and the peoples of the Sands. The Great One's pleased and you will sit on his right, if you survive the next few minutes. The Scepter belongs to the Great One, who will deliver Rhybac to the people." Bolaha's muscles slowly relaxed, and she bowed lower.

"Yes, Witch Ayria. Forgive me."

Ayria took the eight-hand-long relic, turned, and walked to Negozi, carrying it across her outstretched palms. She could feel the power throbbing through it as if trying to escape or...to give one its power. She understood Bolaha's moment of insanity. The Scepter looked plain yet magnificent. A wooden pole with two desert snakes carved along the shaft, painted so beautifully they looked alive. A golden crown circled their necks, free to move, but too small to be removed over their heads or slid down past their hooded necks. The only explanation was that the Scepter had been carved from one piece of wood. It looked as new as if it had been created yesterday.

Ayria stopped in front of Negozi and extended the Scepter. She did not kneel or bow. Ayria didn't consider herself his equal, but while she lived, she'd bow to no one.

She had recognized Negozi's potential as a young boy and taken him under her tutelage. He was faster and stronger than older children, clever beyond his age, and had the charisma to be a leader. She encouraged him to work harder, pushed him to question his world and to endure when others faltered. He had exceeded her expectations. He not only became the war chief of the Songye but consolidated the tribes into one nation. She had gone from mentor to trusted advisor.

"The king's Scepter has found its rightful king, Negozi, the Great One, leader of the peoples of the Sands, and our savior," she said, and a roar vibrated through the endless sea of warriors.

"No, Witch Ayria. I leave it in your trusted hands to safeguard." He nodded for her to resume her normal place by his side. "Rise, my war chiefs, and join me, you have talked. Now is the time to celebrate our victory and boast about your conquests." Cheering rose from the Songye camp that numbered close to five hands plus one of war-bands. The Witch silently watched as the Songye and the war chiefs partied for two days and nights.

* * *

On the third day, the war leaders were assembled. Ayria used the Scepter to draw a map of Rhybac and the Sands and took her place at Negozi's side.

"Shani, is the Tuare in place?" he asked.

"Yes. My warriors wait along the Nazar Mountains, a two-day run from Arbor."

"Masozi, the Omyeka?"

"My warriors are camped midway between the Nazar and Karp Mountains, a two-day run from Arbor. We are in plain sight for all to see."

"Bolaha, the Tendal?"

"My warriors are at the tip of the Karp Mountains, ready to feed the dog-soldiers to the buzzards." Excitement danced in her eyes.

"Kunto?"

"My Dinko stand exposed to all a two-day run from Turret, east of the Tendal and west of the Topoke warriors."

"Idowu, the Topoke?"

"My warriors are ready, at the tip of the Marar Mountains. Why do we wait? We outnumber them and they are without a leader. We should attack." Idowu slammed his fist into the sand. "Bury the dogs in their own den."

"You're right, Idowu. We have more warriors, but we would destroy the people trying to dig them out of their castles. I love our people, Idowu...even you," Negozi said, receiving laughs and hoots. "Some must die for us to win, but I want many alive to enjoy our victory. We have the Scepter, and they cannot elect a king without its help. We have kicked sand in the dogs' faces and now must await their reaction. If we are lucky, they will attack in force." A small smile touched his lips and he took a sip of water before continuing.

"The tribes will look like easy prey and draw them into the Sands. When they reach the Songye, we will close in and crush them. They won't have a place to hide."

"What if they don't come into the Sands?" Bolaha asked.

"Then it will be a longer war. We will destroy the outlying towns and isolate the major cities. None will be able to go in or out. They will rot in their dens, while we enjoy their lands."

The war leaders sat silent, nodding. Ayria stood with the Scepter watching Negozi. She had mentored him, but he had gone beyond her. He had over the years understood his opponents' strengths and weaknesses and wove them into strategies to defeat them.

* * *

The war chieftains returned to their tribes the next day.

"Well, Ayria..." Negozi stared at the horizon, and Ayria wondered if perhaps he even saw beyond it. "Now we wait for the dogs to respond. It'll be interesting to see who seizes power. I believe it'll be the fiercest of the dogs. That would serve us best, since he would send a large force against us. The worse outcome would be if they had wise counsel as I have from you. But they will surrender eventually, either way."

"What will you do with them when they do?"

"We will have to reach some compromise with them." He shrugged. "They have rich lands we can use to make the people's lives better without destroying our ways. But in the end, the people will rule."

"As we should, Negozi."





  

CHAPTER EIGHT


 

  

The Sands: Scouting party discovers the warriors' trap

As the sun set, four men, two from each lieutenant's detail, left for Inwood, while the rest of us mounted and rode east toward the Karp Mountains. The daytime temperatures soon cooled as the sand gave up its heat, making for a comfortable ride. We traveled slowly, not more than a fast walk, moving slightly south to avoid detection by the tribe in the center of the corridor. If my guess was correct, the tribe's aim was to be seen. Nevertheless, we gave them a wide berth, as the open country provided little cover.

We stopped as the dim light of morning exposed the open plain. It turned out to be a bright, sunny day with not a cloud in the sky. We made camp behind a shallow series of mounds and small bushes. The mounds provided good concealment for the men and horses, and I managed to find adequate cover among the shrubs to maintain my watch. I volunteered since everyone had been up for twenty-four hours, and I could rest while I watched. The shrubs provided me sufficient shade and cover, and my white clothing blended in well with our surroundings and tended to absorb less heat.

The desert lay silent, except for a hawk's cry and the skitter of a desert rat as it scurried from its burrow for food. I found my center easily. I sorted through what we had discovered so far. The tribes were keeping close watch, probably to carry out some plan. I thought it likely but should not allow myself to be biased and assume I was correct without more evidence.

Although the scouting missions had put everyone's plans on hold, I suspected Wenrich would act soon. He acted on impulse. But, would he move against the Sands or Ferox? And how would that benefit the leader of the tribes?

As the sun began to dip behind the mountains, someone crept up from behind me. I smiled. Javaid still had questions and had no intention of leaving them unresolved. His glance warmed something in my belly, but I knew what he was looking for he wouldn't find in me.

"Good morn, lieutenant. Are we ready to begin?"

"I'd love to know how you do that. Stay alert all night and still able to travel the next day. Of course, no one's complaining. I doubt anyone felt in condition to watch after yesterday."

"You fight sleep, so you feel you must win or lose. I embrace it, and there's no contest."

"Well, I understand the first part, but I doubt I understand the second. Does it also apply to fear?" He settled down close to me.

"I can't answer that question, since I've never been afraid. You can't run or hide from fear, so I suspect the same principle applies. If you accept what you fear, you may not like what happens, but you have no reason to fear it. That is the yin way. In war, soldiers probably learn to blank out what could happen and reject their fear. That's the yang way."

Javaid choked back a laugh. "Why would you think a man would find you difficult to live with? I find you fascinating, refreshing. You're smart, clever, and always in a good mood."

"Right now you're fascinated and attracted to me. But if you loved me, you would expect me to think in the way you and others consider normal. But society is yang. Even shy and timid women are yang. They appear yin only when compared to others. They're gentle souls but not yin in the way Qi are." I paused to consider an example to clarify my point. "Would you understand if you found I didn't care what you did? Or I didn't care if you didn't like something I did? Would you follow me on a new contract? I wouldn't follow you."

He sat there, his face frozen in shock. "You make yourself sound...heartless," he stuttered.

"Yes, to someone who's yang. I have feelings, likes and dislikes, but I would not react in a manner you and others expect. If you were sent to war, you would expect me to be upset, resist you going, and to worry about you being killed. I wouldn't. I'd accept you're a soldier and could be killed in war. I'd be content to await your return or death. I'd be sorry if you died but accept it as one of the possible outcomes. You're yang and fight life, and I'm yin and embrace it. You and I see life differently." I wondered if qi'Senka had changed over the years or if she had always been like she was today. Would I change over time? Interesting questions which would be answered as I walked the Path.

I rose. "We should get back to camp. It will soon be time to leave."

* * *

We reached the foothills of the Karp Mountain just before sunrise and made camp on the south side of a ridge. I again took the watch, sitting in a rocky area on a small ridge, which provided a good vantage point to the west and north. The day proved uneventful but pleasant, as there was much more animal activity. Sergeant Mirce joined me at midafternoon.

"Qi'Nisha, I know you don't seem to mind standing watch after a long day's march and all of us appreciate it, but I'd feel better if I took a turn. It'll give you an hour or two to stretch or …Anyway, the lieutenants will want a meeting soon to decide on tonight's sortie."

"Thank you, I'd like to stretch my legs." And interact with everyone. It would help me understand the people around me and to provide better-informed observations. Back in camp, I sat and talked with several of the soldiers while snacking on cheese and bread. I tended to eat small portions all day rather than the large meals at more or less specific times the others seemed to prefer.

"Qi'Nisha, how do you do it, go so long without sleeping?" Teldor, one of the Hala troops, asked. Everyone seemed interested. I gave a small laugh.

"I rest more than any of you. You consider me active because I'm sitting up and aware of my surroundings. When I'm in a meditating posture, I'm very close to your condition when you're asleep. And how? Many years of practice."

"How do you feel about this mission? The tribes could find us, and there are lots more of them than us."

"Teldor, that's not nice worrying qi'Nisha," Sergeant Volos said. I knew people worried about all sorts of things, but I never had. And not just because of the Qi'temple's isolation. I knew students worried about their classes, their Qi'teacher's opinion, and many other things. So it was interesting to hear the concerns of the troops. Although the question had been directed at me, it must be something he and others worried about; otherwise, he wouldn't have asked.

"I don't mind. It's a reasonable question." When I looked around the group, everyone was watching me. Lieutenant Javaid looked particularly attentive. "Some live in the past although they can't change it, and some worry about the future although they can't control it. The Qi learn from the past but don't judge what happened. It just did. The Qi conjecture on the future based on what they have observed, but they don't try to control it. We neither lead nor follow. I don't fear the tribes because I don't know what will happen tomorrow—or care. It's only today that concerns me."

"Enough," Irmak said. "We need to decide on our mission tonight. Qi'Nisha?"

"If there's a tribe massed at the end of the Karp Mountains, you'll know for certain the trap and numbers we conjectured were in the Iovis Corridor are correct. Then it'll be reasonable to assume there's another tribe exposed on the open plain of the Castor Corridor and another tribe hidden at the tip of the Marar Mountains."

"Then what?" Volos asked.

"Too many possibilities. It would depend on what you find at the end of the Karp Mountains. And one reason you may want to find out." I smiled. It was not my decision to make.

Javaid stood. "Let's send a team of three to scout ahead. This time, two stay well ahead of the third. That way if the lead scouts run into trouble, the third can warn us. Then...well, we'll determine that when the scouts return." He smiled in my direction. Irmak nodded. Since everyone had slept during the day, Irmak decided they should take the watch duty.

"Mistress, I hope you don't mind me saying, but you seem to have Lieutenant Javaid tied in knots. He's attracted to you...physically, but you have him confused. He doesn't know whether to propose to you or run," Irmak said, grinning. "I can't say I blame him. We all like you and are glad you're along, but none of us understands you."

"I don't blame him or you. At the Qi'temple, I considered myself normal, but I'm learning I'm different from non-Qi. I begin to understand that difference makes me seem...heartless or emotionless. Maybe I am, at least by comparison. Maybe it's the nature of Qi. Regardless, it's necessary."

We lapsed into silence. During the evening, I walked around enjoying the terrain, listening to the night, visited Windrunner, and finally said goodnight to another interesting day.

* * *

I woke well before dawn and sat meditating, finding it more restful than sleep. As I meditated, the Qi seemed to be pulled into me from everywhere, moving through me like it was alive. It expanded outward, making me at one with everything around me. My Qi'teachers had warned us we had to be careful if we found that place, since we would be tempted to stay and never return. After talking with qi'Senka, I believed they were talking from legends not personal experience. I had found that place, and the legends were at least partly right—it was a beautiful place. But how could one want to stay when walking the Path proved so interesting? 

When the scouts rode into camp, everyone rushed to join them.

"Anything?" Javaid asked as they dismounted.

"Nothing. We got close to the end of the mountain but didn't see guards or fires. We did hear a lot of noise in the distance."

"What kind?" Irmak asked.

"It sounded like a herd of animals. Whatever it was, it was definitely moving away from us. We could see clouds of dust, like a sand storm."

"Could it be they were retreating for some reason?" Volos asked.

"Or closing in for an attack," Irmak said, mirroring my thoughts. If Wenrich sent a force into the Sands and they discovered a tribe in the open and on foot and attacked them, it could explain what the scouts heard and the reason tribes weren't positioned at the head of the Karp Mountains. If so, did Wenrich send an army, intending to destroy the tribes, or a large scouting party? It was more likely the latter. Wenrich had bitten off more than he could chew comfortably and still hadn't decided which should be eaten now and which saved for later.

"I think we can return to Hala. Qi'Nisha was right. Duke Wenrich sent an army up the corridor and sprang the trap. May the gods have mercy on the troops. Duke Tebos and Duke Sandar need to know what waits in the Sands," Javaid said. Volos and Mirce nodded agreement. Irmak looked to me.

"Qi'Nisha?"

"Hala already know the Sands contain a dangerous trap and have a good estimate of the tribes' strength. However, we can only guess the tribes were there and left to attack Duke Wenrich's troops, the size of that force, and if the tribes have a larger force further in the Sands. That information could help Duke Tebos and Duke Sandar to decide how best to proceed, for themselves and Rhybac."

"How many?" Mirce asked.

"The smaller the party, the harder it'll be to detect."

"Irmak," Javaid said, waving her off to the side. She followed him to a spot some twenty steps away. They stood waving their hands as they argued, while the troopers whispered to each other in groups of three or four. Some time later, the lieutenants strode back to us.

"Lieutenant Irmak insists on going with qi'Nisha. We'll need two volunteers. We can't spare both senior sergeants. And Mirce can't go because Lieutenant Irmak is," Javaid said.

It was obvious that he and Irmak had fought over who would accompany me, and Irmak had won. She probably used the "she's Duke Sandar's Qi'advisor and he is holding me responsible" logic.

Corporal Boain was the first to step up, insisting he was senior corporal so had the right to go. Everyone wanted to go. After much debate, Sergeant Volos and Corporal Boain got the dubious honor. We spent the rest of the day resting as we waited for dark to leave. Lieutenant Javaid approached me just before he and his group were preparing to leave for Inwood.

"Qi'Nisha, I wish you were returning with us. I've given a lot of thought to what you said. At first, I thought it sounded like you felt you were some kind of nobility. Then I decided your training had been cruel to create that kind of thinking. But I've come to the conclusion you're special, even if I don't understand you, and I'd like to know more about you if...when you return to Hala."

"I'd like that." I leaned over and touched my cheek to his, right then left, the ritual parting and greeting among nobility. It felt right. "Watch out for Duke Wenrich. If he thinks Duke Sandar and Tebos are scouting the Sands, he may try an ambush."

Javaid nodded, then mounted and led his group south toward Emin.

"Are you ready, qi'Nisha?" Irmak asked. I nodded and swung up onto Windrunner. We stayed close to the mountains as we worked our way north, although it made traveling slower. I didn't think we would encounter anyone. No one was guarding the tip of the Karp Mountains, and the tribe in the center of the Iovis Corridor had to maintain their position in case Rhybac sent an invading army up it.

It was still dark when we reached the end of the Karp Mountains, and we could see the distant fires of the tribes acting as bait to our west. A search of the area showed that a large group had camped there not too long ago. As I'd concluded, the events of yesterday had left easy access for a small party to slip through their lines.

"Should we stop or continue on? We're pretty far into their territory," Irmak said, gazing off toward the fires. As she had said, sneaking around wasn't her expertise.

"We should go on or go back, since we don't know when or if the Karp Mountains tribe will return. If we go on, I'd think we'd be safe behind their lines, and we still have unanswered questions."

"Why would we be safe behind their lines?"

"Do you usually scout behind your own lines?"

Irmak was silent for a moment, before shaking her head. She decided to continue on, and we rode for another three hours, until she found a shallow ravine and signaled a halt.

I took the watch, which had become normal. Ironically, it was better than sleeping. Not only did I rest and renew my Qi, but my mind organized the events of the previous day. This sortie confirmed what I had told Javaid concerning the Qi and specifically me. Although I liked Irmak and the others with me, it hadn't stopped me from suggesting a further foray into the Sands interior even though the risk was high they could be killed—me too, of course. I smiled. I couldn't predict what lay on the Path in the future—nor did I care to conjecture. Today was to be enjoyed.





  

CHAPTER NINE


 

  

The Sands: Warriors of the Sands spring trap

Three war chieftains knelt several paces in front of Negozi's tent. As the Witch Ayria approached, Negozi sat on a rug hand woven with an image of the tree of life. The tree no longer existed. It had died of thirst generations ago. Udidi, a gray-haired, stooped witch, stood off to the side.

Negozi waited quietly for Ayria to arrive. He would not rush her. To him, she was mother, mentor, and fierce protector.

She nodded to him and walked up behind the war chief Kunto and placed her hand on his head. He tensed for a second. Few liked being questioned under Ayria's hand, for they knew she could sense many things about them while they talked. A liar would feel her wrath. A traitor would die screaming in agony.

"Speak, Kunto, war chief of the Dinko."

"We saw the dog-soldiers' forces just before sunrise. They must have seen our campfires, which we kept burning for them, and rode all night to surprise us. We retreated as planned, although I had the numbers to match them. We kept just far enough in front of them to keep them chasing us. It was easy. Their horses were tired. We attacked when we saw the Topoke and Tendal closing in on their flanks. We killed many dog-soldiers. It was a glorious day."

"You did well. Negozi is pleased. I know your blood raged to engage them when they appeared, but that would have caused the loss of many Dinko."

"Yes, Witch Ayria. Our losses were few. The Great One's plan was beautiful." His teeth bared in satisfaction.

Ayria walked over to Idowu. When she laid her hand on his head, she could feel his fear and hate of her. She didn't care. Although he was a great warrior, he'd be lucky to kill her in her sleep.

"Speak, Idowu."

"We had seen the dog-soldiers working their way up the path into the Sands and were prepared when the Dinko sounded their horn. The dog-soldiers' horses were weak, and we closed the distance quickly. By midday, they realized we approached from the east and stopped. We slowed, waiting for the Tendal's horn, then we attacked. The dog-soldiers panicked and were easily cut down."

"Well done. You have found wisdom since we last talked." Ayria let a small amount of power leak into him. Normally it would have been a pleasant feeling, except Idowu hated magic.

Bolaha was next. She tensed in preparation to fight, a reaction she could not control.

"Speak, Bolaha."

"Like the Topoke, we saw the arrogant dog-soldiers coming up the path like they owned it. When we heard the Dinko's horn, we closed on the dog-soldiers. We arrived with the Topoke. It was like killing children."

"We must find something more challenging for you, Bolaha. Perhaps a castle."

"I'm at the will of Negozi, Witch Ayria. A dog's burrow would be nice."

"The people are proud of you, war chiefs." Ayria looked to Negozi, who smiled. "Negozi asks you to join him in celebration of our victory and to talk of the many to come."

They formed a semicircle in front of Negozi while food and drink were placed in front of them. When everyone was settled, Negozi motioned to Ayria.

"I understand there were some captives. Have we learned anything of value?"

Ayria motioned the old witch forward. "Udidi, what have you learned from the captives?"

"There were many hands of captives. The war chiefs showed considerable restraint in following your orders not to kill everyone." She bowed in their direction. "A hand and four died before they reached our camp. Two hands more were badly injured and died within a half day of arriving. Four hands are young and appear to know little of value; we have them staked near anthills. If they know anything more, they will tell us eventually.

"A hand plus two have talked without being forced. We have learned some about the castles at Narissa and Irvetta, but they had little to say of importance.

"Four of the captives are senior dog-soldiers. They have just begun to talk. From what I've heard so far, the Great One's prediction came true. Their Duke, called Wenrich, declared himself king and wanted to take a large army into the Sands to teach us a lesson we would never forget—"

"So what changed his mind?"

"They talked about some kind of wise women advisors."

"I think we should talk with them, Ayria," Negozi said, rising. "Join us, my war chiefs."

"Is this why you wanted us to learn to talk like a dog? Why do the Witches know it?" Bolaha asked.

"The witches have known the language for many generations. It has been passed from one witch to another and slowly became their secret language. I believe some of our people lived with the dogs or the dogs lived with us many generations ago. When I learned they knew the dogs' language, I wanted all the war chiefs and war leaders to learn it, so I ordered you to learn it—"

"Why?" Bolaha was a fierce warrior but took every opportunity to learn from Negozi.

"Knowledge is power. Being able to understand the enemy gives us an advantage. How would we be able to question the dogs if we didn't know their language?" Negozi walked toward the captives with his war chiefs following. He stopped in front of the four men, who were each spread-eagled between two poles. They had been stripped and dripped blood from shallow cuts to the face, chest, arms, and legs. Skin had been pealed back from several cuts and fingers broken.

The oldest, with hair stippled with white, sobbed. "No more, please... I'll tell you anything you want to know."

Ayria thought him an officer from the uniform lying on the ground at his feet. The man beside him had his mouth clasped tightly shut on what were probably moans of pain. He was white faced. Eventually, he too would beg for mercy. Negozi studied the older soldier for a moment. "What is your name and rank?"

"Erdem... I'm a lieutenant in the Zeno army." Tears rolled down his cheeks and blood dribbled from several old cuts on his cheek.

"Erdem, you said that your new king wanted to send a large army but decided not to. Why?"

"Duke Sandar brought this young...woman with him to a meeting of the dukes. She was a Qi'advisor—"

"What's a Qi'advisor?"

"Some kind of wise woman." His voice broke but he continued at Negozi's glare. "She was very powerful—killed a senior sergeant who tried to rape her."

"What did she do to stop your new king?"

"I heard she warned him you'd be waiting..."

"How?"

The lieutenant tried to jerk away from Shani and Idowu as they stepped closer to him. The sudden movement caused him to scream in pain. Negozi waved them back and waited for the man to calm himself.

"Why did he send you, then?"

"I'll tell you!" he blurted, his eyes rolling toward Shani. "They decided to send scouts into the Sands. Dukes Wenrich, Janko, and Fabiao sent us to scout the Castor Corridor, and Dukes Sandar and Tebos sent troops to scout the Iovis Corridor."

"Bolaha?"

"We saw or heard nothing. When we left in answer to the threat to Kunto, no one had entered the path to our west. Could this group be a diversion? We should return immediately."

"How big is the army Dukes Sandar and Tebos are sending into the Sands?" Negozi asked.

"Duke Wenrich is an arrogant bastard." Tears streamed down the man's face. "Sandar is smarter. I'd bet his scouting party is small."

"Ayria, go with Bolaha and find those scouts. If that Qi'advisor is with them, I want her alive." Negozi said. He held up his hand. "Alive and unharmed, Bolaha. We need to know who and what she's advised. Our worst enemy is surprise."





  

CHAPTER TEN


 

  

The Sands: Scouting party captured

Everyone was awake long before dark. We ate a cold meal, trail bread and dried beef, not wanting to give away our presence with fire or, worse, smoke.

"It's awful quiet out here," Volos said, chewing on his dried beef. "It's hard to believe there are thousands of tribesmen out here. If we're lucky, they may feel safe this far into the Sands and have campfires, which will help us find them. How close do you want to go, qi'Nisha?"

"That's up to Lieutenant Irmak. When she feels we have enough useful information," I said and looked to Irmak, who gave a small laugh.

"I thought we had enough information back at the Karp Mountains. But you were right, we had a reasonable conjecture but no proof."

I sat meditating, waiting for dark. Near dusk, my Qi sensed a slight tremor in the ground. Minutes later, I saw them. A large group of tribesmen, hundreds, stretched out across the landscape moving south—toward us. We looked to be in the middle of the line.

"Lieutenant," I said, slowly easing back into the ravine. "Several hundred warriors are moving this way. It's only a matter of minutes." We had been lucky, because our horses were saddled in preparation for leaving within the hour.

"Mount up." Before Irmak had finished speaking, everyone was in the saddle and moving.

When the tribesmen spotted us, their war cries and shouts cut through the clatter of our galloping hoofbeats, and the chase began. From the look of it, the tribes knew or guessed we were out here. If that were true, they would probably have alerted the tribe in the center, which had been acting as a decoy. In that case, they would be waiting ahead. An hour later, my suspicions were verified as several hundred tribesmen materialized less than a half league in front of us. Irmak called for a halt. Although the horses were sweating and breathing hard, we might have been able to outrun those behind us but not the ones in front of us, even if we were fortunate enough to fight our way through them.

"Any advice, qi'Nisha?" Irmak asked and laughed as she and the others drew their swords. She was no longer a fish out of water. This environment she understood.

"Wait and see what they do." Charging them was sudden death. Waiting allowed them to get closer but didn't worsen the odds. They were already zero. "A live prisoner has a chance to escape."

"Lieutenant, maybe one of us can get through and alert the duke," Volos said, while staring at the oncoming warriors. "It's worth a try. Besides, I don't fancy being a prisoner. I'd rather die fighting than staked out on some anthill."

Irmak was silent for a moment. When she nodded, Volos and Boain spurred their horses, screaming as they charged. The tribesmen responded in kind. A minute later, they clashed. It lasted but seconds. By the look on her face, Irmak would have like to join them but felt it her duty to protect me.

The tribesmen slowed their advance and stopped some twenty paces short of us. Two women on horses approached, accompanied by four warriors on foot. The tallest woman looked to be a warrior from her dress and the weapons at her belt, and in charge by the way the warriors watched her. The other woman didn't appear to fit with the warriors. She looked much older and was dressed like a priestess or an elder of the tribe.

Although she carried the Royal Scepter, I didn't think she was the leader. I was sure he or she would be a warrior. When they were within five paces, they stopped. The warriors had short bows and spears. Irmak sat with her sword bared.

"You do not look like a warrior," the old woman said, looking directly at me. "You could live if you come with us peacefully. The Great One would talk with you."

It appeared the Great One had sent his warriors to find the scouting party, somehow knew or suspected a Qi'advisor might be along them, and wanted her alive. That gave me some bargaining power.

"Take us both alive or kill us."

"No, qi'Nisha," Irmak said as she prepared to charge. I put my arm out, stopping her with Qi. When she felt it increase, she reluctantly gave in.

"You can't stop us from killing her," the woman pointed to Irmak.

"True. And you can't stop me from dying."

The old woman came closer. As she did, I could feel her Qi pushing at me, growing in intensity as she neared. Irmak was being pushed away. For a second, I thought about pushing back, but that was not the Qi way. I didn't and to my surprise, I began to absorb her Qi. The old woman stared at me in shock.

"Let the warrior live, for now. Tie her," the old woman said.

"Irmak, drop your sword. Remember you're here to protect me, and you can't do that if you're dead," I said, hoping that would do the trick. I studied the old woman as I heard Irmak's sword drop and, shortly afterward, her knife.

"There's no need to tie us. We're no threat and will go peacefully."

"Can you stop us?" the warrior woman snarled.

"Yes," I said, staring into her eyes, which blazed with anger. The old woman nodded and turned to the warrior.

"Let them ride untied unless they make trouble." The younger woman looked to defy the old woman but then bowed her head. With a signal and words I didn't understand, we were surrounded and moving north.

* * *

We reached their camp just as the light of day touched the horizon. They led us to a large tent where a tall, muscular man with bronze skin sat watching us. The flap to his tent was open, and I could see the inside had nothing except for a rug, several blankets, and weapons. A sword rested within hand's reach. The witch walked over to him and spoke quietly for several minutes. He rose and walked over to me, inspecting me as he approached.

"I am Negozi, the leader of the peoples of the Sands. Witch Ayria tells me you are a woman of power. You maybe, but you will answer my questions. If not, it will be very unpleasant for you."

"I know no secrets. But you will not believe me although you have no basis to assume I do. Therefore you will have me tortured regardless of what I say." I could not prove I was telling the truth or that I didn't know something Negozi hadn't asked—unknown secrets. "My body can be disfigured and crippled, but not made to tell you anything I don't choose to tell."

His jaw tightened, then he smiled. "You think you are stronger than a warrior...dog-soldier? Come, I have many begging to tell me anything I want to know." He nodded to two warriors, who grabbed me by the arms and half dragged me after Negozi as he wound his way past tents and groups of warriors sitting in small groups. Bows, knives, and spears lay next to each warrior. I saw no older women or children. The women I saw looked muscular, dressed for action, and had weapons next to them. As we walked, the sounds of men in pain became louder with each step. It sounded like a battlefield of wounded and dying men. Now and then a scream pierced the air. Although in the middle of the camp, we soon walked into a large open area. Men hung between poles and others lay staked out on the ground, their bodies burnt from the sun, bleeding from multiple cuts, skin hanging loose, and legs and arms twisted into unnatural positions. I fought for balance but failed as bile rose in my throat and tears streamed down my face. Those still able to speak begged to tell the women warriors anything they wanted to know. Negozi stopped, turned to me, and smiled.

"If you are wise," he said and his smile grew wider, "You will just answer my questions and avoid the pain and scars the women will inflict. In the end, you will beg for them to stop like those you see before you."

"But I am not wise, I'm Qi," it was all I could say, because nothing I could say would change his mind.

"Qi'Nisha, tell them..." Irmak said but faltered. She was a soldier and felt she shouldn't give the enemy any information, yet she wanted to protect me, so her mind locked in turmoil.

"I have an idea," Negozi said and smiled. He waved to several of the women warriors and said something I didn't understand. The women grabbed my arms and dragged me to two poles, tied me spread eagled to them, and then stripped me naked. They then tied Irmak, spread eagled, to poles facing me but put a blanket over her to protect her from the sun. "Perhaps the lieutenant is the wise one and can convince you to talk or maybe tell us what you know and save you both. If nothing else, she will know her faith if she fails." He said something I didn't understand to the women then turned and walked away.

"I'm sorry, Lieutenant Irmak. I know you would rather have gone out fighting. What I observed going on could provide beneficial information, but I failed to anticipate that the captives could alert the tribes of our presence. Ironically, all this suffering is unnecessary. No one here knows what the dukes will do next. Negozi's plan was excellent, but now that it has been ruined, the future is unpredictable. If or when you wish to die, tell me. That is the least I can do for you." With that I sucked Qi from the ground and let it fill me until my body flowed with rivers of Qi. It was a magical place where I became one with the earth around me. Like the sand, I could be trampled on, dug up but not hurt. Like the rocks, I could be smashed but not hurt. Like the earth, I needed nothing. But unlike the earth, I was aware of my surroundings like a hawk is aware of the wind. I could feel the presence of a warrior in front of me, steel slicing across my breast, and blood dripping down my stomach. And although time ceased to exist, I remained aware of each cut, blow, and heated blade.

And I felt the Qi of those staked out in the sands—weak but alive. I was aware on some level I could draw that Qi to me and end their suffering. The warriors wouldn't let them go and they couldn't escape. They would die where they lay. But did that justify me taking—killing—them? Unconsciously, my mind sorted through the issues and resolved the many conflicts. I drew their Qi to me. Sometime later, the warriors began shouting, and I felt blows raining down on my body and knew at least one rib had broken. I knew Irmak was screaming. Then it stopped.

"Irmak, do you wish to die now? I'm ready," I said coming back from my magical place. I felt the pain in every fiber of my body but managed to control it with Qi. I had destroyed lives, and life no longer seemed worth going on. The Path had ended in a warriors' camp. I had no regrets. I walked the Path with no desire to follow or lead, and this is where it had led. But soon my body would no longer function, and Irmak deserved to die without the suffering the warriors would eventually cause. I pulled in more Qi and could feel myself rising slowly, pulling the poles out of the ground. I expanded my Qi until it touched Irmak. She stood staring at me, tears in her eyes.

"NO!" the witch Ayria screamed, waved the women warriors away, and stepped in front of Negozi. "She stinks of power." As Ayria slowly approached us, I could feel her expanding her Qi to protect herself. It was moderately strong, but I doubted its ability to save her from serious injuries.

"We will free you...and your lieutenant, and treat your wounds. You will be fed and kept comfortable. Negozi may decide to have you killed, but you will not be tortured. Please, Negozi acknowledges the truth of what you said and wishes to speak with you."

"Well, Lieutenant Irmak, alive, who knows. It might be an interesting day. I promise you we will not die like lambs," I said, knowing I could manage the pain and realizing the Path should not be rushed. I could no more tell the future than change the past.

"I'd rather go out fighting than slaughtered like cattle. Until then, I have to protect you or Sandar will have me cleaning piss pots for the rest of my career." She choked out a laugh. Ayria said something, and the warriors untied me and gently laid me on a rug, which they used to carry me to a tent. Irmak was released and walked beside me in silence, rubbing her wrists and looking worried. The warriors carried me into a tent and laid me on the floor. As soon as they did, Ayria knelt beside me, gently inspecting my body.

With Irmak's help holding and turning me, Ayria spent hours applying poultices, stitching skin together, and bandaging me. Aware but deep in meditation, I felt little pain. When she finally left it was dark, and I slept.

* * *

Over the next four days, Ayria looked in on me several times a day, applying salve, changing bandages, and checking to see if we needed anything. When Irmak wasn't hovering over me, she was allowed to wander the camp, accompanied by two warriors. When she returned later that day, she was quiet.

"I found four other prisoners, which to my surprise they allowed me to talk to. They are strung between poles like you were and their bodies covered with cuts, strips of skin hanging lose, burn marks from red-hot knives, and broken bones. They are senior military: two top sergeants and two lieutenants. Just like you conjectured, they told me one moment they were chasing fleeing warriors and the next they were surrounded with nowhere to retreat." She stopped to take a sip of water before continuing. "Over a thousand, qi'Nisha. That maniac Wenrich sent over a thousand troops into the Sands after you and qi'Senka warned him." Irmak paused and rubbed her eyes. "They had tried to resist giving up any information, but they gave in after a day of torture. I can't blame them. Looking at them and watching them working on you, I don't know if I could have lasted as long as they did."

"Try not to guess. It will only depress you and possibly make you do something foolish."

* * *

Ayria arrived as usual to inspect my wounds and surprised me by staying when they brought the morning meal of grain, cheese, and water.

"Witch...?"

"Nisha," I said, understanding the witches were the tribes' equivalent of Qi.

"Witch Nisha, are you strong enough to see the Great One, Negozi? He is anxious to talk with you."

"Yes, your care has my body healing nicely. I'm a bit shaky but I can manage."

"Can I trust you not to try and kill him like you did those prisoners?"

"Yes. They were only hours away from dying and in much pain. My Qi demanded I help them, although against my teaching of remaining detached. But one cannot ignore one's Qi. I do not hate Negozi or the tribes although they wish Rhybac harm, just as I do not hate Duke Wenrich for his arrogance that caused the death of over a thousand men." I know that sounded harsh to Irmak, who sat looking shocked, but a Qi'advisor could not be a judge or responsible for the decisions of others and be Qi. To do so would make the Qi'advisor partly responsible for the outcome and, therefore, no longer an unbiased observer. To Ayria, that also sounded strange if for a different reason, and she sat silent for a long while.

"I believe you. Come, Negozi is waiting."

* * *

Ayria held my arm for support in case I needed it and led me to the same large tent where the same tall, muscular man sat. His face was expressionless as he watched us approach. After I sat at the edge of the circular rug in front of him, he smiled.

"My Witch Ayria was right as usual. You are a woman of power. And you were right. You cannot be made to talk. My warriors told me you never flinched while they tortured you. Can all wise women do that?"

"To one extent or another. Just as you can't torture the Witch Ayria."

"Of course, I can be tortured."

"Sit, and I will prove it." I knew from our first encounter that she had a strong Qi. I thought, like myself, it had been a combination of training and dedication. Ayria stopped and stood staring at me. Negozi watched with a slight smile, as if watching an interesting contest. Finally, Ayria sank to her knees and folded back into a sitting position within my reach. I put my hand out. "A knife, please."

When she handed me her knife, I lifted her arm, pulled back her sleeve, and gently touched the knifepoint against her arm. Her face muscles tightened for a second then relaxed. I could feel her Qi building, which was the reaction I had hoped for.

"Witch Ayria, let yourself sink into the power you're building. Let it surround you. Think of nothing but the power." At first, the Qi leaked from her. She didn't trust me, but the Qi was winning. That feeling, once felt, was hard to resist. I waited as she pulled her Qi around her. Then I lifted her arm again and stuck the point in deep, until blood leaked out. Ayria never flinched. She would be aware of what had happened and feel the pressure but not the pain. I stood and handed the knife back to Negozi.

"That was impressive." He looked down at her for a moment. "Will she return to us?" He asked, watching me intently.

"In time. She's in a wonderful place and will be in no rush to leave."

"My captives claimed you're a wise woman. Are you?"

"I'm trained to be an advisor."

"Then you're trained to be wise."

"No, I have been trained to see what is, not what I would like or want."

"You do for the duke what Witch Ayria does for me—tell me the truths I do not want to hear." He laughed, probably at some hidden incident in the past.

"No. She has bias. She cares whether you live or die."

"You don't care about the duke?" He frowned and shook his head.

"That would make my advice biased. I merely state what I see. The decision to agree or disagree is his, because he's responsible for the consequences—not me."

As Negozi stood silent, worrying his lip, Ayria began coming back to full consciousness. She took something out of a pouch at her waist, sprinkled it on her arm, and wrapped a cloth around it before speaking.

"I understand, Witch Nisha. I've always used the power outward, never inward."

"I'll leave you...and your warrior untied, so long as you do not cause trouble," Negozi said as he returned to where he had been sitting.

"You have our word."

Negozi nodded to someone and two women returned with bread, a soft cheese, strips of meat, and water. "I'm sorry for the poor food, but the land is hard and we are not rich."

"It's more than adequate. What should I call you?"

"Negozi will do. Since I can't torture you to talk, will you talk to me without torture? I have many questions."

"Yes. I will be as honest with you as you are with me," I said, believing there would be information he wouldn't want me to know and maybe not even his war chiefs or Ayria. He laughed.

"A good answer. So, how did you know I had set a trap for your dog-soldiers?"

I explained how the timing of the raids suggested he sought the Scepter, with the hope it would lead to someone like Duke Wenrich assuming command.

"Yes. Simple when one is thinking clearly and does not want revenge or favor one duke over another. I begin to understand your training. What have you advised your duke, or is that a secret?"

"I advised Duke Sandar and Duke Tebos to stay home and to send only a small number to scout the Sands. By now, they know of your traps and have an estimate of your warriors."

"I should kill you for all the trouble you have caused me." A small smile touched his lips. "If I understand you, your school trains women and then sells them to dukes and kings. Then there are many women like you in your kingdom?"

"The Qi'temple was created long ago. They admit many…hands of young children and provide them training. Most are returned to their parents smarter but not Qi'advisors. Of the few that become Qi, most are weak." I looked to Ayria. "I'd imagine each tribe has a witch, yet there are none as strong as the Witch Ayria."

"You're right. Witch Ayria is the strongest witch in several generations."

"Those with weak Qi are usually advisors to the wealthy to teach their children and give advice on small matters. Those few with strong Qi are sought after by the dukes and the king, although there are not enough for all that want one. Those that get a Qi'advisor pay money to the Qi'temple for their services. However, Qi'advisors aren't slaves and are free to leave if they choose."

"Witch Ayria serves without pay."

"Does she? Is she not given a special place in your tribe? Does she not have special privileges? Is she not served and respected by all members of the tribe? And would you not pay another tribe for her services? Like the Qi in our kingdom, she is respected and paid well for her service."

He raised his eyebrow and snorted. "Enough for today. I'm sure you still tire easily after your ordeal. Tomorrow when you're rested, we will talk again. Do not abuse your freedom. We may not be able to cause you pain, but we can kill you."

Ayria led the way back to a small tent, ready to provide support if I needed it. One of the two guards held open the flap for me. Irmak was already inside and jumped up went I entered.

"Qi'Nisha, what happened? What did he want? Are you all right? You didn't tell him any secrets, did you?" The questions poured out of her.

I stood in the entrance, watching as Ayria strode away before I closed the flap on the two guards.

"Sit and try to relax, Irmak. I'm all right. No one touched me. And I don't know any secrets. The soldiers they captured have already told them everything I know and more. How do you think they knew we were out there and possibly had a Qi'advisor along? Their leader, Negozi, is more interested in Qi'advisors than Rhybac. And before you ask, I don't know what will happen to us. Yesterday it looked like we would be tortured to death, but we are alive today. So, let's concentrate on each day as it comes."

"Why did you ask me to give my word not to cause trouble? Don't you want to escape?" Her voice had lowered to a whisper.

"Want has little to do with it. If we cause trouble, we will be killed or tied to poles again. Do you think we could get our horses and make it across the Sands with thousands searching for us?"

"Well, no."

"So agreeing not to cause trouble means you're still alive, aren't tied to poles, and are reasonably comfortable." I smiled. Again, a demonstration in yang and yin—fight verses embrace—soldier and Qi. "Let's get some sleep. Tomorrow promises to be interesting."

* * *

At sunrise, I was invited to breakfast with Negozi, his war chiefs, and Ayria. The meal was simple, interesting, and tasty. Although I could only identify a few of the grains, plants, fruit, and nuts in the bowl I was given, I found them quite good.

"Now that you have eaten, qi'Nisha, we will talk true," Negozi said.

Ayria walked over to me and put her hand on my head. When she did, I could feel her Qi beginning to engulf me. I didn't want to embarrass her, so I gently pushed her Qi away.

"You work for pay, so I will pay you to advise me. Tell me how we should proceed against the dogs...Rhybac."

Dogs? I pondered the expression. Then I realized he wasn't comparing us to dogs but to animals that live underground in burrows or dens—like castles.

"That's not what a Qi'advisor does. We're not military advisors. We listen to what you plan and comment on what we hear and see. We help by pointing out potential problems or alternatives."

"So, you want to listen to us develop a plan, and then you will tell us if you see a potential problem."

One of the chiefs shouted something, pointing a knife at me. Negozi was silent for a moment before responding.

"We will speak dog so that she can understand us. I am interested in Rhybac's wise women."

"She will betray us," the same war chief shouted, looking like he wanted to throw his knife at me. It was obvious from the outburst the chieftains could all understand and speak the generic Rhybac language.

"War chief, could you leave this camp if Negozi didn't want you to?" I waited a minute while he wrestled with an answer. He knew he couldn't but didn't want to admit it. I solved his dilemma by continuing. "Then how could I?"

"You will just agree with us and tell us how smart we are, so we believe you're wise," Bolaha said.

I nodded in her direction. "But then I'd be of no value and Negozi would have no reason to keep me alive."

"What will you tell us, then?"

"If I knew what I would tell you, my talk would be of no value," I said. A silence descended upon the circle. Finally, Negozi nodded.

"I understand. I'm interested. Let's make our plans, my war chiefs. Speaking dog is good practice, and I want the dogs' advisor to hear the words of the great warriors of the Sands." The confusion, shock, and horror were plainly etched on their faces, but no one said anything. Ayria removed her hand and went to stand behind Negozi. I suspect only Negozi knew Ayria's magic didn't work on me. Everyone agreed the plan to destroy a significant part of the Rhybac army had failed—because of me. And that I ruined any chance of Rhybac sending a larger force up the Iovis path because they now knew another trap waited and, worse, the size of the Sands warriors. At that point, they all wanted me tied to a pole and mutilated before I died. Only Negozi's presence stopped them.

Reluctantly, they disregarded the next steps in the original plan, as that had been predicated on destroying a significant part of the Rhybac army. After much arguing, they decided to go down the Castor Corridor, destroying Turret, Varma, Carne, and Komi, and to siege Taal, Sobek, and Inari. That would give them free rein of the fertile lands of Iovis and most of Zeno and Castor.

"Well, Ayria, what say you?" Negozi asked, when the details had been agreed upon.

Ayria looked at me and then the war chiefs.

"It's a wise plan. We do not have the strength to besiege every castle. But they don't have the strength to attack us in force. As each castle falls, Rhybac becomes weaker, and over time we will rule."

"Well, Qi'advisor. What do you say?"

"Ayria's correct. Duke Wenrich has lost the chance to stop you moving into Rhybac or to lift a siege against Taal and Inari. But you will suffer a thousand cuts. You have Castor to your south, Eolus to your east, Hala to your north, and Ferox to your west. Packs of those dogs will be nipping at your heels day and night. You may win or not, but you will not be free to enjoy the land."

"Our prisoners have said Duke Wenrich wars against Ferox and Hala. Why would they support him and his allies?"

"They wouldn't normally. However, if Rhybac is threatened, they will come to his aid. Just as the tribes have united under you to fight Rhybac, in order to save the generation to follow." They were dying in the Sands and needed to move south into cooler and more fertile lands if they were to survive.

"Yes, I see why you're sought after. We see the easy defeat of the dogs because we are strong and have more warriors. We fail to see the dogs' response. You see both of us. I find it interesting that you would point out our weaknesses, when it could result in the loss of thousands of your people."

" I don't hate you or Wenrich. Nor can I stop you or him from doing what you will." I waited for Negozi to nod agreement. "He's a reckless fool who has given you an unnecessary advantage, and you will cause years of suffering for everyone. There will be no winners, only losers."

* * *

Two warriors stood guard outside our tent. When I entered, Irmak was sitting eating. She looked up with concern evident in her voice.

"What happened with Negozi and the war chiefs? I saw you and them, but my guards wouldn't let me approach."

I studied Irmak. Knowing her loyalty, this would not be an easy discussion for her. "They talked over their next phase of their war on Rhybac. I appear to have upset their original plan. They planned to siege Taal, Inari, and Sobek."

"They would never breach the wall without losing half their army."

"Not an attack, a siege."

"By the gods—famine, diseases, chaos…"

"Yes, much suffering."

"How can we stop them? We have to do something."

"It's not my place to stop them, nor is it within our power. But there is no need. I pointed out the obvious problems, and I think they will abandon that plan."

"Qi'Nisha, they'll develop a better plan." Her eyes widened with horror "You're helping them!" She jumped to her feet, hands gripped into fists.

I gently pushed her back down and held her there.

"Lieutenant, while I cannot stop people like Wenrich or Negozi from killing, I do not want to be the cause of people dying." I went on to explain the reason the tribes are waging war on Rhybac. "I hope more discussion can lead to a reasonable compromise, but I have to let it play itself out. A compromise that I hope will minimize the suffering and killing—including ours."

* * *

Again, the next morning, I was summoned to the war council. No one paid me any attention. I had the feeling they were intentionally ignoring me. All day they worked on a new plan. As before, they decided it best to concentrate their strength. This time they would take the western part of Rhybac and siege Hala and Sobek, essentially carving Iovis in half and giving them everything west of the Karp and Filat Mountain ranges.

"Well, qi'Nisha. What do you say to that?" Bolaha said when they had finished.

The first acknowledgment I had had all day. Negozi leaned forward on his elbows, hands steepled. Ayria smiled.

"That is certainly better, and that land should become yours after a hand of generations."

"It will not take generations to conquer that land. A hand of full moons at most. You're biased, thinking the dogs can stand against us for generations."

"You're right. It shouldn't take more than two hands of full moons to sweep through the Iovis Corridor and defeat Hala and Sobek. They're small and isolated. I've no illusions that the tribes aren't strong or your warriors brave. You have the numbers to win easily." I smiled at Negozi. "I speak of the generations to follow. The other provinces will know you intend to attack them once you have secured the west. They'll unite in self-preservation. And they must continue to attack to keep you from growing stronger. Of course, you're strong and will be able to keep them from winning. It will be a standoff. The wars will continue for generations, each side will have major victories over time, but there will be no winners. You will have to build castles and become like the dogs."

As I finished the last sentence, Bolaha and Idowu were on their feet, knives in their hands. I sucked Qi from the ground, extending it into a shield around me just as they lunged at me. Their combined force compressed the Qi until it felt like a violent storm swirling around me as they continued to drive forward. I bent my mind on containing it, knowing if I couldn't, it would kill or injure everyone in the circle, including Negozi. The result would likely produce another Great One like Wenrich, with disastrous results for everyone.

"Stop!" Ayria screamed.

The effect was impressive. Idowu stopped immediately, and Bolaha shortly afterward. I pulled the storm into me and rose several hands off the ground.

"Look, you fools. She's a sand storm ready to explode. She'll kill us all."

Everyone scrambled out of the circle except Ayria and Negozi. Three warriors had arrows nocked, waiting Negozi's signal. Slowly, I settled back to the ground but kept my Qi ready. It pulsed within me. I wished not to kill anyone but would use it to defend myself as long as possible.

"Xuldo," Negozi said, and the tension on the bows eased off. "Thank you, Ayria. My war chiefs act before they think. But I love them anyway."

"We should kill her. She wishes only to stop us from invading the dogs," Shani said. The others nodded agreement except Bolaha, who stared at me with her knife still drawn.

"Possibly. What do you say, Ayria?" Negozi looked to her, his expression and eyes warm. He trusted her. She stood silent for a long time.

"She pointed out real problems with our first plan. On the second, she agrees with us on the results of the attack, although many hands of war-bands of her people will be killed, and she agrees we can keep the land. Where we disagree is on the dogs' reaction to our conquest—that they will unite and we will face wars for generations. They may. We have united because of need." She turned toward me. "Do you expect us to believe you or that it matters?"

"No. Qi'advisors are hired to give their thoughts on what they see and hear, not to make decisions. I've shared my thoughts with you and do not care what you do. It's your decision to make, as it will impact your people's lives. No matter what you decide, it will result in the death of thousands—many hands of war-bands—and create hardships for generations. I do not envy you."

Before anyone could respond, Negozi spoke. "Enough for now. Each has been heard and spoken honestly. I must think on what has been said. Another day or two will not affect the outcome."

* * *

"What happened, qi'Nisha? I don't understand what the warriors are saying, but something happened, and the camp's alive with talk."

"Two of the war chiefs tried to kill me, and they all want me dead. Other than that, it was rather boring."

Irmak's mouth dropped open. Her lips moved but nothing came out. She sat staring at me.

"You're not joking, are you?"

"About wanting me dead or that it was boring?" I took pity on her. It wasn't as humorous as all that. "Yes, they want Negozi to have me killed. I feel he and Witch Ayria aren't sure, yet."

"We could try to escape. We've nothing to lose."

"We could, but we wouldn't make it out of the camp. And you never know what tomorrow will bring."

"I'd prefer to die like a mountain cat rather than a lamb."

"I will fight along with you, Lieutenant. I'm not a mountain cat, but I'm not a lamb. How are the prisoners...other prisoners doing?" I smiled at the irony.

"Two died during the night. One sergeant and a lieutenant still live. They've learned everything they can from them and will probably kill them. Not that it matters. They won't last much longer without treatment. Before long, we'll be disposable."

I had to agree with her. Who needed an advisor they didn't trust or, conversely, whose advice they didn't want to hear? Although it would change nothing, I had a right to defend myself and would not die quietly. I settled into a meditation posture, preparing to spend the night in peace.

* * *

The next day, I was again summoned to Negozi's tent. This time only he and Ayria were present, if I didn't count the four guards with bows standing close by. They all looked eager for me to try something. When Negozi nodded to me, I folded into a sitting position. Ayria stayed standing, the scepter in her hand. I closed my eyes for a moment and could feel the Scepter. It felt alive with power. Interesting.

"You present a problem, qi'Nisha. My war chiefs want you dead. They argue we will kill you eventually, so why not immediately. Everyone agrees you're powerful and dangerous." He paused. I wondered if he waited for me to respond. What was I to say? They had expressed their feeling and had several good points.

After a few minutes of silence, he continued. "Ayria agrees you're dangerous. She tells me that you might have killed my foolish war chiefs and showed considerable restraint in not doing so. She has mixed feelings on whether your words are true." This time his statement felt more like a question.

"They're my observations based on the facts that I have. Whether they will prove to be true only time can tell. You may defeat Rhybac armies within a few moons, if they are careless enough to challenge you upon your arrival. Or they may drive you back into the Sands within a year—two hands of full moons. I'm not a seer."

"We have no choice. Our land is dying and us along with it. That's the reason the tribes have united. We have nothing to lose. The war chiefs see nothing but victory and glory in a war with Rhybac. I must therefore provide a solution or be replaced. I know you feel your observations have value only after a plan has been developed, but if you have a suggestion that would prevent the bloodshed, now is the time." He sat back, looking prepared to wait.

I was not trained to be a solution provider, only a disinterested observer. Negozi was right. Once you suggested a solution, you had a vested interest in it being implemented and were no longer unbiased. I sucked in Qi and let it engulf me. Time stood still while my inner self sorted my experiences from the time I entered the Qi'temple.

When I came back to consciousness, it was dark. Negozi sat in the same place, Ayria had moved between him and me, and the guards had been replaced with fresh ones.

"Welcome back. You've had Witch Ayria very nervous. And you have worn out my guards. Would you like something to eat or drink?"

"Something to drink would be nice." I felt rested but not hungry; however, in this dryness my body needed water. Shortly afterward a young woman placed a cup of water on the mat in front of me and fled.

"Have you made a decision, qi'Nisha?"

"I've considered the facts as I know them and have several observations." I smiled at the irony. It was not for me to make decisions. My value lay in my unbiased observation of the world around me. Negozi nodded, acknowledging the distinction.

"The tribes need fertile land if they are to survive. They understand war and would prefer to take the land they need by force. You would prefer a solution that minimizes the killing, but, as their leader, you must provide a solution that satisfies the tribes' leaders—an interesting dilemma. The Iovis-Hala solution is the most appealing to the war chiefs. It satisfies both their desires. You, on the other hand, would prefer a solution that gets you the land quickly and decisively, without prolonged war. Your initial plan was designed to do that. Its failure changes your options. That's what I observe about the tribes."

Negozi nodded.

"In Rhybac, people think the tribes are barbarians. They do not hunt you in the Sands only because the land's hostile. Wenrich plans to unite the provinces through force and wipe out the tribes." I took another sip of water to dampen my throat. "If you take Hala, you force Duke Sandar to join Wenrich, and Rhybac will be united and dedicated to destroying the tribes. You have the numbers, but they have castles. You can kill each other, but neither side can win."

"Nothing will have changed except we will have better land."

"And they will know exactly where to find you and in a land that they know and is not hostile to them. You need a solution that achieves your original plan's outcome."

"You seem to have ruined my plan. Reason enough to kill you." He smiled. "Are you talking to stay alive longer, or do you have more?"

"You have two potential allies you didn't have when the king lived. They may be willing to talk with the tribes about a solution to both your problems."

He raised an eyebrow and looked at Ayria. After a long silence, he said, "You have just suggested the last thing I would have considered. Again, the question is whether you're trying to delay our invasion for Rhybac or whether you believe that is an option."

"I have suggested nothing. I have only told you what I see. What you do is up to you."

"Ayria?"

"Her words sound true. But nothing we couldn't have reasoned if we had chosen. We would never have considered an alliance. We would have thought it a weakness to be exploited. I doubt the dogs would consider an alliance. Maybe we are both right and an alliance is out of the question, and maybe we are both wrong. She has seen what neither the tribes nor the dogs would see. She is also right. It's not for her to decide for you or the dogs. And to answer your question, I believe she is what she says—an observer."

"Return to your tent. I'll consider what you have said."

He rose and walked off with Ayria, talking quietly. She was his mentor and he trusted her.

* * *

"I would prefer a good fight. This waiting is driving me crazy. I visited the captives. They both have fevers and no one is doing anything to help. Bastards!" Irmak spit on the floor. "What's new with the war chiefs?"

"I don't know. I met with Negozi and his witch. They were alone, if you don't count the four bowmen standing off to the side. Tomorrow should be interesting."

"I'd hate to see what you don't consider interesting. I can't take too much more of this."

"Then you will be relieved to know tomorrow will decide our fate."

"Why?"

"I gave Negozi my observations—"

"You didn't," she said rising to face me.

"Calm down. I'm no military strategist. I do not advise on war. They already have war plans. I pointed out the problems with their existing plan. The war chiefs don't care, but I think Negozi does. He won't mind slaughtering the dogs, as they refer to us, but he would rather not see his people in a war that lasts for generations, which is a real possibility under their current plan. I've shown him a possible way to avoid that."

"What do you think he'll do?"

"I don't know. But even if he decides to try what I see as a possible solution, Duke Tebos and Duke Sandar must also see it as an acceptable solution." I went on to explain.

"By the gods, qi'Nisha. I doubt the war chiefs or Duke Wenrich would go for that idea. Why do you think Negozi will?"

"Neither the war chiefs nor Wenrich would think of stealing the Scepter. That took a very shrewd man."

* * *

When I arrived, all of the war chiefs were seated, and Ayria stood in her usual place, slightly behind Negozi and to the side.

"I've listened to the dogs' advisor and have found her reasoning interesting. As we all agreed, her observations about our plan to siege Taal and Inari put us at risk. I believe her observations about our second plan also make sense. We would survive generations of war, but not without great hardships."

That generated a variety of looks, ranging from anger to defiance. He ignored them and continued.

"But that is preferable to staying in the Sands. She has made other observations that present a possible solution that does not avoid war but could avoid generations of war."

Bolaha jumped to her feet, her face flushed red. "She wants to delay us invading the dogs!"

When Negozi raised a hand, Bolaha's eyes went from him to Ayria, and then she reluctantly sat, glaring at me. It was interesting that Bolaha feared Ayria more than Negozi.

"Possibly, warrior chief of the Tendal, but if a small delay can avoid many generations of war, it's worth it. We lose nothing by a small delay. In fact, the plan I propose may work to our greater advantage." He walked back and forth across the tent before he continued.

"The Witch Nisha pointed out that stealing the Scepter has created a division in the provinces and a civil war, which I expected. However, what I had not considered is that our enemies' enemy is a potential friend."

"The dogs?" Idowu and Shani said in disbelief. Bolaha had a look of distaste and spat in my direction. Masozi and Kunto nodded, looking thoughtful.

"Yes, the dogs." Again he held up his hand. "We will go ahead with our invasion of the eastern part of Rhybac as planned but delay the attack on Hala and Sobek. Witch Ayria will talk with the duke at Hala. If Ayria has not returned by a set time, we attack. If she does, we'll evaluate their proposal."

Bolaha was on her feet again. "No!" She spit a glob that landed beside me.

Idowu and Shani shouted at each other while Masozi and Kunto leaned close together, talking fast and furiously.

Negozi sat quietly like a father waiting for his children to run out of energy. Eventually, the shouting subsided and the discussions ground to a halt.

"Yes, you have many questions and concerns. They will be answered as we develop our plan."

"Is the she-dog going to listen?" Bolaha asked, never taking her eyes off me.

"She will not make our plan, but her observations have been meaningful. Understand, she does not decide. I do." The discussions went for most of the day, each war chief needing to be heard. It was late into the evening before a plan had been crafted.

Masozi's Omyeka would immediately proceed with his warriors to capture Arbor. Bolaha would lead the Tendal's warriors down the Karp Mountains and capture Emin. Shani's Tuare would follow the Nazar Mountains past Arbor, which should be in Masozi hands by then, to Akan. Meanwhile, Kunto's Dinko and Idowu's Topoke combined force would join at the northern end of the Karp Mountain to protect the tribe's rear in case Wenrich sent more troops up the Castor Corridor. Negozi's Songye would move down the Iovis Corridor to the Black River. There, Ayria, Irmak, a small band of warriors, and I would depart for Inwood.

Arbor would be under tribes' control in four days, Emin in five, and Akan by the time Negozi arrived at the Black River.

From the Black River, we expected to reach Inwood in three to four days. With good reason, the war chiefs didn't trust me, even though I agreed Ayria would be within listening distance of me at all times, but Negozi's command was absolute.

If Ayria and I weren't back to Akan a hand of days plus one after Negozi arrived at Akan, the invasion of Hala and Sobek would begin. It was after midnight before I returned to the tent.

"Am I glad to see you! I imagined you killed and warriors swarming into the tent to kill me. What happened?"

"We're returning to Hala. We leave..." Irmak remained silent while I explained the entire plan, mostly because she was in shock.

"By the gods, they're going to kill everyone in those towns. Thousands of people will die, and they expect an alliance with us?"

"Yes, people will die. That's what happens in war. They've agreed to kill only those who resist, at least until the negotiations are over. I want your word not to tell anyone what I've just told you, until I give you permission."

"Why? They need to know," she said, standing and looking around the tent as if wanting to run but not knowing which direction.

"I'll tell Duke Tebos. He'll need time to decide what to do. If the civilians hear what's going on, they will panic. It would be chaos. You have to trust me. We can't stop the war, but if we're careful, we might prevent the destruction of Hala and Ferox."

She stood quiet for a long time. I hoped I wouldn't have to leave Irmak with the tribe.

"I trust you, qi'Nisha. I'll give you my word," she said after several minutes. I believed her.

We spent the rest of the night deciding what she could say and what she couldn't, until I felt comfortable she had answers that didn't divulge details that could cause panic. Her stated conclusion would be the tribe had sent a representative to talk peace. We had just finished when Ayria entered the tent followed by two women with food.

"I wanted a chance to talk before we left." She waited until the food had been laid on our table and the women backed their way out of the tent. "This will change the tribes. I cry, because I love our way and don't wish them to change. You think us a cruel people, but we're not. We have had to change as the land turned harsh. Now we can no longer survive here. We will die if we stay, so war does not scare us. What matters if we die here or there." Ayria looked into my eyes. "I've agreed with you, because you have given me hope our people can live in peace not war. I believe you want the same for your people. I've convinced Negozi you can be trusted. I pray to the winds I'm right."

"I've been honest and will continue to be. I cannot know the future, so I cannot know what would be the best action. By being unbiased, I hope I can point out that which will make killing and cruelty less appealing. In the end, I'm Qi for better or worse."

Irmak let out a long sigh. "I don't understand you, qi'Nisha, but I trust you. You saved the duke's life, and I don't believe you'd do anything to hurt him. I'll do as she says, Witch Ayria."

"Good. I believe we all want the same thing, if for different reasons."





  

CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

  

The Sands: Warriors invade Rhybac

An hour before sunset, the tribes began to move. The sinking sun had turned the sands a blood red, making for an ominous sight. Negozi, Ayria, Irmak, and I were in the center of Negozi's Songye, a vast sea of warriors. I cringed to think of Wenrich sending a large army into the Sands to destroy the tribes as he had planned. It would have been a massacre.

Warriors kept coming and going all night. I surmised they were part of a relay from the various tribes, informing Negozi of their progress.

As the sun began to lighten the sky, we made camp. The Karp Mountains rose to our southeast and the Nazar Mountains to our west. Although our group comprised only warriors, we were moving slowly so as not to outdistance the warriors' families following in our wake.

The routine continued for the next four days: start just before sunset, ride all night, stop at sunrise, eat, sleep, and begin again. I hardly saw Negozi. He seemed to need little sleep and frequently rode off with a small band of warriors, using the few desert horses the tribes kept. Water was too scarce to maintain large herds of horses. Their horses had adapted over the years with large, soft hooves and an ability to store water when available. Several times, he rode back to the north to where the families were camped.

Ayria ate with us every morning and joined us after we awoke, keeping us informed. By the time we reached the Black River, Arbor and Emin had surrendered to the tribes. The Tuare had crossed the Black River two days ago and would be attacking Akan the next day.

If one forgot about the loss of life and suffering, it was a masterful plan and was being executed with perfection.

As we approached the Black River, Irmak and I decided it was time to leave. By traveling all night, we should make the Kiwaq River by early the next morning. If we did, we could cross into Hala in daylight. I wanted the Hala soldiers to be able to easily identify Lieutenant Irmak and me. At night, too many things could go wrong, especially with warriors from the Sands tailing along.

* * *

"You travel like a warrior," Ayria said as we sat resting at the banks of the Kiwaq River. We had found a narrow section of the river to cross but decided to rest before crossing over. It promised to be a long day.

"The Qi allows me to rest as I ride, and Windrunner is like sitting on a cloud," I said, watching him munching on the long grass near the river's edge. I never thought to tie him up. He felt almost human.

"What do you think will happen when we reach Inwood?"

"The most dangerous part will be entering Hala. The soldiers are difficult to see in the forests and nervous. It will be important to keep all weapons out of sight and let Irmak and me take the lead. No matter what happens, no aggressive actions." Tebos would take a lot of convincing, but he would listen if we managed to reach Inwood.

Ayria nodded. She turned and said something to the four warriors, who gave small nods of agreement. We spent several hours resting the horses before crossing the river.

Once across, we walked the horses, ensuring we did not look threatening or hostile. As the day wore on, the forest became denser and the trail narrowed. Someone had to have noticed us by now.

"Stop," I said, raising my hand. "They have to know we're here by now, so I'm not sure why they haven't challenged us." I surveyed the area slowly, looking for any movement or objects, like arrows, sticking out from behind trees or shrubs. Nothing.

"I'm qi'Nisha. I have with me Lieutenant Irmak of Ferox, and guests I'm taking to meet with Duke Tebos. If you doubt me, send word to Lieutenant Javaid." I climbed from the saddle. "We'll wait here, until they decide what to do."

And wait we did. Many hours later as the forest began to lose its filtered light, a group of riders approached. As they neared, I saw Lieutenant Javaid.

"We thought you were dead. I see you have company. Are you prisoners or are they?" His detail had melted into the forest. Only two stayed on the path with him.

"They're my guests, here with me to talk to Duke Tebos."

"I can't wait to hear this story. You seem to lead a charmed life, judging by your companions. I'm afraid I can't let them pass with weapons, even if they're with you. Sorry."

"Witch Ayria, ask your warriors to surrender their weapons. I'll do my best to see that no harm comes to them."

She nodded and removed her knife from its sheath.

I nodded to Irmak. "Lieutenant, collect their weapons and give them to Lieutenant Javaid for safekeeping."

There was no trouble, and Javaid rode next to me as we proceeded at a trot toward Inwood. His detail trailed behind the warriors.

"What happened to Sergeant Volos and Boain?"

"The tribe surrounded us and they chose to try and fight their way out—the way of the soldier," I said, remembering the meaningless attempt to escape. They never had a chance. "Lieutenant Irmak would also have charged the warriors if she hadn't felt a duty to protect me."

"You don't seem to need protection. The woman back there isn't the Sands leader, is she?"

"No. She's his representative."

"Is she here to negotiate surrender?" He looked serious.

I couldn't help a snort. The situation wasn't funny, but the lieutenant reflected the arrogance of the Rhybac people—they were the strongest, best fighters, smartest…

"She's here to talk to Duke Tebos," I said, letting the conversation die. I didn't want any speculation going on among the soldiers or the civilians.

Sensing I wasn't going to say any more, Javaid lapsed into silence. Well after midnight, we made camp at a clearing, which was obviously a halfway point between Inwood and the Kiwaq River. Javaid and Irmak sat talking quietly around a small fire as we ate and prepared for bed. He looked frustrated when they parted.

* * *

We left well after sunrise, and it was late when we reached the gate to the city. That proved fortunate, since there were few people on the streets. After we were admitted to the castle and dismounted, Javaid walked over to me.

"Qi'Nisha, what now?"

"I don't think the warriors will cause any trouble." I looked at Ayria and she shook her head. "Treat them as guests, but keep a guard."

Just then, Minister Paeon appeared. He approached rather hesitantly when he saw Ayria and the warriors. Only the lieutenant's presence stopped him from running and sounding an alarm.

"Minister Paeon. This is Ayria and the warriors are her escort. Someone should contact the duke and tell him I'd like an audience at his convenience, and that I have a guest from the Sands. If he can't see me tonight, I'd like a room for my guest and me. Lieutenant Javaid has agreed to see to quarters for her escort," I said, trying to make it sound normal. "I'd appreciate if you might mention to qi'Senka I've returned."

Paeon gave a small bow while keeping his eyes on Ayria and the warriors. "Yes, qi'Nisha. Your old room is available if that will be adequate."

"That is more than adequate." I motioned for Ayria to follow me, leaving Paeon and Javaid standing there, looking at each other.

Ayria remained silent as we made our way through the castle hallways. Once inside, she walked around touching and feeling everything in the room. She spent some time examining the rugs and tapestries.

"Hard to move with all this." She waved her arm, indicating everything in the room. I nodded.

"Like many animals, we have a permanent home. And yes, it would be difficult for us to move. That is one reason for the castles, to protect us so we don't have to run."

"Easy to find," she said, a small grin touching her lips. I nodded. She tried the bed but chose the floor, as the bed was too soft. I folded into a meditation sitting position. After a moment, she joined me. She knelt then sat back spreading her legs so that she sat with her feet turned out and flat on the floor. I couldn't imagine being able to sit like that.

The dim morning light had begun to filter through the drapes when there was a knock at the door.

"Qi'Nisha, the duke would like to see you in two hours. Would you or your guest care for anything to eat?" a young voice said from the other side of the door.

"You can enter." I said. "Ayria, what would you like to eat?"

"You choose, Nisha. I'm your guest."

A young girl stood there wide eyed staring at Ayria. I could just imagine the story she would have to tell when her duties were finished.

"Water, cheese, fruit, porridge," I said. It took the girl several seconds before she could move. Then she ran, closing the door quickly.

I knew we couldn't eat all that food but thought Ayria could sample each and decide what she wanted. When the food arrived, I had the girl set it on the floor between us. It was a miracle she didn't drop or spill any of the food with her shaking hands and darting eyes.

"Much food," Ayria said.

"The advantage of living in one place."

Ayria nodded. She tried the cheese before settling on a small portion of porridge and fruit. Like me, she ate sparingly. When we finished, the girl came back and collected the dishes and leftovers. Shortly afterward, two women entered with bowls and two buckets of warm water.

"You bathe every day?"

"I do. Some do and others every few days." I could understand her awe at having enough water to waste on bathing. She removed her skirt, blouse, and undershirt and washed. I didn't know her age, but although she was old, her skin was firm and her body solid muscle. She might be a witch, but she was also a warrior.

It wasn't long afterward when Minister Paeon knocked.

"Qi'Nisha, if you're ready, Duke Tebos will see you now."

Ayria nodded and we followed Paeon down the hallway to the duke's study. When we entered, qi'Senka, Lieutenants Irmak and Javaid, Sir Helier, and four guards were in the room. Two stood behind the duke and one on each side of the door. He wasn't taking any chances. I stopped midway into the room and heard Paeon close the door.

"Your Grace, this is the Witch Ayria. She's here as the Sands representative. But before we start, I'd like to tell you what has happened over the past several weeks, which will explain why she's here." I nodded toward an empty chair, but Ayria shook her head and folded into her strange sitting position.

I went on to explain our trip into the Sands, the traps, the decision to continue past the Karp Mountains, our capture, the decimation of Duke Wenrich's scouting detail, and finally the invasion of the western corridor. As I explained the Sands current deployment, Tebos and Javaid came out of their chairs before I could explain why Ayria was here.

"We've been invaded? Does she expect us to surrender? Sir Helier, deploy the troops for war, Lieutenant Javaid arrest her," Tebos said pointing to Ayria.

I pulled in Qi and let it expand past Ayria. As I did, I felt her power blend with mine. She smiled when she felt it. Javaid stepped forward, reaching for Ayria. He slammed into a wall of Qi and bounced backward. When he fell, the guards drew their swords. "Minister—" Tebos stopped and the room froze when qi'Senka stood. Even Javaid made no attempt to get up.

"Duke Tebos, as your advisor, I'd suggest you let qi'Nisha finish before you act. The fact that she didn't insist on seeing you last night indicates she didn't feel there was an emergency."

Tebos's eyes went from qi'Senka to Ayria and back. He sat down and stared at me. "Finish, qi'Nisha!"

I waited until everyone sat back down. "The Sands leader, Negozi, had planned to trap Wenrich's invading army and destroy it, whether he sent only one up the Castor Corridor or one through both the Iovis and Castor Corridors. Believe me, I saw that he had the numbers to do it when I was in their camp." Pausing, I gave Tebos time to think that over. "That would have left most cities with too few military to attack when Negozi laid siege. Thanks to you and Duke Sandar's refusal to invade, the plan failed. His alternative plan, now that his original one didn't work, is to lay claim to the Iovis Corridor, Hala, and the current unsettled land to the south. He has Inwood isolated, and it will fall. He's in no hurry and has no need to attack, and you can expect no help from Wenrich. If he's foolish enough to send an army against Negozi, it will be defeated and the tribes will control Rhybac. If he doesn't, the result will be a war that lasts generations." I looked at the wide-eyed stares on the faces around the room. "But Negozi will control the eastern part of Rhybac."

Tebos's face was white. "This is a disaster."

"Perhaps not," I said. "Hala hasn't been invaded, and Witch Ayria is not here to negotiate surrender. I've given Negozi the same conclusions and a possible solution that would stop years of war. Negozi has given me three days to talk with you."

"What has Negozi promised you?" Tebos shouted, shaking an angry fist at me. His face flushed and twisted. He sat back slightly when qi'Senka stood.

"Duke Tebos, I'm an experienced Qi'advisor. Qi'Nisha's young but has far more Qi than I. She will give you her observation, but she won't care what decision you make. You can trust that her observations favor no one."

Tebos took a deep breath and slowly nodded for qi'Senka to go on.

"As for Ayria, I'd not touch her regardless of your final decision. The Witch is an important person to the tribes. They would raze Hala if you did. It's obvious Negozi trusts qi'Nisha to see her unharmed. Consequently, you will have to kill her—and me—first. Lieutenant Javaid will tell you she repelled his attempt to reach Ayria." Qi'Senka's voice seemed loud in the silent room.

"So, qi'Nisha, you don't care whether Hala survives or perishes," Tebos said in a threatening voice.

"Hala is your responsibility not mine, and you can't make it mine by playing on the consequences. My responsibility is to give you my honest observations."

Tebos sat quietly for a long time, during which no one made any attempt to intrude. I suspect no one else wanted that responsibility.

"I've two Qi'advisors in the room, and I'm ignoring both. I feel trapped and want someone to blame. You're right. Go ahead and tell us your observations, qi'Nisha. But the decision on how to act must be mine."

"You and Duke Sandar are threatened by Wenrich's greed. And you're threatened by Negozi and the desert tribes. If you choose to fight, Negozi will win because he outnumbers you twelve to one. The only question will be how long you can hold out, because you can expect no help. Duke Sandar will have to join Wenrich and declare him king. Wenrich will make a bad king. As a consequence, Negozi will seize more and more of Rhybac. His actions so far have proven him a wise leader, and his war chiefs will not allow him to sit idle."

Tebos opened his mouth and closed it, shook his head. "You're saying we will see the destruction of Rhybac." He looked sick.

"Not necessarily. If you and Duke Sandar join with Negozi, you could defeat Wenrich and reach a reasonable solution for Rhybac and the Sands."

"Trust the Sands leader? What would stop him from destroying Sandar and me afterward?"

"He'd certainly have the power to do that, unless defeating Wenrich didn't destroy the provinces. But if you can prevent that, you can meet him from a position of strength."

"How would we do that?"

"That's what you, Duke Sandar, and Negozi would have to negotiate." I looked at Ayria.

"Our great leader, Negozi, finds wisdom in qi'Nisha observations and is willing to talk, although there is no need for us to negotiate," Ayria said.

It took everyone by surprise, as they had been ignoring her. When Ayria was told to leave for the subsequent discussions, I excused myself because I had agreed to stay with her until she and I returned.

The next day, Lieutenant Javaid escorted Ayria and me to the barracks to check on the treatment of her warriors. He had red eyes from lack of sleep. The meeting had lasted most of the night and was scheduled to continue later this morning. He remained quiet but kept giving me side glances as we walked.

"Why didn't he kill you, qi'Nisha?" He stopped and turned to face me.

"Because I've been willing to talk freely, and he found I couldn't be forced to say anything."

"You consorted with our enemy. You're a traitor!"

"Lieutenant, I know no secrets. He was far better informed than me. He knew what would happen if he stole the Scepter. And agreeing to talk with him is the only reason Hala's not under siege." I laid a hand on his arm. "I did tell you that most would not like living with a Qi'advisor. The Qi can't be concerned with the decisions people make; otherwise, their observations would be worthless. You care about tomorrow. I don't. I'm content with today."

Ayria shook her head. "I would enjoy living with you. You're a witch of great power and wisdom. Negozi would welcome you as a witch."

"I thank you, Witch Ayria, for the honor. Tomorrow will take care of itself. It's today that we must concern ourselves with."

In silence, Javaid led us to the warriors. They were under guard and restricted to a small area outside but had been treated well, considering they were the enemy and the soldiers were feeling hostile, having heard that Sergeant Volos had been killed. Ayria's presence enforced the perception I was somehow responsible.

Javaid disappeared later that morning but left two guards to follow us around, claiming it was necessary for our protection. We wandered the grounds but stayed within the castle walls. As we were getting ready to return to our room, two soldiers approached with swords drawn. The guards behind us made no attempt to stop them. Ayria smiled and turned around to face the guards, leaving me to deal with the other two. I agreed we couldn't trust the guards.

"You betrayed us to the savages and got Sergeant Volos killed. He had a wife and three children," a broad-shouldered man with a scarred face said as he swung his sword toward my neck.

I stepped into him rather than back, and his sword passed harmlessly behind me. Chest to chest with him, I gathered my Qi for a blow. But as I drew Qi from around me, I drew Qi from him. He sagged to the ground like a wet rag. His buddy stood shocked for a moment then stepped in toward me, sword extended toward my stomach. I released Qi. It threw him several steps, and he landed on his back. He lay there, struggling to breathe.

I could feel Ayria's power pushing outward. When I turned, the two guards were trying to move toward us but couldn't. I joined with her, pushing until they stumbled and tripped.

"They're typical soldiers, Witch Ayria. Force is their answer to everything."

"Yes, I'd enjoy living with you, qi'Nisha," she said as we walked toward the castle entrance and our rooms. The guards didn't follow. In the room, the same young girl brought us our meals. Afterward, I spent most of the night working with Ayria building and extending Qi. She proved an excellent student and never once showed she resented me.

* * *

After a morning meal, qi'Senka visited. "Good morn, qi'Nisha, Witch Ayria." She smiled as she looked down at us sitting on the floor. "I see you're the Sands equivalent of a Qi'advisor, Witch Ayria. And I would bet that you're part of the reason your great leader has chosen to talk."

Ayria nodded, a touch of satisfaction on her face.

"The duke and his advisors have spent two days discussing the situation. It has taken them that long to concede qi'Nisha's advice is their only sensible option, although I told them that right after you left the room. I couldn't help but wonder if my advice wasn't biased. You might be the only person who isn't questioning your decisions and motives."

I shrugged. That was probably true.

"War's inevitable. You won't be liked for your Qi view, but I believe you're what we all need right now. Too many of us are wrapped up in image and biases to see simple truths."

"Yes. Qi'Nisha's impossible to understand and impossible to ignore," Ayria said, her mouth twitching.

"Duke Tebos wants to see you, qi'Nisha. He's waiting."

The three of us made our way to his study in silence. I was learning much about the outside world and myself. I had never thought about myself—I just existed. But it's hard to ignore when the people around you judge your actions by theirs. I expected to be different. I was trained to be Qi—different. But I didn't stop to think that would make me appear cold or without emotions. I didn't like violence or seeing people hurt or killed. However, the decisions of those I advise weren't my responsibility nor should they be. If I didn't remain detached, they might become my decisions, and I wasn't qualified.

When we reached the duke's study, the door stood open. He waved us in and waited silently until we were seated

"I've three Qi'advisors all telling me things I don't want to hear. Qi'Senka tells me to listen to qi'Nisha because she makes sense. You, Qi'Nisha, tell me to negotiate with the Sands leader who I feel I should fight, not talk with, and Witch Ayria has convinced Negozi that qi'Nisha makes sense and shows her trust by coming here at the risk of her life. Everyone else wants to fight to the death. The only person who seems not to care is you, qi'Nisha. You rightly claim it's my responsibility. That's the simple truth. It is my decision, and I can't in good conscience delegate it to you or anyone else. My people are ready to fight to the death, but I would rather see them live." He seemed to gaze through the wall at some distant memory, his face creased with pain. "I'll talk with Negozi."

No doubt that had been a hard decision. Having made it, the tension in his face eased. "What's the next step, Witch Ayria?"

Instead of answering, she turned to me. I thought it funny that I would enjoy living with Ayria and the tribes. My time there had been interesting.

"I believe we need Duke Sandar involved, if Negozi will permit the delay. Duke Sandar's involvement is necessary, if we hope to eventually secure a solution that includes all the provinces—"

Before I could continue, Tebos said, "You hope to include all the provinces?"

"Duke Sandar must side with you, and you both must reach an agreement with Negozi before a long-term solution can be worked out. Without him, it will become the provinces against tribes, whether you side with Negozi or not. I can't see the future, but that much seems obvious."

"Duke Tebos, qi'Nisha gives advice on what she has observed to date. She does not claim to see tomorrow like most of us are wont to do. It's perhaps our weakness thinking we know what our actions today will produce tomorrow. If Duke Sandar chooses to align himself with Negozi and you, he divides the provinces. If not, he solidifies them. A solid block will fight for years. A divided block may be willing to negotiate a solution. War's inevitable. It's the outcome that is in question," qi'Senka said.

She thought herself inadequate because she liked the dead king and Duke Tebos, but I think she underestimated her value. Her understanding of Wenrich, the tribes, and the current situation were the same as mine, and she did not hesitate to express them.

"I'll return with Witch Ayria to Negozi and tell him you're willing to talk and ask his patience that I may talk with Duke Sandar."

He nodded agreement and decided to send a detail along with the Ferox troops, as we might need them to sneak back into Ferox and to show his support for the proposed talks. We left the next day with Lieutenant Javaid leading a detail of ten troopers, and Lieutenant Irmak with her remaining seven troopers. I noticed, on our ride to Akan, that Hala troops were everywhere. As we crossed the Kiwaq River, we were surrounded by a large group of warriors. After a brief talk with Ayria, we were escorted to Negozi's camp.
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Only I was permitted into the camp; the others were sequestered a league away and guarded by warriors. Ayria and I were escorted to Negozi's tent, where he sat with his war chiefs. They had obviously been alerted to our arrival.

Before I could say anything, Bolaha shouted, "She comes with warriors to our camp. Kill her and her dog-soldiers."

"Quiet, Bolaha," Ayria said, staring her to silence. "You're a fierce warrior, but you speak before you think." She turned to Negozi. "I've spoken with the duke of Hala, and he's willing to talk. However, qi'Nisha believes Duke Sandar should be part of the discussions. I urge you to wait until she can contact him. Delay costs nothing but could work to our benefit."

"Why wait? They can't stop us," Idowu said. Others began talking among themselves until Negozi raised his hand.

"There will be war, my impatient warriors. Many will die. Until then, enjoy your wives and children. Hala is contained and cannot escape, nor can they afford to attack us without heavy losses. Wenrich is too weak to attack us in strength. If he's foolish enough to try, Rhybac will soon fall to us. Qi'Nisha offers a chance to build alliances and the possibility of eventual peace rather than endless war. Nevertheless, you'll get your chance to kill dogs. We're merely discussing which dogs." Negozi looked at me.

I said nothing, unsure what he expected. He spoke the truth. War was inevitable. Multiple discussions erupted, which went on for hours, although the decision had already been made, but each war chief wanted to be heard. When they tired, Negozi spoke.

"Qi'Nisha, I'll allow you three hands of days to bring back Duke Sandar or someone who can talk for him. You'll notify Duke Tebos that the meeting will be held three hands of days from tomorrow, a short run south of where the Kiwaq and Ajax Rivers meet. That's neutral ground. I promise that we'll not attack either side for two days regardless of the outcome—unless attacked."

Negozi's decision sounded reasonable, and he had, so far, kept his word, although this would be an excellent opportunity to kill two dukes. I thought that would be tragic but would only build a solid alliance against him and, therefore, contrary to his best interest.

"I don't know if you planned to take Sobek anytime soon, but they might try to close the pass to Ferox, in which case we will not be able to reach Duke Sandar." I sat quietly waiting his decision. He grinned at me.

"You're an interesting person, qi'Nisha. You never tried to make decisions for me, or, I would bet, the dukes. But your observations drive one toward a logical decision. If my warriors could learn that, we could save days of arguing. I'll send enough warriors with you to hold open the pass."

* * *

I returned to our camp that evening. Javaid and Irmak were there to meet me before I could dismount.

"What happened?" Javaid asked. "The troops have been very nervous surrounded by so many warriors. I can't say I enjoyed it either.

"We'll leave tomorrow. We've three weeks to reach Xihu and return here, with or without Duke Sandar."

"What if we encounter Wenrich's troops, and we can't reach Xihu, or we're killed?" Irmak asked. A legitimate concern considering what happened on our way to Hala.

"Negozi's sending warriors with us for our protection. He can't delay indefinitely and is doing what he can to ensure we can return in the time he's allotted. Because if we don't, Ferox and Hala will be enemies." I understood his position. He was the tribes' leader, but only as long as he had the support of the war chiefs. They would wait, but not indefinitely.

* * *

At dawn the next day, we moved out of camp, with the warriors who had been watching us, around a hundred, following. I wondered what had happened to Ayria. I had thought she would accompany us and wondered if Negozi had insisted she stay. She was important to him, both as a Qi'advisor of sorts, a long-time mentor, and a trusted friend. But around noon, we heard a drumming sound like marching but louder, and an hour later, hundreds of warriors came into view.

"My god! We're being attacked!" Javaid said, looking at the fast-approaching horde of warriors.

"Don't do anything foolish. If they have come to kill us, we'll die regardless of what you do. If not, acting aggressive may provoke an attack. I suggest we wait and see what's happening."

Javaid exchanged looks with Irmak, who shrugged.

"Sergeant Volos and Boain would be alive today if they'd listened to her."

By then, I could make out the Witch Ayria in the lead on a desert horse, Shani behind her followed by his warriors. Minutes later, the warriors slowed and Ayria made her way to us.

"Negozi decided to send a few more warriors with you when I explained the trouble you had entering Zeno territory."

When I looked around our group, except for Irmak, everyone had their hands on their weapons. I nudged Windrunner to her side, and together we rode west toward the Sobek Pass. Soon everyone fell in behind us.

We maintained a military pace, stopping only to rest the horses. By evening, we had covered over twenty leagues and were within two days of the Sobek Pass. As we sat around a small fire eating, Javaid and Irmak sat down next to me.

"Why do you think Negozi sent so many warriors with us? Do you think he will use them to attack Xihu?" Irmak asked, leaning closer. Ayria pretended to ignore us.

"There's no reason to whisper. If Ayria wishes to join our discussion, I'd welcome it. But to answer your question, Negozi's a very clever leader. He's taking advantage of our trip to Xihu, hoping that Wenrich's using Sobek troops to guard the pass, Inari troops to stop Ferox from trespassing on Zeno soil, or Inari troops have Xihu quarantined—better yet, all three."

"Why?"

"I don't know his reasons, but there are a couple of possibilities. His war chiefs are restless and want a fight. More importantly, every Wenrich soldier they can kill weakens the ability of Wenrich to attack. We could encounter several hundred or more if Wenrich has moved on Ferox. Negozi may also consider attacking Sobek as we return."

Ayria bowed her head and clapped. "Qi'Nisha's correct. Negozi wants to ensure your safe passage. But it presents an opportunity to test and weaken Wenrich. Except for qi'Senka and qi'Nisha, Wenrich would have already weakened Rhybac beyond its ability to defend itself for long. The question is whether he has learned anything. We'll know before this trip is finished."

"You could use our negotiation as an opportunity to attack Xihu," Irmak said, her face muscles tight.

"True, Lieutenant. You could also use this or other occasions against us. For those with no integrity, it's a question of whether the advantages from loyalty are greater than the advantages of betrayal. What do you say, qi'Nisha?"

"Fear as well as greed can motivate people to do things they might not otherwise do. The dukes have nothing to gain but much to fear. Negozi has little to fear but much to gain. I think you're right. Integrity will decide the outcome."

* * *

We reached the entry to Sobek Pass in the late afternoon of the third day. Shani's scouts awaited us to report no one guarding or scouting the pass. As it was late, we decided to wait until tomorrow to cross, since the pass was easy to defend because of the narrow trails and rocky cover. Shani sent a small party to scout the area so that we would know what we faced when we attempted to cross. Although I know it disturbed Javaid, Irmak, and Shani, I sat with Ayria each night helping her explore her Qi. The power she had, she developed on her own with little instruction from her former Witch mentor. Apparently, the Witches guarded their secrets and were in constant competition. Having a moderately strong Qi already, she learned quickly.

"Why do you teach me these secrets?" she asked as we prepared to leave. "I'm grateful, but doesn't it concern you that I'm more dangerous with this knowledge? That I could use it against you or your...people?"

"They're not secrets. At the Qi'temple, everyone is taught what's necessary to develop Qi and to be a Qi'advisor. But only a few succeed. To me, Qi's a beautiful gift that brings inner peace. I cannot imagine anyone as gifted as you using it for evil." I wondered for a moment if that was naïve and decided that was something I'd have to give thought later.

We mounted in silence and entered the pass, as Shani's scouts had reported it clear. By the time our party exited the pass, Shani had already deployed his warriors. Using Negozi's tactics, I'd think he had sent a smaller group ahead, along the Nicon River, and a second group further to the north, leaving us with the main force. The smaller groups would tempt a larger patrol into chasing them when they appeared to retreat. But the retreat would be back to the main force. I felt sure Shani's three groups would stay inside Zeno until we reached Lake Vegas, hoping to find a patrol or two. If nothing happened, they would converge at Lake Vegas before crossing into Ferox.

Nothing happened that day and we made camp not long after sunset. No campfires were permitted, so we ate a cold meal. Shani surprised me when he joined us. He bowed to Ayria and sat a few paces from me.

"Qi'Nisha, how do you think my warriors can best protect you?" he asked, a small grin on his face.

Ayria stared at him but said nothing. It was an interesting question given I had no way of knowing Negozi's true intention. I decided it didn't matter, since the people of Xihu could not flee the castle or city.

"I'm no military advisor, but even to me some things are obvious. If Wenrich has Xihu under siege, then he'll have troops above Lake Vegas to guard the Sobek Pass. Another will be below the lake to stop them crossing into Zeno. In that case, you'd want a group of warriors to cross the Nicon River before the lake. Wenrich's force would be the smallest there. The larger force will be positioned after the lake to provide his forces easy access to Inari," I said, noting Irmak and Javaid giving me strange looks. I didn't understand why. Shani should already have figured that out. If he meant to catch Wenrich or invade Xihu or both, my observations wouldn't matter. Xihu couldn't do anything in either case. They had nowhere to run.

"Thank you, qi'Nisha. You don't seem to be concerned that I may use that information to attack Xihu." A "cat playing with a mouse" comment.

I snorted. "Was that anything you hadn't figured out?" I paused, waiting. He shook his head. "You didn't become the Tuare's war chief without being shrewd. You're just amusing yourself," I said, giving him a small nod.

Ayria laughed. "Shani, you're a great warrior, but you're trying to bait a witch. She's ahead of us all."

* * *

As I suspected, Shani's advance warriors encountered Inari troops shortly after crossing the Nicon River below Lake Vegas. They retreated, drawing them back across the river and into Shani's main force, which outnumbered them over four to one. Caught by surprise, the Inari troops were disorganized and had nowhere to retreat and regroup. None of the six hundred troops Wenrich sent to siege Xihu survived. I wondered what Sandar and his forces were thinking as the Tuare became visible. One danger had been replaced by a greater danger. We followed in the warriors' wake.

"Witch Ayria, can you keep Shani well back from the city? I don't want the duke thinking it's some kind of invasion and that Lieutenant Irmak and I are a ruse to gain entrance. They're certainly going to be cautious with this many warriors close to the city."

Ayria rode off in the direction of the warriors, who were spread out over a quarter league and less than a league from the city walls and easily visible on the open plain. A short time later, the warriors began retreating back toward us, and Ayria appeared with Shani and several of his lieutenants. He was smiling.

"Chief Shani will pull his warriors back to the Vegas River and wait our return," Ayria said while looking at Shani rather than me. He nodded. "He says we have a hand of days, after which he will consider Ferox to be at war with the Sands."

Shani smiled before riding off toward the river with his warriors following.

"He'll keep his word, because he's afraid of me. However, if I don't return, he'll use it as an excuse to disobey Negozi's orders. For now he's happy. He killed many dogs and lost fewer than one in a hand plus one."

"Lieutenant Irmak, you should lead with your detail. The city's going to be on high alert and very nervous. Seeing you will at least get us inside the walls."

It took nearly an hour to make the city wall. Irmak had wisely chosen to walk the horses to minimize the feeling of being invaded or us running from the warriors. She led the procession with Ayria and me following. Javaid and the Hala troops brought up the rear. It took another hour to gain admittance. The city guard wouldn't open the gate until the castle sent a twenty-man escort with Lieutenant Mastal in charge.

"Welcome home, Irmak. Looks like you found the tribes, although I wish you hadn't brought them back with you. I see you managed to bring qi'Nisha back uninjured. Good thing, or father would have you cleaning the stables for the rest of your life." Mastal tried to sound lighthearted, although he obviously was dying to hear all the details.

He demonstrated good judgment. If he hadn't acted like everything was all right, it could have caused panic in the city. While they talked, Ayria and I moved to join them.

"Good morn, Lieutenant Mastal. I'd like you to meet my guest, Ayria," I said, leaving off her Witch title, since there were plenty of people within hearing. The title would only have increased the rumors and tension.

"Welcome, Ayria," Mastal said, waving the detail and us in the direction of the castle. "Well, qi'Nisha, life is certainly not boring around you. Do you bring us good or bad news?"

"That's for your father to decide. I merely bring observations."

"I can't wait to hear those." He looked toward Irmak after a hard look at Ayria. "Where's Sergeant Mirce? What happened?"

"He's dead. It's a long story. Interesting, but one I'd not like to repeat any time soon."

People stopped to watch as we passed on the street, and stared at Ayria.

Silence followed her remark. And no one talked for the rest of the trip. I noticed Ayria seemed to be enjoying the ride. She would have much to tell Negozi. At the castle gate, we encountered no trouble with Mastal in the lead. When we entered the courtyard, Duke Sandar, Mirza, and Sir Harkin waited on the castle steps. I knew from the looks on their faces that they would have liked to question us right there. They approached as we dismounted.

"Welcome back, qi'Nisha," Sandar said. "I see you brought a guest?"

"Yes, Your Grace. If you have no objections, I'd like her to stay with me in my room. She'd be more comfortable there." I wanted him to know I trusted her and would take responsibility. I didn't know what they would do otherwise. Probably put her under guard somewhere. They still might, but if they did, I intended to go with her.

"I think I'd like to be brought up to date on your mission before we make any decisions. We'll meet in my conference room in three hours; that should give you time to refresh yourselves and eat." Sandar looked to Mastal. "Make sure qi'Nisha and our guest are comfortable and fed." He stood watching as Ayria and I headed for my room.

Mastal walked along with us with two soldiers following. "I think you have father flustered. He doesn't know what to expect, although he admits you were right about him being needed here and not riding around the Sands. Wenrich sent troops to besiege Xihu only a few days after you left. Not enough to attack the city, but enough to restrict our movements."

"The tribes have killed them," I said.

"But now we're surrounded by the tribes, and they appear to have sufficient strength to create a real siege and maybe to attack."

"These are troubled times. All will be made clear at the meeting."

As we entered my room, Crina gave a small curtsy. Her eyes darted to Ayria, but she recovered quickly when I smiled.

"Mistress, I've water being heated for you...and your guest. What would you like to eat? I can get your...and your guest's clothes cleaned if you wish," she said hurriedly.

"Thank you, Crina. That's very considerate of you. This is Ayria, she'll be staying with me. Water to wash would be nice. It has been a long ride. My usual food would be sufficient for both of us. Perhaps the cook could provide a selection of cheeses, fruits, and breads for my guest to sample. As for our clothes, neither of us has a change of clean clothes. Would it be possible to have someone knock the dirt out of them without getting them wet?" I smiled. "Ayria, this is Crina. She takes good care of me."

"Crina, it's good to meet you. Qi'Nisha's very lucky."

As I began to strip, Mastal took the hint and closed the door. I imagined the two guards stayed outside. Ayria shrugged and began removing her clothes. I found it interesting that Crina felt she needed to turn around while we undressed, whereas Ayria showed no embarrassment at being naked. She kept her belt, which had various beads, charms, and a knife. The ankle and wrist charms remained on. Crina grabbed the clothing and disappeared. A short time later, water and food arrived. The women tried not to look at us sitting off to the side as they placed food on the small table and water on the long narrow table used for that purpose. Crina managed the courage to look at me.

"Mistress, your clothes will be done in an hour. Anything else I can do for you?"

"No. As usual, you have taken good care of my guest and me."

"She's very nervous and likes you very much," Ayria said as Crina scurried out of the room. "And you're treated like nobility. A large room to yourself, a servant, and people treat you with respect."

"Qi'advisors are treated well because they are hired by important people like dukes and even the king, and they have their ear."

We washed and ate as we waited for the appointed time. She and I shared stories of our early years and the types of training we received. Her training involved much more instruction in herbs and medicine, because she frequently treated the sick and wounded. The time passed quickly. Crina returned our clothes, which I was surprised to find relatively clean and fresh smelling considering we had gone seven days in the same clothes.

Soon afterward, Mastal knocked.

"The meeting will be starting soon." He led the way to the conference room one floor lower, with the two guards trailing behind. I didn't blame the duke. Negozi had had warriors watching Irmak and me during our stay. When we entered the room, it was full: the Duke, Sir Harkin, the three lieutenants, Mirza, and, to my surprise, the duke's wife and daughter.

"That barbarian has no business here in this room and should be locked up," Harkin said.

I gave him a level look. "The Witch Ayria is my guest and a representative of the tribes of the Sands. Your remarks insult her and me."

"You bring a Sands barbarian into the castle to spy and accuse me of insulting her. What about your insulting the duke?"

"Sir Harkin's right." Sandar slammed his fist unto the table and glared at me.

I bowed. "Since you no longer require my services, I'll leave." I turned, gathering Qi from everywhere in the room, while opening the door with Ayria following behind me. The two guards outside stepped in front of us, but my Qi and Ayria's pushed them gently away. I walked down the hallway, down the steps, and toward the stables. I didn't know where I was going, but if my advice was unwanted, there was no reason to stay. If the fools wanted to kill each other, it was their decision to make.

"Where are we going?" Ayria asked, smiling. I liked her. She would make a good Qi'advisor given time and training.

"You're going back to Negozi. I haven't decided. Since my services are no longer required, I'm free to leave. I suppose I should return to the Qi'temple." I threw the saddle onto Windrunner's back.

"Negozi would welcome you," Ayria said as she saddled her own mount.

"Stop. You can't leave!" Mastal shouted. Irmak and six soldiers were with him. Sir Harkin trailed behind them. "The Duke has forbidden either of you to leave."

"Lieutenant Mastal, Lieutenant Irmak will tell you that Witch Ayria's the Sands leader's personal advisor and mentor. If she's not permitted to leave, you will die. I don't mean you, the duke, and the troops. I mean every man, woman, and child in Xihu. Of course, it's Duke Sandar's decision to make. That is only my unsolicited observation."

I was beginning to fully understand why Qi'advisors were so important to the powerful. A Qi'advisor wouldn't be blinded my emotions and bias and, therefore, less inclined to make rash decisions that affected hundreds if not thousands of people. Mastal looked at Irmak, who nodded. Sir Harkin stood well back glaring at us.

"Ayria, I'm sorry."

"Negozi and I knew the risks, as you knew the risks in the Sands. It was worth a try. But you're right. Negozi will be very mad."

"We're your prisoners, Lieutenant Mastal." I sat and Ayria followed. I could feel her raising Qi and pulling it in around her as I had taught. I did the same and peace descended. Four guards stood duty but no one touched us as the sky blackened with night and the morning sun rose with the dawn. As it did, Crina approached cautiously.

"Qi'Nisha, may I get you and…Ayria something to drink or eat?"

"That's very thoughtful of you Crina. Ayria and I are comfortable."

Several hours later, Sandar and several others approached.

"I've come to the conclusion that Qi'advisors are difficult people to have around, because they tell you things you don't want to hear. And in times of trouble, they are even more difficult as emotions run high. And you, qi'Nisha, are the most difficult Qi'advisor because you take actions that appear inappropriate. But as my wife points out, they have saved my family and my life and were reasonable when I listened to your explanations. My advisors have been discussing the situation all night. Thanks to Vidya, I realize we are behaving like fools. We know nothing of what's going on, yet we pretend to be able to develop a solution. I've a Qi'advisor and I don't even listen to her advice." He paused. When I said nothing, he continued. "I'd like to hear your advice. After that, you and your guest may leave if you wish."

I rose. "If we could have some water, I'll tell you my observations, and the Witch Ayria may answer your questions if you have any."

"I apologize if I've insulted you or the Witch Ayria in any way. I lost my temper. The last several weeks have been very stressful, what with Wenrich harassing Xihu and waiting to hear back from you. We thought you dead."

"Your Grace, I'm not insulted or mad. I'm nothing but a Qi'advisor, who serves at your will. If you're dissatisfied with my services, you're free to discharge me. It does not hurt my feelings it you choose to ignore my advice. I do not rule Ferox nor do I wish to."

"I'm afraid that's why you appear so difficult. You honestly don't care. Everyone else around me does. Please, rest and join us for dinner tonight. Afterward, my advisors and I will listen to you and Witch Ayria."

I nodded and began walking toward main building. I heard Sandar.

"No guards. My Qi'advisor is inscrutable, but she's done nothing contrary to my best interest."

* * *

The dinner was held in the main dining room, which seated fifty people. The duke had invited the wives. Vidya and her daughter sat at the front of the table with the duke and his son. Ayria and I sat to his right and across from us, Mirza and his wife. After that came Sir Harkin and his wife, Lieutenant Irmak, and other officials and their wives. The duke's daughter, Suetta, sat near Ayria and was full of questions. Ayria didn't seem to mind and appeared to be enjoying herself.

"Witch Ayria, what do you think of the food?" she asked.

"I've eaten most of the meats on the table, but we use different spices, which grow only in the Sands. But we would only have a feast like this once a year. Many of your other foods require one to stay in one place to grow. We are nomads and more comfortable with the foods qi'Nisha eats."

"You'd be cheap to feed," Suetta said and grinned at her mother.

Vidya also had her share of questions, mostly about life in the Sands. Questions to me involved the Qi'temple. There was little talking, with everyone trying to listen to Ayria or me talk. The Duke did reassure those present that there was no reason to panic. The warriors were not threatening Xihu and had lifted the siege by Wenrich.

After dinner, he excused everyone except for his war counsel, Vidya, and Suetta.

"Qi'Nisha, I would like for you to tell us what happened in the Sands and your conclusions," Sandar said, after everyone had settled down.

"We left Xihu…" There were many interruptions, questions about the incident in Zeno, the original traps, the decimation of Wenrich's troops, the incursion into the Iovis corridor, the meeting with Duke Tebos, and the defeat of the Inari troops.

"What deal did you make with Negozi?" Sir Harkin asked, his lips tight in anger.

"Sir Harkin, Qi'advisors do not make deals or decisions."

"Why should we talk with the barbarian? We'll crush him when we unite with Wenrich."

"Duke Tebos is surrounded by over ten thousand warriors. Negozi will crush him within the year. He merely has to wait to starve them out. Rhybac cannot rescue Hala because they don't have an army large enough. If they try, the army will be defeated and Rhybac will fall to Negozi." I paused and looked around the room, giving them a chance to absorb the situation. "If you unite with Wenrich, the combined forces will still be insufficient to drive Negozi back into the Sands. And if you try, he will defeat you, leaving Rhybac at the tribes' mercy. If you don't attack, Negozi will keep Hala and the Iovis corridor."

"What's in it for Negozi, since you seem to think we don't have the troops to beat him?" Sandar asked.

"You will have to unite with Wenrich and declare him king of Rhybac. If Wenrich is a good strategist, it'll be a stalemate for years to come. Each side will raid the other time after time. It'll be endless bloodshed on both sides. Judging by his theft of the Royal Scepter and the subsequent traps, Negozi's a fine strategist. If Wenrich remains impulsive, Negozi will eventually break the stalemate and Rhybac will fall to the tribes."

"You're telling that barbarian our secrets, so he'll win. You're a traitor!" Harkin said, his face flushed scarlet.

"What secrets do I know to tell him? I'm telling him nothing he's not already aware of. The only reason he's willing to talk is because he would prefer not to have an endless war—although his war chiefs wouldn't mind. If qi'Senka and I hadn't advised against sending a large force into the Sands, Rhybac would now be under siege and would have fallen within a year, two at most."

"What does Negozi want?" Sandar asked. I nodded to Ayria.

"The Sands are drying up. It will no longer support us. If we cannot move, we will slowly die. We need land that will support us, and we are willing to fight to the last warrior for it. Since Wenrich is our mutual enemy, Negozi has agreed to talk."

"How can we trust him? The talks could be a trap, or after he wins, he could turn on us," Mirza said, looking at me.

"I can only tell you my observation based on what I've seen and heard. Negozi holds the Scepter. If Hala and Ferox can convince the provinces to use the Scepter to pick a king, and the king would be willing to form a treaty with the Sands, everyone would win. Don't get me wrong. I believe war's inevitable. The question is how long a war, who wins, and who loses."

The discussions went on all night and the next day. During the break, Vidya pulled me to the side.

"Qi'Nisha, you can't let Sandar go to Hala. He's needed here. You talked him out of it last time."

"No, Lady Vidya, I didn't talk him out of it. He made the decision because it made the most sense. He'll again have to decide what makes the most sense."

"What will you advise?"

"Although I'm called an advisor, I don't advise and seldom give my observations until a plan's decided. I can't tell you what the duke will decide or what I'll see after he does. But let me ask you a question. Who should decide on the future of Ferox—you, your son, Minister Mirza, Sir Harkin...?"

"Sandar is right. Not only are you a difficult person to understand, you have an irritating habit of telling us things we don't want to hear. But you have always acted in his best interest. I guess I'll have to be content with that."

* * *

In the end, Sandar decided to go to Hala. To Mastal's dismay, he would be left at Xihu as his father's heir. Irmak would again lead a detail of ten troopers. A larger force didn't make any sense, since well over a thousand warriors would be accompanying us back to Hala. We left the next day.

* * *

During the day, Ayria frequently rode with us, but at night she left us alone to talk. Irmak and her detail were relaxed, as all but one had been through this before, but the duke remained on edge for the first few days.

"Aren't you nervous being around so many warriors?" Sandar asked Irmak as we sat around a small fire. We had made it through the Sobek Pass early that morning and were within three days of our planned meeting. At the pace we were setting, we would be two days early.

"Traveling with qi'Nisha is interesting on a good day and terrifying on a bad one. I was a captive in a Negozi's camp, where Wenrich's troops and..." she looked to me. I gave a slight shake of my head. "Were being tortured. The warrior women were skinning them alive. That made me nervous. After that, this is just interesting." She laughed and received shocked looks from the gathered troops.

"I don't know what I expected when I sent you out to scout the Sands. It certainly wasn't a meeting with the tribes' leader. I don't suppose you have any expectations from this meeting," Sandar said.

"No, Your Grace. Each of you has needs. Negozi needs fertile land, Duke Tebos wants Hala safe from the tribes, and you want Ferox free. Those are nonnegotiable conditions. Each of you will have other wants and needs. It'll require compromise to find common ground."

"And if we can't find common ground?"

"I believe Negozi will grant you several days to flee before he begins whatever action he plans next."

"Who will be at the meeting?"

"I don't know, but I would be surprised if it weren't limited to six people: You, Tebos, Negozi and your three advisors, unless you or Tebos choose differently."

* * *

We arrived two days early and were left at the meeting site without any warriors to guard us. Not that it would have been necessary. Twenty against ten thousand wouldn't be good odds.

Tebos arrived the next day with qi'Senka and a troop of ten. When the dukes went off by themselves, I sat with qi'Senka.

"You've managed to get two enemies to talk. What now?" she asked.

I sat quietly, wondering if she really expected me to have an answer about what would happen tomorrow.

"They talk," I said.

* * *

At first light the next day, Ayria rode into camp and dismounted in front of the campfire where the dukes, their war councils, qi'Senka, and I sat. Everyone immediately stood.

"The meeting will be held a quick walk north of your camp." Ayria paused to look at me.

"A league," I interrupted.

"There you will be one...league from your detail and Negozi will be one...league from his warriors. You may bring only your Qi'advisors."

We couldn't argue. Sandar and Tebos had no way to force the issue. Ayria mounted without another word and galloped off to the north.

"Why only the advisors?" Tebos asked, the question on everyone's minds. Qi'Senka smiled.

"He's a very shrewd man. If he brought his war chiefs and you brought your war councils, there would be days if not a week or more of arguing, with each person wanting a say. But in the end, the decision—the responsibility—rests with you three. The advisors understand and will offer their observation, if asked, but won't try to interfere," qi'Senka said.

I agreed. Negozi thought before he acted. As with the Scepter, the traps, and this meeting, he had given each considerable thought. That meant he already knew what he wanted to achieve in the upcoming meeting. Sandar and Tebos didn't. They spent the next hour huddled with their war councils. Qi'Senka and I sat alone waiting.

"The next day or two will be the real test of the worth of the Qi'temple," qi'Senka said, while nibbling on a fig.

"Don't forget the Witch Ayria. She's a significant player."

* * *

When we rode into the meeting site, Negozi stood in front of a large tent with an awning, which provided shade for a large round-shaped rug set with cheeses, nuts, dates, and water. When we dismounted, a young boy took the horses' reins and walked off into the distance.

Ayria pointed to Tebos. "This is Duke Tebos of Hala province. This woman is qi'Senka, his Qi'advisor. This is Duke Sandar of Ferox province. And this woman you know. I present to you the Great One, Negozi of the Sands," she said, and gestured to the mats around the table.

After a moment of silence, everyone sat. Qi'Senka quickly moved to sit to the left of Negozi. Clever. It made sure I wasn't next to him, which might give the impression my sympathy lay with the tribes. Tebos sat next to her, then me, Sandar, and Ayria. Negozi spoke first.

"We captured qi'Nisha and should have killed her for disrupting my perfect plan. But it's hard to kill someone who points out how well it was executed and how it nearly worked. The missing Scepter provided an opportunity for a power-hungry man to seize power and make himself king—just as I had hoped. Thanks to qi'Nisha, he lost only a little more than one in nine and not half of Rhybac's warriors as I had hoped. And he has lost half again as many trying to seize Xihu. It should be obvious that he's not the right king. He has divided the kingdom at a time when it should be united and lost many warriors before the war has started."

"And you think you should be king?" Sandar asked.

Tebos nodded agreement but remained quiet. He felt more threatened by Negozi, who had Hala isolated.

"No. I've enough grief controlling five war chiefs, who, like your Duke Wenrich, think only of war and not its consequences. We've been a divided nation for most of our history. We understand war much better than peace."

"Now that you're here, what do you want?" Tebos asked. His face was drawn and pale and his eyes sunken under dark rings. The last few weeks had given him time to realize he couldn't win against Negozi. He could hold out for a while, but in the end Hala would fall and his people would die or be made slaves.

"Land that's alive. The Sands are near death."

There it was, Negozi's nonnegotiable condition. Tebos wanted peace with the tribes but had nothing to bargain with.

"And?" Sandar asked.

"What you want—peace for my people." Negozi picked up a skewer of meat and waved at the table for the others to eat. No one talked for a long time.

"You want us to fight the other provinces for you? In exchange for what?" Sandar asked. He also felt trapped, responsible for a solution, and not knowing what he should do, so he lashed out in frustration.

Negozi smiled. "Could you win against the other provinces? Even with their individual smaller armies, they would just hide behind their walls. Could you hold a siege long enough to starve them out? Over time, they would unite and you would be defeated. You would be better off uniting with them and fighting us." He raised a hand to stop Sandar from responding, although Sandar appeared stunned by his response. "I wish you to talk with the other dukes to see if an agreement can be reached that will avoid an endless war."

"And if they won't negotiate?"

"Then there will be war and you, Tebos, and the provinces must choose sides."

"How can we trust you?"

"How can I trust you?"

I looked to Ayria and qi'Senka. Ayria nodded and whispered something to Negozi, who gave a short laugh.

"My advisor has just told me that we have been sitting in the sun too long and need to cool down. You may use the large tent over there to refresh yourselves."

Ayria, qi'Senka, and I rose immediately, forcing an end to the current session. Sandar and Tebos walked off away from the tents, heads close together in quiet conversation. Ayria stayed with Negozi, while qi'Senka and I walked over to the second tent in anticipation of the dukes' return.

"What do you think, Nisha?"

"Negozi is looking for a reason to form an alliance. Sandar and Tebos are looking for reasons not to."

"They feel they will be traitors if they align with the tribes. Besides, they don't trust them. What will you do if there is war, Nisha?"

"Continue to walk the Path. I have no one I wish to follow, and I have no desire to lead. Is it not enough that today is interesting?"

"I understand why everyone finds you so frustrating. You see clearly because you don't care, and that makes you appear not to be loyal, which of course is not a Qi'advisor's function—contradictions within contradictions," qi'Senka said.

When the dukes returned, they stood looking down at us.

"Well, Qi'advisors. What advice...observations do you have? Surrender to Negozi?" Sandar said, his voice harsh and bitter.

Qi'Senka looked at me, a slight smile on her lips.

"Negozi looks for a path to peace. You look for a path to war. There's no basis for further discussion."

Sandar stood there with his mouth open. Tebos actually nodded agreement.

"I knew it. You're on that damn barbarian's side. What's he offering you?"

"Duke Sandar, I agree with qi'Nisha's observation. You came here believing the only solution's war and have made no effort to consider anything else. You asked qi'Nisha for her observations. Because she gave you one you don't want to hear, you reject it and question her loyalty. Qi'Nisha does not owe you loyalty. She owes you honesty. In that she's the perfect Qi'advisor. She doesn't care what you or Negozi do. I'm not because I feel a sense of loyalty, which makes me biased. Even so, I agree with her observation. You wish for her to propose a solution and relieve you of the responsibility. She cannot. You're responsible for your dukedom and its people—not her. You're the duke with all the rights, privileges, and responsibilities."

Tebos listened to qi'Senka with slumped shoulders and downcast eyes.

"Sandar, unite with Wenrich and fight. I can hold out for a year or two," Tebos said bitterly into the silence.

"You won't last a moon," I said realizing the stupidity of Tebos's statement. I wouldn't have said anything if I thought he didn't believe it and was just offering his friend support for his decision. Tebos straightened up and color returned to his face.

"We'll kill three for every one of us. It will take years for them to rout us out of the forest."

"I could do it myself in less than a week," I said, as turned to go find Windrunner.

"With Qi?" Tebos laughed.

"No, fire. You think Negozi cares about your forest? He's here to stay. The forest will grow back in two or three generations." I found the young boy and Windrunner a short time later and rode back to the dukes' camp.

* * *

When I arrived back at the camp, everyone came running over to me.

"What happened? Where are the dukes and qi'Senka?" Javaid asked, looking up at me with worry evident in his voice.

"They're still at the meeting. I left when I was no longer needed." I dismounted and walked with Windrunner toward my tent with Irmak and Javaid following.

"Why? You're Sandar's Qi'advisor," Irmak said, trying to get a step ahead of me so she could look directly at me.

"No longer. I'm terminating the contract," I said as I entered the tent, leaving Irmak and Javaid speechless. I packed my few belonging and afterward sat in meditation, letting my mind sort through the several moons since leaving the Qi'temple. I had to decide where I would go now that I no longer had a contract. Dawn's light had just begun when I opened my eyes.

Feeling renewed, I rose and exited the tent. Irmak sat just outside, fighting to stay awake.

"Lieutenant," I said, and she jerked awake.

"Qi'Nisha, Duke Sandar asked me to tell you that he wishes to speak with you. I'll go wake him. Don't go anywhere," she said, turning and running toward Sandar's tent. I walked over to Windrunner and began saddling him. I had decided go back to the Qi'temple to see if there was a contract available. Although I doubted it, I felt obligated to check. I had just finished, when Sandar and Irmak appeared.

"Where are you going, Nisha?" Sandar asked, stopping a few spaces away. "I know you're mad at me, but you're still my Qi'advisor."

"Your Grace, I'm not mad at you. As I tried to explain, as a Qi'advisor, my responsibilities are to give you an unbiased observation when you want it. I do not care how you choose to use that observation. I'm no seer and cannot predict the future. In this case, you want to go to war. That may prove to be the right solution for you, your people, and Rhybac. But it does not matter. It's your decision to make."

"Where are you going...to Ne—" He stopped abruptly.

"I'm terminating the contract because you do not trust me and will, therefore, question everything I tell you. And no, I'm not going to Negozi. I'm returning to the Qi'temple for another assignment. I owe them that."

"I trust you. I was just angry. You keep telling me things I don't want to hear. Please stay."

"You and Duke Tebos have qi'Senka to give you her observations. She's an experienced Qi'advisor."

As we talked, Duke Tebos and qi'Senka joined us along with Javaid.

"If you'd like company, qi'Nisha, I would join you. I believe you would be helpful as a Qi'advisor during wartime, but I would not."

"You're an excellent Qi'advisor, qi'Senka," I said in her defense.

"In peacetime, I believe so. However, when you said—fire—you convinced me I'm not in wartime. You see with a clarity that is beyond me."

"I would welcome your company, qi'Senka," I said swinging up onto Windrunner.

"Lieutenant Irmak, arrest Nisha and Senka," Sandar said and walked away muttering. Irmak stood there with her mouth open.

"Qi'Nisha, I'm sorry," Irmak said, looking worried—with good reason. She had seen me in action.

"We'll come peacefully, Lieutenant."

* * *

Qi'Senka and I sat just outside our tent eating. Duke Sandar and Duke Tebos went off to the meeting alone but returned shortly afterward. A glass later, Tebos came walking over. "You have put us in an awkward position. Negozi said this was the last meeting unless we agree to his proposal or come up with one of our own. If not, we have three days to clear the area before the war resumes." His face twisted in anger as he talked. I smiled up at him.

"You would like qi'Senka and I to come up with a solution to make Negozi and his thousands of warriors go back into the Sands?"

He stood there stunned as Sandar strode to join him.

"Of course not."

"You want the privileges, the respect, the power...but not the responsibility for a solution." I held up my hand before either man could respond. "Did you think the threat of war would scare him and his warriors back into the Sands? There will be war. The only question is how many years it will last and how many will die. The tribes are here to stay, and a united Rhybac doesn't have the strength of arms to make them leave. War will mean Rhybac will unite behind Wenrich. He will be made king and Hala will be destroyed within a year. That's reality. The decision whether to seek a solution or not is yours to make." I had nothing more to say and closed my eyes to meditate. They left.

* * *

"Qi'Nisha," Tebos said as he approached the tent qi'Senka and I shared. She had gone off earlier. "I know Duke Sandar has said things in anger that he regrets. He does trust you, but these are extraordinary times and none of us are thinking straight. We need Qi'advisors more than at any time in our history. Would you consider taking a contract with me?"

"What about qi'Senka?"

"If you agree, she would take a contract with Duke Sandar."

He and she had obviously talked, and I would wager this was her idea. "If you believe you can trust me."

"I agree with Sandar—" He quickly held up his hand, although I had not intended to interrupt him. "Qi'Senka said your observations are without bias and exceptionally insightful. Please. Hala needs...sorry, that's not your responsibility. I need a Qi'advisor."

"You have to admit qi'Senka is quite good herself," I said, knowing this was qi'Senka's suggestion. "I'll agree to a contract with you."

"Do you think we can start the discussions again with Negozi? Sandar is willing."

"Yes, if you trust me and are willing to risk all for a solution that may limit the war. It cannot be totally avoided."

"What do you want us to do?"

"Saddle up and follow me," I said. When everyone was ready, I led the way toward Negozi's camp. Halfway there, we were met by twenty warriors led by Bolaha.

"I have captured two pack leaders and their bitches. With you dead, the war will be shorter." She laughed.

"Are you a seer, Bolaha? I would predict it would unite all of Rhybac against you and the war would last longer, whereas Dukes Tebos and Sandar may help Negozi end the war sooner. But it will be a shame that you will not lead the Tendal to victory."

"Are you going to kill me? Ayria saved you last time. She's not here to save you this time."

"We're under the protection of Negozi. When he finds you have acted against his orders, he'll call you to answer."

"He'll punish me, but he'll forgive me."

"But will Ayria? She'll deal out his punishment, and you'll have killed a fellow witch and friend. Will Negozi stop her from destroying your mind? After she's finished, you'll be fit only to stay with the old women and children when the tribes go to war." I knew Bolaha feared Ayria and no friendship existed between them. Ayria would want revenge for my death, and although Negozi ruled, he would not stop his trusted advisor from deciding the punishment.

"We'll meet again, bitch. When we do, you'll beg the gods to die but you will not." She waved as she turned her horse and thundered off with her warriors.

I nudged Windrunner, and we continued toward the main camp. No one spoke as we rode. The camp was a sea of tents that stretched for as far as the eyes could see. I hoped the sight of the camp would convince them that Negozi led an army—not a small number of raiding tribes.

When we reached Negozi's tent, he and Ayria stood waiting. They had obviously been alerted to our arrival.

"It's good to see you, qi'Nisha. I thought you mad at us," Negozi said to me before turning toward the others. "Welcome, Duke Sandar, Duke Tebos. I'm glad you decided to come."

"Qi'Nisha has pointed out that our only thoughts were of war. I realize she is right. It stopped us from looking for a reasonable solution."

"Yes, qi'Nisha has a way of seeing what we can't or don't want to." He nodded in my direction. For the next two hours, Negozi, Sandar, and Tebos talked about Wenrich and possible solutions, which included Sandar and Tebos allying with him if war couldn't be avoided. In the end, they decided that Sandar and Tebos would make an attempt to convince the province leaders to negotiate a treaty. Negozi had food and drinks served and the conversation turned to questions about the tribes and the Sands.

Ayria sat down next to me. "I hear you had trouble with Bolaha."

"She hates me with good reason. I'm delaying her war."

Ayria laughed, which caused everyone to turn toward us. "Bolaha does crave war and holds you responsible for stopping Wenrich and for delaying our war with Rhybac. I see you sit next to Tebos and not Sandar."

"You cannot offer advice to one who doesn't trust you."

"Negozi would welcome you into the tribes, as would I."

Duke Tebos interrupted before I could reply.

"Qi'Nisha, may I talk to you for a moment?"

"Of course, Duke Tebos." I nodded to Ayria and joined Tebos as he walked away from the group.

"I cannot think, worrying about Hala. What do you think of the proposal Negozi and Sandar are negotiating? Will it save Hala?" He was no longer the confident ruler of Hala I had met two moons ago. He had lost weight, his eyes sunken with dark shadows and his skin ashen. He hoped for a miracle but feared the worst—with good reason.

"No. It will fail and Hala will be seen as an enemy no matter what you agree to do."

"Why? We're cooperating with Negozi. What else can we do?" He shifted from foot to foot like he wanted to run but couldn't decide which direction.

"First, the tribes will not wait inactive for a year while you and Sandar visit each province. Next, you and Sandar cannot afford to take more than six to seven hundred soldiers, since Duke Sandar cannot afford to take more than a couple of hundred without leaving Xihu vulnerable against Wenrich. With that small a force, you would be vulnerable to capture within any dukedom. Third, Wenrich could destroy your small army when he found what you were doing, because it would undermine his rule. Last, you're giving the tribes nothing to prevent a war that could give them all or most of Rhybac."

"But they want peace. Negozi said so. You said so!"

"No, Negozi said he wanted to avoid years of war. But his war chiefs want war even if it lasts generations. There will be war. The question is how long with it last and who will be the winners and losers."

"What can I do to save Hala?"

"You must address each of the observations I've made," I said. He and Sandar must work out the solution with Negozi—not me. He stood for a moment staring at me, then turned and walked away for the meeting. When I returned, Negozi seemed to understand and said nothing.

"Where's Tebos?" Sandar asked when he didn't return.

"I believe he's taking a walk, so that he can think."

After a long wait, Tebos returned. He leaned over and whispered something to Sandar. He rose and the two walked off.

"I hope your observations helped," Negozi said.

"That's for them to decide. I'm merely an observer." I didn't think I had said anything amusing, but Negozi laughed loudly. Ayria and qi'Senka both came and sat next to me as Negozi rose and walked off.

"You told him it won't work," qi'Senka said.

Ayria nodded agreement. "I'm glad you're advising Tebos and not Sandar, since I believe Tebos will be far more receptive. Sandar does trust you, Nisha, but he's torn in too many directions not to fight you. He misses you in his more rational moments."

"Qi'Senka is right. You tell people what they don't want to hear and don't care if they see the truth or not. Negozi likes you. Says you have eyes like an eagle. You look down on us from the sky and see all, while we see only what is around us. Thinks we should kidnap you." Ayria laughed, her bracelets and necklace clicking as her body shook.

I had found Negozi not only willing to listen but to think before he reacted. Of course, to be fair, he wasn't under the same stress as Tebos and Sandar, who were caught between a rock and a hard place. But he had no reason to consider a compromise, especially since his war chiefs were against one. Negozi appeared just as Sandar and Tebos returned.

"Our Qi'advisors have told us the same thing your advisor has probably told you: the solution we've proposed won't work. Duke Sandar and I are willing to address each…observation qi'Nisha has made and hopefully produce a solution that will work to our mutual advantage. Let me start with…" Tebos took control of the meeting and they worked well into the evening before they had sketched out a proposal.

The tribes would be given the land—they already occupied—west of the Kiwaq River to the Filat and Karp mountains, to include one-half of Iovis Province.

Negozi would deliver the Royal Scepter to Sobek to choose the next king. Those eligible to be tested would include all of Rhybac's nobility from baron and above, and the tribes' war chiefs. The tribes would be part of Rhybac and subject to the king.

Those not present for the Royal Testing would be at war with those who were.

Tebos and Sandar agreed to send six hundred soldiers to talk to the province leaders.

Negozi agreed to send two thousand warriors with Tebos and Sandar.

* * *

"Qi'Nisha, that was a clever...observation about eligibility for testing by the Royal Scepter. It not only puts pressure on the province leaders from the barons, it also gives the tribes an incentive. Of course, the scepter will only choose a province leader," Sandar said.

"Are you sure?" qi'Senka asked, watching me with an amused expression.

"Yes. As far back as anyone can remember, it has always picked one of the province leaders."

"Has anyone else been allowed to be tested?" I asked. Yes, including the barons and the war chiefs did give more people an incentive to participate, but I doubted the scepter knew the position of the people being tested.

"No. The next king could only come from the province leaders." Sandar frowned at me, while Tebos stared. Qi'Senka's smile had grown bigger.

"Because the dukes limited the selection. Could it be that the Royal Scepter selects the best individual of those tested?"

"No!" Tebos and Sandar said together. "If that's true..." They looked to qi'Senka and found her smiling and then back to me clearly angry. "You tricked us."

"Only if you don't care about having the best king for Rhybac. It was your decision, not mine. Like Wenrich, you thought to rig the outcome?"

"No... Yes... You suggested it."

"I observed that it would give the tribes and Rhybac an incentive to come to an agreement. Without a powerful incentive, no compromise is possible. And if the Royal Scepter is real, which you seem to believe, then you have to assume that it selects the best person present—since it cannot go looking for the best person in Rhybac."

Neither Sandar nor Tebos spoke.

"If you look at it without bias, qi'Nisha's observation makes sense. And although people like Wenrich wouldn't agree, the king of Rhybac should be the best man or woman available."

"Do you plan to test?" Sandar asked, glaring at me.

"No. I'm content to be what I am—Qi. I wish to neither lead nor follow. You have a tendency to judge my observations based on how they affect you. You feel I'm a traitor when my observation suggests a compromise with the tribes. You judge me devious when my observation has ramifications you hadn't considered. And you consider me planning against you if I don't make decisions for you, although that's not a Qi'advisor's function." I paused for comments. Hearing none, I continued.

"At present, I'm contracted to Duke Tebos, not you or Negozi. My observations have been with that in mind. If a workable solution isn't reached, Hala will be destroyed. Workable means that the war chiefs must see an advantage partnering with Rhybac and be kept active while negotiations are ongoing. If I had been employed by you, Duke Sandar, my observation may have been different, since the threat to Ferox is less immediate than to Hala."

"Qi'Nisha's correct. A Qi'advisor's observations may benefit others, but they are made to help her contract make an informed decision. The fate of Hala depends on a workable solution. That may also be the best solution for Rhybac, but it's not qi'Nisha's concern, nor should it be. As dukes, you have a tendency to consider the impact on Rhybac and believe there's an ideal solution to everything. But neither you nor we are seers." She stopped and looked directly at Sandar. "As your Qi'advisor, I believe the agreement you've reached is good for Ferox, if for no other reason than it gives you time. There's no reason you couldn't decide with others not to attend the Royal Testing at Sobek."

"But then…"

"Qi'Nisha and I believe there will be war. It only remains to determine which side you and others will be on."
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Rhybac: Notifying the Dukes of the terms of the potential treaty

Duke Sandar decided to wait at the camp for Duke Tebos to collect his four hundred–man detail rather than risk returning to Xihu with only ten soldiers.

As Duke Tebos's Qi'advisor, I accompanied him back to Hala. We arrived on the afternoon of the third day. It had been a very somber trip. Tebos spent the next three days making preparations to leave: which troops would go and which stay, assigning responsibilities in his absence, rules of engagement with the tribes, and hundreds of administrative details. Because Tebos dined each night alone with his wife and two young sons, I ate with Sir Osler, Lieutenants Javaid and Modda, and several of the senior sergeants. Sir Osler would stay to direct the military at Hala, while Lieutenant Javaid would be in charge of the detail touring Rhybac.

"Any advice, qi'Nisha?" Sir Osler asked, after we had finished dinner. He was a short stocky man with a square bulldog face and slow way of talking, which gave the impression of him being a dull, plodding personality. In reality, he had a sharp mind judging by his questions while listening to me recount the events over the past several weeks.

"Advice, no, but I have an observation. While Negozi's content to wait to see if he can reach a compromise with Rhybac, his war chiefs would prefer to raze Rhybac. Although the negotiations have provided sufficient carrots to appease the war chiefs, they're reluctant participants. Tread lightly around them. It wouldn't take much to incite a disastrous incident."

He nodded slowly. "Thank you. A sobering thought."

* * *

We left Inwood early the next day. The pace through the forest limited conversations except when we stopped to rest the horses.

The first night Duke Tebos, Lieutenant Javaid, and I sat around a small fire eating. Tebos and Javaid had been quiet during the ride and the short rest stops. I understood. Leaving Hala at the unpredictable mercy of the tribes must be weighing heavily on their minds. And if that weren't enough, there was also the uncertain outcome of the meetings with the other dukes. A united Rhybac would mean the eventual demise of Hala.

"I want to thank you for your council, qi'Nisha. I'm fond of qi'Senka, but she's right. You're what we need in this time of chaos. Between our egos, preconceptions, and fears, we're having trouble coming to grips with reality. I talked to Sir Osler this morning. He said your comments last night made him reevaluate his planned preparations. He's an excellent military strategist, but you've helped him understand the hidden dangers dealing with the tribes." Tebos gazed into the small fire for a long time.

"I agree with Sandar that you're a difficult person to understand but have always acted in your contract's best interest. I see now that only a partnership with Negozi will save Hala. Like Sandar, I had thought only of war and holding off the barbarians while a united Rhybac drove them back into the Sands. But even if Negozi didn't burn down the forest—"

"What? Burn the forest?" Javaid jumped to his feet, his eyes wide and mouth agape, as his glaze swept the forest around us.

"Yes, Javaid. Something you and I would never think imaginable. But I agree with qi'Nisha, Negozi would. War with the tribes would be the destruction of Hala. Even if we allied with them against Rhybac, they wouldn't trust us at their backs. Qi'Senka said you were what Ferox needed when the dukes met at Inari. Now you're what Hala needs. She told me to trust you."

"Trust only that my observations are unbiased and meant for your benefit. I don't have the experience or the responsibility to your people to make decisions for you."

"There are many that would not trust you. They believe you got Sergeant Volos killed," Javaid said.

"Indirectly, they're correct. It was my observation that we should continue further into the Sands that Lieutenant Irmak acted on. Otherwise he would probably be alive."

"Probably?"

"Yes. You assume you know the consequences of having made various decisions. The Qi do not assume to know the consequences of an action not taken. With Lieutenant Irmak and me along with the returning detail, we could have made a different set of decisions than the detail did, which could have resulted in any number of possibilities, including Sergeant Volos's death—and others."

"True, but I doubt you could convince most of us non-Qi," Javaid said. "We think differently."

We rode hard the next day, arriving at the Ferox camp that evening. Sandar and qi'Senka met us as we rode into camp, then he and Tebos wandered away from camp deep in conversation.

"Qi'Nisha, life has been boring without you," qi'Senka said. "Duke Sandar is sorry he has driven you away with his outburst but admits it's best you are advising Duke Tebos. He wants you along, but he can't help his outbursts."

"I understand and don't take it personally. Duke Sandar's a good man, but you and he will be more compatible, although you'll give him the same advice I would."

"Thank you, but although I understand and agree with your logic after you make an observation, I doubt I have that clarity. You've reached a state of Qi that makes you the perfect Qi'advisor. Unfortunately, it also makes you seem heartless and difficult to understand. Ironically, Negozi seems to value and understand you."

"Yes, he has the ability to think before he acts. That's why the danger to Rhybac is so great. They have no one capable of leading the kingdom to a stalemate. And that's the best that can be achieved against the tribes given their numbers and leader."

"I don't think the dukes would like that observation." Qi'Senka nodded. "But I agree."

Sandar and Tebos returned while qi'Senka and I sat talking about the Qi'temple. She hadn't been back for over ten years—not that much had changed.

"I understand that our escort will be arriving tomorrow morning. I don't imagine our Qi'advisors would like to say anything before we determine our route and basic tactics when we arrive at each duke's domain," Sandar said, looking at qi'Senka and me. When we didn't answer, he smiled. "Well, I'm learning. Good night, ladies."

* * *

The troops were beginning to dismantle the camp when Ayria and Bolaha arrived. Off in the distance, a large number of warriors could be seen, but I was sure they were only a small part of the nearly two thousand Bolaha commanded. Sandar nodded to them.

"Witch Ayria, Warrior Bolaha, welcome. I assume I can pick the route and the order of the dukes we are to visit."

"Yes, this is your responsibility," Ayria said. "We're here to guaranty your safety until some agreement is reached."

"Well then, we will proceed through the Sobek Pass to Xihu, where I will pick up another two hundred soldiers. After that, we'll skirt the Kirill Mountains and move into Castor Province to see Duke Janko in Narissa. Then on to Duke Fabiao in Eolus, Taal in Iovis, and finally Duke Wenrich, who thinks himself king, in Zeno."

While he had been speaking, Tebos drew a rough map on the ground. "I'd like to be able to meet each duke outside of their castle, but I'm not sure how to arrange it. I guess I'll just have to work out something with each duke. We should also stop in at each of the towns that have a baron, since they're also being invited to participate at Sobek. Qi'Nisha? Qi'Senka?"

"I understand wanting to address Duke Wenrich last, but is it realistic to believe he won't know you're visiting each dukedom and won't try to organize some resistance? Six hundred troops are hard to hide," Qi'Senka said. That delay might allow Wenrich to enlist support from Taal, his Province, Castor, and Eolus. With Inari, he could raise enough to ambush you."

"Good, the Tendal will kill them all and Rhybac will be ours—"

"I would suggest you cancel going to Xihu and go straight to Taal, then Irvetta, Narissa, and finally Inari."

I looked to Ayria. "Besides... Witch Ayria, I assume Negozi's planning on moving to secure Sobek?"

"What?" Sandar's face hardened. "There is supposed to be a truce until I can talk to the other dukes."

Ayria nodded, a smile touched her lips. "Yes, in preparation for the agreed-upon Royal Testing."

"That means he will have warriors along the Stas Mountains, prohibiting Taal and Inari from combining forces. In addition, Duke Sandar, keeping the additional two hundred soldiers at Xihu will preclude Wenrich from being able to successfully attack Xihu."

"How can I trust Negozi?"

"Because your interests are the same. You both want a solution that minimizes the killing and destruction of Rhybac. Taking Sobek is necessary to secure it for the upcoming selection of a king and at the same time protect you and the Tendal tribe from a combined Rhybac attack—during the truce."

Sandar looked to qi'Senka, who nodded.

"Witch Ayria, could you inform Negozi I'd like to talk to the baron at Sobek before any attack? Maybe I can avoid further bloodshed."

* * *

It took three days to reach Sobek. Ironically, we could have arrived a half day sooner except the horses had to be rested every four hours—the warriors could have run all day without stopping. We arrived at Sobek in the early afternoon.

Qi'Senka and I convinced Duke Sandar that Tebos and I should approach the castle rather than him. And Negozi agreed to pull Bolaha's Tendal tribe and his Songye tribe back to where they could be seen but were not an immediate threat.

The gates to the city had been repaired and reinforced since the attack by the tribes and the theft of the Royal Scepter. They were shut when Tebos, a detail of five soldiers, and I arrived.

"What do you want?" a sergeant standing on the rampart over the gate asked. As he talked, soldiers were appearing with longbows.

"I'm Duke Tebos from Hala. I'm here to talk to the baron in charge of Sobek."

"I'm Baron Dilcher." A broad-shouldered man appeared next to the sergeant.

"We need to talk, unless you think you can stop six thousand warriors from entering and destroying Sobek. I can."

The baron stood silent, looking out at the mass of warriors. Soon, three men joined him and a heated conversation ensued.

"You can enter but not the detail with you." A small door in the outer gate opened and Tebos and I dismounted, leaving our horses with the detail, and entered. A lieutenant and ten soldiers met us with two extra horses and escorted us to the castle and into a small reception room. Fifteen minutes later, five men, a woman, and five soldiers entered.

I'm Baron Dilcher, this is hi'Samula, the blessed one, Vanderbe, my minister, Sir Cagini, and tu'Boffov, my Qi'temple-trained tutor." Although young, Dilcher had a chubby face and body. He stood between two soldiers, his eyes darting from me to Tebos. Tu'Boffov, an older woman with graying hair, stared at me. Hi'Samula stood stony faced. Sir Cagini and Vanderbe looked relaxed as they evaluated Tebos and me.

"I'm Duke Tebos of Hala, and this is my Qi'advisor, qi'Nisha. If you will all be seated, I'll tell you why I'm here." He waited as everyone took a seat on the opposite side of the table facing us, while the soldiers spread out around the room. "The dukes met in Inari after the tribes raided…"

Surprisingly, they listened in silence. Only the facial expressions changed during Tebos's summary of the events since the meeting at Inari. Sir Cagini was the first to speak.

"You're telling us that the tribes have ten thousand warriors, they occupy the western corridor, and six thousand are outside our gates. And you expect us to trust them and open our gates so they can enter. Do you think we're crazy?"

"Can you stop them? And if you try, what do you think they will do when they breach the gates?"

"We can hold you and…your advisor hostage. And kill you if they attack!" Vanderbe said. Tebos laughed.

"Because of the truce, Negozi has given Duke Sandar and me a chance to avoid a massacre. If we fail, what does he care what happens to me? The truce will have been broken. You have one hour to decide."

"I don't believe you," hi'Samula shouted. "You and your godless woman are in league with the tribes."

"It does not matter what you choose to believe. What you wish to believe does not change reality. The realities are that Negozi has the Royal Scepter, that six thousand warriors are outside your gates, and that you can delay their entry but not stop them," I said, looking around the room as I talked. "And when the bloodlust of battle consumes the warriors, neither you, your women, nor your children can expect mercy. Duke Tebos and Duke Sandar have come to give you a choice."

"You're trying to scare us into opening the gate to those barbarians."

"I've told you what I know. Duke Tebos would like to save you and your people, and consequently he is interested in influencing your decision. I'm not. They are your people and, therefore, the decision is your responsibility."

Tu'Boffov pulled Baron Dilcher aside. Everyone remained silent as the two talked in whispers, heads close.

"My advisor informs me the woman is Qi—"

"What does that matter and how do you know? We only have the duke's word," Sir Cagini said.

"You can tell by her last remark. I don't know if the Qi would care if all the people in Sobek were slaughtered or not. But I do know they don't lie and wouldn't try to influence your decision, even if it meant they would be slaughtered. They're strange."

"Because they are godless—"

"Enough, hi'Samula. Maybe that's more reason to believe her. Sir Cagini, take a small detail out to this Negozi and verify he has the Royal Scepter. If he does, we will open the gates…and hope Duke Tebos is right." Dilcher watched tu'Boffov as he talked.

Cagini looked a little pale when he left the room. While we waited, Dilcher had wine served. Although there was no general discussion, there were many individual conversations. Hi'Samula and Vanderbe spent a considerable about of time with Dilcher. No one talked to Tebos. Tu'Boffov pulled me aside.

"I remember you as a young girl. You were always a bit strange," she held up her hand to stop me, although unnecessary, "I knew then I would never be a Qi'advisor. I've always cared what people thought of me and what they did. You never seemed to."

"Your assessment of the current situation and your advice to Duke Dilcher prove you are a good advisor. You seem content with your position in life, and that is all that matters. Each of us walks the Path of life in our own way." I liked tu'Boffov and thought she served Dilcher well. The Qi are not all the same and consequently not a good match for everyone.

It was early evening when Sir Cagini returned. He looked tired when he entered the room.

"Sir, Negozi has the Scepter and claims he wants to return it to its rightful place, awaiting the selection of a new king. He does intend to remain until then, but says only a few of his warriors will remain in the city." Cagini took a long drink of wine. "Duke Sandar was also there. He told me the same thing Duke Tebos told you. Don't like it, but I think you have little to lose by letting them in. We certainly can't stop them. I believe there are six thousand out there."

"All right, inform the troops they're to do nothing to provoke a fight and then open the gates."

* * *

The occupation of the city went smoothly. Negozi limited the warriors to one hundred and returned the Scepter to its rightful place on the altar in the Royal Cathedral but decreed a permanent detail of warriors to guard it, much to hi'Samula's objections. He claimed it was his to safeguard. Negozi ordered anyone, including hi'Samula, killed that touched it. We left the next day for the city of Taal. At the same time, Chief Idowu and fifteen hundred Topoke warriors went south along the Stas Mountains to stop travel between Taal and Inari.

Duke Tebos, Duke Sandar, qi'Senka, Witch Ayria, and I rode in the center of Bolaha's Tendal warriors—two thousand strong. She mostly avoided us except for an occasional visit to tell us the area was free of dogs.

* * *

By design, we reached Taal around noon. After a long discussion, it was decided that Taal would be the most dangerous of the cities, because it was Duke Wenrich's domain and the baron and troops would be loyal to him. Consequently, they were most likely to think they could survive a siege and would like hostages, particularly a duke not loyal to Wenrich. Ayria ordered Bolaha to move all of her warriors out of sight, and we proceeded to the city walls with two hundred of the dukes' contingent of four hundred. I doubted Taal had much more than nine hundred troops left after the disaster with the scouting party Wenrich sent into the Sands, most of which probably came from Taal.

The gates were open when we arrived but heavily manned. We stopped well out of bow range, while Sergeant Mirce and two men approached the gate. After half an hour, he returned.

"The lieutenant at the gate said he would inform Baron Willberger that you want a meeting."

We waited over an hour before a lone rider appeared. "Baron Willberger invites you and your men into the city, where you can talk in comfort."

"I'm Duke Sandar. You can tell Baron Willberger I have a message that concerns him directly and news of the tribes. If he's not interested, we'll be moving on to Narissa." Sandar paused, waving behind him. "You can also tell him I have an additional four hundred troops only a few minutes' ride away and that attacking us, even if he wins, would leave Taal close to defenseless. We know he lost half his garrison due to Wenrich's ill-advised venture into the Sands." Sandar had exaggerated the number of troops in their party, hoping to discourage Willberger from attacking them.

Again we waited. An hour later, a detail of a hundred troops left the gate and approached us. They slowed and came to a stop some twenty-five paces away. Tebos, Sandar, and I walked our horses halfway forward and stopped. I had been pulling Qi from around me in preparation for trouble. After a moment, Baron Willberger and three troopers left the group and approached.

"You know King Wenrich has declared you two traitors and her a murderer." He jerked his head in my direction. "Now!" he shouted, and the three men with him spurred their horses forward, the troops behind them began a charge, and a large force galloped through the city gates. Tebos and Sandar spun their horses around and whipped them to a run.

The three galloped straight at me. They made the mistake of bunching up. I released my pent-up Qi with all my power. The closest man flew from the saddle. One of the horses stumbled and went down. The third man's sword stroke at me bounced from my Qi and struck his horse in the neck. I wheeled and urged Windrunner to a gallop, feeling safe knowing no one could catch me on him. As we approached the remaining troops, Tebos pointed to their rear, a signal that had been arranged for just such an event. They turned and retreated.

The chase lasted for several hundred paces before Bolaha's warriors descended upon the Taal troops from every direction. The battle raged for several minutes, until the Taal troops broke free and retreated. Over four hundred bodies lay sprawled upon the battleground. Bolaha appeared a few minutes later with several warriors dragging three prisoners by ropes around their necks.

"The dog-soldiers lie dead and Taal is ours for the taking," she shouted and was greeted with a roar from her warriors. Before she could say more, Ayria appeared.

"Chief Bolaha, you and your tribe have done well protecting the dukes and the Qi'advisors. Negozi will be pleased with the Tendal. But we are not here for war."

Ayria looked to Tebos, who looked to me. I dismounted and approached the sergeant captive.

"Sergeant, who's the highest-ranking official remaining in the city?"

"Baron Shadad from Akan is here. He…advised Willberger to listen to Duke Tebos and Duke Sandar. But Willberger told him Duke Wenrich would make him a duke after he killed you."

"Duke Tebos, I would suggest you set up another meeting with Baron Shadad. He and the people in the city need to know about the truce so that they have the knowledge to choose their fate." Tebos needed a treaty, and the more barons who were willing to participate, the better the chances. Informing Shadad why we were here might elicit his participation.

It took a full day to arrange another meeting outside the gates. The city was severely undermanned after Willberger's blunder, and the knowledge that thousands of warriors waited outside the city made Shadad rightfully cautious. He seemed interested in the truce and excited when he learned he would be eligible to be tested for king. He was asked to send riders to the cities of Varma and Turret informing them of the truce and warned that the road to Inari was blocked. We left the next day for Irvetta.

* * *

It took two weeks. Stopping at Carne, Komi, and Himat on the way to Irvetta caused an extra five days' delay. But it was necessary to ensure the barons were aware of what had transpired since the meeting with the dukes at Inari. They were grateful for the information and appeared interested. Rightfully so: in a war their small towns would be breached in hours, and of course they were intrigued with the idea of being allowed to participate in the Royal Scepter testing.

When we reached Irvetta, I accompanied Tebos and Sandar to meet with Duke Fabiao just outside the city gate. To his credit, Fabiao only brought a detail of equal size to the meeting.

"I suppose you know King Wenrich had declared you two traitors and her a murderer," Fabiao said and turned toward me. "You were right, qi'Nisha. Duke Janko and I each lost over two hundred fifty troopers supporting Wenrich's venture into the Sands to teach them a lesson. I wonder what would have happened if we had followed his original suggestion and sent three thousand."

"They would have been slaughtered and Rhybac weakened and unable to wage a successful war." Sandar said. "Our scouting party discovered..."

"My God!" the lieutenant accompanying Fabiao exclaimed. Fabiao said nothing, but his facial muscles tightened.

"You think this...Negozi will honor this agreement? Or is it a clever trap like the one he caught Wenrich's scouting party in? What do you think, qi'Nisha?" Fabiao asked, all his attention on me.

"I'm no seer, Duke Fabiao. I believe Negozi wants land that will support his people and peace. Although he believes the tribes will win eventually, he realizes war with Rhybac would last many years, and he would like to avoid that," I said. "But his war chiefs want war and wouldn't mind generations of killings. The outcome will depend on you, Duke Janko, and Duke Sandar. Duke Tebos cannot choose."

"Why?"

"Negozi has Hala trapped, and Rhybac does not have the troops to defeat or push the tribes into the Sands. And they can't trust Hala at their backs. You three can, however, choose to unite with Wenrich and fight the tribes. Or you can agree to join with the tribes to elect a king using the Royal Scepter to form a new Rhybac." I paused to let Fabiao consider his options. "If two of you three decide on a treaty, I believe Negozi will honor his word."

"I would invite you to my castle, but I know you have no reason to trust me. I need to consider what you have said. Given you're not going to attack the castle," Fabiao smiled, "can you wait until tomorrow? I would like to speak to you again before you leave."

"Yes, we'll wait," Sandar said. We returned to our camp, a league west of Irvetta. To my surprise, Ayria and Bolaha joined us for the evening meal.

"If we ate like this every day, my warriors couldn't run a half day," Bolaha said while ripping at a roasted fowl Fabiao had delivered to us.

"Yes, the advantages of good land and living in one place," Irmak said. In a way, she could identify with Bolaha—they were both women, both in charge, and both in the same profession.

"What do you think he will do?" Ayria asked. The question wasn't directed at anyone, but she watched Tebos and Sandar, who sat together.

"Like qi'Nisha keeps pointing out to our annoyance, he must decide what he believes is best for his people. I wish he had a Qi'advisor to tell him all the truths he doesn't want to hear," Sandar said.

"I hope he wants war," Bolaha said as she left. The rest of the meal was eaten in silence.

The next day around noon, Fabiao and a detail of twenty troopers cantered into camp. They were soon surrounded by warriors, but there was no trouble.

"I've decided to accompany you to see Janko. I thought qi'Nisha made sense back at Inari, but I was hesitant to go against Wenrich. I'm willing to take a chance she's right again. I have to admit a treaty that keeps the tribes up near Hala is easier to agree to. Sorry, Tebos, but that's the truth."

* * *

The ride to Narissa took six days, including a one-day stop at the town of Tyna. Baron Clabbuo appeared interested in the news but would be governed by Janko's decision, as he was part of Castor Province. When we arrived, Duke Fabiao went into the city to talk to Janko. Several hours later they exited the city with a small detail of twenty troops. Janko smiled as he neared us.

"Well Tebos, Sandar, I see you really are traitors. You've joined with the tribes against Rhybac. King Wenrich will soon make short work of you and the tribes when we unite." He turned toward me. "And after that he'll close the Qi'temple."

"Then the Qi'temple has nothing to worry about," I replied.

"You think the barbarians will win. You're a fool woman not a wise one."

"Duke Janko, can you tell me how many warriors the tribes have and how many troops Rhybac can muster if you take all the troops from every town and city?"

"It doesn't matter. We're on horseback and will hack them down like the curs they are."

"Like your scouting detail did?"

"We killed thousands before they won."

"Were you there? Lieutenant Irmak was. Lieutenant, how many would you say the ‘curs' lost in the battle? And how many of Rhybac's troops survived?"

"No more than four hundred Sands warriors were killed, around two hundred were wounded. No troopers...survived." She choked on the last words.

"If you empty your towns and cities, leaving them unable to defend themselves, you can raise fewer than five thousand. And that includes Duke Sandar's troops. If you leave your towns and cities sufficient troops for minimum defense, you can raise fewer than three thousand. The ‘curs' have close to ten thousand warriors. And you will have King Wenrich leading you, who has already lost close to three thousand troops. Trusting that he has learned to win instead of lose may not be the wisest of all possible decisions."

"We know what to expect now. Our mounted troops will prove superior."

"And how far can the troopers ride and have their horses fit to fight at the end of it?" I asked.

"Four, five leagues!"

"The ‘curs' can run fifteen leagues and fight at the end of it. And they can easily outmaneuver you, since they have no towns or cities to defend." Janko had the typical arrogance that refused to consider the facts—and worse—didn't want to accept those available to him.

Sandar raised a hand. "Enough. We have told you what we know; the decision is yours to make. We will choose a king the old way—using the Royal Scepter. Everyone there will be allowed to test. Those not there will be considered to have chosen war over peace." He wheeled his horse and rode off with us following.

* * *

"I agree with qi'Nisha's assessment," qi'Senka said while we sat around the fire eating. "The hard truths we all want to ignore or pretend aren't true."

"I have to admit I hadn't considered some of the things Nisha told Janko," Sandar said, looking into the fire. "We did slow down Bolaha's warriors on the way here, and we can't leave the towns without some means of defending themselves, which would leave us severely outnumbered. And Wenrich would be our king and leading us in war."

"Said like that, the picture isn't much better for you than it is for me." Tebos gave Sandar a weak smile.

"You've done it again, qi'Nisha. Not only told me things I don't want to hear but made me want to lash out against you. It's easy to jump to the conclusion that you're on Negozi's side, because your observations favor him." He shook his head like a wet dog. He raised a hand and a small smile touched his lips. "I know you're not. They're just the hard truths I don't want to hear."

"Qi'Rajini was right. We Qi are not all the same, although we were taught at the same school by the same instructors. I see her logic—afterward—but not always before. Therefore, I would not have taken the same actions nor given the same observations." Qi'Senka looked at me and smiled. "She's uniquely suited to be a wartime Qi'advisor."

I didn't think of myself as a wartime advisor, just a Qi'advisor. I was not even sure if I understood the difference, yet qi'Senka saw a difference between her, others, and me. I decided it didn't matter. I walked the Path.

"Qi'Senka, qi'Nisha, what will you do when war starts?" Tebos asked. Sandar's glance went from qi'Senka to me, and he leaned forward. Qi'Senka looked at me as if I decided her fate. The answer was obvious—to me.

"I will stay with you, until you no longer need or want me."

"You are right, of course, qi'Nisha. We're Qi'advisors whether in war or peace. I will stay with you, Duke Sandar, for as long as you wish." She smiled. "I may not be able to make you as mad as qi'Nisha can, but I will try."

* * *

The trip to Inari took five days. The dukes spent a great deal of time together. Inari would mean a meeting with Wenrich and unpredictable consequences. Bolaha spent much of her time with a third of her tribe scouting ahead of the main group. I suspected she hoped to encounter some troops to fight. Witch Ayria rode with qi'Senka and me most of the time.

"What do you think, qi'Nisha?" Ayria asked on one of our rest stops. Tomorrow we would arrive at Inari, and even the land seemed to be holding its breath.

"Wenrich sees himself as king; therefore, he can do nothing except to oppose those who seek to overthrow him. He will look for allies when we leave, because he has to attend the meeting at Sobek," I said. I had meditated for many hours on what I knew, but it was too little to draw any meaningful observations. "The barons of the small towns would like peace because they are the most vulnerable in war, not because they believe they will be made king. Like Duke Sandar, they believe only dukes are eligible. The province leaders are unpredictable—they have no Qi'advisors or witches."

Ayria laughed. "Which means they will act foolish like war chiefs."

"Yes, and they will be led by Wenrich, not Negozi. So they will cause much hardship before they lose." It was not my decision, but I could not help feeling sorry for the many who would suffer for the deeds of a few.

"You are right. There are far more losers in war than winners, even on the side that claims victory," qi'Senka said. She had been quietly listening.

* * *

This time, the dukes allowed Bolaha to position her warriors not only closer but positioned to counter a major attack from Inari. Of course, surprise required them to remain out of sight. Again, I rode with Tebos and Sandar to within a quarter league of the city. This time Ayria rode along. Sergeant Mirce approached the city gates with two other troopers. We waited with a detail of two hundred.

Several hours passed before Mirce returned. "Sirs, after he realized you weren't going to join him for dinner, he gave me this scroll to give to you."

Sandar unrolled the scroll and handed it to Tebos after reading it.

"He says he'll meet us here tomorrow morning at sunrise. The damn fool. He has less than eight hundred troopers at Inari after the disaster at Xihu, and he intends to set a trap for us," Sandar said, his hands shaking with fury. It took him a few minutes to gain control before he spoke again. "Qi'Senka, as my advisor what do you suggest?"

"It would solve one problem but may create another." Qi'Senka looked at me and I nodded. "Negozi must prove he was forced into killing, or the kingdom would be in chaos whether a king was appointed or not."

Ayria sat quietly watching me.

"You agree, qi'Nisha?" Although she stated it as a question, she really wanted to know why.

"There will be war, but all must see it as necessary for peace."

"Send a scroll back to Wenrich informing him of the meeting and conditions. Then we should leave," qi'Senka said.

"Well, Tebos, do you agree?" Tebos looked to me and I nodded.

"Yes."

Back at our camp, Sandar wrote a scroll describing the conditions of the treaty and the meeting at Sobek to select a king. He sent three troopers to deliver the scroll to Wenrich as we moved out under cover of darkness toward Sobek. Duke Sandar decided to detour to Xihu to see his family and pick up another two hundred troopers. We continued on to Sobek.





  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

  

Sobek: The making of a king

The atmosphere in Sobek was subdued. Warriors were stationed at the gates to the city, at the castle, and in the temple. Their presence ensured Negozi's warriors had easy access to the city in the event of trouble, and the Royal Scepter remained safe. Negozi maintained his camp just outside the gates. We found him sitting in front of his tent with Baron Dilcher and tu'Boffov.

"I see you returned with most of my warriors. You must not have encountered any significant trouble, but I did hear you ran from Duke Wenrich." He held up a hand to stop Tebos or Sandar from responding. Then he looked to me. "Chief Bolaha is very mad. She claims you had an opportunity to end the war and you chose not to so they can consolidate their forces." He cocked his head, eyes shining with amusement. Witch Ayria turned her head away from me but said nothing.

Following her gaze, I saw Bolaha staring at me. I nodded and closed my eyes, sucking energy from the ground, until I felt like part of the earth. A deep peace engulfed me as Qi filled me, and I could barely keep myself anchored to the ground. It took all my willpower to return and begin walking toward Bolaha. She drew a knife and her lips thinned into a sneer.

"You are a traitor and need to die before you poison all of us with your talk." She crouched slightly as I approached. "The Witch and Negozi agree. They are doing nothing to stop me."

"Killing Wenrich would have united the other dukes and barons against you. It would have looked like treachery. You would win eventually, but it would cost many lives, and the act would never be forgiven."

"You lie." She lunged at me but ran into a solid shield of Qi. She stepped back and lunged again. The shield compressed but easily held.

"You would have killed women and children. Is that the warrior's way?"

"You are a sand viper." She knelt suddenly, scooping up sand, which she flung in my direction. Having little mass, some found its way to me and my eyes. Unprepared, my shield collapsed. I heard Bolaha's war cry and felt her lunge. I raised my arms and spun, creating a swirling force of Qi. But it was a second too late to stop her knife slicing across my arms.

I stood there, my Qi now throbbing protectively around me, waiting for my vision to clear. When it did, Bolaha lay on the ground several steps away, fighting to breathe. I walked over and knelt beside her.

"Chief Bolaha, there will be war, and you will kill many dogs. Because unlike Negozi, Duke Wenrich is a fool with no honor. It will be an honorable war that will bring peace and glory to you and the tribes."

Between gasps, her gaze locked onto my eyes—deciding. "If you are not a traitor to the tribes then you are a traitor to Rhybac." She scowled at me, our eyes still locked together.

"If I'm a traitor, then I'm a traitor to both the tribes and Rhybac, for I tell each what I see. It is for each of you to do with it what you see fit. The wise will benefit, because they will use that to their benefit. I do not choose who will be wise and who will not." I waited until her breathing became normal. "Do you think Negozi a fool?"

She shook her head ever so slightly. "No."

I rose and walked back to Negozi and the others. When I reached them, Ayria wrapped a wet, strong-smelling cloth around the cut on each arm. "You could have killed her," she said, more a question—why didn't you?—than a statement.

"That would have caused Negozi and you trouble, threatened the treaty and eventually the peace. Besides, she is loyal to Negozi and the tribes.

"Well done, qi'Nisha. Yes, her death would have been unfortunate as well as Duke Wenrich's. What do you expect he and the others will do?" He was ignoring the others to my embarrassment.

"I'm no seer. What we know is that he is ruthless, overly quick to act, and thinks in terms of force. Therefore, Chief Bolaha is correct. He will try to consolidate the other dukes and barons using bribes and threats where necessary." I paused, thinking back to Inari and his actions. "He will show for the Royal Testing. He is arrogant enough to believe he will be selected, but he will have a backup plan when that doesn't work."

"Doesn't work? Do you know something about the Royal Testing we don't?" Sandar asked before Tebos could.

I knew nothing but…"I've never attended a Royal Testing, but if the Royal Scepter is real—"

"Of course it's real!" Baron Dilcher frowned. "It's always selected the best duke."

"If it's real, then I assume it will select the best man or woman of those being tested. Since Wenrich has no honor, he would not make a good king." That seemed obvious.

Negozi laughed while the rest stood silent with mouths open or head movements indicating doubt; only qi'Senka nodded agreement.

"You are very refreshing, qi'Nisha. In our thirst, we look across the sands and see mirages. You look and see only sand. Perhaps an ancient Qi'advisor resides in the Royal Scepter and, like you, can see each of us for what we are."

* * *

Negozi toured the city every day with Baron Dilcher and tu'Boffov. He invited Tebos and me along. Tebos was uncertain.

"Do you think we should go, Nisha?"

"Yes. Hala survives by his succor; therefore, it's important he gets to know you and you him." Each day we visited a different place. Negozi seemed to be interested in everything and even spent time talking to people.

"What do you think he's doing?" Tebos asked.

"Trying to understand the people: nobility, troopers, tradesmen, and commoners. They will be neighbors or enemies."

"My God, we're showing him our strengths and weaknesses."

"Yes. That's why I believe Rhybac cannot survive against him and the tribes. We must join him in a new Rhybac or perish." I was as interested as Negozi in visiting tradesmen and seeing people's daily lives. Reading about something incorporated the writer's bias, whereas seeing provided a clearer understanding, unless you tried to generalize.

Sobek was the home of the high priest of the Watcher Religion, the main religion of Rhybac. He trained new priests, guarded the Watcher's Scrolls and Royal Scepter, and conducted the testing for a new king.

Each city and town had a church or cathedral depending upon the size of the population. The Watcher Cathedral at Sobek was the largest and could be seen from anyplace in the city and for leagues outside. It made for a magnificent sight with its while marble glistening in the sunlight. Two six-story buttresses supported two-story pinnacles, which flanked the entrance to the building.

As we climbed the polished steps to the entrance, tu'Boffov talked about the history of the religion.

"The great prophet Merritt had been gifted with the original Scrolls, which set down the Watcher's rules of life. These are called the Old Scrolls. The New Scrolls are the clarifications that have been made by the high priests over the years." She stopped as we entered the cathedral. Hi'Samula stood just inside, holding a long staff made from redwood. Today, he dressed in his formal robe, which hung to his ankles. The white robe had red trim on the hem and the ends of the sleeves and a hand-sized red eye embroidered on the chest.

He stood at the beginning of the central aisle that ran over a hundred steps to the back and was separated from the side aisles by a series of arches supported on columns. Rib vaults supported a four-story domed roof. He looked impressive standing there backlit by the Sanctuary and its five stained-glass windows set in the walls at the end of the main aisle.

"This is a place of worship, not a place for heathens to occupy and visit for their amusement." His face was flushed and twisted. He banged his staff once for emphasis, and it echoed throughout the structure. Negozi appeared to take no offense.

"The warriors are here to protect the Royal Scepter and keep it from being stolen...again." His eyes sparkled. "I would think your Watcher would want visitors. How else is he to gain new followers? Please continue, tu'Boffov. I'm an interested visitor."

When hi'Samula didn't respond, she continued.

"The Sanctuary at the end of the main aisle holds the Royal Scepter. The small altar inside the aisle on the right holds the Watcher's original scrolls and the one on the left the New Scrolls." She walked over to each aisle and pointed to the altar as she talked. "The Watcher also gave the Prophet Merritt the Royal Scepter. It has been used ever since to select the next king."

"You defile the testing by insisting other than dukes can participate. It was meant to select the most worthy duke to be king. No one else is eligible." Hi'Samula banged his staff again as if that settled the argument.

"What do you think, qi'Nisha?" Negozi turned toward me. He seemed amused by hi'Samula.

"What does she know? She's godless!" Hi'Samula's normally pale face had turned scarlet.

"I'm not asking her to speak for the Watcher. But I would like her...observations."

"I have read the New and Old Scrolls at the Qi'temple as part of my education about Rhybac and its customs." I paused to consider what I had read and what I had seen since I left the Qi'temple—knowledge versus experience. "The original testing included three dukes. Since then, tradition has limited the testing to the dukes of Rhybac before a baron was selected to replace the duke who became king. I believe the dukes have maintained the tradition to ensure one of them is selected. The Old Scrolls do not stipulate the rules for the testing. Only the New Scrolls define the rules."

"The New Scrolls are the words of the Watcher passed to the high priests to clarify the Watcher's wishes." Hi'Samula's face muscles stiffened.

"I understand, qi'Nisha. It is the same in the Sands. Those in power set the rules." Negozi continued down the aisle to the Sanctuary and stood admiring the Royal Scepter. The ten warriors guarding the scepter went down on one knee when he approached. He waved them up. "What do you think, Ayria?"

"The great God in the sun gives us life. He sends the moon to watch us at night and the hawks to watch during the day. Perhaps, like we all have two arms and legs and a head, the great God watches over all of us."

"Blasphemy! The Watcher will purge the land of you!" Hi'Samula turned and stomped away, disappearing through a side door.

"I'm a fortunate man to have the council of two wise women."

* * *

As we waited for the Royal Testing, we were invited to have our evening meal with Negozi and his war chiefs. Tebos and Sandar had become committed to supporting the tribes and resolved to the realization that the Royal Testing might not select either of them. But they now realized it didn't matter. Their only viable future lay with the tribes. The evening meal provided the dukes with up-to-date information. The first sighting occurred three days from the Royal Testing date.

Idowu, chief of the Topoke, reported that over a hand plus four war-bands—nine hundred—mounted troops had come through the Sobek Pass and were taking up positions just to the west of the Ajax River and a short run—four leagues—west of Sobek. His three hands of warrior-bands were positioned east of the Ajax River and only a short run north of Sobek. Two hands of riders were continuing on toward Sobek. He reported their colors: green and gold."

"Zeno troops. The king's forces. I wonder if Wenrich is leading them," Sandar said.

"He's arrogant but not stupid," qi'Senka replied.

I found it interesting that Wenrich thought no one would be watching the Sobek Pass and he could position troops there without being noticed—typical Wenrich, thinking the tribes stupid and weak.

The next day, Masozi, chief of the Omyeka, reported a hand plus one war-bands of mounted troops had moved out of Taal toward Sobek. The main group made camp a half day's run short of the city, and two hands of riders were continuing on. His warriors, two hands of war-bands strong, were only a short run behind the main group.

"As you predicted…observed. Wenrich plans to attend the testing along with his allies but has a contingency plan if the results aren't to his liking." Negozi took a sip of tea he had discovered on one of his trips to the city and liked. "You were right. He is too quick to act, thinks in terms of force, and has no honor."

Later that same day, Shani, chief of the Tuare, reported that close to four hands of mounted war-bands had crossed the Iduma River and made camp a half-day's run short of Sobek. They had passed the Tuare's three hands of warrior-bands within a short walk without noticing them. Their colors were red and white and blue and white. Four hands of riders continued on toward Sobek.

"White and red are Eolus. White and blue is Castor," Tebos said. "The fool Wenrich has committed nearly all of Rhybac's military force."

"But are they all loyal to Wenrich or are they under force?" Negozi had left a thousand of his Songye tribe near Akan, guarding the women and children. He had brought the remaining two thousand. With Chief Bolaha's two thousand Tendal, his combined force at Sobek with Sandar and Tebos's troops totaled well over six thousand.

* * *

The dukes and barons arrived with their details and set up camp just outside the city. I suspected they feared being trapped in the city in case they needed to join their forces quickly. As usual, Duke Wenrich was last to arrive, waiting until the day before the Royal Testing. The other Rhybac details remained cloistered, making no attempt to seek out Tebos, Sandar, or Negozi.

The next morning at sunrise, the eligible parties began arriving at the cathedral. Again Wenrich was last to arrive. When he did, he spent a few minutes huddled with hi'Samula before joining the group.

"Well, Tebos, Sandar, do you really think the Royal Scepter is going to select a traitor? And you will still be traitors after the king is selected," Wenrich said, looking around the gathered group, his eyes coming to rest on Negozi. "Negozi, are you willing to abide by the decision of the Royal Scepter?"

"Yes. If I were not, I would be at war with you. If I had no honor, I would have killed the hand plus four war-bands...nine hundred troops you have positioned beyond the Sobek Pass, the...six hundred east of my main group, and the...two thousand you have waiting along the Stas Mountains. The question is, are you willing to abide by the Royal Scepter, or do you and your allies insist on war?" He looked around the room before continuing. "If there is war, you must choose. No one can be neutral."

The reaction was close to chaos as the assembled Rhybac nobility realized Negozi knew their exact numbers and positions.

Wenrich paled and glared at me. "You bitch, I'll see you pay for this and the Qi'temple is burned to the ground."

Ignoring his threats, I walked into the center of the circle and looked at each one. "Dukes, barons, war chiefs, think carefully before we begin. You have chosen or been coerced into following a fool. He was a fool at Inari, wanting to rush off and kill the barbarians. He lost only fourteen hundred men because qi'Senka and I stopped him. Now he wishes to destroy Rhybac to be king. He has led you here again to destroy the barbarians. This time you will lose thousands and Rhybac. Dukes Tebos and Sandar will tell you Negozi has acted honorably and will keep his word to abide by the Royal Scepter. Wenrich will not unless it selects him, which it won't."

"How do you know that?" Duke Janko asked, his lips in a sneer.

"Do you think the Royal Scepter will select someone with no honor?" I held up my hand. "He tried to kill Duke Sandar at Inari so the vote would make him king. He sent his sergeant to rape me to enrage Duke Sandar, again so he could kill him and his son. And you know he is planning an ambush on the tribes. That is why he has you positioned to attack from three sides. Choose now. There will be no time later when the war begins."

"Enough!" Hi'Samula banged the Royal Scepter on the floor three times. "Let us begin the testing." He walked into the center of a large gilded circle inscribed into the cathedral floor and pointed to it. Everyone walked to the outside of the circle and stood. Hi'Samula stood looking around the circle before speaking.

"I'll hand the Royal Scepter to someone. He or she will hold it for the count of ten then pass it to the person on their right until everyone has held it. Then we will begin again. We will continue to pass it from person to person until the crown on the Royal Scepter blazes with light. The person holding the Royal Scepter when that happens is the next king. Understood?"

"Hi'Samula, Witch Ayria from the Sands, qi'Senka, and I wish to examine the Royal Scepter before you begin."

"Why?"

"To assure everyone here that the Royal Scepter cannot be manipulated."

"How dare you! The Watcher will tell me who he wants as the next king, and I will light the crown...with his help."

"Then why would you object if we examine it? Surely the Watcher is not intimidated by us mortals."

I waved Ayria and qi'Senka into the circle. "Hi'Samula, please let it go and step back."

"It will fall, fool woman."

"Then let it fall." I projected my Qi toward the Royal Scepter. Hi'Samula sneered and let go, stumbling backward in surprise when it remained upward. I heard several gasps from the group. I began drawing energy from around me and pushing it into the Scepter. As I did, Ayria and qi'Senka joined me. Ayria's Qi had grown since I had taught her what to do to strengthen it. Qi'Senka felt weaker.

If the Scepter could be manipulated, forcing Qi into it should light the crown. It didn't. The Scepter seemed to absorb the energy without effect. I reversed the process, drawing energy from it, and was soon joined by the other two. It seemed to have an unlimited amount of Qi. I stopped long after Ayria and Senka when I felt ready to explode. The three of us could have killed half the people in the room had we released what we had absorbed.

I had far more Qi than before and once again began slowly feeding it back into the Scepter. Ayria and Senka followed my lead. This time the Scepter began to glow, not on the visual plane but with a line of energy Ayria, Senka, and I could see. As we continued to feed the Qi into it, rays of light began stretching out to each person standing on the circle. The rays held for several seconds, and then individual rays died while the remaining ones seemed to grow stronger. Minutes passed as more died and others became stronger. Finally, only one remained. I shut down, as did Ayria and Senka. Qi'Senka sat staring at me, shaking her head, and then collapsed. I stood and grabbed the Royal Scepter and held it toward hi'Samula.

"Witch Ayria and I are satisfied," I said. With Ayria's help, I carried qi'Senka out of the circle.

After some hesitation, hi'Samula banged the Scepter on the floor three times. He looked around the circle and handed it to Wenrich. He smiled, turning the Scepter in his hands before handing it to Duke Janko, who stood to his right. For the next hour, the Scepter made its way around the dukes, barons, and war chiefs. Like Wenrich, most spent a minute or two examining it. When the first round had finished, hi'Samula took the Scepter and returned to the center of the circles and turned toward the Sanctuary.

"Watcher, our creator and king, we ask your guidance in selecting the next leader of Rhybac. We will call him king, but he will be but a faithful servant of yours standing ready to do your bidding."

When he finished, he handed the Scepter back to Wenrich, who smiled. His smile faded when nothing happened, and he reluctantly passed it to Duke Janko. It continued through the barons who had come with Wenrich and Janko, the barons of the outlying towns, Tebos and Sandar, the war chiefs, and finally to Negozi. As he began to hand it back to hi'Samula, the crown flared with blinding rays of golden light.

"You manipulated the Scepter!" Hi'Samula pointed at me with hatred twisting his face into a grotesque mask.

I walked into the circle before anyone could respond. "Are you saying the Royal Scepter is a fake?"

"No, you—"

"Then you're saying I'm stronger than the Watcher."

Hi'Samula stood silent.

"This is a farce," Wenrich snarled as he spun and left the circle. He stormed up the aisle toward the door. Janko followed him along with the barons from Zeno and Castor. Those may or may not have supported Wenrich but had little choice. The baron from Taal chose to stay, which seemed to sway many of the other barons from the outlying towns. Negozi looked around the group.

"You are pledged to me and the new Rhybac?"

There was a long, silent pause. Duke Tebos was the first to kneel and bow his head. Sandar followed and then the assembled barons. The war chiefs bowed low with their arms crossed chest high.

"We are now at war with the armies from Castor and Zeno. Those of you with the Iovis and Eolus armies, I will send a detail of warriors with you to ensure the tribes recognize you as loyal to Rhybac. You are to support the tribes in subduing the rogue provinces. There is to be no killing of those who choose to surrender. Many have had no choice but to support the leader to whom they are sworn. Wenrich and Janko will be killed." Negozi looked to each person until he nodded understanding. From the assignments Negozi made, I knew he had previously planned for such an event.

"Idowu, go now. Your Topoke are to attack the group from Zeno, green and gold uniforms. Masozi and the Omyeka will join you.

"Kunto, your Dinko will join with the armies from Iovis and Eolus and attack the forces from Castor.

"Duke Tebos, you will accompany Shani and the Tuare south to Inari. Wenrich will try to slow the Topoke and Omyeka by retreating through the Sobek Pass. You will ensure he never reaches Inari. Afterward, you will command Zeno until a baron can be appointed duke." He stopped and looked to Sandar.

"Duke Sandar, you will accompany Bolaha. The Tendal will support Kunto and the Rhybac troops as you move south toward Narissa. You will command Castor until a baron can be appointed duke." Negozi looked to me. "Now that I'm finished, you have an observation, qi'Nisha?"

"Yes, King Negozi." I smiled at the look on his face when I said "King." I could imagine his pain. With that title, he had somehow lost his identity with the tribes and become an outsider. "Have all the barons assemble here—"

"No! The Royal Scepter is only to choose kings." Hi'Samula clutched the Scepter to his chest like someone wanted to take it from him. I ignored him.

"The Royal Scepter chooses the best person in the group being tested. Therefore, it could be used to determine a baron to be the duke of a particular province." It seemed obvious to me from the previous testing—it had chosen a warrior from the Sands. Negozi didn't respond. He looked at Tebos and Sandar instead and waved qi'Senka over.

"Duke Tebos, I wish you to break your contract with qi'Nisha, and Duke Sandar to break your contract with qi'Senka. Qi'Senka is an excellent Qi'advisor and would be suitable for either of you but possibly better with Duke Tebos. Qi'Nisha is unsuitable for either of you. You expect loyalty from her, and when you don't get it, you blame her. She will never be loyal—to you or me." He smiled at me.

Tebos and Sandar stood with their mouths open in shock or just not knowing how to respond, but I could see it in their eyes they understood.

"The next few years will be trying times, and the king will need a Qi'advisor, like qi'Nisha, who is loyal to no one. I will contract her services."

"What about the Witch Ayria?" Sandar asked. "Won't she compete with her for your favor?"

"No. The Witch Ayria is a lifelong friend and loyal to me. She would die for me. Qi'Nisha is an advisor and will neither be loyal nor die for me. Ayria and qi'Nisha are like Qi'sisters. And unless I'm wrong, the Qi do not compete." He looked toward Ayria, who nodded agreement. "Duke Sandar, I would suggest you stop at the Qi'temple with qi'Nisha after a duke for Castor is decided and select a Qi'advisor more suitable to you. I doubt they will produce another like qi'Nisha for many generations. Qi'Nisha, unless you object, I would like you to arrange a contract with me."

* * *

As Bolaha and Shani prepared to leave, Tebos, Sandar, qi'Senka, Ayria, and I met for what might be the last time for many cycles of the moon.

"Negozi is a very shrewd man. I always wondered why I got so mad at you when time and time again you helped me see the right solution and even saved my life. Because you were contracted to me, I expected you to be loyal. He not only understands you won't but wants you because of it," Sandar said. "Although I was not always fair with you, I will always be grateful for your service." He fell silent.

Tebos chuckled. "Qi'Senka and I have decided to initiate a contract. I've found her an excellent Qi'advisor during her time with me. And she will be very helpful in Inwood, since she was the king's Qi'advisor for many years."

"I'm looking forward to it. I loved Hala. Being the king's Qi'advisor was interesting, but I don't think I would be a good advisor for King Negozi."

Ayria laughed. "Negozi is a very difficult man to advise. That is why qi'Nisha is right for him. She doesn't care. I look forward to walking the…Path with my Qi'sister."

I agreed. Being Qi'advisor to someone like Negozi would be interesting, especially during the chaotic times to follow. The fighting would be over within a week, but the transition would take many years, since not everyone would be happy about the tribes in Rhybac and a warrior chief as king.

I would be walking the Path in interesting times.
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