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CHAPTER
ONE



 






The Ojaza


I stood pressed
against my mother, her arms tight around me as two men in padded grey clothes
hacked at my father with swords. He had managed to hurt one with the
long-handled scythe he used to harvest grain, but the man's padded clothing
prevented the scythe from cutting him open. It had merely knocked him stumbling
backward, screaming in rage. Immediately, another man joined the fight. Neither
could manage a killing blow because the scythe kept them from approaching too
close, but they had managed to score shallow cuts to his arms, sides, and legs.
My father's shirt and pants were soaked in blood and hanging open where the
swords had sliced through the thin material. I wanted to run and help him, but
I couldn’t break loose from my mother's arms around me. I could see my father
was tiring and the scythe slowing as it swept from one warrior toward the
other. Then one of the men's swords struck my father's scythe and stopped it
from reversing, and the other man darted in and his sword sliced through his
neck. I screamed as blood sprayed across my mother and me. Tasting his blood on
my lips, rage filled me, and I fought with all my strength to break loose from
my mother so I could run to him. The fighting appeared to have stopped and men
were dragging bodies ... women into the houses. As two men approached us, my
mother stumbled backward until the wall of our house stopped her. The men
grabbed her arms to try and release me, but her grip tightened. A third man
grabbed her by the hair and punched her until she collapsed. A woman, dressed
like the men, grabbed hold of me as the men dragged her into the house.


"Do what we say
and you live," she said in a harsh rasping tone as she placed a leather
collar around my neck, attached to a long rope. "Come," she said and
began walking. Hearing my mother screaming, I ignored her and began running toward
the house. Suddenly my head snapped back and my feet flew out from beneath me,
and I hit the ground on my back. Spots danced before my eyes, and I gasped,
desperately trying to suck in air.


"You belong to
Ojaza. Do what told or—" She yanked on the rope and pain shot
through my neck, and I couldn't breathe. I tried to loosen the collar with my
fingers but couldn’t. The woman laughed and yanked hard enough to pull me to my
feet. Then she did something to the collar, and I could breathe again. "Be
good. Hurt less." She laughed and walked toward a snow-white horse. As the
rope began to tighten, I staggered forward, my mind numb.


The next days and
nights were lost in pain. I was roped together with six other children, only
two from our village, and made to follow the woman's horse. The ground was
rocky, and my feet were soon sore and bleeding. As we rose into the mountains
the nights were freezing, and we huddled together to keep warm. The woman abandoned
three children on our way to her village: one because her foot turned black and
she couldn't walk; one who fell on a narrow trail and broke her arm; and one
who didn't wake in the morning.


* * *


 We entered a large village one grey
cloudy day just as it began to snow. It was a good thing because I doubt any of
us could have been made to go any farther, no matter what she did. Everyone had
stopped responding to her shouting or beating—only to the pull of the
rope connected to the collar. High in the mountains, the village was spread
over two large wooded terraces under the bare face of a massive snow-covered
peak. Round huts were everywhere. The three of us were led to one of the huts and
given blankets, rough pants, and over-shirts. She stayed while we discarded the
rags we were wearing. When she left, I grabbed a blanket, found a vacant
corner, and collapsed into sleep.


I jerked awake to
cries of pain and seconds later received a kick to my leg. Dazed and my mind
numb, I staggered to my feet, unable to come to grips with what was happening.
The same woman stood there shouting and pushing each of us out the open door.


"Out. Work or no
food!" She led six of us into the freezing cold of the morning. It had
snowed during the night and a thin layer of snow covered the ground. "You
watch, learn." She pointed to the three of us. The other three waved to us
and headed for the forest. I followed and helped them collect wood, prepare
several fire pits, and fetch water from a small river nourished by runoff from
the mountain that flowed along the edge of the village. After we had finished
and the people had eaten, we were allowed to eat from what remained. While we
were eating, the woman appeared.


"You." She
pointed to me. It took a minute for me to realize she wanted a name.


"Zara," I
said. I had always liked that name and wished my father had named me that
rather than Chiba. My old life was over so a new name seemed right, and it was
probably going to be the only thing I ever liked again, so why not.


"Follow Ema. Learn,
or bad happen to you." She paired the other two with a similar threat. Ema's
chores mostly involved keeping the area clean and helping to prepare the food
the hunters brought in daily—they grew no food. Their diet was a simple
mixture of meat, roots, and natural berries, herbs, and nuts that grew in the
nearby forests. She and I were always busy. If we ran out of something to do,
someone would grab us to fetch or carry or whatever they wished. We were the
camp slaves, there to make their lives easier. Each night I dropped into bed
too exhausted to even talk to the others. As I learned the various tasks asked
of us, Ema began to treat me like her personal slave and took pleasure in
hitting me when I wasn't fast enough—or just because she could. I had
become dead inside and didn't care. They couldn't send me to the fiery
afterlife of the damned—I lived there already. So one day when Ema began
hitting me, I picked up a tree limb from the fire and whacked her in the head.
She spun halfway around and collapsed. As I stood there waiting for whatever
they were going to do to me and not caring, the woman who brought us walk up
and stared down at Ema and then at me.


"You do her
chore now," she said, and then said something in their language to a man
sitting nearby. He put away the sword he was fixing, picked up Ema, and carried
her off.


*
* *


The seasons came and
went, each day the same—work from dawn until no one wanted you to do anything,
which was usually late into the night. Three summers had come and gone. I had
learned their language and knew I could speak it well, but kept my few
responses cryptic like I had only learned a few words. It proved an advantage,
because they felt free to talk when I was near. I slowly learned their customs,
religion, likes, dislikes, fears, and joys. They had a spy in their
camp—I giggled to myself, the first pleasure I had felt since I arrived.
And thus started in earnest what I had been doing by accident. I would move my
task close enough to hear or see what was being said or done. Somehow that gave
my life meaning, and my numbed mind came back to life.


The tribe took little
notice of their slaves unless they wanted one of them to do something. I discovered
there were two other tribes in the mountains. They weren't at war with each
other, but they did raid one another occasionally, stealing food, or weapons,
or slaves. Usually, it involved the young would-be warriors testing themselves.
The Ojaza prayed and made periodic sacrifices to a variety of unseen spirits
they pictured with symbols in their limited written language. Warrior was the
highest rank, with medicine man next, then those with special skills like
weapon making, then everyone else. Slaves were ranked with the camp dogs. Only
warriors could take a mate, and slaves were available as mates when they
reached a certain age or maturity. Within the warrior-class, tattoos designated
their seniority and authority. With my new purpose in life, I made sure I
attempted to do every task to the best of my ability. Because I was no trouble,
it made me less noticed.


My latest quest was
watching the young warriors being taught to fight. I would sit facing them with
whatever task I had been given so that I could watch without it being obvious. Then
at night, I would lay awake going over and over the movements I had watched. But
I got careless. I had picked up a small twig and was secretly, I thought,
mimicking one of the sword moves the warrior was teaching several youths.
Before I realized it, the warrior stood in front of me.


"A slave who
would be a warrior," he said in the tribe's language. They had stopped
speaking standard to me a couple of summers ago. "Come with me." He
motioned for me to stand up, and I followed him back to the group of six young
men, who were smiling. The warrior gave me one of the wooden swords and paired
me with each of the boys. When the last match finished, I had to be helped back
to my hut. I lay there bruised from my thighs to my shoulders, but felt nothing
as I retreated into myself, going over each match until I could remember every
stroke my opponent and I made. I woke, my mind screaming in pain as skin,
muscle, and bone registered the abuse my body had sustained the previous day. I
lay there sweating, trembling, and throwing up. It took me several attempts to
get up onto my knees and then my feet. I staggered around the fringe of the
camp collecting the weeds the warriors used for pain and then began my chores. Somehow
I managed to get through the day. For the next five days, it was obvious I was
in considerable pain and the source of everyone's amusement. The slave had been
taught her place, and in their minds, that was the end of it.


* * *


Much to the amusement
of the warrior teaching the youths, I looked down each time he looked in my
direction. However, I still watched and each night went over the new moves they
were learning. When I finally felt recovered, I intentionally picked up a small
stick and mimicked the students' new exercise. The warrior smiled and came
walking over.


"The slave too
dumb to learn. Time for another lesson. Up!" He turned, and I followed him
back to the group where he again paired me in a match with each youth. Again, I
could barely make it back to my hut. The other slaves long ago considered me
crazy and ignored me. I lay awake mentally excited as I reviewed each match. I
had improved. Their reflexes were better because they practiced each day and
had learned new moves, but I had deflected many blows that had landed the
previous time.


This ritual continued
through the summer and early winter: the warrior would call me over and pair me
with each youth; I would go away bruised and in pain; I would recover in a week
or two; and then it would start over again. I had learned during my years as a
slave that if I didn’t care about living or dying, pain or comfort, my mind
became quiet, and it eased the pain. Furthermore, reviewing the training I
watched and my matches with that same quiet mind, I learned better than the youths
practicing each day. And if I quieted my mind during a fight, I could beat the
youths most of the time but intentionally let them win. Winning would have
infuriated the warrior and the youths, and the consequences would have been
bad. Now, everyone enjoyed the slave being taught a lesson.


Then one day, the
routine changed. The warrior came over after the youths had finished and told
me to follow him back to the area. There, an older youth stood waiting.


"If you can stop warrior Nibi from crippling you, I
will consider training you to be a warrior. I am not stupid, Zara. You are
better than you pretend, and dangerous. So we must make you a warrior or a
crippled slave," he said. I nodded. I had nothing to lose. A healthy slave
was no different from a crippled slave. I fought to quiet my mind and to dampen
the excitement I felt as I took the wooden sword from the warrior. I knew my
biggest fight was now. If I couldn't quiet my mind, I would lose. That would be
the only thing I could do to offset Nibi's experience. He wasn't a youth just
learning how to use a sword. When I finally turned to face him, he smiled. My
eyes sought his chest and my thoughts of winning or losing or life and death
ceased to be important. I had nothing to lose.


I saw his weight shift onto his left leg, and his sword
twist preparing to lunge forward with his sword into my stomach. Having
anticipated the move, my sword met his, driving it out to my left. I
immediately countered with a down stroke to his neck. The fight went on for
several minutes. We each scored several times; however, he was wearing padding
and I wasn't. So far I had been fortunate that his hits had been glancing blows
and in my current state the pain was under control.


"Stop!" the warrior stopped a late strike to my
head from Nibi. "As I suspected, you will not make a good slave. You have
warrior blood. We would have to kill you eventually. We will see if we can make
an Ojaza of you." He waved for me to follow him and led me to a large dome  hut. Outside, an older woman was
drilling several young women with swords.


"Ehwee, this is Zara. She needs training."


"A slave?"


"She is no good as a slave, so she must be a warrior or
killed."


"Leave her. She may be good for the young ones to
compete against or to amuse them. We will see." Ehwee was right. I was
treated like a rabid fox. No one talked to me, and it was obvious from the
whispered talk they planned to have fun with me. I didn't care. I had nothing
to lose, and I was no longer a slave.


* * *


The hardest part of the training was the physical
activities. The tribes' women had been active from youth and born in the
mountains where the air was thin. They could run for hours, whereas I was panting
after only a few minutes. I always finished last—my lungs screaming in
pain and too tired to swing the wooden sword. Ehwee took great pleasure in
having matches right after we finished running. The young took pleasure in
delivering vicious strikes everywhere they could. I endured, although some
mornings I could barely stagger to the training area. Young bodies are
resilient, and slowly my stamina improved. I found if I quieted my mind while
running, I could control the pain. And my sword technique improved as I
continued to sit each night with a quiet mind, reviewing every match and every
stroke. Although still tired at the end of a long run, with my improving
stamina the youths were no match for me with a sword. I gave as good as I got.
I could have given better as time passed, but knew that would cause more
trouble, maybe even my death. But I didn't fool Ehwee. Three summers later she
had me moved to an older group that included men. I couldn't match their
physical stamina, but I managed to finish, even if always last.


The men's strength was a problem even for the other women.
Although I could anticipate their attack, the strength of the blow would push
my sword aside and I would receive at least a glancing blow. And while we now
wore padding and the swords were lighter than the ones the warriors used, it
hurt and left nasty bruises. As I reflected at night on each fight, I could
understand what was happening, but that didn't provide a solution. If only I could trap the blade, I mused.
The current guard protected the hand but usually just deflected the blade. I
managed the pain and ignored the warriors' satisfaction at causing me pain, but
I knew in a real fight I would die. So after a summer of thought, I managed to
talk the weapons maker into designing a new guard with two hand-width
lengths—one pointing downward to protect the hand and one pointing upward
to catch and hold the opponent’s blade. The weapons maker did it because the
concept interested him—not to please me. When I showed for practice,
Chua, our instructor, took my sword and spent some time examining it before
returning it to me.


"It not work." He beckoned to a male student. When
he reached us, Chua grinned. "Fight."


The young man laughed as he lunged with a powerful hack at
my waist, knowing my sword couldn't stop it completely. Of course, he was
right, but this time it didn't deflect off mine into me but was trapped in my
new guard. We traded blows. The force of his attack drove me backward, jolting
my arm up to the shoulder, but the edge of his sword never touched me.


"Stop!" Chua stood staring at me. For the rest of
the day, he experimented by having me fight everyone, giving my sword to
others, and even trying it himself. When the day ended, he pronounced his
decision. "Don't like. Would take learning new way to fight. Maybe good
for weak women."


Of course that last observation meant no woman would use it,
as it identified her as weak. He didn’t say I couldn't use it, and I didn't
care what he or the others thought of me. They had made no effort to befriend
me. Just the opposite, they had gone out of their way to make my life beastly.
Zara would always be a slave. I believe they assumed that sometime during the
training I would be killed. The training was hard and deaths were common. In
the meantime it challenged their youth and provided entertainment.


* * *


Over the next couple of summers, I became proficient with my
new sword, although I intentionally failed to use its real capability during my
many matches. I could see a time coming when the fight would be real and my
life might depend on being underestimated. I had discovered if I trapped a
sword and quickly twisted, the pressure on my opponent’s hand would rip the
sword lose. I had done it once but never again, although I had hundreds of
opportunities. I could also use it to force my opponent’s sword upward, since
it was trapped in my new guard, and approach close enough to stab him. Ironically,
all the warriors carried knives in their belts, but we didn't use them to
practice.


The warrior used a short bow, accurate at about twenty
paces, which was good for raiding and killing game from hiding. I struggled
with the bow the warriors took so naturally, since they had begun practicing at
a young age. They enjoyed teasing me when we practiced, as I seldom hit the
target. What they didn't know was that I wasn't aiming at the target. At some
point, I had discovered that a quiet mind—where the bow, arrow, and I
were one—made it easy, and the arrows were going exactly where I aimed.
That winter my warrior training ended.









CHAPTER TWO



 






The Testing


"Nibi, Ayas, Kele, and Zara, you have reached the age
of testing. At sunset you will begin your trial to be judged worthy or not to
be a warrior of the Ojaza," Chua said as we gathered for our morning
class. "Go prepare yourselves."


The test was simple but not easy, and it was common for one
not to return—eaten by the Snow God as unworthy—or to return early,
thereby failing the test and spending the rest of his or her life just above
the status of a slave. I collected my weapons, put on a summer shirt, pants,
and shoes, and walked back to the sweat hut where the other three would join
me. We would spend the rest of the day preparing ourselves, which meant praying
to one or another of the animal spirits to protect us. I just sat with a quiet
mind, naked and sweating like the others. Hours later, Chua appeared at the
door.


"Time to go. Get dressed," he said, inspecting each
article of clothing before we put them on. We could only wear a summer shirt,
pants, and shoes, as the trial was a test of the individual's survival
skill—no food, and summer clothing in the dead of winter. After we had dressed,
he inspected the weapons we had brought. When he was satisfied, he opened the
door. It looked like the entire village waited to watch us leave. We were not
allowed to team up, not that I wanted to, and I headed toward the mountain,
whereas the other three headed toward the forest. Cold was the first enemy, and
the nights would be the worst, so I needed shelter until I could find clothing.
I thought most of the others would try raiding one of the other tribes or
villages lower in the foothills. It took me all night and most of the next day
to locate a cave large enough to moderate the outside temperatures. The rest of
the day I spent examining the ground for animal tracks to determine what I
might be able to catch for food and clothing. At dusk I located a small series
of pools make by runoff from melting snow during the day. After rubbing myself
with snow, leaves, and dirt to minimize my scent, I found myself a perch in a
nearby tree and waited. It was fortunate the trial started and ended with a
full moon, because otherwise I wouldn't have had enough light to target my
prey. It was early morning when a small ground animal approached the pond. As
it drank, I quieted my mind and shot. The arrow entered through its side and
pinned it to the icy ground—an impossible shot if not for learning how to
quiet my mind years ago: I was shivering from the cold and exhausted, having
been up for two days.


My belly ached from hunger, and I wanted to run down there,
snatch up my food, and return to the cave to eat and rest. But I didn't. The
first few days would determine if I would live or die, so I watched as
scavengers began eating my food. Birds were the first to arrive, then lizards,
then what I had hoped for—wolves. Resisting the urge to shoot, I quieted
my mind and took careful aim at the largest one while waiting for a shot to the
heart. There were three of them, and their fighting kept them moving.
Eventually, the largest one backed the other two off and stood staring at them.
I shot just as he moved. The arrow entered the chest but missed where I thought
the heart would be. He screamed, whirring as he looked for his attacker. I
nocked another arrow and shot one of the other wolves, which I hit in the neck.
He stumbled only a few feet and dropped, although not dead. The third took
advantage of the situation and grabbed the animal I had shot, ripped it loose,
and ran off with the large male chasing him.


I slowly lowered myself and almost collapsed when my leg
cramped as I touched the ground. My head spun and my arm felt too heavy to
lift. I forced myself to move toward the fallen wolf. He snarled as I
approached.


"You understand," I said to the wolf. "We do
what we must to survive. At least you won't suffer." My sword slashed
through his neck. I captured the blood pouring out his severed neck and drank.
I gagged on the warm blood and felt like vomiting except I knew I needed food
or I'd freeze to death. I still had much to do. I draped the young wolf around
my neck and felt a wave of pleasure as the warmth of its body and blood seeped
into my neck and shoulders. After a minute, I shook my head to clear it and
began following the drops of blood. When dawn came, the tracks showed he was
walking slowly, and it wouldn't be long. An hour later, I saw the birds
circling overhead and knew I had finally caught up. When I arrived, the
scavengers were picking at the body. There was no way I was going to be able to
carry these two back to my cave so I began gathering twigs and started a fire.
When I had the fire going, I cut off some meat from the young wolf’s thigh and
cooked it. I don't remember ever having tasted anything so delicious. I craved
sleep, but that would have to wait. I spent the next several hours separating
the hides from the two wolves and cleaning them. When I finished, I wrapped the
larger one's hide around me and sat close to the fire, feeling warm for the
first time in days.


I woke to a searing pain in my shoulder. When I opened my
eyes, Nibi stood thirty paces away, notching an arrow, and I had one in my
shoulder. I had been lucky. The wolf-robe had been draped over my head, and
Nibi either misjudged where my heart was, or was as exhausted as me, or too
excited to shoot straight. I rolled off to the side when he shot again, and the
arrow sailed harmlessly by. He drew his sword and came running toward me,
laughing as he came. I drew my sword and waited. Although there was plenty of
meat for us both, I guess he didn't want to share it with a slave. That was
fair. I didn't want to share it with warriors who had killed my father and
mother. He slowed as he approached, smiling as he surveyed the meat and the
hides.


"I should thank you for all this, slave."


Now came the real test of my ability and my special sword.


"No, Nibi. You should curse me. If I hadn’t killed the
wolf, you would probably have survived on roots and rats to become a cowardly
Ojaza warrior. Now you are going to die."


"Ehwee is providing me clothing and food for killing
you." He laughed, pointing to the heavier clothing he was wearing.


"I guess she thought you a better archer than you
are," I said, because she knew he couldn't kill me with a sword. I quieted
my mind to where neither fear nor wants existed, just the encounter to come. I
was at peace with whatever the future held.


When it came, his attack was a vicious strike to my wounded
side. I blocked it, catching it in my guard, but the force slammed my blade
into my shoulder. The pain caused spots to dance in front of my eyes. He slid
the sword out of my guard and thrust toward my ribs. I blocked it with the
guard covering my hand, driving it past my ribs, but I felt skin tear as it scraped
my stomach. Too close to do anything but draw his arm back for an attack to my
chest and neck, I stepped closer and slid my dagger into his armpit. He
screamed, and his sword dropped to the ground as his arm went dead. As he stood
staring wide-eyed at me, my sword sliced through his neck, spinning him to the
ground.


In a trance, I pulled out the arrow and used pieces torn
from my pants to bandage both wounds. Then I undressed Nibi and dressed in his
clothes, cut off a thigh from the wolf, collected the two hides, and started
back to my cave. I don't remember the trip back or what happened next. When I
woke and could think again, I found myself wrapped in the wolves' furs. I had apparently
made a fire or two and had cooked some of the meat. But an animal of some kind
had finished the rest down to the bone, which lay several steps away. My wounds
looked like I had cauterized them. They looked ugly and raw but not infected. I
needed water. My lips felt like bark. I collected everything and made my way
back to the spot where Nibi and I had fought. It took the entire day, as I had
to stop and rest frequently and had to go out of my way to find running water.
When I arrived, there were still small scavengers cleaning up, but everything
else remained the same. Ants and bugs roamed Nibi by the thousands, and he was
unrecognizable. I put an arrow through a dog that refused to leave, cut off a
leg, skinned it, and roasted it over a fire I made a hundred steps from Nibi
and the wolves’ remains. I slept by the fire, content with knowing the smell of
wolf from the skins and the fire would keep me relatively safe—except
from humans. I woke as the sky turned grey and explored the area. Around noon,
I found a fast moving river that looked to end in the valley below. I made
several trips back and forth to get Nibi and cleanup the area. After stripping
him, I sent him and his weapons into the river and watched as he bounced over
and around boulders until he was out of sight. Reluctantly, I also sent his
clothing after him. Ehwee would know I killed him but couldn't say anything
without admitting she violated the tribes code by giving Nibi food and
clothing—no one would care she wanted me dead. Then I had to decide what
I was going to do next. I couldn't return to the tribe until the next full
moon, but I had several hands-of-days lead if I wanted to escape now. I decided
I wasn’t fit to enter civilization right now. How fast could I travel in my
current condition? What would the reaction be to a woman wandering in a wolf
skin, wounded, and carrying Indian weapons? They could mistake me for a runaway
warrior and hang me on the spot. They hated the mountain tribes, so there was
no way to know how they would react.


* * *


 I decided to use
this as an opportunity to put to use what the tribe had taught me and the other
would-be-warriors about surviving in the wilderness while I rested and regained
my health. I collected roots and plants to supplement the small game I trapped
or shot. I made myself leggings from the young wolf and a coat from the older
male—leaving the head on to lie on mine. I made a snow shelter and stayed
a few days, stayed in caves, and slept in trees. And I studied the habits of
the animals I came across. I was sorry when the next full moon arrived. It took
a hand of days to make it back to camp. Ehwee didn't look happy to see me. I
gave no indication of knowing what she had done. Chua was amused when he saw me
with the wolf's skin.


"We don't seem to be able to get rid of you, Zara the
Wolf," he said, giving me my warrior name, which was then tattooed on my
neck: a wolf’s head with a flowing main surrounded by curvy lines with sharp
ends. The head defined my tribal name while the curvy lines designated me a
warrior. The number of lines and points somehow related to the warrior’s war
experience. A new warrior, like me, received two main lines with two sharp ends
extending from each. Older warriors had as many a six lines with four sharp
ends each.


I spent the next month building a hut, which was my right as
a warrior. I was now free to wander the camp at will and to sit in at any
gatherings, which I did—I was a spy, and the more I knew the better.
People talked to me, but I was still pretty much ignored since I didn't cause
any trouble.









CHAPTER
THREE



 






The Raid


A handful of moons later, the snows had receded and the
three chiefs called for a gathering of the tribe. The head chief, Tasunke,
raised a pole adorned with symbols and animals carved into the wood that proclaimed
him the leader of the Ojaza.


"We are in need of many things for the winter to come:
sheep, cloth, grain, and entertainment for our bored warriors," he shouted,
and received roars of approval. "Chief Ahote will lead a party of a hand-of-hands
and one to the lowlands in the south, and Chief Tocho a party of a hand-of-hands
and one to the lowlands in the north. New warriors Ayas the Cat and Kele the Badger
will accompany Ahote, and warrior Zara the Wolf will go with Chief Tocho."


I put my right fist to my heart in acknowledgement of his
seniority. I smiled to myself. This may be the perfect opportunity to find my
freedom. Of course, it might be the perfect opportunity to have me killed if I
don't meet Tocho's expectations. I doubted they trusted me—warrior status
or not.


Tocho turned out to be a good leader, not that I was an
expert. He called all the warriors who would be accompanying him and went over
the details of the raid: the route we would travel, the farms and cities he
knew about, and the ones he expected to raid after they had scouted the area
and updated their maps, the items of primary importance, and the order of our
retreat. From the talk afterward, I gathered the tribes had never raided this far
into the lowlands in recent memory, and everyone was excited.


We left the next morning. Only four warriors had horses:
Chief Tocho, a woman warrior who would be responsible for any slaves taken, and
two warrior scouts. The rest of us would be on foot. Since any warrior could
run a horse to death, it was hardly a limiting factor. It took a hand-of-days
to reach the lower mountains and another hand-of-days to reach the northern
foothills. We skirted two small villages, which Tocho would probably raid on
the way back as we continued onto the open plains. We broke up into small
parties and scouted the land for the next two-hands of days before returning
for orders. Tocho listened to what each team had found and carefully updated
his map before deciding on a course of action. He finally chose two small
communities which had the livestock we needed, stockpiles of food for the
winter, and horses to move the loot. Each community consisted of about two-hands
of menfolk. Tocho split us into two groups of three-hands each and elected to
accompany the group I was assigned. Both groups would strike two days from now
at noon when everyone would be out in the fields working and easy prey. To
delay any possible pursuit, no one was to be left alive.


* * *


We lay in a wooded area a one-minute fast run from the field
many of the people were currently harvesting. The compound had a small fence
surrounding it and three guards with swords, but I doubted they or the men
coming and going from the fields with weapons were as well trained as the warriors.
I quieted my mind. I couldn't make a plan since I didn't know what would
happen. This community wasn't going to overpower the warriors, so I would have
to wait for the right opportunity. I knew Tocho would be watching me closely
and probably so would others. This was a test for me, of that I was sure.


At noon, Tocho waved and everyone rose and began running. I
was assigned the compound and ran in that direction. I smiled as the group
slowly moved several steps in front of me, not unexpectedly. I had never been
able to keep up with the warriors. So I was the last one to reach the gate. By
then, the three guards were dead and the warriors were spreading out and
entering the four buildings. I followed two warriors through a corral into a
large barn, which formed part of the compound’s protective fence. When I
arrived, a man lay dead on the floor. One of the two warriors was putting
collars on two small children while the other was ripping the clothes off a
woman. He pointed to the warrior with the children.


"Help Skah with the children, Zara," he said. I
sliced through his neck as I passed on the way to Skah. Still struggling with a
young boy, he never saw the sword as it severed his neck.


"I knew you couldn't be trusted, Zara. Sneaky like the
wolf you are named."


"Lady, light that lantern if you wish you and your
children to live," I said as I prepared to fight Tocho, hoping his
standard language was poor. I'd never heard him use it. The woman surprised me
by how quick she responded, considering the circumstances. The thought of her
children dying probably helped motivate her. As I reached her, I grabbed the
lantern as Tocho turned and whistled for help. I threw it over his head toward
the front of the barn. It exploded when it hit the floor, and the oil soon had
the hay on the floor in flames. The fire spread quickly. In less than a minute,
the entrance was engulfed in flames and no one could enter.


"Guess it's you and me, chief. A farmer's daughter and
a great chief of the Ojaza tribe," I said, feeling calm. One way or the
other, I was finally free. He looked nervously over his shoulder at the fire
blocking the entrance and quickly creeping toward him. Then he got that crazed
look the warriors get when they are racing through a village killing and
destroying lives. He took several half-running steps and lunged at me, throwing
all his weight behind a cut to my ribs. I made no attempt to stop it, just met
it with my sword so his slid into my guard and was trapped. The powerful stroke
drove my arm and sword into me, and pain shot through my side and shoulder. As
his momentum carried him into me, my dagger slid under the padding at shoulder
and neck, into his throat. Blood spattered in my face, and his weight pushed me
stumbling backward, leaving him to collapse onto his knees then his face. When
I looked around, the woman was taking the collar off her youngest boy.


"Is there a cellar in the barn?" I asked, knowing
my father had an underground pit where he stored food for the winter. She stared
at me awhile, clutching her two children to her. Couldn't blame her, I must
have looked like any blood-crazed warrior. "Your children's lives depend
upon you thinking clearly."


"Yes." She pointed to a stall toward the end of
the barn. By now the four cows and two horses were frantic with panic as the
flames grew higher and the heat intensified. "You and the children need to
hide there, and don't come out until morning. They will be gone by then. I'll
try to return, if they don't catch me."


She nodded, and still clutching her two chlidren, she shuffled
toward the back. I freed the horse closest to the flames, and he ran toward the
back. I threw a rope around the second horse’s  neck before releasing him. While
struggling to keep him under control, I made my way to the back. The woman
looked up at me from where she stood at the bottom of the steps.


"No noise, and don't attempt to come out until morning.
It will be safe by then." I closed the door and covered it with hay and
dirt. The back of the barn had a large double door with two bars securing them.
I lifted the bars and pushed open the doors. The cows and free horse ran. I
mounted the captured horse and kicked him into a gallop, leaning low over his
neck. In the distance, I faintly heard someone shout.


"It's Zara. She's running. Kill her."


When I looked back over my shoulder, two warriors were
running in my direction. They would eventually outrun the horse. It could only
gallop a short distance, but I would be fresh and could hopefully stay ahead of
them. On the open prairie, it proved easy to keep track of my pursuers. Late in
the day as shadows began to lengthen, one of the warriors stopped and turned
back. The other warrior continued at an increased pace. As she slowly closed
the distance, I recognized Ehwee. By now, my horse was lathered in white sweat
and couldn't last much longer, so I pulled up and dismounted. As I waited, I
notched an arrow and moved behind the horse. I hated to use the horse as a
shield, but even running, Ehwee was a better shot than me. And maybe she
wouldn't ...


When next I looked, she was running fast with her bow
notched with an arrow. At forty paces, she loosed the arrow that hit my horse
in the side. He bucked and plunged, throwing me backward several steps. The impact
made me loose my arrow, which went harmlessly to her right. I nocked another
arrow. When I looked up, she was twenty-five paces from me and loosed another
arrow. I spun in the direction of the horse and felt the arrow hit the padding
covering my shoulder. I thought the leather had stopped it, but there was no
time to look. I fought to quiet my mind. Sprinting hard, she was now only
fifteen steps away, eyes wide, mouth open gasping for breath, and face flushed
fire red. She had dropped the bow and was drawing her sword as I released my
nocked arrow. At her current speed, she couldn't possibly dodge, and it hit her
in the chest and appeared to penetrate several fingers width. But she kept
coming, sword high over her head.


"Die," she screamed as the sword began its
downward arc toward my head. I threw myself to the right, tucked my head, and
rolled to a standing position with my sword ready. It wasn't necessary. Her
momentum carried her well past me. She stumbled and fell onto one knee. Her
head turned in my direction. "Worthless slave with no honor."


I laughed. "Perhaps you taught me the honor of the
Ojaza, who kill defenseless farmers, rape their women, and steal their
children. Yes, I have adopted the honor of the Ojaza warriors."


"You daughter of the shit-eating dung bug," she gasped
as she staggered to her feet and steadied herself. She took two steps in my
direction, her arms trembling as she struggled to raise her sword to a fighting
position. I backhanded my sword across her throat. I didn't wish her a slow
death, just death. Hating it, I cut my horse's throat—its demise had been
my fault—and began a slow run back toward the compound.


* * *


It was nearly dawn. The sky had begun to turn grey through
the clouds, and a light rain fell. The barn stood a charred ruin with its roof
caved in and only a skeleton remaining of its walls. The only sounds were the
cries of the carrion birds as they feasted on the remains. I dreaded entering
the barn, afraid what I would find. I found the trap door easily, but it took
me a long time to clear away the burnt planks covering it. When I opened it,
the woman stood with her arms around her children; her face a ghostly pale
white.


"They've gone. It's safe to come out," I said and backed
away. I was dressed like a warrior, and she must have been half crazy trapped
down there for almost a day, not knowing if she would be found by the warriors.
And if she had tried the trap door, she would have realized she and her
children would eventually die there. It took her a long time to creep up the
stairs and survey the area before she allowed the children to exit the cellar.


"What ... who are you?" she asked, still hanging
onto the children.


"It's a very long story, but not here. Call me Zara.
Let's see if anyone survived and get you and your children something to eat and
drink," I said as I turned to leave.


"I'm Ethel," she shouted as I made my way out of
the barn toward the gate. While she got the children settled in one of the
buildings, I walked the fields, looking at the bodies. I didn't expect to find
anyone alive and didn't. By the time I reached the gate, she was kneeling next
to a man, crying. I walked by and examined each of the other six men scattered
around the compound. They had died quickly. As I entered the larger of the
buildings, she joined me. It was a large open room, which appeared to be the
community dining hall, kitchen, and food storage area. The bloody bodies of five
women lay naked, two on the long table and three on the floor.


It was a long emotionally draining day for me, but a living
nightmare for Ethel. I dug graves and carried the bodies Ethel had dressed and
buried them. Ethel said a prayer over each. I stood silent. My father and mother
had a God; the Ojaza had gods; and Ethel had a God. I wasn't sure where her God
was when the Ojaza were killing and raping her people.


It was late in the night when Ethel and I sat drinking
coffee. She had prepared a hot meal, fed the children and us, and put them to
bed. Afterward, I spent an hour giving her a brief account of my experience
with the Ojaza.


"What are you going to do now, Zara?" she asked.


"Don't really know. Need to learn how to be civilized
again." I smiled at the thought. I had only been a hand plus four summers
when the Ojaza took me. I knew a lot about the Ojaza world but very little
about this world.


"You can stay here if you wish ..."


"What are you going to do?" I asked, thinking if I
were her I’d flee back to the city as fast as I could.


"Stay!" she shouted, then lowered her voice.
"Sorry. Will they come back?"


"Not for many summers. They live high in the mountains
and are a full turn of the moon travel from here."


"You could teach us how to defend ourselves." She
grabbed my arm, looking desperate.


"No, I can't. They train their youth to be warriors.
They are better trained than your soldiers. And your farmers and artisans are not
soldiers. You can't be both. If you are going to live close to these mountains,
your only safety is in numbers and having a small militia."


"Please stay. I can't stay alone. I'll help you become
civilized, to be a woman again. There are lots of clothes here. You can have
whatever you want ..." She rambled on, her hand tightening on my arm,
nearly hysterical toward the end.


"I'll stay for awhile. I'll need some new clothes, but
not women's. I've never been one—a girl child, slave, and warrior, but
not a woman. I'm not sure what I am, but the wife and mother image doesn't feel
right."


"Thank you. I'll help any way I can."


"I'm surprised no one came to investigate the fire.
They must have seen it from the village." That had been part of the reason
I had set the barn on fire, to attract attention, even if it was unlikely to
bring help in time.


"We are almost two days’ ride from Baron Dedrich's
castle and the town of Oberen. There are other small communities like this one,
but they are unlikely to investigate without a reason to visit. Fires are not
unusual." Ethel shrugged. "The Baron's troops will be here in a few
days. We pay a tax to him since we are on his land. In exchange he provides ...
security. Three of the men killed were his soldiers. They are rotated every ten…two-hands
of days." Tears dripped down her face. "We thought that would be
enough to keep us safe."


"The tribe split into two groups. Another community was
also destroyed yesterday," I said, watching her face pale.


"Oh my God!" She sobbed into her hands. "Do
you know which?"


"No. The chief made the decision. We just went were he sent
us, most likely another community about this size. One with cattle."


"I hope you're right. The two closest to us are smaller
and have only a cow or two."


"They came a long way and would want someplace worth
their time. They had three hands of warriors and could take on four hands of men
without too much trouble. They would be willing to risk a few deaths. They're
bloodthirsty, not cowards."


"Will you stay in this house? I know you don't think
they will return but ..."


"All right. They won't return. They got what they wanted
and can't be sure if help will be coming. And they think I'm dead or out of
their reach. They will be traveling fast and hit a few small communities on the
way into the mountains."


"Why?"


"They are hunters. The mountains cannot support their
numbers comfortably, so they need to raid periodically. And it keeps them
mobile. If we took an army into the mountains, they could move within hours. It
would take years and thousands of soldiers to destroy them."


"What will happen to Timma, Lissa, and Gorda ... the
other children?"


"They will be village slaves like I was, along with
other children from my parents’ village." I didn’t add, ‘if they survive
the trek back.’


"Will they be made warriors?"


I laughed. "No, the Ojaza will never make that mistake
again."









CHAPTER FOUR



 






Learning to be civilized


The next two days were spent trying to repair the damage the
Ojaza had caused. We managed to find a few chickens that had eluded the
warriors and one of the cows that escaped the fire. Ethel worked from early
morning to late in the evening, trying not to think about yesterday or
tomorrow—just today and her children. I selected some of the men’s
clothing, and Ethel managed to tailor it into something I felt comfortable
wearing. Something I imagined a woman hunter might wear: long sleeved shirt,
short wool coat, warm tight-fitting pants, and leather boots. She made me a
wolf cap out of my old wolf coat, and I kept my wolf-fur lower-leg coverings. I
kind of liked the look, which was neither male nor female.


Baron Dedrich's soldiers arrived on the fourth day. I opened
the gate as they rode up, some forty strong. They carried standard weapons:
long swords, daggers of various lengths, some crossbows, a few long bows, and
lances. Inside the compound, a tall broad-shouldered man dismounted a brown stallion
with a grey mane. His eyes narrowed and face muscles tightened as he scanned
the area.


"Where is everyone, Ethel?" he asked in a harsh
tone.


"Dead, Lieutenant Wiktor. Warriors from the mountains
attacked us three days ago. Only my two children and I escaped ... thanks to
Zara." She nodded in my direction.


"How many?" he asked, looking at me.


"Originally, a hand-of-hands and one. They split into
two groups. Three-hands of warriors attacked here and three someplace else.
They lost a hand of warriors here and probably a couple of warriors elsewhere.
So they have less than five-hands of warriors."


He scowled. "Why were you with them?"


"I was a captured slave, and it amused them to try and
make me a warrior." The truth was far too complicated and would take too
long to explain. Besides, I didn't owe him an explanation.


"Do you know where they are going?" he asked,
glaring at me. 


I nodded.


"Good. They are on foot. We can catch them before they
reach the mountains."


I laughed. "Sorry. They move farther each day than you
and your troops can, so you will never catch them. And you don't want to. Those
warriors are better trained than your soldiers."


"How do you know?" His face turned angry.


"I was captured when I was young, and have spent more
than two-hands of summers with them. From their youth, they train to be warriors.
They are not farmers or even hunters. They are warriors. They murdered my
family. I want to see them killed as much as you do, but don't confuse wanting
with doing."


He and his chief sergeant spent several hours asking me
questions about the tribe and what happened. In the end, he decided to leave
three men, who I think were told to keep an eye on me. Ethel gave Lieutenant Viktor
a notice to post in town, offering a place at the compound for any families
interested and stating she would be in Oberon five-hands of days from now.


That evening at dinner, the three soldiers had lots of
questions about the warriors. It was apparent from the questions they were
nervous. I did my best to assure them they had nothing to worry about—at
least from the mountain warriors.


* * *


Ethel and I left three days before the date she was due in Oberon,
using a wagon the soldiers helped her repair and two of their horses. I had
finally convinced them the warriors were by now home high in the mountains and
wouldn't be leaving before summer. The trip took two full days. When we
arrived, Ethel rented two rooms at a local tavern and inn, The Outpost, which
was at the edge of town. Lieutenant Viktor found us as Ethel was getting ready
to interview the two-hands of families waiting.


"Zara, the baron would like to talk to you, if you
would accompany me," he said. Not a request but an order since he had five
soldiers with him and an extra horse. I nodded and mounted. As I had never been
to a large village, I found the ride interesting. We rode through market places
where people were selling and buying a variety of foods, buildings where you
could buy clothes and other items, wood and stone houses, and people beyond
count.


Trying to imagine it made my head fuzzy. "How many
people?"


"A couple of thousand in the town and another five hundred
at the castle."


"Thousand? Hundred?" I asked. The lieutenant
laughed and began explaining the standard system of counting. I had a headache
by the time we reached the massive walls surrounding the baron's castle. Turning
and twisting, I almost fell off my horse several times while trying to see the
wonders of the castle: houses stacked upon houses many times, glass windows,
streets paved with stones, women and men dressed in strange clothes ... I
jerked around when I realized we had stopped. The massive building had a hand of
steps leading to two doors each the width of a man and as tall as two. A man
stood in front of the doors wearing a black coat and pants and a blue cloth
from his left shoulder to his right waist. I followed the lieutenant, who followed
the man down a long hallway lined with elaborate rugs, paintings, and statues
and led into a room where a small overweight man dressed in maroon pants, a
white silk shirt, and leather boots stood next to a large wooden desk. Behind
him were four narrow windows that lit what would otherwise have been a dark
room with its walnut-paneled walls. Various weapons and paintings of fighting
scenes adorned the walls. There was only one chair, and I wasn't invited to
sit.


"Baron Dietrich, this is the woman Zara, who lived with
the mountain tribe that attacked the Manola community.


"Well, Zara. That must have been an interesting
experience," he said, smoothing his well-trimmed mustache.


"If you like seeing your parents killed, watching your
friends die because they don’t have the strength to make the climb to their
camp, eating leftover roots and plants, working from sun up to late at night,
regular beatings, and knowing you will live and die a worthless slave," I
said. "I wouldn't recommend it."


He stood, looking shocked and then angry. "You’re
insolent, but then you are little but a savage." He smiled. 


I retreated into my quiet mind that was immune to insult and
didn't respond to his pettiness. What could I say to the fool? 


After several minutes of silence, he sighed. "What can
you tell us about the mountain tribes?"


"I've told the Lieutenant everything I know. As I've
said, I was a slave. Like you, they considered me worthless."


"They trained you to be a warrior."


"No. They amused themselves by making me a whipping dog
for their youth. I just happened to survive daily beatings with wooden swords
and the endless abuse. When they tired of that, they decided it would be fun if
they could make me kill some lowlanders. And if not, they planned to amuse
themselves torturing me to death. I survived because I hated them more than
they hated me." 


That more or less ended the questioning. He made a few more
attempts, but I pretended I hadn't learned to speak the Ojaza language
fluently, just enough words and phases to understand what they wanted and
therefore didn't understand their culture or plans. I played off the you are nothing but a savage by which he
had accused me. They returned me to The Outpost late in the afternoon.


"There you are, Zara," Ethel said as she came
running toward me. "I was getting ready to go looking for you. What did
Baron Dietrich want?"


"To be entertained."


"Entertained? How?"


"He wanted to see the girl who had lived among the
savages and hear interesting stories. He considers me little but a savage, not
a girl who was kidnapped by savages who murdered her parents."


Ethel stood there in shock for several seconds and then
grabbed me in a tight hug. "Come, let's go eat, and I'll tell you about
the families I've talked to today. If you don't mind, I'd like you to join the
eleven families I've selected. They will want to talk to you about the tribes
and the potential danger. Consider it the start of your learning to be
civilized again. Although after your talk with Baron Dietrich, you may not be
interested." She hooked her arm in mine and pulled me toward the tavern.


* * *


Ethel was right. The families spent a good deal of the time
asking about the tribes, mostly whether I thought they would be back.


"I can't tell you what the tribes will do. There are
three tribes in the mountains, and I lived with only one. But I know it's a
full moon’s trip to the community, and therefore the trip can only be made in
the summer months. I was with them for two-hands of summers and that was the
only time they made a raid that far into the lowlands. I doubt the Ojaza would
attack the same area again for fear you would be ready."


"What about the other two tribes?" one of the men
asked.


"They will be aware of the Ojaza's raid, so I doubt
they would either. I think the chances are small, but if you choose to live
away from the town, you must be prepared."


"Are you staying with Ethel?" a woman asked,
looking from Ethel to me. Ethel also looked to me. She had mentioned yesterday
that she thought most if not all would back out if I didn't stay.


"I'll stay awhile, with the understanding that you will
provide me with the knowledge I'll need to live in civilization." I didn't
think I would enjoy life in the community, and if I didn't stay, I would need
to understand the world I would be traveling. Besides, I felt responsible for Ethel.
Ironically, saving her life made her dependent on me, and she would need my help.


Ethel stayed five more days talking with the families and negotiating
shares in the community, common rules, resolution of conflicts, and potential
growth. I spent each night with Ethel; her son, Joh, age four; and her daughter,
Wina, a hand plus two—learning to read and write as she produced the
community's bylaws. I concluded the Ojaza's symbols were a lot easier.


* * *


In the end, one less than two-hands of families joined the
community. They were comprised of a hand and four each adult males and females
and the same number of children. I had talked to each family to determine what
they could contribute to my education. They were a diverse group, and I was
looking forward to working with them. Ethel was a teacher and would help me
with reading, writing, and numbers. Dejan had worked in a small store and
volunteered to teach me about the price of goods and how to bargain. Dana had
worked with a physician and would help me with herbs and treating injuries. Although
I might already be an expert myself, she would know other techniques that were
better. Likewise, Aron had travelled a lot and would help with the cost of inns,
food, stables, and the like. Elmo was good with animals and would work with me
on maintaining a horse. The others would just tell me about their lives in the
hope that would prove useful. For my part, I had agreed to stay and help in any
way I could. In truth, they just felt my presence made them safer, which it
didn't. I had agreed to stay at least a complete cycle.


* * *


"Zara, I'm Corporal Aldo," a tall, thin man said
as I left the house that morning. It was our second day back from Oberon. "This
is private Dino and private Lech. We were wondering if you wouldn't mind
telling us about the warriors from the tribes. I was told you lived with
them." The three must have been waiting for me to leave the house.


"I would not only be glad to tell you about them but to
show you their techniques and to work with you so you will know what to expect
if you encounter them. But in exchange, I would like for you to help me learn
about a soldier's life and tell me a little of your experiences," I said,
having decided the best way to transition back into society was to get people
to tell me about their lives. Not the same as doing but better than wandering
around without a clue.


"That's a fair deal," Aldo said to nodding heads.


"First, we will need some practice swords. I'd like
mine to look like the warriors' swords, which are slightly shorter, curved, and
wider at the tip. I'll get you one that the warriors left behind to copy,"
I said to grins. I went into the burned out barn and collected the first one I
found and brought it back out and handed it to Aldo. "I want to start with
a demonstration, so we'll start when you have them ready." He nodded, and
the three wandered off in the direction of the maintenance building, heads
together talking.


While I waited, I wandered around the property, acquainting
myself with the new arrangements and talking to those I met. Everyone was busy.
Beside what the tribe had stolen, they had destroyed a lot in the process:
windows, furniture, dishes, doors, etc.


"Zara," Aaron shouted and waved. He and Dejan were
examining the wooden fence that surrounded the compound, which had several
sections that had been destroyed during the raid. "What kind of a fence
would you suggest for protection?" he asked as I approached. I smiled to
myself. This was my contribution to the community. They needed someone to give
them a realistic assessment of the dangers—things they should be
concerned about and things they shouldn't, like this fence.


"You can't build a fence or wall that will keep the
tribes or even mercenaries out. It's mostly to keep the animals, cattle, and
children in and to delay a raid. So the current fence is adequate if you fix
the missing and weak areas."


"We thought ... " Dejan's face paled as he looked
from the fence to Aldo to me and back again.


"This fence might stop men like yourself who are not
war-like, but it wouldn't stop a tribe of warriors or a large group of raiders.
You'll have to look at other options."


"Learning how to fight?" Aaron asked hesitantly.


"Yes and no. If men come to rob or kill, you will have
to fight. But you don't have the ability or killer instinct to meet them
one-on-one, so we will have to think of something to even the odds."


"What about the soldiers?" Dejan asked.


"They can help slow them down and give you time to get
ready, but you can't expect them to defend you when they are outnumbered five
to one or more. We can discuss alternatives over the winter. Nothing is likely
to happen before summer. I doubt you will have anything to worry about from the
tribes for a least a couple of years, if then." Just then I saw Aldo
approaching, waving a wooden sword.


"Bylun made this for you. He sure is good with his
hands. We have our own practice swords. You think a warrior is as good as a
well-trained soldier?" Aldo asked, smiling as he examined the sword.


I took the sword and banged it against the fence several
times, testing its strength. When I felt satisfied it wouldn't shatter in a
fight, I nodded. "Come with me." I led the three soldiers back to the
gate. "Consider this a real fight. Don't worry about hurting me, because I
won't be worried about hurting you. Prove to me you can defend this compound
and yourself. Prove to me you're better trained than a savage—like
me—because I don't think you are," I said, trying to get them to
take this seriously. "Dino, you stand at the gate like you're guarding it.
When I yell and start running, you can try to close it, and if you can't, then
try to stop me from entering." I grabbed Lech by the arm and waved Aldo to
follow. When I had gone about twenty steps, I stopped. "Lech, this is your
position. When you hear me yell, you can run and help Dino at the gate." I
waved to Aldo and walked another twenty steps and stopped. "Aldo, when you
hear me yell, come running."


Seeing that several people had come out to watch, I stopped.
"Please, keep everyone—especially the children—away from this
area." I turned and walked back through the gate and some forty paces into
the field, where I lay down. I lay there for a long time, waiting for the three
guards to relax. When I saw the guard at the gate turn to look back at
something, I lunged to my feet, yelling an Ojaza war cry as I raced for the
gate. Dino whirled around, froze for several seconds, and then leapt to slam the
gate shut.


I ran toward him as hard as I could.


When he saw he wasn't going to get the heavy wooden gate
closed in time, he jerked his sword from his scabbard. Just as he raised it, I reached
him. I swung my blade into his side as I ran past. Lech had covered half the
distance. He stopped and raised his sword. I slashed as I reached him. My speed
and the weight I threw behind the strike drove down his sword. I slammed my
shoulder into his, spun him around, and backhanded a slice cut across his chest.


I dashed toward Aldo. When we met, he lunged at me with a
downward slash. I sidestepped as I swung at his legs. He stumbled to his knee, and
I laid my sword across his neck.


There was a deadly silence. Those watching stood with mouths
open, or with hands covering their mouths, or just frozen in fear. Dino and
Lech came walking toward me, looking dazed.


"If you think I was fast, believe me when I tell you
the slowest warrior is faster than me. And I'm not better than the average
warrior. Anyone of them could do what I just did."


"No wonder Mitch and the other two didn't survive. How
do we defend against that?" Aldo asked, rubbing his thigh.


"I will teach you if you are interested. You are
already better equipped to fight them now, because you know what to expect. The
problem is that soldiers and warriors don't train or think alike. You have
matches against one opponent. You spend time testing your opponent and looking
for a weakness. A warrior is an excellent sword fighter who has trained for many
years, but he charges you in a win or lose clash. Even if you manage to stop
him, he knows another warrior is right behind him and that warrior will kill
you on the way by. He doesn't care if he doesn't kill you. He is content to
wound or cripple you for the next warrior.


"We need more soldiers!" Lech shouted to nodding
heads from the people standing around watching.


"And taller and stronger walls and—"


"The baron isn't going to give you more soldiers, and the
time you would take building stronger walls would be better spent learning to compensate
in other ways, while I’m here to help.


* * *


The winter was a busy time for them and me. I found that life
as a slave warrior had been difficult but simple, while life as a settler was comparatively
easy but impossibly complex. Money was a perfect example. The Ojaza had no
money. They bartered for everything, either trading one thing for another or
providing a service in exchange.


The settlers used coins: gold, silver, and copper. A gold
coin was worth ten silver ones and one hundred copper ones. That was easy. But
the gold and silver coins could be broken into pieces, and determining their
worth was subjective. Worse yet, nuggets of gold and silver could be used as
money. That required you to know gold and silver from look-alike metals and to
be able to accurately estimate the weight, which was another problem. The
weight of many things determined its price. Of course, that was also true with
the Ojaza; however, the number of items the settlers dealt in was beyond count.


And then there were numbers. The Ojaza used hands as their
basic number. The settlers had a unique number system that used two-hands as
their basic number.


"How do I remember all these numbers, six, seven,
eleven, twenty, thirty?" I whined several weeks into Ethel’s introduction
into numbers. 


She smiled in sympathy. "Like many things, you just
have to memorize them and practice using them. Most of us are taught them when
we are young and our minds open to new things. Reading, writing, and numbers
will require memorization and more importantly, using what you have learned. I
will give you books to read, which will help with reading and writing, and we
need to let everyone know to test you on numbers."


True to her word, each member of the group, including their
children, took every opportunity to quiz me on numbers or asked me to read
something or other. The first moon … month, I went to bed each night with my
head spinning: five equals a hand, twenty-one equals four-hands and one;
thirteen equals two-hands and three … The second month, I realized I needed a
quiet mind like with the Ojaza, and I forgot about hands. That made the numbers
real. Ethel was right: the more often I read or performed sums, the easier it
got.


"How large is the Ojaza?" Dejan asked one night at
dinner.


"Two tribes," I said reflexively.


"How many in a tribe?" he asked. I was tempted to
answer in hands, but forced myself to think in tens.


"One … hundred."


"Then two tribes would be two times one hundred, or … "


"Two … hundred." I felt an honest sense of pride as
he and others clapped. I was making progress thanks to these people. I decided
to stay another four seasons … a year. Their world was very complex, and I
would need the time to adjust. If I left alone and before I had an adult’s
knowledge, I would be a rabbit in a forest of hunters—like sending an
untrained child out to qualify to be a warrior. I wished to be like the wolf I
had been named after—cunning. To succeed, I would need to be trained in
the ways of surviving in the civilized world.


* * *


Time seemed to fly. Although I had no specific duties, I was
always busy. I accompanied Dejan and his wife into town to bargain for
supplies. Elmo called me every time an animal appeared sick. He would talk me
through the possible causes and then begin to eliminate them one by one until
he arrived at the most likely. Part of my responsibility would be to help nurse
the sick horse or cow back to health. And he gave me responsibility for
grooming and inspecting the communities’ five horses. Bylun taught me how to
repair the horses' tack as well as clothes and weapons. Dana called me every
time someone was hurt, no matter how minor, emphasizing that small cuts can
kill if they are left untreated. I knew that from the Ojaza, as well as which
herbs to use, but she had remedies that could be purchased and carried with me.


From Baron Dietrich's guards, I learned about the military
the royalty employed. They explained their training, duties, fighting tactics,
salary, and life in general.


Three years had come and gone before I felt comfortable in
my new world. As part of the community, I shared in the profits and had money
of my own. In the beginning, I used small amounts to bargain for meals and
other small items just for the practice. In the third year, I used the money I
had been saving to purchase a small desert horse and tack. Although small, the
breed was known for its stamina. I named her Greystone.


"Are you getting ready to leave us?" Ethel asked
one evening after everyone had left and the children had gone to their room.


"Thanks to you and the others, I feel like an adult in
your world," I said.


"It’s your world too," Ethel said, giving my arm a
squeeze. "Everyone loves you … "


"I was born a farmer’s daughter and therefore part of
this world, but it’s not that simple. Where do I fit? Life in the tribes is
simple. You are a warrior or have special talent or you are nothing—you
rank just above the slaves and camp dogs. But here there are thousands of
people and many hundreds of positions. Where do I fit?"


"You fit here," Ethel said, squeezing harder.


"Do I? I have no function. I’m a crutch, little better
than an Ojaza spirit, and only because I can talk." I gave a small laugh. "You
and the others have been wonderful to me, and I’m grateful. But I need to see
where I fit—if I do. I’m comfortable here, but I don’t feel … Maybe the
Ojaza named me correctly—Zara the Wolf."


"Wolves are intelligent and social; they run in packs."


"Yes, and they roam large areas and are wary of humans."
I patted Ethel’s hand. "I haven’t decided what I’ll do next or on a time,
but you and I have always known I’d leave at some point. I may find this
community was the right place for me. I hope I could return, if I do, to visit
if nothing else."


"You will always be welcome. We will not ask you to
forfeit your shares if you leave, whether you return or not." A tear
trickled down her cheek, making my heart ache. I might have saved Ethel’s life,
but without her help I doubt I would have survived.









CHAPTER FIVE



 






A New Beginning


A week later, I decided to ride into town. We were well into
spring, which meant the traveling merchants would be visiting Oberen, and I
hoped to find work with one. I had no place I particularly wanted to go and decided
to let fate determine the destination. I didn't know if I was searching for a
place, a people, or a profession. All I could do was wander the country and
hope I’d know it or them when the time came.


I spent the first night off to the side of the road after
finding an area hidden from view by enough brush and ground debris that I would
likely hear any intruder long before he or she reached me. I had heard enough
stories from the folks at the compound to know the hazards of traveling,
especially for a woman alone. Ironically, I didn't feel like a woman. More like a female wolf, I mused.


I made Oberen early in the afternoon, and went straight to
the market area, which appeared busier than the other times I had visited. I
stopped at the entrance to view the notices: help wanted, sales, new venders,
and other general information. One caught my attention:


Experienced guards and a cook wanted
for a caravan headed to Calle. Good pay. See merchant Raigosa at the Wandering
Hole Inn.


Sounded interesting, so I decided to see Raigosa and headed
for the inn, which was only five minutes away. From my lessons with Aaron, I
knew Calle was on the other side of Aesona at the western ocean, about three
months’ travel. When I arrived, there was a line of men near the rear of the inn
near the stables, and I decided that was what I was looking for.


"Well sweet thing, you looking to be the cook for Raigosa?"
a tall middle-aged man with a weather-beaten face asked good-naturedly. The
couple of men in front of him seemed interested in the answer, judging by their
grins.


"Depends on the pay," I said, not wanting to discuss
my intentions with these men.


"I'll bet you could earn plenty on the side," the
larger of the two men, who were both grinning, said. He was big and muscular,
but didn't look as dangerous as the other man standing next to him. That one’s
grin somehow felt evil, and his eyes had a predatory look. I ignored the
remark, knowing from talks with Ethel that I couldn't avoid these encounters and
it was best not to comment, as it tended to encourage more. I took out a strip
of beef jerky and stood chewing as I surveyed the area. The line had nine men
and ended at an older man sitting at a small table. A tall lean man stood
behind him. He looked like an experienced fighter based on his sword, dagger, worn
scabbards, and clothing. His eyes scanned the waiting men and paused for a few
seconds when he came to me before going back to the man currently being
questioned. It took an hour for my turn at the table.


"Well ... girly. Cook?" the older man asked as I
stepped up to the table. From his finer clothing and softer, slightly
overweight body, I assumed him to be a merchant.


"Or guard," I said, catching the fighter's eyes as
he surveyed me.


"What do you think, Lutz?"


"You need two guards, and there are four, maybe five
that qualify. Be good to see them fight."


"You know they’re going to take pleasure in hurting
you," the merchant said with real concern.


"Nothing new," I said, stepping to the side away
from the others who were waiting.


He shrugged, looking at Lutz, whose lip twitched for a
second. He waved for me to follow him as he walked toward the waiting group.


"Listen up. We only need two guards and a cook, so
unless one of you five can cook, we need to eliminate three of you. Let's see
the following matches: Sammie, you and Carl. Ricco, you and Mark. And, Zara,
you and Bert. You'll start when I say start and stop when I say stop. Is that
clear?"


Nods greeted his announcement along with grins and smiles,
mostly toward me. Lutz retrieved two wooden swords and handed one each to Sammie
and Carl and motioned to the gate into the coral, which was empty.


Lutz followed them into the coral while the rest of us
positioned ourselves to watch. Carl looked nervous right from the start, and his
strikes were hesitant and weak. Sammie quickly became more aggressive and Carl
failed to block a cut to the arm and immediately afterward a thrust to the
chest.


"Stop," Lutz said, stopping to examine Carl’s arm
and chest. "Ricco. Mark. You're next."


It was obvious that he had paired the two he considered the
best with the two worst, because Mark didn't stand a chance and went down with
a blow to the head. Lutz frowned at Ricco but said nothing. It didn't surprise
me. Ricco was the one I thought not only dangerous but sadistic. I'd seen that
look many times with the Ojaza. Lutz waited until Mark's head was bandaged and
he was conscious. He then waved to Bert and me, handed us the swords, and stood
silent while waiting for us to face each other. Bert was smiling.


"Start," Lutz said, pulling his hand from between
us. Bert immediately charged with a hard blow aimed at my ribs. I met the blow
with my sword angled up, so his sword slid up to my guard, dissipating the
force of a direct hit which would have driven my sword into me. He smiled as I
stepped backward, and followed with an overhead strike to my head. Again, I met
the blow with my sword angled up. The force of the blow caused his sword to slide
down into my guard. I stepped back again, watching the excitement on his face
as he lunged forward with a thrust to my chest. I twisted ninety-degrees as his
sword thrust toward me, guiding it by my stomach with my sword. His momentum
carried him to within inches of me, and I slid my sword up along his chest and
reversed the blade, letting it lie at his neck. "Stop," Lutz shouted.
Bert's face had turned pale, and he had stopped smiling.


"You can go, Bert." Lutz waved him away and then
turned to me. "If you insist on wanting to be a guard, then I'll have to
match you with either Ricci or Sammie. If you win, we'll be without a cook.
I've talked to Merchant Raigosa, and if you'll agree to cook, he'll pay you the
same wages as the guards."


"How much?" I asked. According to Aaron, pay was
negotiable, and although this was the perfect opportunity and I was going
regardless, he didn't know that and I needed the practice. 


He grinned. "You’re not quite the savage the rumors
make you out to be. One silver per day plus food and rooms when we stay overnight
in a town. And a ten-silver bonus if you stay until Calle." It sounded
reasonable, but ... I had to assume he hadn’t made his best offer.


"Two silvers a day and a gold if I stay until Calle.
I'll be doing two jobs, and my experience may prove useful." Hopefully, he
wouldn't just dismiss me as being unreasonable.


He laughed. "Did you really live among the ... tribes in
the Black Mountains?"


"The Ojaza," I said, pulling my collar away from
my neck to show the wolf's-head tattoo. He leaned closer and then nodded.


"I think I can talk Merchant Raigosa into one and a
half silver per day and a gold if you stay until Calle. Your knowledge may well
be worth it, since we'll be traveling along the Black Mountain range most of
the way to Calle."


I nodded, but it took all my considerable self-control not
to smile or laugh. I had successfully negotiated my first contract. Of course,
that could be a poor salary for a guard, I chided myself. Not that it mattered,
since I would have accepted the one silver offer to go, but according to the
soldiers, I thought it a good wage. Lutz walked over to Raigosa and talked for
several minutes before returning.


"You’re hired. I hope you can cook," he said with
a grin. "Calle is months away. I'll arrange for a room at the Inn. We
leave the day after tomorrow."


Over the next two days, I learned the merchant's caravan had
ten mules, two wagons, six guards, and was introduced to the Raigosa party: a
female companion, Shelia, his two sons, Cesar and Filipe, and two assistants,
Agron and Osher.


Two guards were on duty night and day. Lutz was the senior
guard. Three others—Dimas, Goyo, and Juan—had been with Raigosa
since they left Calle, and Ricci and Sammie were new. I stood guard twice with Sammie
and liked him, but I knew Ricci would be trouble. Savages and people of Aesona
weren't that much different under the skin.


* * *


I was glad for my time at the Manola community helping the
women prepare meals. As a result, I had a good idea on the amount of food it
took to feed thirteen people and could cook a variety of basic meals. The time
there had served me well. The first night after dinner, Raigosa approached.


"That was a good meal, Zara. I had my doubts about you,
but as usual, Lutz's instincts are good. Any thoughts about the tribes?"
he asked, sitting down next to me.


"I doubt they’ll be a problem. First, this is a long
way from where they live, so it's not a yearly occurrence. Second, they’re
after cattle, grain, and slaves—not the kind of merchandise you carry. Gold
and silver mean nothing to them. I'd think you have more to fear from
bandits."


 "They don't
care about gold and silver?" He laughed.


"No. If they did attack, they would take the mules and
little else. Of course, that wouldn't matter since they would kill us all,"
I said. 


Raigosa's face turned pale. "Why?"


"So you couldn't sound an alarm. Raiding parties are
comprised of warriors. Killing is what they are trained to do, and they are
very good at it."


"I have six ... seven guards."


"A raiding party would have at least fifteen warriors.
I haven't seen everyone fight, but I suspect most would do poorly against a
warrior one-on-one, and they would have you out numbered two-to-one and have
the element of surprise."


"What about you?"


"They would eventually overwhelm me with numbers."
I couldn't help the image of my father being hacked to death by two warriors.
"If you have advance notice, I advise leaving the mules and wagons and
running. Except for the mules, they’ll take little of value to you."


"So you would run?" He looked angry.


"No, we have an agreement. I will stay while you or
anyone in your party is alive."


* * *


I woke when I heard someone near where I lay. I wasn’t sure
what I heard: breathing, a twig, a dried leaf, or something on their
clothing—slaves learn to sleep lightly. I slid my dagger loose and
waited. Soon my blanket was lifted up and someone reeking of whiskey slid in
beside me, his hand groping for my breast. He was naked. He froze when I laid
my dagger with its cold blade against his stomach.


"The next time, it won't be a cold blade you feel.
It'll be hot blood and guts running down your legs," I said loudly enough
to be heard by anyone nearby. "No second chance," I said, sensing he
wasn't alone. Sure enough, I heard someone trying to muffle a laugh. As he
inched away from me, I could see it was Dimas, and off in the shadows his
friends Goyo and Juan. I pulled the blanket over me and closed my eyes, hoping I
had discouraged any more late-night visitors.


* * *


While I was preparing breakfast, Lutz appeared.


"Thank you for not killing Dimas. He's harmless, but he
did go too far last night. You handled it well, and your message was loud and
clear." He laughed. "Isn't that ... Indian sword a bit of a disadvantage?
It's several inches shorter than our standard sword."


"It's light and what I learned with. Besides, the Ojaza
don't fight the way you do. They don't use horses, so the sword needs to be
light. They fight as a team, not as individuals. One will wound you and the
next kill you, or one hold your attention while another kills you."


"But you don't have a partner." He pressed his
point.


"Don't confuse they
work as a team with they aren't good fighters. They are better trained than
most soldiers, and they aren't afraid of dying or being hurt."


"You aren't?"


"For better or worse, I'm an Ojaza warrior," I
said, knowing I would still be a slave if I had been afraid of dying. But is that still true? I wondered. I
suspected by now it was burned into my very being—free or dead.


* * *


The next several weeks settled into a comfortable routine. In
each new town, Merchant Raigosa set up a tent in the market area, where his sons
and assistants sold merchandise while he visited local artisans, buying
articles unique to the town and meeting with wealthy merchants and royalty to
sell items of interest. Since I didn't cook on those days, I rotated with the
guards, who pulled eight-hour shifts twenty-four hours a day.


On the road, I would get up early to start breakfast, which
was the last meal until we stopped at night. The others would wake an hour
later and have breakfast. While they packed the mules, I cleaned up and put
away the supplies and cooking utensils. We then traveled until dusk, unless we
made a town that day. At the camp, the mules would be unloaded while I prepared
dinner. After dinner, two guards would begin patrolling—mules, horses,
wagons, and merchandise—two shifts, four hours long, which meant the men
got a rest night every third day.


"Well Zara, what do you think about caravan duty?"
Dimas asked. I had come to accept him as a good-natured clown. He couldn’t help
flirting, accepted rejection well, and appeared to be liked by the tales I
heard around the campfire at night.


"Except for the occasional interruption of my sleep, it's
been interesting. I'm enjoying the experience," I said.


"Did you really live with the savages?" asked Cesar,
the youngest of Raigosa's sons, which got everyone's attention. "That must
have been exciting."


"No, it wasn't. They raided my village, killed my
father and mother, and made me a slave. Their camp dogs are treated better than
a slave."


"But they trained you to fight," said Fillpe,
Raigosa's oldest son.


"They used me as a live opponent for their youth to
practice on, assuming they would cripple or kill me eventually."


"But you survived," Cesar said, eyes bright with
excitement.


"Yes. A mistake they will long remember," I said.
"Those with the warrior's spirit make poor slaves."


"You think you have the warrior's spirit?" Ricci
asked. His face had a sneer, and his voice dripped with contempt.


"Don't know, but they would tell you I made a poor
slave." I smiled. "Where is our next stop?"


"Berone," Fillpe said quickly, cleverly changing
the topic and easing the tension. "We will be there for a week. The town
has an earl, several barons, and more than ten thousand people. Father has a
lot of contacts in Berone and does a lot of business there."


* * *


"Come in," I said to the knock, and Raigosa opened
the door. I had been going over a map of Aesona I purchased at one of the
vendors in the market. The country was huge and would take years to travel. It
bordered another country, Bratti, on the other side of the Black Mountain Range.
Otherwise, it was surrounded by water: the western and eastern oceans, which
met at the southern tip at the town of Kariso.


"Zara, I have an appointment with the Earl of Berone
today. He has asked me to bring you along. Somehow, he heard you lived with the
mountain tribes," Raigosa said. I didn't doubt he was the one that told
him about me. I should ask for a bonus,
I mused, not letting my amusement reach my lips. I nodded, slipped on my boots
and leather belt, and slid my sword and dagger into their sheaths.


Outside, Lutz and Cesar waited with a mule loaded with two
packs and two horses, one mine. Four soldiers armed with pikes and swords and
dressed in the earl's red and silver colors waited. Honor guard, security, or escort? I wondered. We made our way
through the city at a slow trot with two of the earl's guards leading and two
trailing.


Inside the walls, a four-story castle stood at the end of a
long narrow courtyard flanked by several one-story buildings for staff, a
barracks for the soldiers, and a stable. The castle looked hundreds of years
old judging by the ivy growing on the walls. A grey-haired man met us at the bottom
of the twenty steps leading to the double-door entrance.


"Welcome, Merchant Raigosa. The earl is looking forward
to seeing you. If you would have your son and Lutz carry your merchandise into
the reception room, he would like to see you and ... the woman alone in his
study."


"Of course, Minister Warin," Raigosa said, then
nodded to me before turning and following him down a wide hallway with paintings
of men and women to a large wood-paneled room. Inside, a broad-shouldered man
with a square face sat behind a large desk. Based on the heads of animals
decorating the walls, he liked to hunt. His eyes travelled from my head to my
feet before turning to Raigosa.


"Good morning, Raigosa. You look well. Sit. Would you
like some wine?" When Raigosa nodded, Warin quickly poured a glass and
handed it to him as he sat. "Who is your new employee?"


"This is Zara. She is my new cook. She signed on in Oberen.
Zara, this is Earl Pasquel."


"Zara," he said like he was naming a new animal.
"I'm told you lived with the savages in the Black Mountains."


"As a slave," I said, still standing.


"But they taught you to fight." He pointed to my
sword.


"For the amusement of their youth."


"How would you like to join me in wiping out the
savages?" His eyes locked on mine.


"I hate the tribes as much as anyone. I watched them
kill my father and mother, and they made me a slave. But going after them is … a
waste of time and lives," I said, barely stopping myself from saying, ‘a fool’s
errand.’


"You don't think I'll find and kill them?" he said
in a snarl, defying me to contradict him.


"They are warriors and hunters, not gatherers. They
will know you are coming days before you reach them and will be gone before you
get to their camp. If you bring fewer than two hundred, they will kill you all.
Their warriors are better trained than your soldiers, and the mountains are
their hunting grounds. They begin their warrior training when they are
children. If you send more than two hundred troopers, how will you bring enough
supplies to feed your men over the weeks and months chasing them? They can live
off the land, can you?" 


I had said too much. Royalty
don’t like to be lectured by savages, I mused mentally.


"They caught you as a child. I'm afraid you have a
child's view of their superiority," he said, giving me a knowing smile.


"I was very young, sir," I said, tired of the topic,
of the earl, and of wasting my time trying to help. I idly wondered what he
imagined: riding into their camp with his cavalry, hacking off their
heads—for mounting later—and returning victorious, in a week at
most. In reality, it would take him and his soldiers a month to reach their
camp, since the terrain for the most part wasn't suitable for horses. The tribe
would be gone, along with the supplies he had taken for his glorious week’s
savage-hunt.


"Well, Raigosa, let's go look at what you've brought
me," the earl said, dismissing me. He spent the next two hours haggling
with Raigosa over items. Eventually, he bought two jeweled daggers, a vase, and
several leather items. Raigosa and his son were asked to stay for dinner, and
Lutz and I were told to take the mule and packs back to the market.


"What did you think of the earl?" Lutz asked as we
rode back. 


I didn't answer right away, as I had conflicting emotions. "Arrogant
if he believes he can invade the mountains and kill the savages. A fool if he
tries," I finally said. 


Lutz laughed. "That's typical of most royalty. They
have all the answers and don't like being told they don't or being made to look
the fool."


* * *


We left four days later. From the conversations I heard,
Raigosa had made a nice profit in Berone and was in a good mood.


"Zara, what did you think of Earl Pasquel?"
Raigosa asked as he rode up beside me.


"He seems to know more about the savages than I do."
I shrugged, not sure what he was looking for. I was still learning about the
world of Aesona and its conventions. The Ojaza world was much simpler.


"You're adapting well, Zara. There is little to be
gained by arguing with royalty. Your comments to him sounded valid to me. I'm
glad you're along," he said and spurred his horse ahead toward his wagon.


The next town was Turnus, about a six-day journey. I was
happy with my decision to join the caravan. I didn't mind cooking; it was
better than walking around the camp in the early hours of the morning, and I
was being paid well—a half-silver more than several of the guards, I
learned. And being with a merchant, I was learning a lot about people, prices,
trading, and being a caravan guard.


We had finished dinner, and I sat by the fire watching Lutz
working with Dimas, Goyo, and Juan on sword techniques.


"Zara, come over here," he said, stopping an
exercise he was showing Goyo. "What can you tell us about the Indians'
sword techniques?"


"They have no ethics," I said. "Everything is
fair game, even things you might not consider worth scoring against, a leg for
example. They are happy crippling you. Their swords are shorter and lighter, so
they can reverse direction easier. It means they have to get close to you to be
effective, and up-close you are less effective because of your longer sword."
I spent the next ten minutes demonstrating what I was talking about.


"That was good," Lutz said afterward. "In
Turnus I'm going to have a practice sword made like yours. I think it would be
good training, and I'd like a session with you, if you don't mind."


"No, I could use practice against a long sword." I
liked the idea.


* * *


I lay quietly listening to the night sounds of owls and
occasionally a wolf, which I did each morning before rising to prepare
breakfast. Then I heard it, a thud followed by an explosive release of breath.
Throwing off my blanket, I grabbed my sword and dagger as I scanned the
area—someone had shot someone. I had heard that sound before, an arrow in
the chest. Then I saw Goyo sprawled on the ground with an arrow sticking out of
his chest. A man kneeling on the far side of the camp was nocking an arrow as
he looked in Dimas’s direction. I screamed an Ojaza war cry as I jumped up and
raced toward the bowman. At the cry, he jerked as he released the arrow. I
hoped it had missed Dimas, and that my war cry had awakened the camp. The bowman
fumbled as he tried to nock another arrow as he watched me closing the distance
to him. He dropped it, but another man came running past him, sword raised for
an overhead hack at me. Rather than attempt to block the downward strike, I
ducked under his arm and delivered an upward slice into his armpit. He
screamed, dropping the sword. I twisted my wrist, reversing my sword as it
cleared him, and sliced through the bowman's neck as I passed him. 


I spun in a circle, barely avoiding a thrust to my stomach by
another man and delivering a slash across his kidneys as my momentum carried me
past him. In front of me, three men were running toward a group of horses held
by a mounted man. I caught up to the one I was chasing and sliced through his
thigh as I ran past him. Five men rode off before I reached the horses. I
stopped, having no reason to chase them. A minute later, Lutz and Sammie
arrived. They were panting hard.


"By the gods, you're fast," Sammie said between
gasps for air.


"Are you hurt, Zara?" Lutz asked.


I looked at my arms and down my body. There was a fair
amount of blood, but none of it was mine. I shook my head.


"You explained this to me the other day," Lutz
said. "You told me they work as a team and are content to cripple. That it's
faster to wound and keep going, letting the next warrior or the next finish the
person off, and that the ferocity of the attack tends to freeze their opponents.
I heard you, but I didn't understand."


"Thanks, Zara," Dimas said a few minutes later. "That
arrow tore the sleeve of my jacket. If you hadn't screamed, I'd be dead."


"Maybe he was just a lousy marksman," I said as
Raigosa, his two sons, and Shelia approached.


"He got Goyo through the heart," Sammie said.


"What happened, Lutz?" Raigosa asked.


"Zara just saved the caravan and our lives. They had a
bowman to take out the guards and eight or nine men with swords ... " Lutz
went on to explain what he’d seen, which was mostly my Ojaza charge into the
group. It took several hours to catch the dead men's horses, collect their
gear, and bury the dead. Apparently, Ricci had killed a couple of the wounded
as he followed behind me along with the others. Two others had bled to death.


"You're not very good with that sword. I had to kill
several you only wounded," Ricci said with a sneer.


"I'm grateful, Ricci," I said and walked away. I
had ignored the Ojaza's insults and taunts because it would have caused me more
trouble. I had ignored the baron and earl and others like Ricci for the same
reason. I didn't care if they considered me a slave, or savage, or stupid. I
wasn't a slave who would be a warrior; I was a warrior who wouldn't be a slave.
And I wasn't a savage who would be civilized. I was still a child trying to
find my way in a somewhat savage world.


* * *


Turnus was about the size of Oberen, with a baron the highest-ranking
royalty. Fortunately, he didn't seem interested in talking to me. We spent only
three days there. In each town, I tried to take every opportunity to visit and
talk to whoever would talk to me. Usually, when people found me interested in
what they did, they were eager to talk about their lives. I didn't know what I
was searching for but knew from the Manola Community that all knowledge was
useful. True to his word, Lutz had a practice sword made but without my special
hand-guards.


"Zara, what do you think of this sword?" he asked,
handing me the wooden practice sword our first night out of Turnus. It looked
to be an exact replicate when I laid it against mine.


"A perfect match," I said, smiling.


"You said you wouldn’t mind working out with me,"
he said, looking excited at the prospect. Lutz was a professional mercenary and
wouldn't pass up any opportunity to improve his skill.


"Come, there's an open area over there which should do."
I pointed to a grassy area. I liked Lutz, and in truth I relished the
opportunity to improve my skill against the long sword everyone used. Any
fights with people would be duels, not hit and run encounters like with the bandits.
When we reached the clearing, we separated, and I nodded my readiness to start.
Lutz began with an aggressive attack using quick strong strikes, which I
countered with an angled sword. I had learned early while training with the
warriors that blocking with your sword perpendicular to your opponent's absorbs
the maximum force, and since I was weaker it usually drove my sword into me or
knocked me off balance. If, however, I angled my sword, then the force of my
opponent's blow caused his sword to slide along mine, dissipating most of the
force. Lutz scored multiple times and finally stopped.


"You're not trying to score. You're analyzing my style,
aren't you?" He said accusingly, then laughed. 


I shrugged. "That is how I survived the Ojaza. They
accepted me for training to amuse their youth, planning on crippling or killing
me eventually."


"Do you think you know how to fight me now?"


"I think so," I said, stepping back and readying
myself. 


Again he came at me with quick hard strokes. He didn't
repeat any pattern of strokes but varied his attack, probing for a weakness. On
one two-handed strike to my ribs, I stepped in and blocked with my sword
against his arms, then spun away with my sword lying along my spine. He had
recovered quickly, and his counterstrike hit the sword protecting my back. He
laughed.


"I've never seen that move before. Of course, I've
never thought of presenting my back to someone. So you've cut my arm, enough to
sever it or at least cause serious bleeding, and you're unhurt. Yes, you would
win. Clever."


* * *


We worked out on a regular basis over the next several
weeks. Lutz was an excellent sword fighter, and I learned a lot. By the end of
a month, I thought I could hold my own against a good sword fighter.


"I have to admit I never thought of the tribes as being
good sword fighters. But if you consider yourself only average, those warriors
are anyone's equal. And their tendency to attack parts of the body we don't
normally consider targets gives them an advantage."


"Most people confuse savage with ignorant and
incompetent. They may be ignorant in the ways of civilized society, but in the
mountains we are the ignorant ones and their warriors are far better trained
than our average soldier."


"I see your point, but I doubt soldiers or royalty
would," he said after an hour's workout one night. "What do you plan
to do when we reach Calle? Merchant Raigosa only makes the trip to Oberen once
every three or four years."


"No idea. Look for work, preferably that takes me to
another part of Aesona."


"You can use my name as a reference. I have a good
reputation as a guard. And if you let me know where you are staying, I'll tell
you if I hear of anything."


"I'd appreciate that."


* * *


A week later, we cleared the Black Mountains and the ground
became rolling hills and grassland. The temperature rose each day, and the
smell of the ocean filled the air. Everyone relaxed, and the mood lightened as
more and more farms and small villages appeared. Two days later, the town of
Calle lay before us, spread out as far as the eye could see.


"How many?" I asked Cesar, who was riding alongside
me.


"Fifty thousand. Calle is a major port for supplies
needed by the settlements inland. This is Duke Wetzel's domain. He's well liked
and as fair as royalty can be." Cesar gave a small laugh. "He sees
royalty as better than the general citizens, the merchants as providing him his
luxuries, and the commoners as necessary. Even given those biases, most
consider him fair and reasonable. He's probably the best of the Aesona Dukes."


"Where is the best place to look for work?" I
asked, feeling a bit overwhelmed by a town with so many people. And I had thought Oberen large. I shook
my head at the thought. Several hours later, we reached the outskirts of Calle
and the road became a dirt street with houses, stalls, and shops on both sides.
As we rode deeper into town, the shops and houses looked sturdier and better maintained.
At one point, we turned toward the ocean and away from the paved road that led
to the walled city and Duke Wetzel's castle.


Raigosa owned a large warehouse less than a mile from the
merchant's market, the place where bulk sales were conducted. The general
market was closer to the city wall, providing easy access from the city and the
surrounding area. I spent the day helping unload the mules and store the items.
When we finished, Raigosa called the caravan guards together.


"Payday, Dimas." Raigosa sat behind a small wooden
desk with stacks of coppers, silvers, and golds. Lutz stood behind him. Dimas
walked up to the desk, talked to Raigosa for several minutes, signed a paper,
and walked away smiling at the coins in his hand. I was last.


"I had my doubts when Lutz recommended I hire you, a
woman with no previous experience. If I hadn’t needed a cook, I don't think I
would've. You worked forty days, that's sixty-silvers. You withdrew twenty silvers
during the trip, so you are due forty, or four golds. I promised you a gold if
you stayed to Calle, so that’s five golds. And I'm adding two golds for saving
the caravan. Here are seven golds and my gratitude. I will offer you a guard’s
job here if you want, but it only pays ten coppers a day."


"Thank you, Merchant Raigosa. I appreciate the offer,
but I want to travel and see the rest of Aesona."


"Talking to Lutz, I thought so. You can use my name as
a reference for any position. I have a good reputation in Calle, even with the duke."
He handed me six golds and ten silvers, which was a good idea. Showing golds
could attract the wrong kind of attention.


"You can give my name as a reference too," Lutz
said. "And I’ll keep an eye open for anything that might interest you. I
recommend you stay at the Lazy Mug. It's clean and reasonably priced, and the
food's good. If you decide not to, let me know where in case I hear something.
You can find me here. I sometimes take part-time jobs, but Raigosa will know
where I am."


I followed Lutz's directions and found the Lazy Mug easily. It
was about two miles from the merchants’ market and two miles from the gates to
the city, which I planned to visit. The room was small but clean. Carillo, the
owner, charged me five coppers a day, which included the room, one meal, and
stabling my horse. Over the next two days, I visited the general market, where
I had a leather shirt and tights made, along with new sheaths for my sword and
dagger. I talked to a couple of merchants about guard positions, but none
interested me since they were primarily in Calle or the surrounding area.









CHAPTER SIX



 






CALLE: Duke Wetzel


I woke to a banging on my door. Grabbing my sword, I got out
of bed and approached the door.


"What do you want?" I asked, in no hurry to open
the door. It didn't bother me that I only had on a nightshirt—warriors
didn't make an issue of nudity.


"Message from Duke Wetzel," a man shouted in a
deep voice. I opened the door, sword in hand but partially hidden by my leg.
There were three soldiers standing in the hallway, swords in their scabbards,
which I took as a good sign. "Are you Zara, the cook on Merchant Raigosa's
caravan?" asked the older, broad shouldered sergeant, looking me up and
down. The two men behind him were younger, taller, and grinning.


"I'm that Zara."


"The duke would like to see you ... now."


"Can I get dressed first?" I asked, only partially
in gest as the sergeant projected a sense of urgency. Dukes probably had that
effect on people. I want it now meant
you were already late in getting it,
I mused but didn't smile.


"Of course. We will wait out here. Don't be long. It’s
a ways back to the castle," he said, confirming my previous thought. I
closed the door, changed into my new leathers, added my wolf trim to my boots,
sheathed my weapons, and opened the door to their shocked expressions. I locked
the door and headed down the stairs, followed by the three men. The two young
ones had their heads together whispering. Outside, there were four horses. I
decided not to question how I would get back, or worse, joke about the duke
giving me a horse. I swung up on the one with no gear and waited as they
mounted.


The ride was made in silence, but it gave me an opportunity
to see the wealthier part of the city and the castle, which was surrounded by a
granite wall twenty feet high and eight feet thick. We entered the castle
grounds through a tunnel with two iron gates and guards at both ends. Inside, it
looked like a small city, and in the center were a large courtyard and a
six-story granite building that looked like it could hold hundreds of people. A
small thin man stood at the bottom of the steps as we approached. His
expression never changed, but his eyes evaluated me as we neared him.


"Minister Niver, this is Zara the cook. Duke Wetzel
asked us to find and bring her to him," said the sergeant, appearing happy
to give me over. Niver nodded and waited patiently as I dismounted.


"Zara, follow me," he said, and mounted the steps
to the castle. Inside, he led me down a long hallway with life-sized statues,
embroidered rugs, and paintings of scenes and people to a door guarded by two
soldiers. As Niver knocked and entered the room, they nodded to him, and then
they stood watching me like I was a loose viper in the hallway. Niver appeared
shortly afterward.


"Zara, the duke will see you now. You will address him
as Your Grace, or Duke Wetzel, and don't speak unless asked a question. Do you
understand?"


"Yes, Minister Niven. I understand," I said like a
good savage. Better to appear stupid than to be stupid. I didn't need trouble,
and I suspected royalty and their help could give you plenty if they chose.


"Good. Give the guards your weapons," he said in a
commanding voice. The guards probably made him feel secure. I unbuckled my belt
with the sheaths and held it out. The older of the two guards took it carefully
like it might bite. Niven then motioned me into the room. A grey-haired man sat
behind a large wooden desk, evaluating me. It was a comfortable room with two
cushioned chairs covered in tan-colored leather, a small table between the two
chairs, and a bookcase filled with leather-bound books—a rare sight. He
motioned to the guard holding my weapons, took each out of its sheath, and carefully
examined it.


"The Earl Pasquel didn’t like you, Zara. What did he
want?"


"To go and wipe out one of the tribes in the Black
Mountains," I said.


"And you refused to help, because?" He appeared
genuinely interested.


"The Ojaza tribe killed my mother and father as I
watched, then made me a slave. I survived because I hated them more than life.
I don't know the tribe in Earl Pasquel's section of the mountains, so I don't
like or hate them. But Earl Pasquel seemed to think he could take his soldiers
into the mountains and wipe them out. I wasn't interested in watching good
soldiers die."


"You think his soldiers would lose to a bunch of
savages?" he asked, but not with a sneer as other royalty had.


"The problem is that people think of the tribes as
savages because of the way they live compared to them. So they think them
stupid and incompetent. They may be stupid in our ways, but they are hunters,
not gathers. Their warriors, which are the majority of the tribe, are better
trained than your soldiers. They are also mobile, capable of surviving on the
run. It would be like sending sheep to kill wolves."


Wetzel withdrew my sword from its sheath. "You believe
this short sword can match our long swords?"


"Your soldiers are trained to fight duels. The tribe's
warriors begin training as children and are excellent sword fighters, but they
fight as a team and are content to cripple if they can't kill."


"Is that what you did when your caravan was attacked?"
He leaned forward, fingers tucked under the chin of his angular face.


"Yes, Your Grace."


Wetzel sat back, his hawk-like eyes watching me for a long
time before speaking. "A baron of mine has asked me to take a group of
soldiers into the Black Mountains. He lost a niece and nephew to a raiding
tribe about a year ago. I guess you aren't interested." 


No, I'm not
interested, you idiot. Weren't you listening? I wanted to scream
but remained calm. This was a duke who could be nice or ugly on a whim, and he
wasn't going to dismiss me as a savage or a child like Earl Pasquel. And I
didn't need ugly.


"If you want, I'll go look," I said.


"How much?"


"A few silvers to buy trail supplies and a letter to
someone in authority to keep my horse and tack while I'm gone."


"You aren’t taking a horse?"


"A horse is a liability in the mountains."


"You are risking your life for a few silvers, and you are
going to free the girl by yourself?" He leaned forward again, his tan brow
furrowed. "Doesn't sound right."


"I'm not asking for money, because I’m not guaranteeing
anything. I've said I'll go look. The girl and boy may have died on the way to
their mountain camp. Three of the six captured with me died on the way to the
Ojaza camp. And if I find them, there is no way I could get them to safety with
the tribe chasing me. It'll be a good two weeks’ travel from their camp to the
lowlands."


"You think you can talk to them?"


"Maybe, but if they know the Ojaza and my story, they
will kill me on sight and give my head to the Ojaza in exchange for horses or
supplies."


"Could you negotiate to pay a ransom for them?"


"If they raided a wagon full of gold coins, they might pick
up one as a trinket. Money is useless to them: can't eat it, or wear it, or
make it into a good weapon. I might be able to trade them for mules or grain or
something more useful than a slave."


Wetzel laughed. "I can see why Earl Pasquel didn't like
you: too practical and logical. Not one of the earl's strong points. Alright.
Niven, give Zara ten silvers and have a letter drafted for me, authorizing the
safe storage of her horse and gear and any assistance she may need, including raising
a ransom."


* * *


I left Calle the next day, heading for the town of Redrock where
the Baron Hillard lived. The town was located near the end of the Black
Mountains but close to the foothills because the town's income came from
mining. I made good time and arrived the morning of the fourth day and found
the Baron's compound easily, as the town only had a couple of thousand full-time
residents. When I asked to stable my horse and gear and showed the sentry my
letter, I was informed the baron wanted to see me.


A soldier led me to the three-story mini-castle, where an
elderly man in a black suit met us and led me up a flight of stairs and down a
long hallway to a room guarded by two soldiers. After a short exchange with the
older guard, I was admitted into a wood-paneled room with a desk and a table
scattered with maps and scrolls.


"Baron Hillard, this is the woman Zara, who Duke Wetzel
sent," my escort said.


"Zara, is the duke sending troops?" he asked, his
eyes bright with excitement. I couldn't imagine him accompanying troops into
the mountains. He was not only overweight, but also he didn't look like a man
who had ever been active, from what I could see of his arms and legs.


"I don't know, Baron Hillard. He asked me to look for
your niece and nephew and determine if anything could be done—"


"Done? Send in a hundred cavalry and kill the savages
and free them!" he shouted. "What good are you?"


"You will have to take that up with Duke Wetzel. I'm
just following his orders. If you will keep my horse and gear, I'd like to get
started."


"Why are you leaving your horse?"


"A horse will slow me down and limit where I can
go," I said, withholding the urge to add, there are no roads in the mountains you idiot. He sat staring from
behind his desk for a long time.


"See me when you return. I want to know what you
find," he said, waving for me to go. Outside, I retrieved my bow and
quiver, wolf cap and leggings, and a pack with a week's food supplies. I would
live off the land as much as possible; otherwise, I would have to carry a month
or more of food, which would be heavy and inconvenient. I left the compound at
a slow trot, which I could maintain for six to eight hours at a time. I noticed
the Baron was having me followed, for what purpose I couldn't imagine.
Ironically, by nightfall their horses wouldn't be fit to continue, as my short
rest stops wouldn’t be enough for the horses. I continued through the night in
case the soldiers tried to follow me on foot.


I had no idea where the tribe camped but assumed it would be
high into the mountains on ground where they could set up tents or semi-permanent
huts. Not knowing, I had to be continuously on the alert for signs of their
passing or hunting. Nine days later, I found my first clue, signs of hunting:
camp fires and butchered game. Like the hunters, I had killed several small
game animals for food. In a few weeks, the scavengers would clean up the
remains, which meant the hunters had been here recently, and I was probably not
too far from their camp. Now I traveled only at night. I found them three
nights later in a small valley. There looked to be close to two hundred. After
two more days sneaking around, I had a good feel for the tribe and their
activities. The baron's nephew wasn't there. He could have been stolen or
traded, but was more likely dead. One of the two slave girls was the right age and
matched the description of his niece. That night, I painted a message on a
piece of dry wood and laid it next to the stream they visited: trade for slave with warrior, and the
location of what I thought would be a frequently visited area about a day away.
Two days later, a warrior showed up, accompanied by two other warriors who stayed
hidden about five minutes away.


"Morning, warrior," I said in Ojaza. The man was a
typical middle-aged warrior: lean with hard wirily muscles, bronze skin,
hawk-like face, and armed with a short sword and dagger. "Call your
friends and talk finished."


"You strange Ojaza warrior. What want?" he said
with an accent, but the words were understandable. Apparently, the tribes once
had a common language, which had evolved over the years of separation.


"Trade for girl slave," I said, watching him
closely. The tribes were not at war; however, they were not above stealing or
taking hostages for ransom.


"How much? Slaves useful, make good wives."


"Sometimes. Not strong. Lazy. No talent." A slave
wouldn't be considered as good as a woman from the tribe. "A mule on the
other hand ... "


"Mule with metal maybe," he said, testing me. The
tribes traded for everything and were good at it. The question would be the
usefulness of a slave and the difficulty in replacing her versus what the tribe
could get in exchange. Versus my value,
I mused as his eyes evaluated me.


"Four-hands long swords," he said.


"Two and a mule," I said, knowing he didn't expect
twenty.


"Three and a mule."


"Three and I pick the girl." Now the hard part
came—the exchange. Unless the sun wasn't coming up tomorrow, both sides would
envision an ambush by the other side, because they would consider one.


"Agree. A mule and three hands of long swords and you
pick the girl," he said, smiling. I'd wager he was already considering the
ambush.


"How do we ensure an honorable trade?" I asked,
wiping the smile from his face.


"You say Sheqn warrior has no honor." His hand lay
on his sword handle.


"I say the people I talk for have no honor. Sheqn
warrior knows that, so ... " I said, implying his tribe had honor but
couldn't trust who I worked for.


"You have honor?" he asked.


I bared my neck, showing the wolf-head tattoo.


He stared at it for a long time and then nodded. "You
strange, but that Ojaza warrior tattoo. Does Ojaza warrior have honor?" He
moved his hand for a better grip on his sword.


"More than the white men," I said, provoking a genuine
laugh.


"What you suggest, Wolf?"


"I will bring the mule and three hands of long swords
here in a hand-of-hands’ days. You will bring the blonde-haired girl alone. I
will leave the mule and take the girl," I said, and a slight smile touched
his lips. "The white men have explosives. I will carry some with me. If
someone without honor tries to ambush me, the Wolf will kill the girl and will
seek revenge with the white man's explosives. Many will die for the dishonor of
a few."


"You are named well. If we see a trap, we will kill the
girl and seek revenge."


I took out an arrow, pricked my finger with the arrowhead,
smeared the blood on the tip, and handed it to him. He took one of his arrows
and did the same.


"I'm Ohnee the Viper." He bared his neck to show the
head of a viper.


"Zara the Wolf."


* * *


As I made my way down the mountain, I contemplated my
agreement. Neither of us fully trusted the other, but we had given what amounted
to an oath to the spirits we were named after—which was very bad medicine
to break—and we had made sure the other knew the consequences of breaking
the oath. It was the best I could do. Now
to convince the Baron, I mused.


Eight days later, I entered Redrock around midday and
decided to stop at the Rusty Mug for a hot meal. I had been eating cold meals,
both to avoid fires that could give away my position if anyone were following
and to make better time. The Pub was full, but I found myself a place at the
end of a long table and sat. I got lots of hard looks. Soon a young girl appeared.


"What can I get you, ma’am?" she asked, smiling.


"What's the special?"


"Stew—" she started to say but was
interrupted by a big man about halfway down the table.


"Me," he said, smiling and pointing to his chest.


"Stew, bread, and water," I said, and she hurried
off.


"Water?" the big guy said it like a bad word.


"Not a good idea to talk to royalty drunk, is it?"
I asked.


"You?"


"I'd rather get drunk, but ... " I left the rest
for him to fill in.


"What about?" Another man asked.


"I think I'd rather go see him drunk than tell you his
business." I laughed and got nods of agreement and snorts in response. One
thing led to another, and I told them I had been a guard on a caravan and an
abbreviated story of the attempted robbery.


The stew was watery but tasty. I sighed in relief as I left.
I had managed to avoid an incident with the big guy, who seemed to be looking
for an argument. The last thing I needed was trouble.


When I reached the gate, the guard held me while a private
went to tell the baron I had arrived. An hour later, I was escorted to the baron's
study by two guards.


"What do you have to report?" he said as he would
to a servant. Fortunately, I had expected his reaction and felt relaxed.


"Your nephew is dead, but your niece lives. They will
trade her for a mule and fifteen long swords," I said, waiting for his
knee-jerk reaction.


"What? You will show my captain where their camp is located,
and he and his troop will kill the whole village!" he shouted as he stood
and came marching around his desk toward me. "We don't barter with savages."


"Your captain will bring home your niece's head. That's
all he will find, unless he has less than five hundred troopers. In that case,
the Indians will get more than fifteen swords—and horses instead of a
mule."


"Who do you think you are? You're nothing but a
savage—"


"A savage who is working for Duke Wetzel, not you. I'll
return and tell him you don't like his solution," I said quietly.
"Oh, their camp is a three-week walk up the mountain. You can't miss it.
I'll point out the peak it's under to your captain before I leave. The duke is
expecting a report from me."


"Alright, we'll do it your way," he said after a
long silence. 


I could see that Baron Hillard wanted to have me beaten or
worse, except the duke had sent me, and the consequences of harming me were
unknown. Instead, I could see he planned to follow me and ambush us, and
undoubtedly to give his captain orders to see that I died in the fighting. 


I left the office with a headache. I didn't like the tribes,
but I had nothing against the Sheqn, and I had given my word. And my good name might
prove critical in any future dealings with the tribes. Besides, the tribes
would just wipe out the detail Hillard would send and they would kill the girl.
How did that benefit anyone? I lay awake most of the night, trying to decide
what to do.


* * *


The next day, I assembled the necessary ransom and ten
sticks of explosives without any trouble, since the Baron had authorized I get
whatever I needed. I noticed that the soldiers were preparing to leave, based
on the activity going on within the barracks and stables. I estimated around
sixty soldiers. I had sixteen days before the meeting, and it would only take
eight days to reach the site—eight days to play with. I didn't wait for morning
and left as soon as everything was assembled. Instead of heading in the
direction of the meeting, I made my way to a point twenty miles to the west,
and for the next four days, I climbed high into the mountains. By now, the
soldiers were more than a day behind me, because they had to lead their horses and
were falling farther behind each hour. Feeling it was going to snow within the
next twelve hours, I turned east toward the meeting site. The troopers were
lost and confused, and the snow would make it worse. Even if they could track
me, they would be several days late to the meeting. I smiled. They would hate
Zara the Wolf for losing them, never knowing I had saved their lives.


* * *


I arrived a day and a half early and used the time to scout
the area. The next day, Ohnee appeared with twenty warriors and the girl, but
he did stop them a mile short of the meeting site. When he saw me, he was quick
to explain.


"I brought four hands of warriors in case there was
trouble. They are not here for you."


"I left soldiers," I said while opening both my
hands six times. "One day west of here, They are lost, hungry, and think
your camp is higher, in those mountains. They should give up in a day or
two."


"I thought maybe you intended to sneak around behind
us." He laughed, tossing me the rope attached to the girl's collar.


"With that bunch of wives?" I said using the term
meaning an Indian woman who had never been a warrior. 


He laughed. "You are welcome in our camp, Zara the
Wolf," he said turning and trotting off with the mule. 


I released the collar on the girl's neck before speaking. "What's
your name?"


"Shelly," she said hesitantly.


"Well Shelly, we need to leave in case he changes his
mind and decides he can have his ransom and two slaves," I said, taking
her hand and beginning a slow trot down a small trail going east rather than
south, in case there were warriors waiting on the logical trail down to the
valley. I kept moving well into the night, even though I saw no sign of
trouble. I stopped around midnight when I knew Shelly couldn't go any farther.
I sat back against a tree, and she curled up beside me for warmth and was
asleep in seconds. I waited for her to wake, hoping the sleep would revive her
strength enough for an all-day fast walk.


"Here, Shelly. It's not tasty, but it will give you
energy," I said, giving her a small bag with trail food. "If things
go well today, maybe we can have a hot meal tomorrow."


She nodded and took the bag and began eating.


"How did you get captured?" I asked, not sure how
the Sheqn had been able to kidnap someone of royalty. They were usually well
protected and out of the tribes’s reach.


"Uncle Hillard asked if we wanted to visit the mines.
It sounded exciting so ... Phillip and I said yes. Mother didn't want us to go,
but father said it would be safe with Uncle Hillard." She stuffed another
handful of food in her mouth and chewed a minute before continuing with tears
in her eyes. "Then Phillip decided he wanted to explore the area. Uncle
Hillard sent two guards with us, but Phillip wouldn't listen to their warnings
about the area not being safe, and they had no authority to make us turn back.
We had been out several hours and the sun was beginning to set when the Sheqn
attacked us. They killed the guards and dragged us into the foothills."


"What happened to Phillip?"


"He kept telling them that Uncle Hillard would send
troops and kill all the savages if they didn't let us go. They beat him until
he finally stopped. When we reached the camp, he refused to work, so they wouldn't
give him food. I tried to share mine with him, but they caught me and beat me.
He died a week later. I should have refused to eat ... "


"No, your brother was brave but stupid," I said.
Actually, I thought him an idiot. "I was kidnapped by the Ojaza tribe and
made a slave. I escaped. You survived and you escaped. You can't escape if
you're dead."


* * *


Feeling the Sheqn had kept their word, I hunted game and
stopped for a hot meal every other day. By the time we reached the foothills,
Shelly looked better, and she was a fountain of questions. I concluded the
experience would make her a stronger person.


When we reached the lower foothills, Baron Hillard's captain
found us. He appeared mad at me, but what could he do. I hadn’t agreed to lead
them to the meeting. They had secretly followed me.


"Lady Shelly, are you alright? Where is Lord Phillip?"
the captain asked while glaring at me.


"Yes, Captain Nixsen, thanks to Zara I'm safe. Lord
Phillip is dead."


"We will avenge him, Lady Shelly."


"Thank you for the thought, captain, but I doubt
that," she said and raised a hand to stop him from responding. She and I
had discussed the problems an army would have trying to wipe out the tribes,
and she had proved perceptive in understanding the issues. The captain found a
horse for Shelly, and I declined a halfhearted offer for one. I might be the
slowest of the Ojaza, but I could still run a horse to death.


I reached the compound several hours ahead of the captain's
troop and was saddling my horse and inspecting him and my gear when a man
dressed like a lower level administrator approached.


"The baron wants you in his office now," he half
shouted.


"You may tell the baron that his captain will be here
within a few hours with Lady Shelly. I'm late for a meeting with Duke Wetzel,"
I said, swinging up onto Greystone. I didn't think I could survive another
meeting with Baron Hillard. It had been easier dealing with Ohnee the Viper. I
laughed as I exited the gate and turned toward Calle.









CHAPTER SEVEN



 






The Cheyo Monk


I took my time on the way back to Calle. Saving Shelly had
been very satisfying, if I ignored having to deal with Baron Hillard. Shelly
would have been very unlikely to escape and would have spent her life in
captivity, bearing Sheqn children.


I reached the outskirts of the city on the morning of the
sixth day and made my way directly to the castle. After explaining the duke had
sent me to Redrock and wanted my report when I returned, I was admitted and
taken to a private room where I was served sweets and a strong coffee. I walked
around admiring the paintings of battle scenes, what looked like people and
angels, and portraits. The large room appeared almost empty although it
contained four chairs and several small tables. Sometime later, the same man
came and escorted me to the duke's study. After surrendering my sword and
dagger, I was permitted to enter. He waved me to a chair. I bowed to the Cheyo
Monk, who sat on the floor against the wall, his head covered by a hood three
sizes too big and his body with an oversized robe. If I hadn’t known better, I
would have thought the Monk was but a bundle of discarded cloth. He nodded in
response.


"Your Grace." I bowed in his direction. "You
said you wanted to see me when I returned," I said before sitting.


"Zara, Baron Hillard thinks you should be arrested and
jailed for consorting with the tribes," he said, taking a chair facing me
and sitting. That didn't surprise me and was the reason I had left without
speaking with him. But apparently, the baron wanted his pound of flesh for
thwarting his plans and had sent a messenger to the duke. "Did you consort
with the tribes?"


"I made a deal with a Sheqn warrior—a mule and
fifteen long swords for the baron's niece. His nephew refused to work and was
starved to death. So, I guess I consorted with the tribe for her release,"
I said.


"And I suppose Baron Hillard sent troops to ambush the
trade?"


"Sixty cavalry." I nodded. 


Wetzel laughed. "Which you lost on the mountain."


"Yes. The Sheqn would have killed the girl and the
cavalry eventually."


"Good work. How much do I owe you?" he asked, head
cocked awaiting a response. I thought I could reasonably ask for several gold
coins, but I hadn't negotiated a commission, and in fact had been careful not
to. I didn't need the money, and having the duke's good will was worth more.


"Nothing, Your Grace. Saving Lady Shelly was its own
reward. She's a bright young girl who will benefit from the experience."


"Honorable Monk?" Wetzel said as a question to
something. I would have sworn I could see the Monk through a blue haze, sitting
naked lotus style on a boulder in the middle of a small stream. His legs and
one arm were deformed. I too was naked, not just my body but also my mind—and
the wolf-spirit I had never seen.


"The Ojaza medicine man who tattooed you endowed you with
the true spirit of the wolf. That spirit blends perfectly with your basic
personality to make you complete," he whispered, but I could hear him above
the sound of the water rippling in the distance.


"Zara is what she appears to be," the Monk said
quietly, jerking me back into the room.


"I thought so." He turned back to me. "I
would like to hire you, Zara."


"For what, Your Grace?" I asked. I needed a job,
but I wanted one that would allow me to travel Aesona, meet a variety of
people, and determine where I fit and would be comfortable—at peace.


"Candidates for Cheyo Monk are taught at the Trasslat
Monastery. Many are admitted, but few are judged pure and made Monks," he
said. 


Blinded,
I translated mentally. 


He went on. "But it appears some of those candidates,
although not pure, were more talented than their instructors realized. They
left Trasslat and started their own school. Their members have formed a secret
society, which has become increasingly powerful over the past few years. I believe
they now have royalty involved or under their influence. I'd like you to do
what you did at Redrock—go look and evaluate the situation for me."


I didn't know what to say—rogue Monks, secret society,
royalty involved, go look? How? Where?


After an astonished pause, I blurted, "Me?"


"You will have all the money you need for travel and
clothes, a letter from me to gain entrance to the royalty, and the Cheyo Monks'
support." Wetzel said, sounding a little desperate.


"How do they get by the Monks?" I asked.


"Not everyone has a Cheyo Monk. But to answer your
question, we don't know. And your other question, Why you? Because of your handling of the kidnapping incident. That
shows you're intelligent, have good instincts, and the Honorable Monk believes
your wolf-spirit gift gives you an advantage."


"I'm honored, but ... I need time to think about it. I've
spent more time as a savage than a citizen of Aesona."


"I understand. Most people would jump at the
opportunity. The pay and benefits are great if you forget it's extremely
dangerous and the odds of living through it aren't good. But then the odds of
getting Lady Shelly free weren't good either, especially with Baron Hillard's
unrealistic view of the world." He grinned. "Will you be staying at
the Lazy Mug?"


I nodded, too numb to speak.


* * *


Two monsters waged a battle of epic proportions inside my
bruised and battered skull: one with battle ax and chain whip, demanding I
refuse the duke's commission since it was too dangerous and wouldn't help me
find what I was searching for; the other with a hammer and long sword,
demanding I take the commission or incur the wrath of the duke and the royalty
throughout Aesona. I tossed and turned each night, waking soaked in sweat. I
gagged on my food and wandered the town aimlessly until late into the night.


I was barely fit to be loose in Aesona society, and the duke
expected me to interact with royalty. And I needed a cover story. I couldn't
just announce I was looking for rogue Monks without inviting a knife in my
back. And how was I going to deal with people who could get inside your head?
The duke's Monk had stripped me naked and opened my mind like a book.


On the fifth day, I found myself back at the castle, asking
to see the duke.


"Have you decided?" he asked when I entered the
room and then shook his head. "No, I see you haven't."


It was like a slap across my face, and I realized I hadn't
bathed or changed clothes since I had talked with him. I must have looked like
a street beggar.


"I'm sorry, Your Grace, I'll leave ... " I
mumbled, beginning to back out.


"Zara, stop!" he said, and I froze. "You came
here for a reason. What was it?"


"I'd like to speak to the Honorable Monk." I
didn't know how that was going to help, only that it was important.


"Guard, get Minister Niver." He sat back and
sipped at his wine while we waited. Thankfully, Niver wasn't long in coming,
because I felt scared like a wolf in an iron leg-trap. "Niver, see that
Zara gets a bath, clean clothes to wear while hers are being cleaned, something
hot to eat, and a place to rest for as long as she wants. Zara, when you are
rested, the Monk will speak with you." The duke looked to where the Monk
sat in a corner to the side of the duke.


"Zara, you have learned to calm your mind, or you would
not be alive today. When you have rested and cleansed your mind of the turmoil,
I will speak with you," said the Monk, but I had the strange feeling that
only I heard him.


"Thank you, Honorable One," I said as I followed
Minister Niver out the door and up the stairs down another hallway and into a
spacious bedroom.


"If you will get undressed, someone will be in shortly
with hot water, soap, and towels to help you," he said, giving me a small
bow before leaving. I took a couple of steps into the room and stood there
still in shock. The room was five times the size of my room at the inn. It had
a large puffy bed big enough for three people, with small tables on each side,
two easy chairs with silk cushions, and two large elaborately carved dressers.
I stood on a rug embroidered with vines and yellow and orange flowers, and red silk
drapes covered the long narrow windows on either side of the bed. It was a room
fit for royalty.


As I stood there unsure what to do, a knock at the door
jarred me back to the present. "Yes?" I said, and two women entered
with a steaming bucket of water, towels, jars of something, and clothes.


"Lady, we are here to help you … freshen up," said
the older one, who was several years younger than me, as the other began
filling a bowl with the hot water. "My name is Melisa. I will help you undress
if you like. I have clothes for you to wear while yours are cleaned."


Still in a fog, I undressed and was led to the bowl, where
the two scrubbed me from head to foot, dressed me in a skirt and blouse of
silk, grabbed up my old clothes, and disappeared out the door. As I stood fascinated
by the feel of the material, there was another knock at the door.


"Yes?" I answered, still confused, and the same
two girls entered with plates of food they sat on the table next to one of the
chairs.


"Can we get you anything else, My Lady?" Melisa
asked.


"No thank you. Melisa, you can call me Zara. I'm not
royalty, just hired help."


"… Zara, just pull the red cord," she pointed to a
cord by the bed, "if you need anything." She bowed and they left. I
sat staring at the array of food on the table, enough for three or four
people—very hungry people: two stuffed birds, a meat stew with carrots
and potatoes, a good sized flayed fish, bread, cheese, and wine. The smell made
me realize I was hungry, and I began eating. I took a sip of the wine only
because no water was available. My hunger satisfied, I crawled onto the bed and
fell asleep.


When I woke, the room was dark. Looking out the window, it
appeared to be about midnight. Rested, I found a small space along the wall and
sat. It took a long time for me to quiet my mind, to forget where I was and why
I was there. A knock at the door brought me back.


"Enter." I said, finally at peace. Melisa entered,
looked around the room until she found me, and froze; her face pale with
fright.


"Don't be afraid. You aren't disturbing me. I'm just
relaxing."


"If you are ready to eat or wash … "


"Just water to drink, please. I'm still full from
dinner yesterday. I think I'll fast today."


"Yes … Zara," she said hesitantly and quickly
left. She returned several minutes later with a large jug of water she placed
on the table. "Pull the red cord if you want anything," she said
before closing the door.


After a cup of water and relieving myself, I returned to my
place, sat, closed my eyes, and quieted my mind. I had much to consider. No one
bothered me as the day turned to night and the night to day twice. My panic was
gone, and I was ready to face the issues with a clear mind, so I pulled on the
red cord. Melisa appeared instantly, as if she had been waiting outside the
door.


"Yes, my la … Zara?"


"Some food. Simple fare: cheese, bread, fruit, and water,
if it's available. She bowed and left. Interesting how the people serving
nobility—or their guest—conducted themselves like Ojaza slaves.
They might not be slaves, but like slaves they were at the bottom of the
hierarchy and dependent upon goodwill.


The food was less but still enough for five hungry Ojaza.
When Melisa returned to check on me, she seemed more relaxed in my company, as
nothing bad had happened.


"Would you have someone inform the Cheyo Monk that I'd
like to see him at his convenience?" I said, feeling ready. I still didn't
like my options but knew the Monk could resolve my conflict. Sometime later,
there was a knock at the door and Minister Niver entered.


"Zara, if you will follow me, I will take you to the Monk.
He's in his room," he said, and I followed him out the door and down
several hallways. He stopped and knocked at a door at the end of one hallway,
waited for acknowledgement, opened it, and stood aside for me to enter.


The room was dimly lit and almost bare except for a mat, one
dresser, and several rugs. He sat in the center of an octagonal white rug that
was embroidered with black symbols at the edge of each section.


"Sit, Zara," he said, and waited for me to fold
into a sitting position facing him. "How may I help you?"


"I don't know. I don't want to offend Duke Wetzel, but
how can I survive against people who can get into my mind?" I said, not sure
if I was looking for a compelling reason to gracefully refuse the duke's offer
or to understand how I could survive if I had to accept his offer.


"If you were a mercenary or a soldier or a trusted
friend of the duke, I would say you couldn't. These are not Cheyo Monks, but
they did attend the Trasslat Monastery and have varying degrees of talent. From
the rumors I hear, a few are very talented. But the Ojaza have given you a
gift—"


"A gift?" I blurted. "You mean training me to
fight? That wasn't a gift. It was entertainment for the tribe, while they
taught the uppity slave her place, or crippled her, or killed her."


"No, I mean the ability to quiet your mind. That is
what those that enter the Trasslat Monastery are taught. Many succeed to one
degree or another. The degree of success is what separates the student from the
Monk. We believe one with the talent to be a Monk was overlooked or
intentionally hid his or her true talent and was erroneously dismissed. That
individual collected other rejected students with some degree of talent and
formed a secret society—sort of like a combined assassins and thieves
guild except they seek power and not just money."


"I agree. I could never have withstood the pain or
learned enough to keep from being crippled or killed if I hadn't found I could
retreat into myself. I never thought of it as a gift, but you're right. It is.
I've found it particularly useful in dealing with the nobility," I said,
and instantly regretted it. The Monk worked for the duke … 


He laughed quietly. "I agree with you, Zara. The
nobility are very ordinary people but with enormous power. It makes them
believe they are smarter than everyone else and justified in punishing those
who disagree with them. You're right to be careful around them and to worry
about rejecting the duke's offer. He could destroy your life if he chose,"
the Monk said, confirming my worst fears. Royalty got what they wanted, or
someone paid for their disappointment.


"But he wouldn't in your case," the Monk
continued. "We have been calling the new secret society Sirens, since they
have the ability to twist men's minds. The Cheyo Monks, Duke Wetzel, and a few
others aware of the situation don't believe the Sirens know they have been
discovered. It has only been their recent penetration into the nobility that
has alerted us. If we send the wrong person, not only will the Sirens be
alerted, but we will be in jeopardy. We would be vulnerable, because we don't
know enough about their organization, members, or the extent of their power to
stop them from assassinating us over time."


"What would you expect me to do?" I asked.


"Just what you did before—go and look." He
held up a hand to stop me responding. "We are not asking you to kill or
arrest anyone. Just to tell us what you find. Of course, like with freeing
Shelly, this is not without risks."


"What are the … Sirens capable of?" I asked. The
risks dealing with the tribes I understood, as well as physical confrontations.


"Their talents will vary by individual. Worst case,
they can cast illusions and control anything your mind does. For example, blind
you, render you deaf, cause pain in your arms, legs, or head, or deaden your
sword arm," he said, again confirming my worst fears.


"What chance do I have against them? If they can
control my body, I can't even kill them with a knife or sword." Sweat trickled
down my forehead at the thought of facing one of them.


"A quiet mind is your only defense. If you are willing,
I will work with you so you will know what to expect and how to combat it. Then
we will know if you are capable of surviving and whether you wish to accept the
duke's offer. It's very dangerous, but it may help you find what you are
seeking." He paused. When I didn't answer, he continued. "If you
choose not to accept the duke's offer, he will be disappointed but will
understand. For now, return to your room. The servants will get you whatever
you wish to eat. Spend the time considering whether you wish to at least explore
the possibility. If you do, return here tonight at midnight. The castle will be
quiet then, and it will be easier for you to concentrate. If not, you can tell
the duke tomorrow. I will support your decision."


* * *


Shortly after I entered the room, Melisa arrived.
"Mistress Zara, I'm told you would like something to eat. What can I get
for you?"


"Have you eaten, Melisa?" I asked, needing company
and information.


"No, Mistress," she answered hesitantly.


"Good. Pick out what you would like to eat and double
the amount. I'd like to know more about life in the castle. If you don't mind,
we can share the meal and you can tell me what you are comfortable saying."


A smile slowly appeared on Melisa's lips as she envisioned
the upcoming meal. "Yes, Mistress." She curtsied and hurried out the
door. 


Like with the Ojaza, I needed information, and who better
than a servant—like a slave, the perfect spy: present but ignored. She
returned sometime later with a platter loaded with food of every kind, smiling
and struggling not to laugh.


"Sit, Melisa," I pointed to the table where I had
pushed two chairs. "And eat. I can serve myself." I sat slowly
sampling the variety of food she had brought and enjoying Melisa's obvious pleasure
with the food. 


Eventually, she sat back and smiled. "What would you
like to know, Mistress Zara?"


"I've never lived in a castle and would like to know
about your life and about the nobles." I thought I'd learn more if I just
to let her talk rather than ask specific questions.


"The nobles spend most of their time enjoying
themselves—except for the duke," she added quickly. "He and his
ministers manage Calle. But most have little to do. They're served their meals,
their rooms are kept clean, their horses fed and groomed, and clothes made for
them. They spend much of their time being entertained or hunting or shopping … "
She blushed. "I didn't mean—"


"I understand, Melisa. I must work for my living
too," I said, indicating I was a commoner like her. That relaxed her, and
she spent a couple of hours candidly talking about castle life. A hard life, as
most of the nobles thought the help little better than slaves. After she left,
I sat quietly letting my mind sort through the past week. I had panicked and
made myself vulnerable. It was my ability to stay detached that had saved me as
a slave. If I were to survive in the civilized world, I would need that same
detachment. Baron Hillard provided a good example of the potential dangers. As
with the Ojaza, being right or cooperating was no guarantee of
survival—right tended to be subjective, depending on who had the power.


When the moon looked to be right for midnight, I made my way
to the Monk's room, knocked, and entered when he answered.


"Welcome, Zara. I thought you would come. You are not
one to let fear control you. Sit." He pointed to a small mat several paces
away. "The symbols you see are the eight precepts on the path to becoming
a Monk. I'm not going to teach you to be a Monk, but you must understand each
to combat the Sirens," he said and paused. I spent a few minutes examining
the symbols, but they were like nothing I had ever seen before.


"Unless I'm wrong, you understand most of them. You
learned them to survive. Hate drove you then. If you are to survive the duke's
assignment, you must have an equally compelling reason." He stopped
talking, and suddenly a giant of a man in full armor stood in front of me. I
reached for my sword but I wasn't wearing one. "Still your mind,
Wolf."


I fought to calm myself as I had learned when fighting. As I
did, the image slowly became transparent then disappeared. The Monk then produced
image after image, each one more aggressive and threatening than the last. Many
caused me to try to roll out of the way. Finally, I learned to dissolve each,
coming to think of them as harmless.


"They can't hurt me; they are just
illusions—" I was saying when a muscular man grabbed me around the
throat. I struggled to remove his hands to no avail as I began to lose
consciousness. Then he was gone and I could breathe again.


"It's complicated, but as I just demonstrated, they can
hurt you. When you and another create images to do mental battle, it depends
how much of yourself is invested in that image. A Monk can create images with
minimal investment; those with less talent can't. As a result, if your creation
gets stabbed in the heart you could die. Conversely, if a Monk were stabbed in
the heart, he might feel a slight pain in the chest, because he would have
little invested in his creation. Changing images does not cancel any damage you
received in the previous image unless you weren't invested when the wound
occurred—or you were changing images at the time. "


He spent the next several hours until morning light creating
illusions for me to detect and combat. It was easy when he gave me time to
settle myself, but almost impossible when the illusion appeared unexpectedly
and in a new or strange form, like thousands of ants crawling over me and into
my nose, ears, and mouth. By the time he stopped, my clothes were soaking wet
and I was exhausted.


"Enough for now. Except for your Ojaza gift, it would
take several years to get a student to your present state of awareness. But
that isn't enough. As you know from sword fighting, if you only defend yourself
and do not counterattack, you will eventually lose." He smiled.
"Tonight at midnight."


* * *


"Close your eyes, Wolf. You will not need them for what
comes next. In fact, your eyes will distract you from seeing what the Siren is
doing," he said, beginning our session. I did close them, but it took a
long time for me to quiet my mind, as I didn't know what to expect. Then the
room became bathed in a blue light. The Monk sat naked on a large rock in the
middle of a stream; I sat among wild grass. Then a man appeared in armor,
drawing his sword as he strode toward me. As I thought about rising to defend
myself, an image of me rose, drawing my sword. We fought; I won with several
quick strokes to legs, stomach, and neck and the image disappeared.


"Very good. If you see multiple images, you need to
find the one he considers himself. Attack!" he said, and another soldier
appeared and another and another. I fought my way to him. "Good. That was
easy for you because you know how to use a sword." Instantly, a large
mountain cat charged me. Instinctively, I created an image of a wolf.
"Excellent!" Again the session lasted until sunrise, and I exited
feeling more exhausted than my most grueling training day with the Ojaza. Each
day, Melisa brought us dinner and I learned more about castle life and a few
interesting stories about the resident nobility. The routine continued day
after day until I lost track of time.


A knock at my door interrupted my morning quiet time when I
reviewed the previous session with the Monk.


"Mistress Zara, Lady Shelly wishes to speak with
you," Melisa said, peeking through the partially open door. I rose,
pleased to see her but confused as to her presence. "Show her in,
Melisa."


Shelly entered smiling and to my surprise gave me a hug and
kiss on both cheeks. "No, I didn't bring my uncle," she gave me a
mischievous laugh. "The duke invited me. I've been here two days. I would've
stopped in sooner, but the duke said you couldn't be disturbed."


"Lady Shelly, you look … recovered," I said still,
trying to deduce why the duke had invited Shelly. I doubted it was a coincidence.


"It was an unpleasant experience but one I'm glad I
had," she giggled. "But don't tell anyone that. I've learned what it
feels like to be powerless; I've learned what it means to live someone else's
life; and I got to meet you. You've shown me my time with the Sheqn can be a
tragedy to suffer all my life or a useful learning experience. It's opened my
eyes, and I feel I've matured well beyond my years."


"Does the duke know you're here visiting me?" I
asked, hoping she wasn't defying his wishes.


"Oh, yes. He sent me to get you." She grabbed my
hand and pulled me toward the door. I quieted my mind as we walked, enjoying
seeing Shelly well and happy and thanks to the Monk's training, content not to
anticipate what was to come. As we approached the duke's office, one of the
guards opened the door for us to enter.


"Well, Zara. You look much better than the last time I
saw you. Sit." He waved toward the three chairs that had been arranged
around a small table, loaded with cheeses, breads, sweets, and a variety of
drinks.


"Thank you, Your Grace," I said and bowed to the Monk
sitting off to the side against the wall. "I feel much better."


"Since you haven't run off, I assume you are at least
considering my offer," Wetzel said, taking a sip of wine as he watched me.
I nodded, realizing the truth of what he said. "My Monk tells me you have
the ability to defend yourself against a Siren based upon what we currently
know. Lady Shelly has agreed to provide you a cover story, without any coercion
on my part, I may add. You would be her escort to visit Duke Phipps in Kariso.
She and you will have letters from me—Shelly as being under my
protection, and you, Zara, as responsible for her safety. That will ensure you
can stay close to her at all times. And lastly, I will be disappointed if you
refuse my offer, but I give you my word I will not hold it against you. What
I'm asking has great risk … " He smiled. "And great rewards, in
addition to my gratitude."









CHAPTER EIGHT



 






The decision


I knew the sessions with the Monk had certainly helped,
since I should be panicking but I had managed to stay relatively calm and to quickly
quiet my thoughts. I believed the duke when he said he wouldn't take any action
against me, which meant refusing his offer was a real option. So the real
question was whether his offer helped me find my place in … civilization. I
would never be a noble, so did mixing with them help me? On the other hand,
nobles were a ubiquitous part of life in civilization and understanding them
might. And what if the Sirens came to rule? How would that affect me versus the
status quo? Both wanted the same thing—power. Maybe my place in
civilization was helping others: Ethel, the Manola community, Raigosa, Shelly,
the duke. I would never know those answers unless I accepted.


"I accept, Your Grace."


"Thank you, Zara," Wetzel said with visual relief
and turned to Shelly. "As nobility, you must be seen as in
charge—"


"But Zara is in charge." She nodded to the duke.
"I trust her with my life, or I wouldn't be going along." She grinned.
"She may still be learning our ways, but she's shrewd like the wolf she is
named after. I expect she is going to teach me to be a duchess."


The duke laughed and turned toward the Monk.


"They are well matched and will make a good team,"
the Monk said quietly.


* * *


The next week was a blur of activity. The duke chose eleven
of his royal guard to accompany Lady Shelly's caravan: a lieutenant, two
sergeants, and eight corporals, all with years of service.


"For this mission, Zara is Lady Shelly's personal escort
and in charge of her security. You will follow Zara's orders without
question," Wetzel said to the assembled eight men and three women.
"Zara?"


"Our responsibility is Lady Shelly's safety first and
foremost. Your own safety secondarily, and the caravan a distant third," I
said by way of clarification.


"Our safety?" the lieutenant asked, frowning. He was
tall, muscular, and looked to be in his thirties and to have seen action,
judging by the scar that ran from his forehead to his right ear.


"Yes, dead heroes make poor guards. We can discuss it
more later, but I expect you to fight smart. That means remembering your
objective is to protect Lady Shelly, not to be a martyr." I felt
encouraged at seeing several nods of agreement.


A cook, four men to manage the mules, and two ladies in waiting
completed the caravan's compliment. While the caravan was being assembled, I
was sent to the dressmaker's for the clothes I would need to accompany Shelly
at various functions.


Shelly and I negotiated over each article: she attempting to
dress me properly for each occasion, while I attempted to maintain my image or
rather avoid being made into something I wasn't. I think we arrived at
reasonable compromises since neither of us was happy. The outfits were a blend
of male and female wear, silk and leather, beautifully made and
expensive—like an eccentric noble or a flamboyant mercenary.


The morning we were to leave, the duke summoned Shelly, Lieutenant
Eaton, and me to his office.


"Lieutenant Eaton, you are in charge of the troopers
and responsible for protecting Lady Shelly, the caravan, and the servants; however,
you will defer to Zara on all matters. I know that is unusual, but this trip is
not about Lady Shelly visiting Duke Phipps. Zara is on a mission for me. That
information is for you only. Is that understood, Lieutenant?"


"Yes, Your Grace. What about protecting her?" he
asked. 


Wetzel turned toward me. 


"I will help you and your men if trouble arises, and I
would expect the same from you, but only if protecting me does not jeopardize
Lady Shelly. You must think and act as if Lady Shelly is the only reason you
and I are along," I said. 


After a minute, Eaton nodded.


"Lieutenant Eaton, meet Zara the Wolf. She managed to
single-handedly free me from two hundred Sheqn Indians. I trust her."
Shelly smiled at me.


"I do also," the duke said into the silence. "Shelly,
this letter explains the trip to Kariso and authorizes you to commit money or
services in my name for your needs. That will indirectly establish your importance
and earn you special treatment." He handed the parchment to Shelly.
"And this letter, Zara, will acknowledge you as my hand-picked companion
for Lady Shelly. That should give you unrestricted access to her and the
nobility."


"Thank you, Your Grace. You have been very patient and
generous." I bowed. He could have ordered me to do his bidding, but he
hadn't. He had made his Monk available, waited while I debated the issues, and
was gambling his reputation on me—maybe his life.


In the courtyard, we mounted our horses and Shelly gave the
lieutenant a nod to start the caravan moving. The ride through the city was
made at a walk, and the citizens paid us little notice—just some noble
going someplace. I waited until we had left the city gates to talk. I doubted
anyone on the streets would have heard our conversation or cared but best to be
overly cautious.


"Well, Lady Shelly, have you worked out our itinerary?"
I asked, interested now that I had made the decision and we were on our way.


"Actually, the duke made our itinerary. He wanted us to visit specific places on our way
to Kariso. Salman on the Black River is our first stop. It's a six-day trip
inland. Earl Pelote is the ruling noble, in service to Duke Wetzel."


"It's rugged country ripe for bands of thieves and
close to the Vulture Mountains, which has Indian tribes who occasionally raid
the smaller communities. As a result, the earl maintains a larger than normal
military garrison," Eaton said.


Interesting, I
mused. The duke had included a
lieutenant to command ten men when a senior sergeant would have been
sufficient. I wondered if he hadn't given him and Lady Shelly special
instructions. Were we each told to go and
look for something different: the lieutenant among the military, Shelly
among the nobility, and me the Sirens? If so, I'd wager the duke hadn't shared
that information.


"I understand you lived among the Indians in the Black
Mountains," Eaton said as he sat down next to me that evening as we
gathered around the campfire.


"Yes, the Ojaza."


"I heard rumors that you are very good with that sword,
and you saved the Raigosa caravan from a band of mercenaries."


"I disrupted their sneak attack," I said, hoping
this wasn't leading to a challenge.


"I heard it was more than just disrupted, and you claim
the savages are better trained than our soldiers," Eaton's voice dripped
with scorn. I needed the lieutenant as an ally if we were going to succeed at
whatever the duke had planned, and therefore chose not to defend myself directly.


"What do you think, Lady Shelly? You spent a year with
the savages." I hoped he would take her assessment better than mine.


"Much better. Any six-year-old savage can use a bow and
hit the target. At ten, they are given a sword and begin training. Black and
blue bruises are common, even deaths," she said, eyes downcast as if
reliving the scenes.


"What makes them so dangerous to the average sword
fighter is their approach. We are used to matches; one-on-one contests where
there are rules. They are trained for clashes where the object is to wound or
cripple, knowing the next warrior will finish the kill," I added.


"That doesn't sound ... effective." he said hesitantly.


"Even against equal numbers, it is." I said. "The
frenzy of the attack freezes the opponents. They charge, slash at you, wounding
or killing you, and keep on going to the next person. But it is even more
effective when your opponent outnumbers you. Imagine twenty mercenaries are
attacking us. If you meet each in a match, then soon it will be two or three to
one, and you'll lose. However, if you charge each person in a one or two-stroke
clash and continue on, you can't be tied up and the person behind you will
likely encounter a wounded or dazed opponent and have an easier kill."


"Like a cavalry charge without the horses." He
laughed. "I see what you meant when you said you disrupted the mercenaries,
and it makes sense of the rumors I heard."


"It may be something to consider, Lieutenant Eaton.
It's going to be a long way to Kariso, and if we are attacked by a large group
of mercenaries or Indians ... " Shelly left the consequences to his
imagination. She was a smart girl, understanding the lieutenant would be much
more amenable to suggestions from her than me.


"Alright, I'm interested. Would you mind a
demonstration, Zara?"


"No," I said.


Eaton picked his best fighters, two sergeants and a corporal,
and stationed them about twenty steps apart as I had with the troopers at the
Manola compound. I was sure they’d keep their swords readily
available—unsheathed.


I walked about forty steps away and lay hidden behind a clump
of bushes.


I waited for well over an hour and then jumped to my feet,
screaming an Ojaza war cry. I raced toward the nearest, Sergeant Dagan. As I
suspected, he had been lying with his sword in hand. I’d only run a few paces
when he stumbled to his feet, but his sword tangled in his bedroll. He fumbled
it free and swung at my head as I reached him. I dodged and slashed his belly
as I ran past. The second sergeant was up with his sword ready as I ran at him.
I caught his blade on mine and forced his blade high. I jerked my blade free
and slashed his arm.


The corporal stood frozen as I charged, screaming. He managed
a weak block to my downward slice at his neck. We locked sword hilts. I punched
his belly with the pommel of my knife. He doubled over, heaving.


I strolled back to where Eaton and Shelly were standing,
with the three troopers following.


"Damn, you're fast," Sergeant Dagan said, rubbing
his stomach.


"And scary," Corporal Fagin said, holding his
stomach in obvious pain.


"She's right, Lieutenant. I was expecting a duel when
she arrived, but she was past me before I could recover from the initial
contact. It wasn't a fatal cut, but I wouldn't have been ready for another one
coming behind her." Sergeant Buzza ruefully rubbed his arm.


"That was impressive, Zara. I'll admit I didn't believe
you and agreed to the demonstration only to embarrass you." He gave a wry
smile. "Could you teach us?"


"Yes, with some practice. It is more of an approach
than a special technique. While you are attacking an opponent, you have to know
that Sergeant Dagan or Corporal Fagin is running behind you and will finish
your opponent if you don't. You are a team, not individuals." We talked
for several hours, and I felt a little more accepted by the time we retired for
the night. 


When we reached our bedrolls, Shelly whispered, "How does
your demonstration help me?" She smiled. "My job is to convince
everyone I'm on my way to Kariso to visit Duke Phipps for reasons of my own,
and that you are my chaperone and security. The duke also wants me to evaluate
the nobility while I'm providing you a cover story. And I want you to mentor
me. So, how is your demonstration applicable to me?" She gave a soft laugh
while I lay speechless.


"Mentor you, Lady Shelly? I'm still working on becoming
civilized."


"I've spent time with you. You see people for what they
are, and that helps you deal with them realistically—like the tribes, the
soldiers, warrior Ohnee, my uncle. The nobility see the Indians as savages and
stupid. You see them as people, ignorant in our ways but smart in their own
way. I want you to help me do the same." She smiled. "And it's Shelly
when we are alone."


"I'll try, Shelly." I didn't know if she was right
or not, but maybe just hearing a simple slave turned commoner's perspective of
life would be helpful to a noble.


"The savages' real advantage is our ignorance. We
assume we are better fighters, that we are smarter than them, and that they are
cowards because they raid small settlements. We judge them against our
standards: they can't read or write, can't make fine clothes, don't have permanent
houses, don't farm, and on and on. But they are hunters and nomads who have no
need for those things. And raiding is just another form of hunting. We ignore
the fact we don't have the knowledge to survive in their environment. They
consider us ignorant," I said, thinking it obvious but knowing it wasn't
to most people, especially the nobility and soldiers. 


Shelly laughed. "Like my uncle, who wanted to send sixty
soldiers to kill the savages and free me." She shook her head. "He
would have gotten me and the soldiers killed. He would never have thought of
trading a mule and swords for me, or that they had honor."


"So I guess the lesson is: the better you know your
opponent, the better prepared you are to succeed. And surprise gives you an
advantage. Do you carry a knife, Shelly?" I asked


"No. I can, but why would I? There are guards ... "


"A precaution. You are spying for the duke. You may
discover things worth killing for." I shrugged. "If you carried one
openly, it would be of little value since you weren't trained to use one. But
if you carried it hidden, you would have the element of surprise, which could
be better than knowing how to use one against a trained fighter."


* * *


For the next few nights, I worked with Eaton and his troops.
After we had finished, he waited until Lady Shelly had joined us around the campfire
to speak.


"What you've shown us is very interesting, but who will
protect Lady Shelly as we go charging off like crazed savages?" His smile was
more of a sneer. It had been obvious that he resented me for any one of several
reasons: Shelly's interest in me, the duke putting me in charge, that I lived
with the savages, or ...


"Lieutenant Eaton, I have no interest in directing your
troops or telling you how to deploy them. I've merely shown you how the savages
fight so that if we encounter any, you'll be better prepared. I'm sure Duke
Wetzel selected his top lieutenant to guard Lady Shelly and her caravan."
I didn't need tension among the troops.


"The duke said you were in charge!"


"I don't think he meant to imply that. This is Lady
Shelly's caravan, and she is in charge. The duke asked each of us to look at
something in our area of expertise and hoped we would work together to ensure
he got what he wanted from each of us."


Shelly backed me up. "The duke wants something from
each of us. Whatever that is, if one of us fails, we have failed the duke."
This seemed to appease Eaton. She was young but mature beyond her years.









CHAPTER NINE



 






SALMAN: Earl Pelote


As we approached Earl Pelote's domain, the land became rocky
and hilly, ideal for bandits or small parties of raiding Indians.


"What do you think, Zara?" Eaton asked as he rode
up beside Shelly and me. He had seemed more relaxed for the past few days.


"Good country for a sneak attack."


"Indians?"


"In the Black Mountains, they live high up and
therefore don't raid every year. I don't know these mountains, but I would
presume they would be small parties of youths out to prove themselves. So I
doubt they would take on a party this well-armed during the day. The only things
of interest to them would be the mules and the swords, which would be too hard
to steal and get away with. And even at night it would take a large band of
bandits to attack us."


"Indians would only be interested in the mules and
swords?"


"Unlike bandits, they aren't going to sell what they
take. If they can't eat or use it, they won't take it—like money." I
grinned and Eaton laughed.


"What about the horses?"


"Not much use in the mountains. Slow them down."


"That makes me feel better. I wasn't worried about
bandits, just Indians." He nodded. We rode in silence afterward. Later
that morning, a detail of ten troopers rode into sight, wearing the black and
blue of Earl Pelote. The lieutenant leading the group nodded to Eaton but went
directly to Shelly and saluted.


"Lady Shelly, I'm Captain Dellett. Earl Pelote sent us
to welcome you and provide you safe escort. These hills are a haven for bandits
and small bands of Indians. We patrol regularly, but these foothills provide
lots of places to hide," he said, giving me a questioning look.


"Thank you, Captain. Lieutenant Eaton is in charge of
my detail, and Zara is my chaperone and companion." 


After the introductions, the captain led us farther into the
foothills. Toward evening, we crested a small hill and the grey castle walls of
Salman could be seen atop a high plateau. A steep trail led to the top, where a
small town had grown up around the castle. A dirt road led straight through a
variety of wooden houses and shops to stone walls the height of three men and
two massive wooden doors guarded by two soldiers with halberds. They stepped
aside and saluted as the captain approached and we filed inside. The courtyard
ended at a dark gray rectangular castle four stories high. The castle looked
old from the color of the stone and vines covering the walls. A tall thin man with
several young boys and girls stood observing us at the bottom of the steps
leading to the entrance.


"Lieutenant Eaton, if you will follow my sergeant, he
will take you and the caravan to your quarters." He pointed to a group of
buildings and stables off to his right. "Lady Shelly, if you would follow
me, I'll escort you and your entourage to the castle."


Shelly smiled sweetly and nudged her horse alongside the captain's.
I fell in behind her with her ladies-in-waiting following. When we reached the
man at the steps, she dismounted. A stableboy hurried up and took the reins to
her horse while two others grabbed mine and the other women's.


"Lady Shelly, I'm Minister Lionett. The earl sends his
welcome and looks forward to seeing you after you've had time to refresh
yourself. I've prepared rooms for you and your entourage." He waved to a
teenaged girl, who ran to his side. "Cheri will take care of your needs
while you are here and will see to having your clothes delivered to your room."
He waved toward the entrance and we followed him up the steps and into the
castle. Shelly's room was spacious and included a separate sitting room. The
second room had three beds to accommodate Musa, Sarkis, and me. While her
ladies saw to getting her clothes and things arranged, I stayed with Shelly.


"Well, Lady Shelly, I'm new to castles and royalty.
What will be expected of me?"


"Strange. In the mountain with savages, wild animals,
and hostile weather, you were relaxed, yet here you are uncomfortable."


"The environment and rules have changed. There, I was a
warrior; here, I'm a slave." I thought that a good comparison. 


Shelly remained silent for some time. "Yes, I see your
point. Here, the earl's word is law. Only the duke can overrule him, and he's
days and leagues away." She worried her lip for a moment before
continuing. "My ladies-in-waiting will get me the things I need and help me
prepare for events. I've named you my chaperone and companion, so you will be
allowed to follow me around and attend any functions I do, although they will seat
you with the lessor nobles and dignitaries. But the duke's letter is very
specific and says you are to remain with me at all times, implying I'm young
and need watching."


"Good, then I'll sleep in your sitting room." I
grinned at her expression.


"You can't! There is no bed in—" She
laughed. "I imagine you've slept most of your growing up years on the
ground. After you saved me, it took weeks for me to get used to a bed
again."


"Have you considered what I said about carrying a
knife?"


"No lady carries a hidden knife, maybe openly for
certain special occasions."


"How do you know, if it's hidden? Spying for the duke
and planning to be a duchess will attract enemies like deer attract
hunters."


"That's why I need you." Her face became serious,
and she pointed a finger at me. "I saw the duke's request as a game;
you've reminded me it's an adult's game where being a noble won't protect me.
I'll need instruction," she said in resignation. I nodded.


* * *


I washed and changed as Musa and Sarkis helped Shelly wash
and dress for the meeting with Earl Pelote, which was set for an hour before a
formal dinner.


"I never realized," she said when she had finished
dressing, her eyes misty. "Your body is a mass of scars. How did you
survive?"


"I used to think it was hate. I did hate them, and that
helped, but I survived because I wouldn't be a slave. To them, it was a game to
see how long it would take to break or cripple or kill the slave. But my
freedom was worth dying for, so it didn't matter what they did to me."


"Lady Shelly, it's time," Musa said from the
partially open door. "Cheri is here to take you to the meeting with the earl."


Cheri led us down to the second floor and through a long corridor
lined with paintings of men and women and life-sized statues dressed in armor
and holding weapons used over the years. At the end of the hallway, Cheri
knocked then pushed open the door. A broad-shouldered man stood inside, dressed
in silks and hunting leathers, an odd combination that appeared to suit him
perfectly—a noble and man of action.


"Lady Shelly, come in. You've grown into a beautiful
woman from the devilish little girl I remember."


"Thank you, My Lord. Those were fun years." Shelly
curtsied. 


I gave a small bow of my head.


"Who's your ... companion?" he asked as he assessed
me. I had left my sword in the room but wore a short dagger inside my boot with
the handle showing. 


Shelly handed him the letters from Duke Wetzel. "My
chaperone and companion, to ensure my devilishness remains in check."


"Yes, and your safety. I heard you had been captured by
savages and Duke Wetzel hired someone to free you. Your companion?" he
asked, staring hard at me.


"Yes. Earl Pelote, this is Zara, the woman who
negotiated my release."


"Well, Zara. That sounds like an interesting story. Why
don't you sit? Cheri will get us drinks and you can tell me all about it. Wine?"
He looked to Shelly.


"Berryjuice," she said. Then he looked to me and I
shook my head. He sat as Cheri scurried out the door.


"It started when uncle Hillard asked if Phillip and I
wanted ... " Shelly retold the story in some detail, except for her time
in slavery. 


Pelote sat quietly the whole time, alternatively watching
Shelly then me. "You were lucky, Shelly. I've never heard of anyone
escaping the savages before." He looked to me. "I understand you claim
to have escaped them, Zara, but they made you a warrior." The implication
was clear—you are one of them. 


What could I say? I'm not. How could I prove that? I decided
to say nothing. The silence dragged on until Shelly intervened.


"Duke Wetzel believes her; his Cheyo Monk believes her;
and I believe her."


"Of course, Shelly, otherwise the duke would never have
trusted your life with her. I'm having problems with the Indians lately and
would appreciate any advice Zara could give me," he said, looking toward
me. A good recovery I thought, since I doubted he had changed his mind. But I
needed to play the game anyway.


"What kind of trouble?"


"They seem to be raiding far more frequently than ever before."


"What are they stealing?" I asked. It didn't sound
right unless they had moved their camp closer to the foothills.


"Everything."


"And killing everyone? Raping the women?"


"No rapes, thank God. There are deaths but not
everyone."


"Doesn't sound like the Indians I know, but I don't
know the Indians in the Vulture Mountains.


"They are all the same! Savages."


"If they are all the same, then you don't have an Indian
problem. They wouldn't steal everything. They don't have our values. Money,
pictures, clothing, and similar items have no value for them, and they wouldn't
take anything that would slow them down. They would rape the women and kill
everyone. Children they might take as slaves. And they would return to the
mountains within days. Sounds more like mercenaries acting like Indians."


"Rape the women and kill everyone?"


"Killing everyone delays the discovery and subsequent
search for them. Besides, they consider us little better than cattle. However,
mercenaries—while ruthless—still have some reluctance to killing
when it's unnecessary. And they would work an area as long as they could."


"You make them sound blood-thirsty."


"I've heard several suggestions that we should find their
camps and kill every man, woman, and child." I shrugged. 


Shelly choked back some response.


"Yes, my captain has suggested we do just that, and I'm
inclined to agree with him. The savages killed my son on a routine scouting
detail." He rose, which ended further discussion. "It's time for
dinner and wine to dull the pain. I'd like my captain to talk to you. Maybe you
have an ideal on how to catch them."


Them
wasn't defined, but I thought he meant savages—Indians—not mercenaries.
When we arrived, some fifty people were assembled at three long tables arranged
like a giant squared-off letter C. Shelly was seated at the earl's table and I
on the table on its right. I ate slowly, as I still didn't like knives, forks,
or spoons and found most of the food too rich. By design or accident, Captain
Dellett was seated to my right. We spent much of the meal discussing the raids.
He too was fixated on it being an Indian problem and pursuing them into the
mountains. I didn't bother explaining that was a stupid idea even if it were
the tribes causing the problem.


* * *


We stayed two more days. I was itching to leave, but Shelly
said she needed a few days to poke around, which I took to mean getting to know
the nobles better. She was right, looking meant meeting people and getting a
feel for the place. I wasn't sure what I was looking for or that I'd know when
I found it, but Shelly seemed to have a strategy. The morning of the fourth
day, we left with our supplies replenished and everyone rested. The earl sent a
detail of ten soldiers to see us safely out of the foothills. They stayed with
us the first night but left in the morning. We were out of the foothills, but
the land wasn't flat, mostly rolling hills of grassland and forest fed by the
Black River, which we would follow to Ayus.


"You don't mind the camping out," Shelly said as a
statement rather than a question.


"No, I've lived most of my life in the open. Castles
feel like cages and they … stink," I said with a shrug. 


Shelly laughed. "I'm probably the only noble that
actually understands what you mean. Being a slave was educational, but I'm
grateful you came along before I was taught to be a mother." She was quiet
after that. We stopped in a small forest as the sun was setting. The cook,
Berra, prepared a hot stew, and we sat around three separate fires: the
soldiers, Lady Shelly and her entourage, and the caravan personnel, although
the lieutenant did join us occasionally. Shelly was quiet during the meal.
Afterward, she rose and walked over to me and kissed me on my forehead.


"Thank you, Zara. I'm not ready to be a mother."
She headed to her tent with Sakis and Musa following. I decided to wander around
the camp, noting the guards Eaton had posted.


"Satisfied?" Eaton asked as he neared me. I
nodded.


"I'm sure the duke and you picked the best men for this
trip, since it's important to him."


"To protect Lady Shelly."


"For many reasons. Did you find anything of
interest?" I asked, wondering if he would share what the duke had asked
him to investigate.


"The earl has a good garrison, and his security is
excellent, but the Indian situation is troubling," he said, giving me a
hard look. "You don't believe it's Indians?"


"No. They act like mercenaries, not any savages I've
known."


"Did you find anything?" he asked, knowing that like
him, I had a mission for the duke.


"No. Nothing of interest."


* * *


I woke to a deathly darkness, no moon, stars, or noise. I
panicked, feeling like I was being dragged deeper into the void. Then I remembered
the exercises with the Monk and sought to quiet my mind, but the feeling of
sinking deeper into the blackness kept me close to panic. Fortunately, the Monk's
exercises slowly won, and I found that quiet place. As I did, the area appeared
bathed in blue light. I could see the camp, mules, horses, tents, and a thin
man sitting on a horse. Behind him were a dozen half naked Indians crouched on
one knee, waiting.


The man turned his head in my direction, and a large Indian jumped
up and began running toward me screaming, with his sword raised to strike. I
knew he wasn't real and the fight was in our minds. His overhead attack I met
with my sword angled down. The force of the blow drove his sword down mine and
threw him slightly off balance. Before he could recover, I pulled my sword up,
cutting through his arm and reversing it for a cut to his head, but before I
could strike, the image disappeared. Immediately, two more Indians sprang to
life and charged me. But they were different. One was clearly an Indian, naked
to the waist with his chest painted, but the other, while also naked with his
chest painted, had a square-jawed unshaven face and short curly hair that
shouted mercenary. 


Then I realized he wasn't an illusion; he was real and
closing fast. I jumped to my feet, sword in hand, and screamed an Ojaza war cry
as I braced to meet his charge. The war cry must have broken the Siren's spell,
because the other charging Indian disappeared and the crouching figures no
longer looked like Indians but like men dressed partially like Indians. The man
threw all his weight behind a strike to my chest. My sword met his in a clash
of steel that vibrated through my arm and sounded like a clap of lightening.
His momentum carried him into me and my dagger. Even though I had been braced
for the contact, the impact sent me stumbling backward. He collapsed at my
feet.


My body strained against a strong wind as I struggled toward
the man on the horse, ignoring the fighting and chaos that had erupted in the
camp. Hearing the Monk chiding me to attack, I released the image of a wolf
that grew as it galloped toward the man on the horse. Then suddenly, I was free
of the wind and running. The man realized he had lost the mind duel and kicked
his horse into a charge. As the horse pounded toward me, I dove to its right,
cutting its front leg on the way to the ground. Tucking my head, I rolled to my
feet in time to see the horse stumble and fall, throwing the man to the ground.
I walked back to where he lay and cut his throat as he rose. He was far too
dangerous to let live. Besides, the duke had insisted our knowledge of their
existence must be kept a secret as long as possible.


I turned to see the fighting had stopped. Surveying the
area, six mercenaries lay dead, one on the ground wounded, and two tied to a
tree and under guard. Gritting my teeth at what had to be done, I walked over
to the two tied prisoners and sliced through their necks before the guard could
respond. Then I walked back to the wounded man. A guard stepped forward, sword extended.


"You're crazy. Stop or I'll kill you!" he shouted.
I raised my sword as he pushed his toward my stomach, caught the blade in my
guard, and twisted. The strain on his wrist forced him to release his grip, and
the sword flew into the air. As his eyes followed the sword, I delivered a deathblow
to the wounded man, turned, and headed toward Shelly.


"Was that necessary?" Eaton asked, looking down at
the young man who had been on the horse. "He and the others were
defenseless. You're a bloodthirsty savage."


I didn't answer and walked back to where Shelly stood. Her
face was a pale white, her eyes wide open, and she was shivering.


"Walk with me, Lady Shelly," I said, pointing away
from the camp. She hesitated for a moment, shook her head like shaking water
from her hair, and then ran to catch up with me. "That man was a member of
a secret society that the duke wanted me to try to identify and the reason for
this trip to Kariso. They are Cheyo trained and very dangerous. More dangerous
than the Cheyo Monks, since unlike the Monks they have no ethics and want
power. I'm endangering you by telling you of their existence, but without your
support of my actions today or in the future, Eaton will stop me from
continuing. And you can't tell anyone. If they find out we know of their existence,
you, me, the duke, the Monks, and anyone else that knows will be murdered. We
won't be able to stop them because we don't know who they are—"


"Lady Shelly!" Eaton shouted as he neared us with
two soldiers, swords drawn. "That woman needs to be put in chains and sent
back to the duke. She's a bloodthirsty savage. I can't trust her around you
or—"


"Lieutenant Eaton," she held up her hand and then
pointed to the two soldiers. "You two return to the camp. Lieutenant
Eaton, sheath your sword and walk with us." She held eye contact until he
nodded. He couldn't refuse Lady Shelly, a noble who represented his liege lord.
"Zara is on a quest for Duke Wetzel. This caravan is her cover. I will
tell you she is following his orders, and killing those men … took great
courage—"


"Courage—"


"Yes, courage. To follow orders that repulse you. Trust
me, Lieutenant, if the duke had been here, those would have been his orders,
and you might have had to carry them out. Just as you will carry out my orders,
although you think them wrong." She had stopped walking and held eye
contact until he bowed acceptance.


"Yes, Lady Shelly. What do I tell the men?"


"That she was following orders. Nothing else."


"They may think it was your orders," he said,
looking pale.


"It doesn't matter," she said quietly, her eyes
misty in the moonlight. It did matter, which made the sacrifice even more
courageous. If she lived through our pilgrimage to Kariso, she would make a
wise leader someday. When Eaton walked off, head down in thought, I spoke.


"I'm sorry, Shelly."


She laughed softly. "Like being a slave, another
learning opportunity. And like then, I expect you to save me from any lessons
I'm not ready for."


* * *


Shelly decided to return to the castle with the bodies to
let the earl know it had been mercenaries rather than Indians and to get the
wounded soldiers treated. She was also concerned that a certain young baron,
who was one of the cousins in line to inherit, had been encouraging the earl to
take a party into the Vulture Mountains after the Indians. An expedition that
could get the earl killed.


"So it was mercenaries and not Indians. The survivors
always seemed so sure it was Indians," the earl said and took a sip of
wine. "I understand you had the survivors killed." He gave Shelly a
hard look.


"Isn't that what we do with robbers and murderers, My
Lord? They killed two of my soldiers and wounded several others. They showed us
no mercy, attacking in the dead of night."


"Quite right, Lady Shelly. You had a right to be upset
and to demand swift justice. You think you got them all?"


"None got away, My Lord. I would imagine a search of
the area would turn up their camp."


"Well, Zara, you saved the tribes, for now." His
smile was a partial sneer. There was no response that wouldn't get me in
trouble or that would convince him he was wrong. Shelly must have concluded the
same as she rose.


"If you will excuse me, Earl Pelote. I'm afraid I'm
more exhausted than I thought."


"Yes of course, my dear. A terrible experience for one
so young." He smiled knowingly. And like the many things he knew, he was mistaken. She had grown
tired of his many dogged misconceptions and used the frail woman act to leave.


* * *


We left five days later, when the wounded appeared fit to
travel. The lieutenant stopped early each day with Shelly's encouragement to
give the wounded men more time to recover. The ire directed at Shelly had all
but disappeared as the days passed, because of her obvious concern for the
troops and their wellbeing. Each night I spent some time alone with Shelly,
practicing with her knife. The sheath I had made for her knife strapped to her
calf, which was covered by her ankle-length skirts, and during the days on the
trail strapped to her thigh and hidden by her riding pants, which were wide
like a skirt but tight at the ankles. The exercises were twofold: when and how
to get the knife from its hiding place and where to stick it.


"My advice, Shelly: never draw it unless you are willing
to kill with it. Otherwise, there is a good chance it will be taken away from
you and used against you," I said after several nights of practice.


"I imagine the places you have been teaching me to stick
it aren't the kind my opponent would survive. Do you really think I'll need to ...
kill someone?"


"I hope not, Shelly. Taking another's life is not an
easy thing, even to survive or for duty. I hope your position and sharp
intellect will always be enough, but in case they aren’t, you will have a
choice."


"Yes, one always has a choice, even when neither option
is good."









CHAPTER TEN



 






AYUS: Earl Varesko


Four days later, we reached the town of Ayus. Although the
town was on the coast, the shoreline at Ayus was rocky and unsuitable for
boats, so cargo was loaded and unloaded in a quiet cove several leagues north
and transported to and from the town by wagons. The original city walls no
longer accommodated the current residents, which had spread well beyond the
walls, so the city gates remained permanently open to traffic. Inside the
walls, the homes were well maintained and the shops and craftsmen predominately
catered to the wealthy. The castle was located at the far end of the city and
sat on a small hill. A small party met us at the castle gate.


"Welcome, Lady Shelly. I'm Minister Neiland. Earl
Varesko sends greetings and would like to speak with you after you have had a
chance to get settled. I've made arrangements for you and your ladies in the
castle, and Lieutenant Garret will take care of your escort. If you will follow
me." He waved toward the four-story building in the center of the
courtyard.


"Thank you, Minister Neiland. It will be nice to be
able to wash and sleep in a bed again. A day on a horse is invigorating; eight
is torture," Shelly said. I marveled at her ability to switch back and
forth from young and inexperienced,
to pampered noble, to no nonsense noble in charge as the
occasion warranted.


The rooms Shelly was given here were bigger than the ones at
Salman, and I chose to stay with her, reinforcing the idea of me being a
chaperone. A young girl, Lisa, came a couple of hours later to inform Shelly
that the earl was free to see her an
hour before dinner, and she came back at that time.


"Lord Varesko," Shelly curtsied as we entered; I
gave a small head bow. "Thank you for looking after me and my
companions."


"Anything you need, Shelly. It's hard to believe you're
the same little girl I last saw just three years ago. I was devastated to hear Indians
kidnapped you. I can't believe your uncle was so careless."


"It was Phillip's fault. He was raised to believe he
was special and that he made the rules. He died determined to teach the Indians
he was special." Shelly wiped her eyes dry.


"Like your uncle," Varesko said quietly. "Is
your companion the one who freed you?" he asked, turning his full attention
on me.


"Yes. Earl Varesko, this is Zara."


"Zara, I understand you did it alone."


"The Indians are hunters, so if they can't steal it,
they trade for what they need. A slave is useful but has a value, like most
things they own. Lady Shelly was worth less than a mule and fifteen long
swords," I said. The Earl frowned then smiled then laughed.


"If they knew she was royalty, they would have gotten
ten times that."


"A slave is a slave. Royalty can't work any harder than
a farmer's daughter. I didn't bargain for Lady Shelly, just my pick of the girl
slaves."


"You seem to have a keen understanding of the Indians'
thinking. I'm surprised you managed to get away after you delivered the mule
and swords."


"They had similar concerns. Men are men."


"Yes. No one trusts anyone, and with good cause."


Shelly took that as an opportunity to change the topic and
told the earl of our encounter with the mercenaries. We were the last to arrive
for dinner, which had more than fifty people in attendance. Afterward, a
juggler, a pair of acrobats, and a fool entertained us. Melisa had been right.
The nobility did little work and spent most of their time being waited on or
entertained. Maybe the Indians had the right of it: a person's real worth was
what you could trade him or her for.


* * *


We left three days later, with two additional soldiers the earl
had provided to bring the military detail back up to strength. He claimed they
knew the land south of Ayus, which might prove useful. The soldiers had changed
into typical hired-guard clothing, as the dukes of the various regions didn't
like foreign troops wandering their lands. They turned a blind eye to guards
for caravans carrying nobles.


We reached the Black River just after noon. A sturdy wooden
bridge spanned the turbulent waters at its narrowest point—some fifty
paces wide. Duke Wetzel's Black and Silver standard flew on our side, and the Purple
and Silver of Duke Dewan flew on the other. Four independent dukes who had been
at peace for over fifty years ruled Aesona. However, if the Sirens took control,
that would soon change.


According to Eaton, he didn't expect any trouble on the way
to Munda. Our party was too large for local bandits, and no mountains stood between
here and there, therefore, no Indians. True to his logic, we encountered no
problems on our five-day trip to Munda. The morning of our fifth day, we
encountered a Munda patrol of ten men flying Earl Alleaki's colors: Purple and Maroon.
A young-looking lieutenant raised his hand, stopping his formation twenty paces
short of us.


"What is your purpose on Earl Alleaki's land?" he
said in a commanding voice, which matched his scowl and ramrod posture.


"We are escorting Lady Shelly on our way to Earl
Alleaki's castle," Eaton said as he moved to the front of the caravan with
Shelly and me following. 


The young lieutenant's face softened, and he rode forward. "Welcome,
Lady Shelly. The earl was told to expect you several days ago. He has been
concerned and told patrols to watch for you."


"Regrettably, we were delayed leaving Salman, and it
put us behind schedule. But all is well," Shelly said, dismissing the
delay as trivial and none of his business at the same time.


"The earl will be pleased to hear that. We will
accompany you to the castle to make sure all remains well." He gave a bow
then rode back to his troop and sent a rider off at a gallop to notify the earl.
His troop moved to the rear of the caravan, but the lieutenant moved to the
front to ride with Shelly, ignoring me after an appraising look. Shelly used
the opportunity to quiz the young man on castle Munda. I suspect he would have
told her anything she asked, judging from the mesmerized look on his face. By
the time we arrived at the castle gate, a reception group was waiting, and I
would wager by then Shelly knew the latest gossip and every secret the
lieutenant knew.


"Lady Shelly, I'm Minister Mackle. We're glad to see
you arrive safely. We have rooms ready for you and your ladies, and the lieutenant
will take care of your caravan," the minister said. He had a rotund
figure, a happy looking face with a big smile, and a pleasant sounding tenor
voice.


"Thank you, Minister Mackle. I feel at home
already," Shelly said, handing her reins to a young boy. "And looking
forward to a wash and a soft bed."


* * *


"Two men killed, I heard. Duke Wetzel was wise to send
a military unit with you, Lady Shelly. Guards for hire can be
unpredictable." He smiled. "We all send military troops into the
other duke's territory on special occasions, like when a caravan is
transporting royalty, and we pretend not to know so long as they don't wear
their uniforms.


"Regrettably, they hit us at night, and we had little
warning. We also had several wounded, which is the reason I was delayed."


"If you don't mind me asking, Lady Shelly, who's your companion?
She doesn't look like an officer or a lady in waiting."


"She a very underpaid mercenary," Shelly said,
which caused the earl to choke on his wine and my jaw to drop open. "What
would you say it was worth to save a noble from the Indians' camp?"


"Forty, fifty gold," the Earl said, eyes downcast
in thought.


"How about ten silvers."


"You're joking ... No, I guess you aren't." He
stared at me for a long time before continuing. "A good person to have at
your back. The duke is a wise man." The earl went on to ask Shelly a few
questions about the Indians and her capture before breaking for dinner. The
table arrangement here was in the shape of a letter "T." Sitting across
from me was some kind of noble sitting next to a young woman dressed in blue
and pink silks, which brazenly displayed her shapely figure. By any standard,
she was beautiful, and the nobleman was smitten with her. The pair distracted
me all through the meal for no reason I could grasp. But when they rose and
walked arm-in-arm away, I saw a faint blue tinge around the woman's hair and
made the mistake of closing my eyes and opening my mind as the Monk had taught
me. The room blazed blue, and the woman was revealed as a small thin girl wearing
a plain white dress.


I quickly opened my eyes and found her staring at me, or at
least in my direction. I rose as if I had turned to leave and looked toward
Shelly, who thankfully was already standing, talking to the earl's wife. The Monk
had said those not fully trained had power, but it was limited and frequently
leaked when they used it. The girl had been maintaining an illusion and
occasionally leaked power that was visible to anyone trained to notice.
Apparently, I must have noticed it once or twice out of the corner of my eye during
the meal but too briefly to catch my full attention. 


Now what?
I wondered as she and the noble left the room. She appeared aware someone had
breached her illusion, but she didn't show she knew it was me. And if she did,
what was I supposed to do? I couldn't just kill her, nor did I want to. And if
I didn't, did that alert the Sirens? I had the mother of all headaches by the
time Shelly broke free and we headed for her room.


"You look pale, Zara. Don't you feel well?"


"Did you see that girl, sitting across from me?"


"The one with the noble? That was no girl. A woman
extraordinary! She's every girl's dream when they grow up. Mine too!" She
gave me a devilish grin. 


I said nothing, since I couldn't be sure no one could hear.
I waited until Musa and Sarkis had helped her to get ready for bed and left for
the night.


"That was a thin waif of girl, a year or two younger
than you, that the nobleman had on his arm," I said as she crawled into
bed. 


She frowned then smiled. "Where do I go for
training?" She held up a hand. "I know it's serious, but ... All women
do things to make them look better than they are naturally, but imagine what
she could do to his mind with that power."


"The duke believes they belong to a secret society that
one must assume has an objective. Like the group in Salman: they had some
agenda, else why pretend the Indians were doing the raiding. And what is the
girl's agenda here? What does she want with that noble?"


"I understand why you have a headache, because you've
just given me one."


"I think she knows I know. That's why I have a
headache."


"Oh. In which case you need to ... Oh." We sat in
silence for a long time before Shelly finally pulled the cover over her,
although I doubt she went to sleep. She wouldn't like the idea of me killing a
young girl any more than I would. Besides, I couldn't kill someone in the
castle without being arrested and hung. Hours later, exhausted from wrestling
with a problem that had nothing but bad solutions, I fell asleep.


* * *


I was sinking into a black void: no sight, sound, or smell. I
had no body, arms, legs, or tongue. Panic. I shut my eyes and sought to quiet
my mind. Suddenly, the room came to life, bathed in the blue light I had come
to recognize as another level where the mind ruled. The girl stood inside the
door with a dagger in her hand. When she saw me, she smiled and morphed into a
giant cat, finger length fangs dripping blood. Without thinking, I morphed into
a giant wolf. Feeling like I had been freed from captivity, I bounded toward
the cat, eager for the fight. The cat grew and changed into a giant with an axe.
The wolf in me responded by tripling in size and lunging at the giant's arm that
held the axe. I could taste the blood as my teeth shredded his arm and the axe
fell to the floor. A dagger flashed at my neck that I avoided by clamping down
hard on the giant's arm I had in my teeth. The giant screamed as I felt bone
crush beneath my teeth. The giant jerked away, leaving me with skin and blood in
my mouth. The giant became a knight in armor with a long glistening sword.
Mistake. As Zara again, I attacked with all the skill and furiousness of a well-trained
Ojaza warrior. Sparks flew off the armor as I landed blow after blow. Then a
two-handed strike to her helmet knocked it off, and it flew into the air. She
stood there in shock as I reversed my momentum and slashed her naked head,
cutting through bone and into the brain.


My eyes blinked open to find the girl lying on the floor
with a dagger, and Shelly sitting up in bed with her dagger in her hand.


"What happened, Zara? Is that the girl you told me
about? You're bleeding. She almost killed you?" The questions came too
fast to answer.


"Call your guard. We'll talk later," I said,
feeling exhausted as if I had actually been in a physical fight. Shelly quickly
grabbed a robe to cover her night shift and then screamed. Seconds later, a
corporal opened the door, then followed Shelly's finger pointing at the girl on
the floor.


"If it hadn't been for Zara, she would have killed me.
Get the castle guard." Shelly sounded hysterical. The guard stood looking
at the girl, probably wondering how she got past him. "Now!"


"Yes, Lady Shelly," he said as he raced out the
door. Shelly's face relaxed, and I realized it was mostly an act—a damn
good one. She was shook up but in control of her emotions. The next two hours
were almost funny. The castle guard went on alert looking for more assassins.
The earl made a brief appearance with four guards in tow. He apologized several
times to Shelly for his failure to protect her and then ran off promising to
have the situation resolved by morning. Lieutenant Eaton berated the guard for
sleeping on the job. Feeling sorry for the guard, I suggested the girl
undoubtedly had help, someone who distracted him while she slipped into the
room or maybe there was a secret passage somewhere in the room. It helped to
distract Eaton.


"Alright, what happened? You aren't going to sleep
until I'm tired, and right now I'm a bundle of nerves," Shelly said as she
sat cross-legged on her bed and glared in my direction. I pulled one of the
chairs closer to the bed and sat. I would have preferred the floor, but the
difference in heights would have been awkward.


"The girl was the Siren I saw at dinner. Either she
used her talent to blind the guard to her presence, or she convinced the guard
it was you or me entering the room—an illusion rather than manipulating
his mind."


"She could do that?"


"I don't know her powers. I know the Cheyo trained are
capable of that and more. The Monk believes the Sirens have talent but not
nearly that of a fully trained Monk. So each individual's talent will vary. I
suspect she blinded the guard to her presence, since she attacked me in a
similar way."


"What did it feel like?" Shelly couldn't help being
curious, learning how things and people worked.


"Like I was deep in a mine. It was totally dark, and
there weren’t any sounds. And I had no feeling anywhere. Like my body had been disconnected
from my mind."


"Don't think I'd like that. She was going to stab you
and leave?"


"I think that was the idea. She knew I could identify
her, so she either had to leave the castle or kill me. Apparently, whatever she
was up to was more important than the risk of killing me." I fetched my bag
and took out several of the herbs I knew would help heal the cuts, which were
minor. Shelly tore up one of her silk night shifts and wrapped my arm.


"Alright, how did you kill her? I kind of caught the
last part of the struggle, and you didn't touch her—although she was
trying to stab you. It was like she was fighting a ghost."


"Close your eyes," I decided a small demonstration
was the easiest way to explain it. 


She did. 


"Now imagine a man is standing twenty paces away. He
has a club in his hand and is advancing on you. What do you do? Don't open your
eyes. You can imagine anything to life, like a sword or rocks or wind."


"I'd get a bow and arrow," she said, biting down
on her lip.


"He has a knight’s armor and a shield and continues
toward you."


"I mount a warhorse and charge him." She giggled
with delight. We continued for several minutes before stopping.


"That was fun. But that doesn't explain how you killed
her. Those images can't kill."


"Think of the images as being real. If I come at you
with a club and swing it at your head and you don't block it or duck or otherwise
avoid it, your mind will believe you were really hit with that club. If the
blow would have been fatal, your mind will shut down. You will die just as if
you had been physically hit with the club. Your mind and your opponent's are
interpreting what is happening as if real."


"Oh, and the girl?"


"She eventually chose an armored man with a sword; I
won because I understand sword fighting and she didn't."


"So the bruising to the side of her face and head, a
sword to the head?"


"Yes. I've been lucky so far. Both of the Sirens had
talent, but it was not only limited, but new. They hadn't had time to develop
it fully. A Cheyo Monk would crush me in seconds. A Siren with a little more
power would be an even match. Against one with any more power or experience, I'll
need luck to survive."


"The duke certainly doesn't expect you to kill them
all." She looked at me wide-eyed, her face pale.


"No. He only asked me to look." I laughed.
"Identifying them without them identifying me and keeping our identity
secret is turning out to be more difficult than it sounded before we left."


* * *


After the morning meal, the earl had a meeting with Shelly, the
captain in charge of his security, and anyone involved in last night’s
incident. The earl's security captain hadn't found anyone who knew the girl and
had no idea how she gained entrance to the castle. He also reported that a Lady
Hathorn had gone missing and thought maybe the girl had been sent to kill both
ladies, although there was no obvious connection. Lady Shelly was from Redrock
in Duke Wetzel's domain, and Lady Hathorn was from Monis in Duke Brodka's
domain. 


Shelly sat quietly during the discussions, but I did notice
an amused expression at times. I felt sorry for the guard at Shelly's room that
night, the captain in charge of security, and the noble who lost the love of
his life, but I couldn't help them without compromising what the duke had asked
me to do. The earl reluctantly allowed us to leave the next day without a
detail of his troops. Shelly assured him her detail was sufficient to handle an
assassin if necessary.


* * *


The question was whether to risk the lower Broken Mountains
Pass and go directly to Jqedit or bypass the Broken Mountains to the west and
go to Castra first then up the Areva River to Jqedit. Although the pass was
generally safe for a caravan our size, I told Shelly I didn't fancy fighting Indians
in the mountains alongside soldiers used to fighting in the plains. She agreed
and decided to go to Castra first.


"Besides, Castra has a Cheyo Monk, so there won't be
any Sirens around." She laughed. "You could use a rest."


I agreed, concerned any attack on me put Shelly in jeopardy.


We departed Muda early the next morning, following the
coastline, which would eventually take us to Castra. The first night out, Eaton
pulled me aside while the camp was being set up. 


"Would you mind a practice session tonight after
dinner? I still don't think soldiers would do well using the Indian strategy,
too disorganized. We like having control over our units. However, when the
bandits attacked, I found it useful to use their non-standard fighting style.
They weren't guarding against an attack to the legs or arms. They tend to guard
against places we think of as killing zones. But I found a strike to someone's
arm or leg, even if not disabling, is distracting and potentially opens him for
a killing or disabling blow. And of course if he's bleeding, his endurance
won't last long."


"No, I'd welcome the practice. Lady Shelly's safety is
as important to me as it is to you. The sharper we are, the better prepared
we'll be in the event of another attack."


"You expect another attack?" Eaton asked,
frowning.


"Prepare for the worst and hope for the best," I
said, knowing another attack was likely with the growing threat from the Sirens.
They wanted power but would need money to finance their activities. Robbery
would be the easiest and fastest way, especially given their members’ talents.
And there were several mountain ranges between here and Kariso with tribes.
This was certainly the time of year for raids—they tended to stay put in
the winter months.


"Did I hear you and Eaton are going to fight?"
Shelly asked as we sat drinking coffee after our dinner.


"Practice, not fight," I said in response to her
worried look.


"I worry. He doesn't seem to like you."


"He's used to being in charge, and it bothers him I'm
not under his authority. He believes that makes it harder for him to properly
protect you. Military people like order and control."


"You don't?"


"After being a slave, I like freedom."


Shelly nodded but frowned. "Too much freedom can be
bad. Phillip and I wouldn't have been captured if we hadn't been allowed to do
what we wanted. Our guards certainly warned us enough times ... and they would
be alive today." Her eyes filled with tears with the last words. Just
then, Eaton approached.


"Ready, Zara?"


"Yes, I can certainly use the exercise," I said,
rising with my practice sword. Eaton laughed.


"You run as often as you ride your horse."


"The Indians run miles every day as part of their training.
It becomes habit forming."


"And keeps you in excellent condition. I've been
tempted to make the troops do a little each day, but it would probably kill
them." He snorted.


We walked several hundred paces away from the camp to a
small clearing and were followed by most everyone who wasn't busy with duties.
We faced each other and nodded our readiness. Eaton attacked in a flurry of
blows that I blocked and then backed away a few steps. Thinking of the fight
with the mercenaries, I closed my eyes and sought mental sight. The image of
the man attacking me had been slightly different than the Siren's illusions.
That could be important in any future encounters. Eaton was there in the blue
haze but somewhat less solid than the images the Monk or Sirens projected, the
opposite of what logic would have indicated.


Eaton lunged forward with a powerful attack to my waist that
I caught in my guard, although the force of the blow slammed the flat of my
sword blade into me. 


I stepped back, lifting my sword and his up over my head and
then rotated causing his trapped blade to twist his wrist throwing him away from
me. Had I continued twisting, it would have snapped his wrist.


"Damn that special guard of yours. Locks the blade
unless I pull back and then I'm vulnerable to a counterattack," he swore
as he pressed another attack. 


I felt faster but knew I wasn't. Somehow, with my eyes
closed my mind seemed to identify his attack faster, which made my counter
quicker, or conversely, I recognized an opening sooner.


"Enough," Eaton said with a laugh. "I'm tired
even if you aren't. I think I'm going to start running alongside my horse
instead of riding. Thanks, that was a good workout. A couple of times when we
backed away, I thought you had your eyes closed. Obviously you didn't or were
faking it, because you didn't miss a beat when I attacked."


"Squinting, the fire was distracting," I said,
noting I would have to be more careful in the future as the feeling was
enchantingly seductive.


"You did have your eyes closed," Shelly said with
a giggle, her head close to mine as we walked back to the fire pit.


"I was trying to determine the difference between
illusion and reality when I'm in that ... other state," I said, not sure
what to call that reality when engaged with the Monk or a Siren. Other didn't quite fit, but I wasn't
sure what adequately explained it—not quiet
or mental or blue, although that was the color I saw.


"Did you? Does it matter?"


"I think so. Ironically, the real people look faded
while the illusions look crystal clear and real. And yes it does matter. While
the Siren and I are fighting, real things are still happening. That's how I got
cut. The girl was quite clever. She hid herself inside her illusion, so my mind
would perceive it if the illusion cut me, but if the girl really cut me, my
mind might not. I could've bled to death not knowing I had been cut," I
said, fascinated by the complexity, one I was having to master by trial and
error. Students at the Cheyo School spent years learning it. I’d had a two-week
crash course.


"Enough for tonight. You're giving me a headache."
She laughed as she turned to go to her tent.









CHAPTER ELEVEN



 






CASTRA: Duke Dewan


The next four days were much the same: morning meal, ride
until early afternoon, stop to rest the horses, have a quick snack, relieve
ourselves, ride to sunset, dinner, and to bed. We made good time, as the land
was mostly prairie with gentle rolling hills, with no thick forest or rocky
trails. Off to the west we occasionally saw the ocean and to the east the Broken
Mountains growing in the distance as we got closer to Castra. I missed the
mountains. I had spent a good part of my life in them. They hadn't been good
times, but the mountains weren't to blame. Besides, they had made me what I was,
and I wasn't unhappy with the result. After noon on the fifth day, we crested a
hill and saw Castra sprawled out along the shore of a large inlet of glistening
blue water. Boats of every size were anchored in the harbor, and several were coming
or going with their brightly colored sails blossoming in the wind. The stink of
fish was in the air. Just then, Eaton rode up beside Shelly and me.


"I'm glad to see Castra: no bandits, no Indians, the
caravan safe, and a nice clean bed." He grinned. "What about you,
Zara?"


"I can do without the bandits and Indians, but I'm
still working on becoming civilized, living in a permanent building, eating
rich foods, and trying to figure out where I fit in."


"Yes." Shelly laughed. "Indian life is
simple: no money, no nobility, few jobs, limited symbols to learn. But not
easy."


I said nothing because there was nothing to say that anyone
would understand. To Shelly, the difference was night and day. She had led a
privileged life before being captured and made a slave. To me, civilized life
was hard, especially for the poor. Most help in a castle was little better off
than an Ojaza slave and the nobility less accountable for their actions than a
warrior. The tribe had unchanging rules; the nobles made up rules to fit each occasion.
It was midafternoon when we reached the castle walls—the city had
none—and Shelly was again expected. I wondered if word of a noble's
travel plans were sent by bird every time he or she traveled.


"Welcome, Lady Shelly. I'm Minister Harris. We have
your rooms ready. Is there anything you'll need during your stay?" said a
distinguished-looking elderly man as Shelly dismounted and handed her reins to
a young boy. Harris wore a purple band with silver trim and a large engraved medallion
hanging from a gold chain. 


I smiled mentally. The Indians didn't value gold, since it
was a soft metal and therefore of little use for what they considered
important: knives, swords, and tools. 


"Elana will take care of your needs while you are
here." He nodded toward a young blonde-haired girl standing off to the
side, looking poised for action. She curtsied. "And the duke has requested
that you and your ladies dine with him tonight, if you aren't too tired from
the trip."


"Thank Duke Dewan, we would love to join him for
dinner," Shelly said. 


As if on cue, Elana moved forward. "Lady Shelly, if you
will follow me, I will show you and your ladies to your rooms and get you
settled. Your luggage will be delivered shortly." In the room, she helped
get the luggage unpacked and put away, collected the clothes we considered
dirty, and disappeared with them. A half hour later she appeared with several
other girls carrying hot water, soap, and towels. 


While Shelly's ladies helped her wash and get prepared for
dinner, I sat pondering how I could get in touch with the Cheyo Monk. I assumed
Duke Dewan knew Duke Wetzel had sent someone to investigate the Sirens, but I felt
I had to be careful. If he knew, then I didn't need to tell him; if he didn't,
then I probably shouldn't. I hoped the Monk would enlighten me, if I could contact
him.


"You had better get ready; we only have an hour before
dinner," Shelly said, breaking into my musing. I smiled. A noble woman
needed a couple of hours to get ready; I needed maybe ten minutes. "Go
ahead and smile, you don't have to have your hair fixed, your nails trimmed,
your face painted, and on and on," she said, correctly interpreting my
smile. I nodded acknowledgement and began undressing for a wash as her ladies
ran off to get themselves ready. They returned with Elana about ten minutes before
the dinner hour, and we made our way to the dining hall. 


At least a hundred people were beginning to take their
assigned seats. Shelly was given a place at the main table to the left of the duke,
who entered shortly after we did, with two guards, one pushing a Cheyo Monk in
a chair with wheels. The Monk appeared small but was indistinguishable in his
or her oversized robe and hood. The duke by comparison was a large man in
height and girth with a full beard and mustache, a pug nose, and bushy
eyebrows.


"Sit," he roared as he approached the main table.
Off the main table, there were two long tables arranged like a squared-off
letter C, leaving an open area in the center for servers and entertainers. I
was seated at the first chair on the leg closest to Shelly. The duke was a
widower, according to Sarkis and Musa. His wife had died a year ago of some
mysterious illness. He had two daughters aged twelve and fifteen and a son,
eight. Only his eldest daughter was seated at the main table, next to Shelly.
After the meal and dessert, drinks were replenished and entertainment arrived:
a juggler, magician, and musician. After the incident at Ayus, I tried to pay
more attention to the people at the three tables, although with a Monk in the
castle I doubted there were any Sirens—with a cat present one wouldn't
expect any mice.


As the duke rose, signaling an end to the dinner, I felt the
presence of the Monk and quieted my mind. The room turned blue and the people
faded as the Monk appeared sitting naked in a small stream, humming. She looked
young and innocent sitting with the water bubbling around her and a smile of
contentment on her face. She looked up and nodded.


"Welcome, Zara the Wolf. From the rumors, you have had
an interesting trip," she said. "Come to my room around midnight, and
we can share information."


The blue fell away and I jumped up to follow Shelly, who was
walking with the duke. In his office, the guard closed the door and Shelly
handed him the letters from Duke Wetzel. He poured himself a glass of wine and some
berryjuice for Shelly before sitting and pointing to chairs for us to sit. Then
he opened the letters and began reading.


"Interesting. I like Duke Wetzel, but a young noble
woman and a woman who lived with the savages appear to be strange choices. Why
you, Shelly? You're very young, and this could be very dangerous."


"Zara needed a cover story, and I volunteered. I don't
know whether you heard, but my brother and I were captured by the Sheqn Indians
and made slaves. Zara is the one who freed me. I trust her with my life.
Besides, I decided this would be good training for me when I'm older."


"She freed you for money," Dewan said, frowning.


"Yes, all of ten silvers," she said with a
straight face, although I could see the humor in her eyes.


"Ten silvers? That's a story I have to hear.
Zara?"


"Your Grace," I said to give me a minute to decide
what to say. "Duke Wetzel had heard I’d been a slave of the Ojaza ... "
I recounted the story, trying to keep it brief, but the duke kept probing for
more details. In the end, I had to include part of my life with the Ojaza.


"Monk?" Dewan turned to the Cheyo Monk sitting in
the corner.


"Zara speaks the truth. She is what she claims to be,
and I believe she has Cheyo potential."


"It appears Duke Wetzel is as shrewd as I've always
believed. You are not only the right people to investigate the Sirens, but also
the least likely to be suspected. Stay as long as you wish. I will give you a
letter with my seal to ensure you have no problems on my lands."


It was late when we got back to Shelly's suite, and I was
exhausted from trying to keep my answers truthful while limiting the personal
details. By the time Musa and Sarkis finished helping Shelly get ready for bed
it was close to midnight.


"I have to go see the Cheyo Monk. He wants to see me at
midnight," I said, as Shelly crawled into bed. "Hopefully it won't
take long, since he's heard my whole story." 


I found the Monk’s room easily, as it was in the duke's
wing. The door was slightly open.


"Come in, Zara, and sit." Her voice was a soft
whisper but easily heard. I entered, closed the door, and sat opposite her
where she pointed. Immediately the room disappeared and she appeared naked
sitting in the middle of a gently moving stream, which looked to be located
high in the mountains. "My favorite place where I was born and grew up.
You need a place like this, Zara. It helps to quiet the mind quickly and
grounds you like you’re a giant tree thousands of years old with hundreds of
roots sunk deep into the earth."


Where was that, I wondered. I had no memories of a favorite
place growing up in our small village like the Monk apparently did. I liked my
time at the Manola community but again had no favorite place. And my time with
the Ojaza wasn't pleasant. No, it wasn't pleasant, but it was where I had
become a spy, warrior, and Zara the Wolf. Yes, that was my place, where I had
become who I was now.


The Monk suddenly became a giant woman-of-fire advancing on
me with a flaming sword. I grew to match her size and drew my sword. She
attacked; her sword arching toward me. I raised my sword to stop hers, but when
they made contact, hers melted mine and I had to jump aside to avoid being
killed. I ran to the river and scooped up water I threw in her direction. She
laughed. Steam filled the air but didn't stop her or put out the fire. I became
the wolf and ran. She changed into a fire-eagle with steel talons and was over
me in seconds. I changed into armor as her talons sank into my shoulders,
slowly melting through the metal. My body grew warm then hot as the heat from
the fire-eagle enveloped me. My heart was beating like the wings of a humming
bird. Then she was a little girl back in the river, smiling. She said nothing
while I fought to regain a quiet mind. I sought the Ojaza camp and felt earth
beneath me, roots extending from me into the ground, deeper and deeper.


Again she became the fiery giant and came running at me,
sword ready to strike. I grew into a tree, bigger and bigger. Her sword slammed
into the tree but did little damage. I swung a limb as thick as two men and
knocked her several steps away.


"Good. You learn quickly. The key is to remain anchored
to your place of strength. As you saw, panic is your weakness and your eventual
defeat and death." Her whisper was somehow warm and comforting. "Go
now. You need rest."


 She was right, I
thought as I staggered back to Shelly's room, dropped onto my sleeping mat, and
slept.


The light of morning filled the room as I heard Shelly get
out of bed.


"You were out late last night," she said.
"Did you enjoy your session?"


"No. Unless you call being chased by a giant fiery
monster with a flaming sword entertaining. I don’t think I've ever been that
scared in my life."


"Why did she do it?"


"A lesson. One I'll never forget." I barked a
laugh. "I’d rather fight a hand of Ojaza warriors than that child-like
looking little girl. If she wanted, she could rule the kingdom."


"That's what terrifies the dukes. These Cheyo schooled
people have enough power to eventually gain control of the dukedoms,"
Shelly said. "That would mean I’d never become a duchess, so you and I
will have to stop them."


"Yes, Lady Shelly. We will have to stop them."









CHAPTER TWELVE



 






JQEDIT: Earl Arriaga


We stayed three days while Shelly and Eaton did whatever snooping
Wetzel had assigned them. Fully provisioned, we left the morning of the fourth
day for Jqedit, following the Areva River. Given no problems, it should have
been a three-day journey.


"What do you think, Zara?" Eaton asked as he
joined Shelly and me at the head of the caravan.


"I don't know anything about this part of the country.
The trail does run close to the Broken Mountains, and it's summertime, which is
the most likely time for an Indian raiding party, but Duke Dewan claimed he hadn't
heard of any incidents over the past two years. I'd say we need to assume there
will be an attack while at the same time hoping this isn't their year to
raid," I said.


"Their year to raid?"


"If they are anything like the Indians in the Black
Mountains, they live high in the mountains. So it's a two or three-week trek to
the lowlands. Consequently, they don't tend to conduct raids every year or even
every other year. Of course, if they haven't been active for two years or if
there’s more than one tribe there, who knows?"


"So you don't know." Eaton grinned.


"True. And I can't see this caravan as a good target.
We have too many guards and little to steal besides the mules. But Lady Shelly is
reason enough to be cautious." 


Eaton nodded. That night, he posted four guards instead of
two, which I thought a good idea. Two years of inactivity was sufficient
reason—supplies could be running low and the young were always eager for
excitement. And although I didn't think the group was a likely target, warriors
were unpredictable.


Unlike the rest of the nobility, Shelly was satisfied with
cold meals at breakfast and noon, so we were off early each morning and didn't
stop except for short rests. The second night, Eaton and I worked out. I
thought it helped promote a feeling of a common purpose and eased his initial
resentment of me.


The next day we would reach Jqedit, and that night would be
the most likely time to attack a caravan this well-armed. With bows, the thought sent shivers through my body.


"What's wrong, Zara. Are you cold?" Shelly asked
as we sat around the fire eating.


"I need to speak to Lieutenant Eaton," I said
preparing to stand, but she stopped me with a hand.


"Lieutenant Eaton!" she shouted. When he looked
up, she waved him over. "Please join us."


That had him up and at a double-time run to her. "Yes,
Lady Shelly?"


"Sit. Zara has something on her mind which I'd like to
hear." She looked to me.


"Lieutenant, if Indians are going to attack a caravan
of this size, they will attack tonight. Your four-man guard would be sufficient
for almost anything, except arrows." Every Ojaza was an expert with the
bow and arrow, so I had to assume the same would be true of the Indians in
these mountains. "How will you protect yourself against arrows?" I
asked, since they didn't carry shields. 


Eaton's face turned pale in the firelight, and he was silent
for a long time with his forehead wrinkled in thought. "We have crossbows,
but they need assembly, and we don't have shields."


"I think the odds of an attack are low, but the
potential danger is extremely high."


"What do you suggest?" Eaton asked hesitantly with
the resentment of me being in charge creeping into the question.


"You would know better than me, but if a raid happens,
anyone will be a target: those in sleeping rolls as well as those who are
standing. I'll scout the area and hope to give you advance notice if I see
anything. But if I do see something, I want you to be aware the attack will be
with bows and arrows." I said it this way hoping he'd be more likely to
act on a suggestion than an order. I hoped to keep the tension between us to a
minimum. 


Nodding, he walked off in the direction of his detail.


"That was a good approach," Shelly said. "Do
you think an attack will happen?"


"I don't know. But if it's going to happen, it will be
tonight with arrows, and I don't think the soldiers are ready for that kind of
a fight."


"What about you wandering around at night on a
horse?" Shelly looked worried.


"That would be stupid. I'm going to try watching with
my mind. If that doesn't work, then I'll scout the area on foot."


"Be careful. I need a lot more mentoring," she
quipped, but the worry didn't leave her eyes.


"I will. Stay in the tent if an attack comes. That will
be safer than running around in the open." I picked up my bow and quiver
and headed north. I stopped on a small hill around a hundred paces away from
the camp. There, I folded into a sitting position and sought my place of
strength in the Ojaza camp. The night disappeared and everything around me
turned blue. Time didn't seem to exist, nor did I feel the need for sleep.


A lone Indian ghosted low to the ground using the bushes and
low areas for cover. He stopped and surveyed the camp for several minutes
before retracing his steps back over a small hill and out of sight. Now what, I
wondered. Would alerting the camp help? Or should I wait? I decided to move
closer to the position the Indian scout had used to approach the camp. I had
just gotten settled when they began coming over the hill following the same
path. There were fifteen and I joined at the end. As they got within fifty
paces of the camp, they began spreading out to encircle the area, and I could
wait no longer. 


Screaming an Ojaza war cry, I shot one ten paces in front of
me and nocked another arrow. I shot the next man and began running.


It had the desired effect: the Indians all spun in my
direction and the camp began to come alive. The next Indian I encountered was
too slow getting his bow up and ready to fire. I sliced through his bow and neck
and kept going. The next man fired but missed as I jogged left when I thought
him about to release the arrow. I sliced through his stomach as he reached for
his sword. Several arrows were so close I could feel the feathers brush by. One
scraped my side, but the pain was but a thought; I was deep into a warrior's battle
trance as I sought the next warrior, a woman. She drew her sword and screamed a
blood-curling war cry as she charged, excitement glistening in her eyes. At the
last moment, her sword changed direction from my neck to my leg. I caught it in
my guards, and she and I collided—my knife buried to the hilt in her
chest. I turned her at the last moment as another warrior bore down on us, and
his sword struck her in the back. 


Now I could hear fighting all around me. I pushed her away,
and just in time blocked a hard strike to my waist that slid along my blade and
into the guard. I twisted and his sword flew loose. As his eyes followed his
sword, I cut deep into his neck. When I looked around, the fighting had stopped
and Eaton was approaching with one of his men.


"You're crazy," Eaton said, looking around.
"But you know the Indians. I've been fighting you—a savage in charge—but
no more. You've been nothing but helpful. If I hadn't reluctantly listened to
you, we'd all be dead. I wasn't thinking arrows, and knowing their style of
fighting definitely saved lives."


"How did you do?" I asked.


"Four dead, five wounded; we killed nine." He
snorted. "Three more than you. Come, you need those wounds taken care
of."


Just then, Shelly came running toward us. "Thank God,
you're alive ... barely," she said after inspecting my wounds. "What
if you had been killed?" She half shouted, frustration evident in her
voice.


"What if you had been killed?" I asked. "That
was a raiding party. I don't understand why they would attack a well-armed
caravan with little of interest to them, but without some distraction, they
might have overwhelmed us."


"She's right, Lady Shelly. We had our hands full with
the nine that attacked the camp. Even being ready for an attack, without the
practice demonstration Zara gave us we wouldn't have survived those nine."
Eaton looked dejected and bone tired. Shelly dragged me to where the other
wounded sat and proceeded to patch me up.


"You have scars on your scars," Shelly said as she
stitched the gash in my side. "What lesson am I supposed to take from this
... disaster?" She looked like she wanted to scream. I couldn't blame her.
This was uncharacteristic of the Indians and just plain bad luck.


"Know your enemy. The soldiers prevailed because they
knew what to expect. The warriors failed because they assumed us a typical
caravan that would have been easy prey for fifteen warriors."


"Assumptions can be dangerous." She nodded slowly
as if burning the lesson into her memory.


* * *


The next day, the general mood was better than one would
expect—they had survived and that was a reason to celebrate. The going
was slow, and we limped into Jqedit late that night. Minister Garris saw to it
that the wounded were quickly moved to the barracks and a physician summoned while
Shelly and her party were settled in their rooms.


"Lady Shelly, Earl Arriaga would like to speak to you
if you are up to it. He would like to understand what happened in case he needs
to take any action," Garris said.


"Of course, if I can have an hour to freshen up,"
Shelly said.


"I'm sure that's acceptable. I'll have hot water
brought up immediately. Just ring when you are ready." He turned and
hustled out of the room. Shelly spent most of the hour inspecting my wounds and
cleaning me up, before washing and putting on a casual daytime outfit.


"Are you well enough to accompany me?" she asked.
"You look like you should be in bed. Never mind. I'm sure you think you're
all right. Let's get this over with." She pulled on the red velvet cord,
and a few minutes later Garris appeared and walked us down to the earl's study,
where two guards were on duty. Garris knocked, peeked in the partially opened
door, and then opened the door for us.


The earl stood as we entered. Although elderly, he walked
with the stride of a younger man.


"Lady Shelly, thankfully you appear unhurt, although your
companion seems to have been injured. Please sit. Would you like something to
eat or drink?" he asked, waving toward the chairs. Shelly handed him the
letters from Duke Wetzel before sitting. He read them quickly and handed them
back before returning to his chair.


"What happened? They tell me there were four dead and
five wounded. It's a miracle you weren't killed or wounded," Arriaga said,
visually upset.


"I agree, I was very fortunate," Shelly said,
looking at me. "An Indian raiding party attacked us, fifteen warriors. We
only survived because we were prepared for such an event."


"You must have a very smart Lieutenant ... caravan
leader." He smiled and took a drink from his crystal goblet.


"He and his men were very courageous." Tears
formed in her eyes. I agreed they had fought well against the warriors. The
Lieutenant had picked his team well. It spoke well for Shelly that she felt the
deaths of those men and didn't dismiss them as just doing what they were paid
to do.


"Stay as long as you wish, Lady Shelly. There is no
need to move on until your wounded are well and you feel ready to travel. When
you do, I'll send an escort with you back to Castra. That is the least I can
do."


"That's very kind of you, Earl Arriago. But I'll be
going on to Budia next."


"I thought you would be returning to Calle."


"I'll have to consult with my caravan leader, but I'd
like to continue on," she said, and I could almost sense her amusement.
Arriago thought she meant the Lieutenant, whereas I knew she meant me. Shortly
afterward, Shelly excused us as being exhausted, and we returned to the room.


"What do you want to do?" she asked when the door
closed. I had been considering our options. We couldn't travel light. Royalty
needed an entourage, and that required sufficient guards to preclude tempting
bandits. The Lieutenant and six soldiers—seven guards—might be
tempting for a band of thieves.


"Your caravan might look very tempting to an organized
group of raiders. I think you need to add a few more guards before moving on, especially
since we are moving closer to Siren country. I'd wager robbery is one of their main
sources of income."


"Mercenaries?"


"If you had someone you trusted to vouch for them,
maybe. What if you sent word to Ayus or Calle?" I said, thinking out loud.
Shelly was quiet as she prepared for bed.


"If Earl Varisko sent troops, they could be here in
seven or eight days." She went to the desk and began writing. When she
finished, she sealed it. "I'll give this to Eaton tomorrow morning and let
him decide the best way to get it to Ayus." She looked relieved as she
crawled into bed.


* * *


"I don't like the idea of sending anyone though the Pass
with the Indians active, but with a spare horse, a man could make Ayus in three
days. Going around the Broken Mountain would take an extra two days. I'd prefer
to send two men, but I only have one unwounded and fit to make the trip,"
Eaton said, frowning in thought.


"I agree. I've changed my mind. You and one other, ride
to Castra. Tell Duke Dewan what happened, charter a boat to Calle, and report
to Duke Wetzel. He can either send replacements back with you or instructions,
if he wishes us to return to Calle."


"But—"


"No arguments, Lieutenant. I'll wait here until your
men have recovered and Earl Arriaga has offered a detail to escort me back to
Castra. By then you should only be a few days from returning," Shelly said
decisively. I agreed that was a very sensible idea. It would be at least a week
before the more seriously injured could travel. "If I'm not in Castra when
you arrive, join me here in Jquedit. I may just choose to wait for you. It
would give the wounded time to heal properly."


"Yes, Lady Shelly. That would make Duke Wetzel and me
feel better." He smiled, then saluted and ran off to make arrangements. He
and his uninjured corporal departed Jqedit shortly after noon.


* * *


By the end of the first week, I was sure there were several
nobles in Jqedit who were considering having Lady Shelly's chaperone killed or
otherwise disabled. At first it was, ‘Lady Shelly and I need to discuss
something in private,’ or ‘Lady Shelly is safe with me,’ or ‘There is no need
for you to be here ...’ When that didn't work, a few tried having their
retainers attempt to stop me from entering the room or garden—a knife at
the throat usually won me admission.


"Zara, have you noticed how unpopular you are?"
Shelly asked one evening while managing to look serious.


"I'd say I'm getting very popular. A few have offered
me a gold to get lost."


"Who?"


"That would be telling. I imagine it won't be long
before some noble will challenge me to a duel. They are getting
desperate."


"Maybe I should turn down the charm, but it's fun and
has reduced the boredom."


"Lieutenant Eaton should be returning soon. Tomorrow is
twelve days."


"I'm scared. The Indians ... that was bad. How do you ...?"


"When you take on something that could result in your
death or injury, you need to make sure your reason for doing it is worth your
death or injury. When the Ojaza captured me, I decided I'd rather be dead than
a slave. Death didn't scare me—being a slave did."


"And now?"


"I don't know where I belong. I hate the Ojaza, so I don’t
belong there. I was comfortable at the Manola Community but didn't feel it was
where I belonged. Having saved you is very satisfying, because I've found you a
person worth saving." I paused as Shelly gave me a hug. "The duke's
cause also seems worthwhile, and in the process, I hope to find where I fit in
Aesona society. That is important to me. And the Cheyo Monk convinced me I had
a reasonable chance of surviving. So in the end, the reward is worth the
risk."


"A good lesson. You have to understand the risk and be
willing to accept it. So, I need a reward worth the risk." She stopped to
sip at the berryjuice she seemed to prefer, idly playing with a strand of her blonde
hair. "When I agreed to go on this mission, I didn't understand the risks.
I had a young girl's dream of adventure, with no thought of men dying or the
chance of being ... raped and killed." She lapsed into silence and ordered
our midday meal served in the room.


"What are my chances of surviving rape and death?"
she asked, coming to stand over me, looking down at where I sat at peace on the
floor. Not the kind of a question you answer without some thought, so I said nothing.
She seemed to accept my silence and folded into a sitting position next to me.
It was much later when I felt comfortable answering her.


"I'd say your risk of being raped is small now that you
carry a knife. Your chances of injury or death are about the same as
mine."


She laughed. "That means I'll probably live through the
experience, but I'll be scared. All right, I think helping identify the Sirens
and the experience is worth the risk. Another lesson. How do you overcome the
fear? Like when we were attacked."


"Close your eyes," I said, thinking about what
Dewan's Monk had taught me. "Find a place and time in your life where you
felt safe or when you were happy. When you do, each day you will need to spend
at least one hour there, content to think of nothing. When bad things happen,
you will want to find that place. It will calm you and enable you to think
clearly. For today, stay there until your ladies come to get you dressed."


* * *


Lieutenant Eaton
arrived two days later with six male and two female soldiers. I was surprised
to see Lutz among them.


"Lady Shelly,"
Eaton said, bowing low. "Duke Wetzel asked me to give you this letter. He
sent eight replacements so I could send the wounded troopers home. Since dukes
don't like more than ten soldiers from another domain roaming their
providences, he sent Lutz and three mercenaries. They will be acting as
merchants. They brought three mules, which accounts for our delay."


"Lady
Shelly, I've heard you have had some interesting times with my friend
Zara," Lutz said, bowing.


"You know, her?"


"Oh, yes.
We served on a caravan from Oberen in the east. Except for her, I believe I'd
be dead." He turned to me, smiling. "Interesting job you found."


"It was
going in the right direction," I quipped. With that, he and Eaton wandered
back toward the barracks.


"Oh, I'm a baroness!"
Shelly said, waving the letter at me as she whorled in a circle. "And I
have land."


"One step
closer," I said. I imagined the title was an acknowledgement that
providing me a cover story was a very dangerous task, and a show of the duke's
appreciation.


"Yes,
Thanks to you."


"If we
don't leave quickly, the young nobles are going to be challenging me to duels
for time alone with you." Shelly's value had just tripled. Before, she was
a beautiful young single woman, but now she was a beautiful single woman with a
title and land. She giggled and locked her arm in mine as we walked toward the
castle.


* * *


We left early the next morning for Budia, a four-day trip.
We were again going to come close to the Forlorn Mountains and possible Indian
trouble, so each night, Eaton, Lutz, and I worked with the new troops, teaching
them the Indian style of fighting. I was glad to have Lutz along. He was a good
friend, although I had to admit Eaton's attitude had changed after the Indians'
attack. He was not only more receptive but actually sought my advice.


"How did you wind up volunteering for this job?" I
asked Lutz when we finished an after dinner workout.


"As I said, I have a good reputation, and the duke is a
hard man to refuse. Besides, when I heard you were on the caravan, I couldn't
resist. Nobody I'd rather have at my back. The duke didn't share what he hired
you to do, but he was insistent that my crew and I watch your back. Oh, and the
pay is excellent." He laughed. 


Back at Shelly's fire, I found her sitting off to the side,
meditating. I sat down a few feet away and sought my place of comfort. Slowly,
I could feel my body extending roots into the ground, anchoring me like a
thousand-year-old oak. And then they touched Shelly's thin roots and her eyes
shot open.


"How?"


"I don't know, I'm still learning, but I did notice you
are making good progress. How does it feel?"


"Wonderful. When I finish, I feel refreshed and my
thoughts are clearer. Thank you." She stared at me for a moment. "You
and Lutz are friends?"


"I was a cook on a merchant's caravan where he was the
senior guard. He's a true professional and was interested in my short sword and
how the Indians fought."


"Yes, I noticed. Eaton is a good swordsman, but Lutz is
better. I'll wager he's here to guard your back." She smiled. "Meditation
clears the mind of clutter. I love it."


"Duke Wetzel is doing everything he can to protect you
and me. Somehow, he knew Lutz and I were friends."


"We'll be passing the tip of the Forlorn Mountains
tomorrow. Any concerns?"


"We need to be alert, but I can't see the Indians attacking
a caravan this size. Not because they couldn't take it, but because we have
little of what they consider valuable enough to take the risk. Of course, I
thought that before and was wrong."


"Well, I'm glad the duke sent Lutz. I do worry about
you," she said as she rose and headed toward her tent with her ladies following
like little chicks. She was maturing before my eyes. I settled back down, and
before long the camp and surrounding area were a blue haze.









CHAPTER THIRTEEN



 






BUDIA: Earl Purvis


We arrived in Budia in the early afternoon of the fifth day,
having chosen to take an extra day rather than travel late into the night. Budia
sat perched on a high plateau in the foothills. The city walls were high but
not particularly thick, made to protect against Indians or large bands of
mercenaries—not armies—and everyone appeared to live within the
walls. The guards at the city gates seemed to be expecting us, and we were admitted
with only a minor delay while Merchant
Lutz paid a small entrance fee. The castle sat on the highest ground, and the
walls appeared better able to sustain a minor siege. When we reached the
castle, we were met by a thin old man with bright eyes. He surveyed each man
and woman in the caravan, and I'd wager evaluated and categorized each
correctly. His eyes lingered on me a few seconds longer.


"Welcome to Budia, Baroness Shelly. I'm Minister
Cardas. Earl Purvis sends his greeting and wishes to meet with you after you
have refreshed yourself. A private meeting before dinner."


"Thank you, Minister Cardas. I look forward to meeting
Earl Purvis."


"Dori will see to your needs while you are here."
He waved to a young girl, who ran forward.


"Lady Shelly, if you will follow me, I'll show you and
your ladies to your rooms." She curtsied and awaited acknowledgement, a
lanky girl no older than fourteen, but she appeared at ease.


"Lead on, Dori. We are in need of hot water and a wash
after five days on a horse and sleeping on the ground," Shelly said
cheerfully. Dori nodded and began walking. 


This trip had been an education for me. The difference
between the nobility and commoners was extreme. Guests of the ruling noble were
assigned rooms larger than many commoners’ dwellings. They ate meals a commoner
couldn't afford but once a year if then. They spent most of their time pursuing
their own pleasures, and worse, they had a distorted view of life, thinking
their nobility made them smarter and cleverer than everyone beneath them. In
reality, most had their positions because of their birth and were very average
people, even with their better educations. Duke Wetzel and Shelly appeared to
be exceptions.


After we had washed and changed clothes, Shelly rang for Dori.
Shortly afterward, we were escorted to the earl's study. Shelly had insisted I
go.


"I want you at my side. Now that I'm a baroness, I
guess I don't need a chaperone," she giggled like a small girl, "So
you are now my companion and security. Besides, following me you are more
likely to find what you are looking for."


"Yes, Lady Shelly," I said without a smile. Although
I liked her and felt we were friends, as a titled noble, she could give me
orders and enforce them if she chose. 


She stopped and gave me a hard stare. "Yes, I'm a noble
and you're a commoner, and we can't change that, as much as I'd like to. We
also can't change that you are my friend and mentor—and in charge, and I
won't forget that."


Earl Purvis stood as we entered, his smile almost lost in
his full beard and mustache.


"Welcome and congratulations, Baroness Shelly. I think
you are now the youngest baroness on Aesona." He sounded amused. He dwarfed
Shelly, standing a good eight inches taller and triple her girth. His head of
curly red hair and his full beard gave him a wildman-look, which contrasted
with his friendly greeting and expression.


"Thank you, Earl Purvis," she said, handing him
her letters from Wetzel. 


He read each page carefully and then nodded. "I know
it's exciting for you to visit all of the earls, but it’s also dangerous. Some
of our cities are close to where Indians and bandits are prone to raid. You may
want to reconsider those along the Wild Mountains. You were very lucky at
Jqedit."


"Good advice, Earl Purvis. Many died to keep me
safe." Her eyes became misty as she talked.


"Zara is your companion?" Purvis asked, looking toward
me.


"Zara keeps the wolves at bay." She grinned.


"That must be a full-time job, protecting a beautiful
young woman who is single and a baroness. But according to the rumors she is up
to the task. And you were both slaves?"


"Yes, my brother..." Shelly went on to briefly
explain her capture and my negotiating her freedom, and then I was required to
give a brief account of my capture and escape. Purvis was a good listener and
asked perceptive questions. 


We arrived for dinner several minutes late, and to my
surprise, he had me seated at the main table with Shelly, his wife, and two
sons. I sat next to Lady Harriette, who was very interested in the Indians and
my experience with the Ojaza. From my advantage seated at the main table I had
an excellent view of the guests and residents of the castle. During the meal I
noticed two individuals with intermittent blue tinges: a young man, Jerrie, who
Harriette said was the son of Baron Kazuko and his younger daughter, Renna, who
appeared to be within a year or two of Shelly's age. I watched them through the
meal and entertainment, looking for clues as to their possible intentions.


Jerrie sat between a wealthy merchant and a very attractive
young woman; however, he spent most of his time talking with the merchant, much
to the annoyance of the young woman. Renna spent much of her time talking to a
son of a baron. Halfway through a magic performance, my head felt woolly, and
when I looked to Shelly, she appeared to be staring at the table. I leaned my
head close to hers and pointed to the magician—who was making balls appear
and disappear—and I pinched her thigh. Her face turned toward me.


"Shelly, find your place of comfort and anchor yourself
there. Someone is invading your thoughts." I leaned back and looked in the
direction of the magician, periodically checking Shelly. She was cleverly
rubbing her forehead with eyes closed as if she had a headache. I dared not
quiet my mind, for fear of invoking that higher level of awareness and drawing
their attention. I would have to work with Shelly, since this would probably
happen again.


"Lady Shelly, are you unwell?" the earl asked,
which brought her out of her meditation.


"A minor headache, nothing serious, My Lord," she
said, excusing herself when the entertainment ended. Back in the room, her
ladies prepared her for bed and departed when Shelly said she didn't need them
anymore that night.


"Sirens?" she asked.


"Yes, the son and daughter of a Baron Kazuko. I believe
they were trying to get into your mind—that fuzzy-headed feeling you
had."


"Nothing happened at first, but as I rooted myself, the
fuzziness decreased, then stopped suddenly."


"I suspect they stopped trying when it wasn't working.
You and I need to work on your meditation, because I don't believe this is
going to be the last time someone tries to influence or get into your mind. Now
you at least know what it feels like and what you can do to defend
yourself."


"That was scary. I'm ready." She immediately sat
and closed her eyes. I did the same and sought my place of comfort. The room
became bathed in blue light and I could see Shelly—faded on the floor in
the real world and clearer in the blue … dimension. It was obvious she couldn't
see me. I sat wondering how the Monk and Sirens entered another person's mind.
This was a world of imagination and imagery. I needed inside her mind, so I
imagined a tiny flying bug and shrunk it so small it couldn't be seen. I had it
fly into Shelly's ear and into her brain. Inside looked to be bigger than the
castle, bigger than the city, with thousands of scenes taking place
simultaneously. As I watched, the place became foggy until I could see nothing.
I left and opened my eyes to find Shelly staring at me.


"You were in my mind," she said. 


I nodded. "Whatever you did blocked my view."


"What did you see?" she asked, blushing with
excitement.


"I think I saw your memories, but you covered them
quickly."


"I wonder if I will ever be able to see you or others
on the ... that other level of awareness."


"The Cheyo Monk said only a few had the talent and that
it required a lot of practice, so I would guess the answer lies in meditation.
I would think you had some talent, as you were able to block the Sirens and
me." I would have to discuss it with the next Monk I ran across. Knowing
Shelly, meditation would be a nightly regimen.


* * *


The next day, I convinced Shelly to visit Lieutenant Eaton
and Lutz. I needed an excuse to visit other parts of the castle and see the
people. Sirens could be soldiers, maids, ministers, or ... We found Eaton and
Lutz working with the soldiers and got a tour of the training area. It was
immediately obvious that one of the two Budia lieutenants was a Siren. I didn't
look too closely, but I would wager he was younger than he looked and not as
physically fit. I would have loved to know how he became a lieutenant. It was
almost impossible to work your way from enlisted to officer. Usually, those
positions were given to sons and daughters of barons and earls.


"Unless one of you has a reason not to, I'd like to
leave for Hipula the day after tomorrow." She looked at each of us, and
seeing no objections, she nodded. "Day after tomorrow, at first light. I'm
told it's a nine-day trip. Let us try not to make it any longer." She walked
slowly on the way back to the main building. "Did that help?"


"Yes. I identified another Siren, a lieutenant."


* * *


I had no trouble from the brother and sister Sirens over the
next two days. I wondered whether that meant they didn't consider the incident
at the dinner important or whether they did and would arrange something on the
road to Hipula. It was a delicate task Wetzel had given me: I couldn't kill
every Siren I found without being discovered, but I couldn't let them discover
I knew they had talent without killing them.


"It's almost funny," Shelly said as her horse was
being brought to her. "I'm going to hate these next nine days, and you're
going to love them."


"Perhaps there is a lesson there," I said, considering
her perceived problem. She laughed and nodded. "Alright, try not to make
the day good or bad before it happens. If you do, you run the risk of being
disappointed if a day you thought good turns out bad, and conversely, you may
miss the chance to have a good day by assuming it must be bad. Today is just
another day. Good things may happen or bad things. Deal with them as they
arise. You and I know even bad things can have value." I watched as she
thought about what I had said. It was one of the things I liked about
her—the ability to think before she acted. Eventually, she nodded.


"That could eliminate bad days," she said as she
mounted. "Then I wouldn't have anything to complain about." She waved
for Eaton to go. Maybe Duke Dewan's Monk was right—the Ojaza had given me
a gift. A quiet mind helped clear away the distractions and bring into focus
what was important, and if it weren't for the Ojaza, I would never have
developed that gift.


We made good time the first three days. The weather stayed
good, and the road was in decent condition. The land between Budia and Hipula
had few settlements as there was little water, frequent periods of drought, and
bands of roaming raiders. But with the size of our caravan, we had little to
worry about—a caravan with royalty had soldiers as guards.


On the afternoon of the fourth day, Eaton called a halt when
he was notified that a large group of riders were approaching with Earl Purvis's
banner of Silver and Green. A short time later, twenty mounted men came into
view with the Siren lieutenant from the castle in command.


His men spread out in an attack formation, with ten troopers
on each side of us but ten horse lengths away. Their swords remained in their scabbards
as the lieutenant continued toward Shelly at the head of the line.


"He's the Siren lieutenant," I said quietly,
leaning toward her.


Eaton and Lutz arrived about the same time as the
lieutenant.


"Baroness Shelly, I'm Lieutenant Culver. I've been
directed by Earl Purvis to place your companion, Zara, under arrest by order of
Duke Brodka."


Shelly’s face drained of color. "On what charges, lieutenant?"



"For the murder of Lady Hathorn in Munda."


I leaned toward Shelly. "Have Lutz guard you until I
return. I'll rejoin you before you reach Hipula," I said, and spurred
Greystone into a gallop before she could answer. Only Culver was within thirty
horse-lengths of me, and I had caught him by surprise. When he realized what
had happened, he spurred his horse after me, drawing his sword and waving to
his detail.


"After her! Don't let her get away," he screamed. 


As I galloped, I evaluated the land. My strategy was simple:
run Greystone until she was tired but not exhausted, leave her and continue on
foot, then circle back for her after the troopers' horses could go no farther. I
suspected this had something to do with the incident with the Baron Kazuko's
son and daughter, and that Lieutenant Culver had thought arresting me would
cause Shelly to come back with him so he could find a way to kill us on the way
back to the castle. I hoped to pull him far enough away to let the caravan
reach Hipula before he could, so I headed back in the direction of Budia. I doubted
Duke Brodka of Hipula or Earl Purvis knew anything about Culver's actions.


When I noticed that Greystone was showing the first signs of
fatigue, I changed my mind about leaving her. Culver might have killed her out
of spite, so I stopped, stripped off my saddle, and began running. I used the
reins to keep her following, although I ran beside her often and doubted the
reins were necessary. I noticed the troopers who were chasing me spurred their
horses in the hope of overcoming me. That was the absolute wrong thing to do,
as their horses were already highly fatigued. That last burst of speed would
drain them faster, kill them if they weren't careful. They gained a little
ground for five minutes before their horses began to founder from exhaustion. I
ran on. An hour later I had lost the pursuit, so I found high ground where I
could keep track of them. I didn't want them to lose me and decide to go back
for Shelly. That night, I crossed the Forlorn River, hobbled Greystone in a grassy
area, worked my way back about an hour, and started a fire, hoping my pursuers
would assume I thought I had lost them. Then I moved to a spot about ten
minutes away and waited. Sure enough, a few hours before dawn Culver and four
other men surrounded the dying fire and slowly crept in to surprise me. An hour
after that, the remaining troops came along. Five were on foot. I moved out, making
sure they could see me when I was about thirty minutes away. Because I appeared
to be without a horse, they began the chase again. When I reached Greystone, I
untied her and we ran together following the Forlorn River, which flowed to the
coast about two days from Hipula. I kept them about a thirty-minute run behind
me, which was an easy pace for Greystone and me. They stopped early, apparently
conceding they couldn't catch me or the caravan.


I waited for dark and worked my way back to their camp, located
Culver's tent, and positioned myself about five minutes away, just in case, and
hoped the high level of awareness on the blue dimension worked from this
distance. I sat and sought my place of comfort as my mind quieted. My world burst
into blue, and I could see Culver in his tent. 


He rose, smiled, and sat again. "They were right; you
do have talent. Join us, friend. You need no longer be a servant to royalty.
Their day will soon end, and we talented will rule. Or die." He shrugged,
and a giant in armor appeared in from of him and advanced on me. "Join or
die."


I raised the image of a warrior and went to meet him. As his
triple-sized sword arched toward my head, I ducked under it and struck under
his arm at the armpit where there wasn’t any armor. Blood spurted out. The
giant became a huge cobra rising twenty feet in the air, fangs a foot long
showing in its mouth. My image changed into a giant mongoose, which stood
waiting for the strike that would make it vulnerable. When the snake struck,
the mongoose had moved aside. Its teeth grabbed the snake and shook it, but as the
snake’s head smacked against the ground, it changed into a flaming man. I had
to release him, as my mouth felt on fire. I retreated as the flaming man
advanced on me. I became a tree and grew as my roots sank deep into the earth
and my mind quieted. The flaming man straddled the tree, but the tree was too big
and green to set on fire easily. I swung my arm, now a large tree limb, and it smashed
into the man and sent him flying several yards away. He grew as he rose, throwing
fireballs into the upper branches. They ignited and the heat slowly began to
engulf me. I sung another branch, hitting him and driving him to his knees, but
he continued throwing fireballs and laughing. I raised my foot, pulling roots
out of the ground and leaving a large pit, and stepped on the flaming man,
covering him with roots and dirt.


"No!" he screamed, drawing the attention of the
guards and some of the sleeping troops. I lifted my other foot and brought it
down on him, burying him alive. Strange, but I felt the life drain out of him
as he suffocated. The camp erupted in chaos when they found the dead boy and no
Lieutenant Culver. I quietly left the area at a slow run. By the time I reached
Greystone, it was light. I estimated the caravan was three days ahead of me,
but that I could catch it in two. I silently thanked the Ojaza for the running
they did every day as I crossed back across the Forlorn River and began a slow
and steady run toward Hipula, a pace I knew Greystone could maintain for long
periods of time.


I reached the caravan's eight-day camp around midnight.
Rather than disturb the camp, I continued on for another hour, made my own camp,
and slept.









CHAPTER FOURTEEN



 






HIPULA: Duke Brodka


Several hours after sunrise, the caravan appeared. I mounted
and waited. Shelly spurred her horse when she saw me. Lutz followed in her wake.


"You're alive. You look ... dirty and tired, and you
lost your saddle. What happened?"


"Later, Lady Shelly."


"That must be some animal, to have outrun twenty
mounted troopers," Lutz said as Shelly inspected me from head to foot.


"A horse can run a long way if it doesn't have to carry
a saddle and rider."


"How far are they behind you?" Shelly asked.


"If the ones with horses are following, I'd say about
three days. But I left them within a day of Budia, so I would imagine they
returned to the castle." I shrugged.


Lutz nodded. "Before I met you, I never realized what a
distorted view we have of the tribes—thinking that our trained troopers, long
swords, and horses would make it easy to go into the mountains and slaughter
the savages." Lutz shook his head. "Ironically, your recent encounter
with the Indians will reinforce that myth."


"You can't enter Hipula looking like this," Shelly
said. "You look like a savage. Actually, as I remember, they looked
cleaner." She giggled. She stopped the caravan while I washed and changed
clothes and managed to locate an extra saddle. It was old but functional. When
we reached the city wall, the sun was low on the horizon. At the gate, we were
held for only a few minutes while Lutz, a merchant, paid a few silvers to enter.
Hipula was a major seaport, and as a result the city walls only enclosed half
of the population. Inside, many of the shops and houses were old but for the
most part well maintained. Except for the street leading to the castle, which
was cobblestone, the side streets were dirt. The houses looked to be mostly
wood and mud construction until we neared the castle, where the houses were made
from stone.


The caravan was stopped at the castle gate to wait for a
captain to arrange accommodations for the guards and servants. Meanwhile, Shelly
and her personal entourage were led to the castle, where a tall elderly man
with a serious expression waited at the bottom of the steps of a four-story
stone building covered in ivy. This was obviously the duke's minister, dressed
in a red jacket, black pants, and a Maroon band from his shoulder to his waist.


"Welcome, Lady Shelly. I'm Minister Millard.
Accommodations have been prepared for you and your party. The duke sends his
greetings and looks forward to meeting with you tomorrow morning after you have
had a chance to rest. The trip from Budia is long and tiring."


"Thank you, Minister Millard. It was a long trip and
the rest will be welcome," she said, handing her reins to a young boy and
following a young girl who Millard had introduced as Nita. Shelly's rooms were
on the third floor. Her suite of rooms suited us perfectly as that meant I
could stay close to her. The mission was primarily mine; however, without
Shelly I wouldn't have a cover story or the access I needed to succeed.


"Alright, what happened?" Shelly demanded after
her ladies had prepared her for bed and left for the night. I folded into a sitting
position, warrior style, and she joined me on the floor.


"A horse is faster than a trained runner for a short
distance but can't match his stamina over time. I used Greystone for a few
hours to tire their horses, then unsaddled her and ..." I recounted the
two-day chase and my encounter with Lieutenant Culver.


"You take a lot of chances," she said, clearly
concerned. "You're Duke Wetzel's best chance of getting an insight into
the Siren's organization. Without you ... "


"I was afraid if I stayed close, Culver might decide to
take you prisoner or have you killed, and I couldn't leave him alive to notify
his leader to our presence. As Duke Wetzel said, if they discover the dukes are
aware of their presence, they are likely to have them killed and then would have
an easy path to power. I'm trying to keep them unaware of us. And you're in as
much danger as I am if we are discovered."


"I know, and I trust you to do what's necessary. I've
been meditating each night, while you were gone. It's getting easier, but I'd
like to practice with you. It seems we are encountering more Sirens the farther
south we go."


"I agree. Duke Brodka doesn't have a Cheyo Monk, so
this would be a good place for the Siren society to establish its base and grow—a
large city and a seat of power." The Monks' presence precluded this at
most dukedoms, so here was a perfect opportunity. "Anchor yourself and we
will begin." I quieted my mind but waited, giving her time to get rooted.
In my blue world I could see Shelly sitting in a forest, which I recognized as
the Black Mountains where the Sheqn lived. I approached her and sat, extending
myself toward her.


"Zara. I can feel your presence. It's comforting. Like
when you saved me and we sat around talking, sharing a simple meal."


"Can you see me?" I asked, still learning and
wishing there was a Cheyo Monk around to get answers. But there wasn't, so I
would have to experiment. Wetzel's Monk had said a quiet mind was the key, so I
would have to assume that was the answer.


"No. But I know you are here."


"Can you force me out?" I asked and waited.
Nothing.


"I don't think so."


"Try thinking about nothing. You'll have to find your
own image, but like you are collapsing into nothing—becoming the earth
you are sitting on." Over the next hour, I felt a weak resistance. 


When we stopped, Shelly smiled. "Thinking of nothing is
hard. Thoughts keep creeping in." She laughed. "I tried your idea,
but I think sinking roots into the earth works better for me."


* * *


After breakfast, Duke Brodka called for Shelly to meet with
him. He appeared to be the oldest of the dukes I had met to date. His long
narrow face was drawn and wrinkled, and he looked frail.


"Congratulations, Baroness Shelly, on your new rank.
Duke Wetzel thinks highly of you, no doubt. A dangerous assignment for one so
young ... and talented?"


"No, Your Grace. My companion," Shelly said.
Brodka had ignored me after reading the letters from Wetzel. I presumed he
considered me Shelly's security.


"Clever. Your companion goes where you go, so she looks
like security and gets to see everything you see." He turned his gaze on
me. "Did you attend the Trasslat Monastery?"


"No, Your Grace. The Ojaza Indians captured me when I
was very young and made me a slave. Ten years with them taught me to quiet my
mind."


"And what have you found so far?"


"We visited Castra, Jqedit, Budia..." I went on to
explain what I had encountered and the consequences, leaving out the details.


"Impressive. Wetzel chose well. You two are well
matched. I hope you aren’t in a hurry to leave Hipula. I know there are Sirens
here, but ... " He shrugged. If you didn't have a Monk or some talent, the
Sirens were invisible except for the results of their actions, which might be
too subtle to attribute directly to them.


"Of course, Your Grace. We will stay as long as
necessary and do what we can to help," Shelly said, excited at being able
to help and forgetting the danger involved. I felt sure we could identify most
of the Sirens but not sure what we could do about it. We returned to her room
afterward.


"I know I shouldn't have promised for you ... "
she said as the door closed behind us.


"Like you, I want to help, but we are limited in what we
can do without alerting the Sirens and causing more harm than good. Let's not
assume anything and take each day as it comes. I think the Sirens will dictate
our actions, as they have so far."


* * *


The dinner that evening was interesting. The duke sat Shelly
at his table and was clever enough to seat me at one of the secondary tables,
although close to Shelly. The main table included his wife, two daughters,
Shelly, and a visiting earl. The two connecting tables held around fifty
nobles, merchants, high ranking military, and their wives. I was seated between
a baron—who ignored me for the lady next to him—and Minister
Millard, who for all his outward aloofness had many questions and was a good
listener. He was interested in where we had been and the troubles we had
encountered, particularly at Budia.


"What did you think of Budia?" he asked, hearing
we had stopped there for several days.


"Very isolated," I said, trying to decide how to determine
his specific concerns, which probably related to Hipula and the other cities
under Duke Brodka. "Do you know the military there? There was one
lieutenant that seemed out of place."


"I know most of the officers," he said
tentatively.


"A Lieutenant Culver."


"Yes, he's been with the Hipula military for over
fifteen years. He served here for many years before transferring to Budia.
Why?" he asked. That confirmed my thoughts. The Siren I killed wasn't
twenty years old; therefore, he had to have been impersonating Culver. 


"He didn’t act like a veteran of fifteen years. Something
was wrong about him," I said, keeping it vague.


"I know what you mean," he said after a long
silence, but he didn't elaborate.


"Who's the boy serving the duke?" I asked, seeing
that telltale blue tinge around him on occasion.


"That's Alf. He has been serving the duke for twenty
years. He's a good lad, reliable." He smiled. "Although he's
beginning to forget things. A girl maybe? They can be very distracting. No
offense," he said quickly.


A Siren more likely,
impersonating Alf, I thought. "None taken. Young men
are easily distracted," I smiled. "Minister, do you think you could
get Lady Shelly a breakfast meeting with the duke tomorrow? I'm sure he would
enjoy it. He looks to be enjoying her company. She is planning on visiting the
duke's other cities and should seek his permission and advice."


"Yes, of course. It may do him some good. He's not been
himself lately." He laughed. The first one I'd seen from him. "Maybe
a distraction is just what he needs."


The entertainment was limited to an acrobatic troupe and a juggling
trio. Back in the room, Shelly listened as her ladies brought her up-to-date on
the latest castle gossip. Nothing on the surface, except there seemed to be many beautiful single ladies available for
the right nobles.


"How was your evening?" Shelly asked when her
ladies left for the night. "I noticed they put you next to that stodgy
Minister Millard. That must have been painful."


"He's not what he appears. He has an inquisitive mind
and knows something isn't right. I could tell from his questions and interest.
By the way, I believe we will have a breakfast meeting with the duke
tomorrow."


"He didn't mention it."


"I set it up with Minister Millard."


"Why? What are we
going to talk about?"


"How to stop Alf from poisoning him—"


"You're serious? He's poisoning the duke? How?"
Shelly asked as she sat down next to me.


"The place is crawling with Sirens, or as your ladies
reported, beautiful single women."



Shelly sat with her mouth open. 


"The Sirens are using their talents to influence people
and place themselves in positions of power or next to those who are. Consider
Lieutenant Culver. He could take out a patrol, arrest me on orders, kill me, and his detail wouldn't question him."


"I wonder who would replace the duke if he died,"
Shelly muttered, as if thinking out loud.


"Yes, that is a good question. Many a noble would sell
himself to be a duke. Time to practice," I said, concerned for Shelly's
safety. She seemed more vulnerable than me to the Sirens.


"This learning to be a duchess is more work than I
expected." She laughed and closed her eyes.


* * *


Sure enough, early the next morning Millard sent word that
the duke had invited us to breakfast in two hours. Shelly sent for her ladies
and the rest of the time was spent getting ready. I concluded the life of
nobility was not for me.


The duke engaged in small talk while several young boys and
girls served the duke under Alf's supervision. After they finished, Brodka
dismissed everyone—including Alf, who usually stayed in case someone
wanted something else.


"Well, Lady Shelly, Millard said you had something to
discuss with me."


"Actually, Your Grace, my companion has something to
discuss with you."


"Alf is a Siren impersonating the real Alf, and I
believe he is poisoning you," I said, knowing no nice way of putting it. 


He stared at me for a long time between brief looks at his
food. 


"Your Grace, what food or drink do you have every
morning or noon or evening?"


He looked around the table, appearing to study each item
before answering. "This fruit drink and these powders my apothecary
prepares for me each day based on my healer’s instructions."


"Can I have those powders and the drink and directions
to find your apothecary?" I asked, believing either the drink contained
the poison or the powders were switched each day. Maybe the poisoner was
changing the healer's prescription for some substance of no value. 


The duke nodded. "That would explain ... " He
didn't finish. "Yes, take what you want. I'll give you directions to
Master Yanez and Healer Breen and a letter to talk freely." 


After breakfast, Shelly insisted on going with me, which on
reflection was a good idea. We found Healer Breen first in his laboratory. The
healer was a tall distinguished man with a clean-shaven oval face and gray hair
who was dressed in a blue silk blouse and pants, leather boots, and a maroon
velvet robe trimmed in gold. Shelly took the initiative, since her title
avoided unnecessary questions.


"Healer Breen, I'm Baroness Shelly. If anyone asks, you
can say I visited you because I was not feeling well." She handed him the
letter from the duke. 


He read it, then looked from Shelly to me and nodded.


"Can you tell me what drugs you prescribed for the duke?"


He studied me for some time before answering. "You want
to know because ... you believe he isn't getting the right ones. I can assure
you Master Yanez—"


"I'm not questioning you or Master Yanez, but there are
others between Master Yanez and the duke."


"Alf? No. He's faithful to the duke." He shook his
head.


"I don't doubt that." And I didn't. The real Alf
probably was faithful. It was his replacement I questioned. "I'm not
accusing anyone, so if I'm wrong, no one will be hurt, and you can consider me
the fool," I said. 


After a long pause, he nodded. "For the duke's
sake." He picked up a pen and wrote several names on a piece of thin
parchment. "There. That should be the latest list Master Yanez has. I pray
you're a fool."


"Thank you, Healer Breen. The duke requests you keep
this discussion to yourself." Shelly said. I concurred it was better from
a noble than me. 


Whereas Healer Breen was on the top floor, Master Yanez was
one level below the ground floor. In contrast, Yanez was a small pudgy man with
thinning hair and stained fingers and hands. His clothes were of good material
but old, worn, and stained. When we entered, he was bent over his worktable
with a pestle, grinding something in a stone mortar.


"Master Yanez?" I asked.


"Yes?" he said without looking up. 


Shelly walked up to the table and stood until he looked up. 


"Yes, My Lady?" he said, letting go of the pestle
and standing more or less straight. 


Shelly handed him the note from the duke. He read it and
nodded, giving it back to her. 


When he did, I handed him the sheet of paper from Breen. "Is
this the mixture you have been preparing for Duke Brodka?" I asked. 


He assessed me before looking at the paper. "Yes, that
is the mixture I prepare each day for His Grace," he said, nodding and
handing it back to me.


"Is this the same mixture?" I placed the powder I
had taken from the duke on his table. 


He bent over to examine it, then wet his finger, touched it
to the powder, and then to his tongue. Then took out a magnifying glass and
moved the powder around with a thin glass rod. "No. This has ... foxglove
leaves added—"


"Oh, would you also test this drink and let Lady Shelly
know if you find anything wrong?" I placed the crystal goblet on his
workbench. "Would that powder with the foxglove kill me?"


"Over time, yes." He looked up at me. "The duke?"
He frowned so deeply his eyes almost disappeared.


"Yes, Master Yanez. We will need you to mix up five
packets of the mixture Healer Breen ordered. We will deliver them to the duke.
We don't want the individual who is poisoning the duke to know he knows. And
the duke would prefer you didn't mention it to anyone," Shelly said. 


On the way back to the room, Shelly caught Minister Millard
and asked for a meeting with the duke when he was available. We had no sooner
gotten back to the room than Millard informed her that the duke was ready to
see us. We were led to the duke's study.


"Sit, and tell me what you have discovered." He
waved us to velvet-padded chairs. Each chair had a small table next to it. One
had an empty crystal glass and a pitcher of berryjuice, which Shelly favored,
and the other an empty china cup and containers with the coffee and cream I
favored.


"Your apothecary is mixing the powder solution your
healer prescribed; however, someone is adding grounded up foxglove leaves
before you get it," Shelly said.


"Alf?"


"He's certainly delivering it to you. Whether he is
grinding up the leaves is unknown. Whoever is adding the foxglove leaves knows
his or her herbs. It appears they want you to deteriorate slowly before you
die, like you had some sickness," I said. "We've had five doses made
for you to substitute while you decide what you want to do."


"What do you suggest?"


"Extreme caution. Beside Alf, there are a couple of
young ladies and a noble who aren't what they seem. And I'd wager there are
others I haven't detected. So any direct action could alert them that you know,
and that could lead to—an unfortunate accident." I suggested.
"If you die, Your Grace, who would be in line to become Duke of Hipula?
I'm not accusing anyone, but why kill you if they didn't plan for someone
friendly to their cause to become duke?"


"Normally, the eldest of my children. However, Ellissa
isn't old enough, so a guardian would have to be appointed, an earl or baron in
his or her own right ... Baron Woolan. My God. If my children died, the next in
line would be the earls of Monis, Arucci, and Budia. Unless they agreed, it
could mean a civil war." He looked pale and even frailer than yesterday.


"You have a dilemma, Duke Brodka. If Shelly and I leave
without eliminating the threat, they will kill you before the dukes can get you
help. However, if we miss one or if he or she gets the word out, or we do it in
such a way that it’s obvious we targeted talented ones, you and the other dukes
will all be marked for immediate assassination, because you’ll know too much."


"What do you suggest?" Brodka asked, his eyes
clinging to me in hope. 


I suggest I'm in over
my head, I mused. Eliminating each one in a
manner that made it look like they fouled up would take many weeks, if not
months. Sending them away or imprisoning them might just gain us new ones.
Killing them would be cruel although necessary, but difficult without arising
suspicion. And again, no guarantee more wouldn't be sent—Hipula would be
a prize.


"You need a Cheyo Monk," Shelly chirped with a
broad smile.


"The Trasslat Monastery claims they don't have one
available and won't for another year or two," Brodka said, pouring a glass
of wine.


"But if you said one was coming ... "


"But when a Monk didn't arrive?"


"Zara?" Shelly looked at me with a puppy-dog expression.



I closed my eyes, trying to clear my mind. Of course, she
was right. It should scare the Sirens here away and preclude their society from
sending any more, at least for a time. And we could leave to continue our look-around. However, that assumed I
could pull it off, didn't get assassinated, and lastly, couldn't be identified
at one of our other stops.


"Lady Shelly is right. It's the best solution, but not without
risks—huge risks."


"What risks?" Shelly asked with her forehead
furled in thought.


"It's an all or nothing gambit." I said, turning
toward Shelly and ignoring the duke.


 "How?"


"I could be assassinated, or one of the talented could
test me and win, or I could be identified. Any of those would terminate our
mission and put the Sirens on the offensive and put the dukes and you at
risk," I said.


"Zara, why don't you and Lady Shelly think about it
tonight, and you can join me for breakfast tomorrow?" Brodka said, knowing
it wasn't his decision to make and that we needed time to think about the details.


Shelly was quiet on the way back to the room. Once there,
she dismissed her ladies until it would be time to get ready for the evening
meal.


"I know it wasn't my decision to make, but they will
kill the duke unless we do something," she said softly, her eyes pleading.


"It was a good suggestion, but you have to consider not
only the benefits but also the risks and whether they outweigh the benefits. I
know that's hard—having to kill defenseless men or having to sacrifice
innocent people," I said. "Decisions that can't be undone."


"The kind a duchess will have to make." She gave
me a weak smile. "The kind that should be made after a very cold shower,
not in the heat of the moment."


"I'm not saying your suggestion isn't worth
considering. It is, and while the benefits are substantial, the risks are
great. So in my mind, the question is whether the Hipula Dukedom is worth the
risk, because I don’t believe Duke Brodka is worth the risk of failing our
mission and helping the Sirens."


"I'm not sure I want to be duchess anymore." She
gave me a lopsided grin. "You do have a way of stripping the issue naked. Although
I hate it, I was right to trust you and to think watching you would make this
trip a good learning experience. But this is harder than being a slave. There,
my actions only affected me."


"Much harder. But you can't go back to being just
Shelly, a baron's daughter. You're a baroness now," I said, agreeing with
her. This was the reason I wouldn't like being royalty. "All right. Let’s
discuss how we would pull it off, consider how much risk that would involve,
and consider the value of Hipula in the Sirens' hands on Aesona." I looked
at her, wanting her to think it through.


"The robe and hood the Monks wear would keep your
identity hidden, so long as you were careful. Some makeup would help just in
case. You would have to be seen coming into Hipula, your absence around me
explained, not seen leaving, and the duke would need someone loyal to fill in
for you when we leave. Wow, more to consider than I thought … I guess in truth
I only thought about saving the duke."


"Let's consider each item and how much risk is
associated with each. If we can reduce the overall risk, then it may be an
option, otherwise … "


"It feels so heartless, but I know you're not. All right,
first item, your arrival … " Shelly settled herself on the floor with me
and we began. When her ladies appeared to prepare her for dinner, she dismissed
them and had our dinner served in the room. We finished in the early hours of
the morning, just in time for her ladies to get her ready for breakfast with
the duke.


* * *


"You look tired, Lady Shelly. A difficult
decision?" Brodka asked after the meal had been served and everyone
dismissed.


"Yes, Your Grace. My companion has the sense to
consider the risks as well as the benefits."


"That does take the fun out of ruling, if you consider
yourself responsible for the consequences." He nodded slightly. "The
good ones do."


"We'll try, if you agree," Shelly said. When he
nodded, she continued. "Zara will ride to the Trasslat Monastery and
convince them to send a troop to deliver her to Hipula. Her presence here as a Monk
should scare the Sirens away, at least temporarily. Those that don't scare,
Zara will identify and their arrest will appear normal. You'll have to find
someone loyal to impersonate the Monk until we can reach Kariso, report our
findings, and give the dukes the chance to decide on a course of action."


"Thank you, Zara. I don't imagine this is anything you
are going to enjoy," Brodka said. "And you, Lady Shelly, for the risk
you're taking accompanying her." The duke had a servant fetch Lieutenant
Eaton and Lutz at my request. 


They were out of breath when they arrived.


"Relax gentlemen. We have talented intruders in my
castle trying to kill me … " The duke went on to explain the poisoning and
my play-acting as a Monk to get rid of them. This led to a discussion of
protecting Shelly while I was gone and even after I got back, as I couldn't be
seen while I was pretending to be a Monk. Eaton would provide some guards, but
Lutz and his team, which included a woman, would take primary responsibility.
That settled, we returned to Shelly's room to discuss the details.


"How do we explain your absence?" Lutz asked after
all the details of guarding Shelly had been resolved.


"Let's say Duke Dewan has an Indian problem and wanted
me to look into it. I left to see if I could help."


"In two days, the duke will announce that the Trasslat
Monastery has informed him that a Cheyo Monk will be arriving within a couple
of days. That will give the talented ones a chance to leave peacefully and
spread the word that Duke Brodka has a Monk in residence. When we feel it's
safe, we'll proceed to Arucci."


I left on Greystone later than night. I’d been told it was a
three-day ride and hoped to make it in half that time, arriving early in the morning
on the second day. Everyone played their part, questioning my route to Casstra and
talking about the Indian problem we
had at Jqedit as the stable hands saddled Greystone and servants brought me
provisions for the trip. By the next day we expected the story to have spread
and become general knowledge, which Shelly would reinforce.


I walked Greystone out of the castle yard and through the
city and then pushed her to a gallop in the direction of Castra. I alternated
galloping and walking as I circled wide of Hipula and then south toward the
monastery. Stopping only to eat, feed, and rest Greystone, I stayed wide of the
traveled road. The land was mostly rolling hills of grassland and sparse
woodlands, so I made good time. As planned, I reached the Forlorn River and the
thirty-foot stone-walls of the Trasslat Monastery just after sunrise on the
second day. 


Guards patrolled the walls and two stood at the front gate.


"Who are you, and what is your business?" the
guard at the monastery gate asked. His white uniform identified him as one of
the Trasslat Monastery special guards, well trained in the use of the dagger
and sword hanging from his waist and the poleaxe in his hand.


"I'm Zara the Wolf, on a commission from the Cheyo Monk
at Calle. I wish to speak to the Honorable Monk in charge of Trasslat." 


He nodded to the other guard, who spoke to someone through
an opening in the gate door. I stood patiently for some time. Eventually, the
door opened and the guard waved me through.


"Follow me, the Abbot will see you now if you wish, or
later if you wish to wash and rest first," said a senior guard, judging by
the markings on his sleeve and collar.


"Now would be my preference," I said, needing rest
but wanting to set the wheel in motion before I relaxed. 


The guard took me to one of several small round buildings.
He waved me in. I pushed aside the cloth that covered the doorway and walked
into a large circular room bare of everything except a rug like the one the Monk
at Calle sat on, a small table, and several candles, which gave the room a
ghostly appearance.


"Please sit, Zara."


I understood but heard nothing. A small figure sat covered
by a black robe that made it impossible to tell much of anything about the
person underneath. When the Monk remained silent, I took that as permission to
speak.


"There are at least four Sirens at Hipula. Baroness
Shelly and I must leave soon to finish visiting the other cities. When we do,
they will kill Duke Brodka and take control of the dukedom. I hope to get rid
of them by … " I went on to explain the plan we had devised.


When I finished, the room lit suddenly, bathed in that blue mist
I associated with a higher level of awareness or sight—a blue dimension. I
felt frozen, naked, and my mind bared as I stared at a small girl lying on top
of a very large snow leopard. I felt panic as my mind was invaded and wanted to
run from her but couldn’t. 


To panic was to die, I realized. I worked to quiet my mind,
slowly shedding my fear as I sank into myself. I could feel the earth beneath
me and grew roots to anchor me. My mind closed, pushing out the invader.


"You will do, Zara the Wolf." Her voice was bright
and her eyes sparkled while she tenderly stroked the huge cat. 


I may do,
but I knew she could have stripped my mind empty had she chosen to. She had
merely been testing my mental strength. 


"Although I understand, I find it disturbing that you
acquired your present level of control through hatred. I wonder if that means
the Sirens are capable of getting stronger through their hatred of the Cheyo.
And how long will it take and how much stronger will they become?" She
buried her face in the cat’s fur and was silent.


"I’m no expert on the subject, but I’d think only if they
hate you more than they fear death. And so far, I’d say they are cowards."


Her laugh was light, like the sound of bells on the wind. "I
think you're right, but don’t dismiss not
qualified to be a Cheyo Monk with weak or cowardly or not dangerous, because
while you are quite strong for a novice, so are many of them."


And I’m new to the
game, I mused. "The Ojaza were good
teachers, Honorable Monk."


"I’m sure they were. Go rest while I make arrangements.
Join me at first light." The blue light died and I rose, taking that as my
signal that the meeting was over. Outside, it took several minutes to adjust to
the sunlight. When I could see again, the same guard led me to another small
hut.


"You can rest here until the Abbot is ready for you.
I’ll have someone bring you food and washing water." He pulled aside the
cloth covering the doorway. The room had two small windows that provided a soft
light and a small cot with a blanket and pillow, a Monk’s rug with those
symbols, and a small table with a candle. I had no sooner walked around the
room and looked out the windows into a small forest when a young boy and girl
arrived with a simple platter of roots, berries, bread, cheese, and water for
drinking and washing. I found I was hungry and finished what I had been served,
washed, and lay down. I must have been tired because I woke as the gray light
of dawn began to replace the dark. 


Minutes later, a young boy entered with food and the brown
robe worn by the Cheyo Monks—three sizes too big—a plain dark brown
with no markings that covered the head and hands, and a leather cord to tie
around the waist. And a beautiful Monk’s rug with the eight symbols. I ate
quickly, dressed, and walked outside with my clothes and weapons wrapped in the
rug. The guards nodded when I exited and led me to the Abbot’s hut.


"Sit, Zara. We will keep your horse and clothes until
you return. You should keep your weapons for emergencies," she said,
sounding like she was amused. "The rug’s symbols are the Eightfold Path necessary
to becoming a Cheyo Monk. Should you be unable to find what you are looking
for, you are welcome to seek the path here at the Trasslat Monastery," she
said to my surprise. "I can’t promise anything other than the opportunity
to find what you are looking for. A detail is waiting for you outside. They
will escort you to Hipula as they would any Cheyo Monk. I wish you peace, Zara
the Wolf."


I rose and bowed deeply. "Thank you, Honorable Monk. I
will be mindful I wear your cloak and do my best to honor what it stands for,"
I said, knowing she was taking a risk letting me impersonate a Monk. She said
nothing but bowed. 


Outside, nine guards, two of whom were women, waited as I
entered the small enclosed carriage. When we left, four rode ahead of the
carriage and four behind. The ninth guard was apparently the officer in charge
and rode beside the carriage.


* * *


It took three days to reach Hipula. The convoy stopped each
night and a tent was set up for me, and I was helped into it, brought food and
water, and a woman guard was assigned to look after me and my wants.


"Ma’am, my name is Sonya, a Cheyo Guard, here to take
care of your wants and needs. The Honorable Abbot briefed me on your role. So
from this minute on, I will treat you as I would a Cheyo Monk. Understood?"


"Yes. And so you know, I would appreciate any advice
you may care to share with me. The stakes are high. They may even impact the
Trasslat Monastery and the Honorable Monks," I said, realizing the true
cost of losing to the Sirens.


"As you will, Honorable Monk." True to her word,
she helped me from the carriage to my tent, brought me food, helped me to wash,
and quietly talked about the Monks and her service—every Cheyo Monk was
assigned a servant who was a highly trained elite guard. They rotated every six
months and were sworn to give their lives to defend the Monk. Ironically, I
seemed to remember seeing a guard like Sonya at both Calle and Caster but had
dismissed them as part of the duke's guard. And on reflection, they seemed to
blend into the room and go unnoticed, sitting still off in a far corner.


We entered the city walls midday on the third day. The
streets were soon lined with spectators. The castle gates were open by the time
we arrived, and Duke Brodka and Minister Millard met us at the steps to the
castle.


"Welcome to Hipula, Honorable Monk. Minister Millard
has your room ready. When you have rested, I would like to meet with you,"
Brodka said. 


Sonya stepped up and bowed. "Your Grace, I’m Sonya, the
Honorable One’s servant. I will let you know when the Honorable One is
available," she said, establishing her role. 


I almost choked. Obviously, the Cheyo Monks were considered above
the whims of nobility, even dukes. Of course, they had earned that right: only one
out of hundreds succeeded after many years studying the Eightfold Path and
their final reward—having their sight taken from them.


Sonya followed Millard and the four guards who carried me to
the duke’s wing and into a room next to his study. My mat was laid out on the
floor, a small low table placed near it and a mat placed in the far corner for
Sonya.


She sat down at the edge of the rug and the room turned a
misty blue.


"It’s best we speak mentally, if you or I need to say
something out of character," she said, sitting meditation style in a white
tunic on a rug similar to mine. A sword lay across her lap.


"You studied to be a Monk?" I asked, confused. She
could reach the blue dimension and her joy was obviously her time at the
Monastery.


"No, I studied to be a Monk’s private guard. To be one,
you must study the Eightfold Path. If you can attain elevated awareness, like
now, then you move on to weapons. If you can master the Iron Path, then you
learn to serve the Cheyo Monks. Those that succeed become Cheyo Guards."


"I noticed your uniform has no rank."


"Those who succeed strip the rank from their uniforms
to match the Monks’ robes, but our orders must be obeyed by everyone serving
the Monks, including the captain of the guard." She smiled. "I’m a
warrior. Just as you could never be a slave, I could never be a Monk."


"True, you can’t turn a mountain cat into a turtle nor
a turtle into a mountain cat." I laughed along with Sonya. "Well, it’s
time to see the duke. I’m anxious to discover the reaction to the news a Cheyo
Monk was coming to Hipula."


"Most Monks have some kind of disability. Will you?"


"How about a crippled leg?" I asked. Sonya nodded.



"I hope someone objects to your presence." She smiled
as she rose and exited the room. 


I quieted my mind, enjoying the peacefulness of the darkened
room.


"Whenever you’re ready, Honorable Monk," Sonya
said when she returned sometime later. 


I nodded and rose, deciding to drag my right leg. I walked
slowly, careful to drag my leg a foot each time. As we approached the duke’s
study, the guard opened the door and we entered. Sonya immediately closed the
door and stood blocking it.


"Honorable Monk, you look awesome," Shelly said
along with a conspiratorial giggle.


"Honorable Monk," Brodka said, looking me over. "My
longtime friend, Alf, has disappeared along with several ladies, but not the
young noble named Robyn."


"Perhaps you may want to talk with him. There must be
some reason to seek him out."


"I gave that some thought over the past few days.
Apparently, his father is Baron Porter and his estate is near Monis. Baron
Porter is real, but I have no record of a son being the rightful heir." Brodka
grinned, and I thought he looked much better than last time.


"You could say you’d like to have him entered in the
nobility records and need to talk to him, and if possible, someone who could vouch
for him," Shelly said. 


I thought that an excellent suggestion. She and I had
discussed Baron Woolan’s possible connection to the Sirens, as Brodka thought
him the most likely to be his daughter’s guardian if something happened to him.
The duke nodded slowly, having picked up on the vouch for scenario.


"I’ll have Millard schedule it for tomorrow. That will
give him time to run or make arrangements," Brodka said.


"Who is the woman at the door?" Shelly asked,
looking toward Sonya.


"Sonya," I said.


"What is your function, Sonya?" Shelly asked.


"Servant to the Honorable Monk."


"And lethal bodyguard. A Trasslat warrior, without the
tattoo," I said, liking the analogy with the Ojaza warrior class.


"Are you sure of that, Honorable Monk?" Sonya said
with amusement.


* * *


"Do you expect trouble?" Sonya asked in the safety
of the blue dimension. The area of coverage could be extended but not through
walls or other obstacles, and any failed attempt to do so I would feel.


"Yes," I said, slipping my dagger inside my robe. "Unless
he knows I’m not a Cheyo Monk, he would be crazy to try and fake his identity.
Given that, I would expect something physical against the duke or the Monk. If
he can incapacitate the Monk, then he could influence the duke to enter him
into the book of nobility or get him to assign someone like Woolan or himself
as the guardian if something happened to the duke—which would not be too
long afterward. Or kill him in a manner that looks like an accident. Then he
wouldn’t have to bother with the Monk, since the Monk has no authority. I only
know he should have fled with the others and he didn’t. Therefore, he has a
surprise for us. He knows something we don’t." Suddenly, I became worried.
"Sonya, tell Lady Shelly the Monk would like to see her, now."


"We have no power—" Sonya began to say.


"She will come, Sonya; she’s an exceptional woman."


Sonya exited the room, and less than half an hour later, she
entered with Shelly.


"It’s still night time, and I’m going to have bags
under my eyes. I’ll look like an old woman," she whined as she sat down
next to me.


"Think of it as a preview of what you will look like as
a duchess." I grinned when she did. But I sobered and then began to panic
and had to close my eyes to quiet myself before continuing. "I think it’s
possible there will be an attempt on the duke’s life. Wake him up now for an
early breakfast and have extra guards assigned, and bring Lutz and have Eaton
standby. Sonya will go with you. They may not wait for breakfast."


Sonya nodded. "Yes, Honorable Monk," she said,
touching Shelly’s arm to break her open-mouthed shock. 


Shelly shook her head and headed for the door with Sonya
following. I picked up my rug and exited the room, careful to drag my leg in
case anyone saw me. But it was very early and I saw no one on the short trip to
the duke’s private dining room. I went to the far corner, put the rug down, and
sat. I don’t know why I took the rug, but it gave me a sense of comfort, like
sitting on an Ojaza warrior’s blanket. I withdrew into myself and the room became
bathed in blue as peace descended on me.


The door flew open as the duke and Shelly rushed in followed
by Lutz and Sonya, who closed the door and moved to stand in the corner on my
side of the room. Lutz shrugged and moved to stand in the opposite corner.


"You are concerned, Honorable Monk, about?" the duke
asked as he sat. He looked tired, upset, and irritated. I understood. He was a duke,
well-guarded, and used to giving orders, not taking them.


"You will have to trust me or tell me to leave," I
said, barely above a whisper. I was at peace with my decision and unconcerned
with whether it was right or wrong or what would happen or not. Except for
breathing, the silence was complete as we waited. Sometime later, fighting
could be heard in the hallway. The shouting and clanging of swords indicated
many were involved. The duke stood his head, swiveling back and forth as if
looking for a place to hide. Lutz drew his sword and waved Shelly behind the
desk. Sonya never moved or opened her eyes, but in the blue dimension she sat
on her rug at peace.


"Honorable Monk, trust I will defend you while you do
what you must," Sonya said for my ears only. Minutes later, the door
opened and Woolan and Robyn took a couple of steps inside.


"Good morning, Duke Brodka. The plan almost worked. I
had to agree, the savage had everyone fooled with her entrance. I was packed
and ready to leave myself, until I received word that she had showed up at
Trasslat. The Monastery must be desperate, to let her impersonate a Cheyo Monk."


"What now, Robyn?" Brodka asked.


"We will kill the savage and Lady Shelly during their
attempt to take control of Hipula. Unfortunately, we arrived too late to save
you. The savage had already killed you. Baron Woolan will become the guardian
of your children and eventually Duke of Hipula—accidents do happen."



They stepped aside, and four guards rushed in, two headed
for Lutz and two toward Sonya. Lutz fought Indian style, going for wounding
cuts to keep them off balance and eventually forcing them to retreat. Sonya was
a goddess of death. One man attacked her with a hard strike at her neck while
the other tried to go around his partner to get at me. She blocked the strike
with an upward circular movement which blocked his sword and forced it up and
over his head and at the same time a chain shot out and wrapped around the
other guard’s neck. When the first guard's sword had passed his head, she
slashed downward through his neck as she simultaneously yanked on the chain,
tearing skin, arteries, and bone.


At the same time, the room exploded in blue and Robyn stood
in armor with a sword in each hand. I stood in Ojaza warrior garb with my sword
unsheathed. He stalked toward me laughing with his swords whirling in front of
him. I waited patiently as he advanced. His laugh stopped, but a smile
persisted. When he came within striking distance, I stepped to his right,
blocking the right sword and taking the left one temporarily out of action.
Before he could prepare an attack, I stepped past him and cut through the
opening in the armor behind the knee. Blood spurted out, and I continued past
him so I was out of range for his counter strike. 


Knowing he’d bleed to death, he changed the image into a
large cat and sprang at me with four-inch claws extended. The wolf met him in
midair, latching onto the cat’s neck. Before I could tear out his throat, he
morphed into a fifty-foot snake that wrapped around the wolf’s neck and began to
cut off air and blood to my head. I could feel my mind fighting to remain
conscious. But like in the Ojaza camp, life and death didn’t matter, only the
contest. Fortunately, I didn’t panic and used the few seconds remaining to turn
the wolf into an inferno. The snake stank from the burning flesh and
transformed into a hawk that flew a few spaces away with its feathers smoldering.
He became a man and stood staring at me for several seconds, then grew into a
monstrous wave that came crashing toward me. I became a giant redwood, with
roots sinking deep into the earth. The wave crashed around me, taking tons of
dirt with it as it passed, leaving exposed roots. Within seconds, thousands of
wood-devouring ants were crawling everywhere. I changed into a Manchineel tree
and soon the ants began dying on the tree. Robyn became a man again, kneeing on
the ground and frothing at the mouth. The Indians marked Manchineel trees, as
they were extremely poisonous. Apparently, Robyn had never seen one. But before
the poison killed him, Sonya’s knife flew, almost transparent in the blue haze,
and buried itself to the hilt in his left eye.


The room was again quiet. Ten bodies lay scattered around
Sonya and four in front of Lutz. Clearly, she had been the center of attention.
She stood looking at peace and unhurt, although her uniform was splattered with
blood. The duke stood back against the wall, face pale and hand clutching his
sword in a white-knuckled grip. Lady Shelly's face was also pale, but her eyes
were alert and her dagger was ready, although held slightly behind her and out
of sight. Lutz stood relaxed, scanning the room with his sword at Woolan's neck.


"Thank you, Honorable Wolf. This was the day I spent
years training for—to protect the Honorable Ones committed to
peace," Sonya said, appearing with me on the blue dimension.


"I hope one day I can find what you have, Sonya—where
I belong and am at peace."


"Maybe at the Trasslat Monastery."


"No, the Abbot has pointed out that I found peace
through hatred. Trasslat should only have people who find peace through
love," I said, knowing the monastery wasn't for me. Sonya bowed in my
direction, and the blue haze vanished.


All eyes turned toward the door, as men could be heard running
down the hallway. I laid my hand on my sword, which was lying behind me. Just
then, Lieutenant Eaton appeared along with Captain Behrens, and the hall became
crowded with their troops. Eaton's eyes went to Shelly and then relaxed.


"Thank God," he said, taking several deep breaths
to calm himself.


"Your Grace, what now?" Shelly asked quietly,
stepping closer to him.


"I think you should get some rest while I have this
mess cleaned up and assess the damage to my troops. I'll meet with you an hour
before dinner. Monk, you should stay."


I nodded and saw Sonya step back against the wall. Shelly
left with Lutz, Eaton, and his troops following. Captain Behrens quickly
organized his men into details to remove the bodies and to take a roll-call of
the duke's retainers and troops. After the bodies were removed, Sonya and I
followed the duke to his study, where he poured himself several glasses of
wine. Sonya and I chose water.


"What now, Honorable Monk?" he asked, sounding
more like he meant it than to maintain our identities. It was a comfortable
room. One wall was lined with leather-bound books of every size and color. A
large rug with the duke's coat of arms covered most of the wooden floor. Three padded
high-back chairs were scattered around the room, each with a small table next
to it. The three windows were narrow and high to let in light but not distract
the inhabitants. He waved us to chairs. Sonya backed up against a wall between
the door and me. I put my rug down and sat.


"I would proclaim that Baron Woolan attempted a coup,
and Lady Shelly and the Cheyo Monk thwarted it. And if possible, you need to
keep the Monk’s departure a secret as long as possible after Lady Shelly and I
leave. I would have someone, maybe one of your daughters, pretend to be the
Monk on occasion, to maintain the illusion the Monk is still here. Even if we
could stay, it would only be a temporary solution. The Sirens will continue to
grow, and they will begin to take more direct action, like assassination. Your
long-term safety is better served if we can find the root of the Sirens and
destroy it," I said, hoping that the Sirens would avoid Hipula for a while
if they thought a Monk was involved.


"The spy at Trasslat knows they never sent a
Monk," Brodka said, looking a bit pale.


"Which is the reason we must leave soon: so that I can
inform the Abbot."


* * *


The duke, Shelly, Lutz, Sonya, and I met later that day in
the duke's study.


"I owe you my life, Lady Shelly. I have set your name
in the Hipula nobility book as a Baroness and set aside land for you to do with
as you wish. The Honorable Monk has explained why it is best you leave soon.
According to Captain Behrens, twenty of my soldiers were killed in the coup
attempt. He believes most were loyal to Hipula and were merely following orders
from Woolan and thought Lady Shelly and her troops were attempting to
assassinate me. So I believe I'm safe so long as everyone believes the Monk is
still in my employment. My youngest daughter has agreed to play the part when
the Monk's presence is required."


"What about the Monk’s guard?" Lutz asked.


"I will say the Monk no longer felt her presence was
necessary."


"My daughter said you would meet with her tomorrow to
coach her on what to do and not do," Brodka said.


"I talked to her earlier, and I believe she is perfect
for the impersonation. Tomorrow I will give her my insights and answer any questions
she has. It won't require any extensive training. People see what they want or
expect to see. I would make up a story in the event you want to stop the
deception or she is discovered. Something to the effect the Monk got sick and
had to return to Trasslat."









CHAPTER FIFTEEN



 






TRASSLAT: Abbot of
Trasslat


 I spent the next
day talking about the Cheyo Monks to Sina, the duke's youngest daughter.
Celeta, the duke's oldest daughter, sat listening in case she might have to
fill in or she needed to coach Sina. Then I dressed Sina in my Robes and had
her practice my dead-leg walk. I decided she didn't have to talk, she could
write the answer or pretend to write the answer. By the evening, I was not only
sure Sina was ready but also that she was looking forward to the masquerade.


That night I slipped over the wall and made my way through
the silent streets to the city gates. I waited for dawn and then exited with a
caravan leaving the city and made my way about a day's march for the caravan in
the direction of Trasslat. Sonya joined me half-way to my planned stop. She had
left an hour after me to avoid being seen together. We made camp in a clump of
trees and waited. As the sun began to set, the caravan came into view.


"How did it feel being a Cheyo Monk?" Shelly said
as she dismounted.


"Like a child dressed in her mother's clothes," I
said. "It's hard enough pretending to be civilized."


"I thought she did well," Sonya said, smiling.
"Felt real to me."


"I think being a Monk is easier for her than being
civilized. Monks see life as it is whereas civilized people see life like they
want it to be." Shelly said, proving how perceptive the young woman was
and why I thought she would do well as a baroness.


Tents were set up for Shelly and her ladies, meals prepared,
and fires started as we talked. Eaton and Lutz joined Shelly's group after
dinner.


"Our practice sessions came in handy, Zara. If I had
tried to take on multiple attackers with a conventional approach, I would have
lost. Wounding people where they don't expect it tends to shock them into
either retreating or freezing," Lutz said. "At the time, I was
surprised you didn't join the fight. Afterward, Shelly explained you were
fighting the man with Baron Woolan, who was trained at the Trasslat Monastery.
How?"


"I was trained at the Ojaza Monastery," I quipped,
and couldn't help a laugh at the irony. 


Later, Shelly dragged me away from the camp. "I thought
I'd die when Robyn said he knew you weren't a Monk. I thought my great idea was
going to get you killed. After all, he was trained at Trasslat and obviously
the senior of those that were at Hipula."


"I believe I had an advantage. The training at Trasslat
is gentle and formed around peace. My experience with the Ojaza was brutal and
formed around hatred. They aren't prepared for a confrontation like that. A
true Cheyo Monk could defeat me easily because his or her foundation is
stronger, but a partially trained individual doesn't have that strength."


"Good, I'm still not ready to be a countess, much less
a duchess." She laughed then sobered. "I need more knife training. I
thought I was going to need it when all those soldiers came rushing through the
door."


"You did the right thing keeping the knife hidden
behind you. You can't fight against a sword with a knife." I spent the
next hour talking about a situation like the other day, and how she would need
to use deception to win.


* * *


We arrived at Trasslat early on the third day, and Sonya
arranged for us to see the abbot. When we entered, Sonya went to her knees and
bowed, her head touching the floor. I sat down next to her. The room was silent
for several minutes.


"I'm proud of you, Sonya. You are everything a Cheyo
Monk could hope for. And you did well, Zara. I remember Robyn. He spent six
years here and had considerable potential. He failed because of his attitude,
not talent. I can see that is a problem. Although we release candidates like
that early, it makes them susceptible to temptations from cults like the
Sirens."


"Did Sonya mention that you have a spy for the Sirens
here at Trasslat?"


"Yes. Sonya will assemble everyone and I will interview
each, starting with the current students."


"Can you determine what he or she has told anyone about
my visit here? I'm concerned what they may know at Arucci and Monis, since we intend
to visit there next."


"Stay the night. You will know before you leave," the
abbot said.


I took that for dismissal and rose. Sonya left with me but
went off to make arrangements for the interviews and our accommodations.
Shortly afterward a captain approached Shelly.


"Baroness Shelly, we have a place for you and your
ladies and an area for your caravan to camp," He said and led Shelly with
the ladies and me following to the hut they had given me the last time.


"Cozy," Shelly said, laughing as we entered.
"Better accommodations than the Sheqn. This trip has certainly been an
education. Well, Zara, what do you think we should expect at Arucci? I've told
Musa and Sarkis that there is a cult in this dukedom seeking power and it could
be dangerous. I've offered to send them home. They have decided to stay. I'm
grateful but concerned for their welfare."


"I would expect the cult to be active at both Arucci
and Monis, and your ladies' faith linked with yours. If they feel you're a
danger, they will feel your ladies-in-waiting are also a danger. The safest
course would be to avoid those two cities and go on to Ulia or Kariso," I
said, thinking the Sirens would have partial or full control based on Hipula,
and that one of those two cities, probably Monis, was their base of operations.
If that were the case, Shelly and her entourage would represent a potential
danger—one that they couldn't afford to let live.


"What do you recommend?"


"Go on to Ulia, then Kariso. Kariso should be free of
Sirens, since Duke Phipps has a Cheyo Monk."


"Why?"


"We should verify for Duke Phipps that there are no
Sirens there. Besides, we will pass close enough to Arucci to confirm Siren
presence. That's potentially dangerous but not as much as visiting the castle.
In the open, they would be more likely to try an assassination with a smaller
force we could handle."


Later that afternoon, the current students were assembled outside
the abbot's hut. A few minutes later the abbot was carried out on a bed. As I
suspected, she must have had a back injury when she was young, which had paralyzed
her legs. She lay propped against several pillows, looking at the assembled
group. One by one, they bowed and left until only one man remained. He turned
pale, dropped to his knees, and then collapsed face down into the dirt. Sonya
signaled to two guards, who dragged him away.


"He sent messages to Robyn at Hipula, Herron at Arucci,
and Sauer at Monis that a savage with Lady Shelly's caravan was impersonating a
Cheyo Monk," the abbot said without speaking. Next, the guards were
assembled and one by one dismissed. And lastly, the servants of the monastery
were assembled. The abbot had been very thorough, testing everyone at the
monastery. That confirmed Sirens were at Arucci and Monis, if not the level of
control they might or might not have.









CHAPTER SIXTEEN



 






ULIA: Earl Gallegos


We left early the next morning for Ulia, a six-day trip
which would take us within a day's travel from the Wild Mountains and Arucci.
The first night I had Shelly call Eaton and Lutz for a meeting.


"For the next two days and nights, I would suggest we
be on high alert, as we will be passing within a day's ride of Arucci, which we
know from the abbot has men and women connected with the group that tried to
overthrow Duke Brodka. I believe they are a cult, which means they are
organized, have leaders, and a plan we upset. They may or may not know we are
headed for Ulia. But if they do, they may want to kill Lady Shelly and me
because of what we know," I said, giving the reason I was proposing extra
caution.


"Rather than put Lady Shelly in jeopardy, why not take
an extra day and swing wide of Arucci?" Eaton said.


"Thank you, Lieutenant Eaton, for your concern,"
Shelly said. "It not only puts me in more danger but also the troopers and
the rest of the caravan. That concerns me more than my safety, but we are on a
mission for Duke Wetzel, and that requires us to find out as much as we can
about each city between Calle and Kariso. Besides Duke Wetzel being my liege
lord and having given him my word, this assignment impacts all of Aesona. That
makes this assignment worth risking our lives. I have been a slave once and
that was enough. And," she laughed, "the Ojaza admit Zara makes a
poor slave. Having said that, I am willing to split the caravan into two groups:
one to stay within less than a day of Arucci and the other to swing wide of the
city."


"That would mean reducing our fighting force, because
we can't send one group with no protection," Eaton said, frowning. Shelly sent
for the cook, mule drivers, and Lutz's team—the troopers didn't have a
choice—and the discussion went on for hours. In the end, Shelly agreed to
stay a full day's ride from the end of the Wild Mountains and everyone agreed
to keep the caravan together. I took Shelly and Lutz aside after the meeting
broke up.


"Lady Shelly, I'd like to scout the area for the next
couple of days. That will give us an early warning it they do sent anyone after
the caravan."


"I think that's a good idea; however, I'd feel better
if you took someone like Lutz with you. Eaton can assign troops to guard me,"
She said, frowning with concern. I grinned.


"Lutz is great in a fight, but he'd slow me down. I'm
not taking Greystone."


"She's right, Lady Shelly. I used to think like many
others that on horseback we could run down the Indians even if they were a day
or two ahead of us. Zara has convinced me otherwise."


"Alright, but don't take any chances. Oh, forget it.
I'm more likely to charge off without thinking." She laughed. "But
remember, the success of this assignment depends on you."


I nodded and walked off to collect some trail food and a
bow, and to change into dark clothes. When I was ready to leave, I found Eaton.


"Lieutenant Eaton, would you look after Greystone while
I'm out scouting for the next few days?" I asked.


"Sure, I like that idea. I know why Lady Shelly wants
to pass close to Arucci, but …" He didn't finish but I understood. He had
lost half his command and it was still fresh in his mind. They weren't just
troopers; they had been friends and comrades. I nodded.


"I understand. I'll be back in a couple of days unless
I find trouble." I waved and began a slow run into the night. Ironically,
I still felt more comfortable on my own in the wilderness than with people in a
castle or even at the community. I still didn't trust people, and they didn't
trust me—with rare exceptions like Shelly, Lutz, and Ethel.


I headed closer to Arucci to have a better chance of
noticing anyone leaving the city. I stopped around midnight for a few hours’
sleep. At dawn I continued closer. The ground slowly changed from open prairie with
small forests to rocky ground with hills, gullies, and smaller trees, which
reduced the visibility—none while in a gully, and while I could see from
a hill, the other hills hid anyone in a gully on the other side. I moved slowly,
keeping me between the city and the caravan. 


Toward midday I saw a detail of twenty riders angling south
toward where the caravan would be the next day. I followed them, staying well
back. Around midnight they made camp, but sent out several scouts … or were
they assassins. If assassins, I should follow them; if scouts, I should remain
with the main camp. Assassins, I decided and took off after them. The main
party was there in case the assassins failed. I followed them for several
hours. It was still dark when the three reached the camp and began slowly
circling until they found the tents. 


One sat, and I soon felt my head become clouded as the other
two began creeping toward the tents. I quieted my mind and the area suddenly
became bathed in a blue mist. I could see a young man sitting on a rug similar
but different to the Monk’s. I screamed an Ojaza war cry and my image of a wolf
charged the Siren. His head jerked in my direction, and his image of a large
bear was slow to materialize. Before it had totally formed, the wolf had its
jaws locked on its throat. He tried to reform into a man with a sword but
couldn't seem to make it with the wolf tearing at his throat. 


I could see Lutz had engaged the other two—Indian style—slashing
through the first one’s leg as he passed him for the second. The second he cut on
the arm, causing the man to drop his sword. A back slash to the neck finished
him. When Lutz turned back to the other man, Eaton had already killed him. My
Siren lay dead by then. I rose and walked back to the two men.


"What happened?" Shelly shouted as she came
running out of her tent.


"Zara interrupted an assassination attempt." Lutz
nodded to the dead bodies.


"Any more out there?" Eaton asked as he scanned
the area.


"Seventeen, about three hours away. I think they are in
reserve in case this assassination attempt doesn’t work. They will probably
start out at dawn if these men don’t return."


"That’s not good. They’re on horses. It won’t take them
long to overtake the caravan—by sunset," Eaton said, frowning in
thought.


"Unless we disrupt them," I said, thinking. "Leave
now. I'll catch up."


"No!" Shelly shouted as I walked toward the picket
line, with her following. "I forbid it!"


"Would you see a lot of people killed and wounded when
maybe I can avoid it?"


"As you taught me against my will, there are tradeoffs.
You're the mission, so yes."


"But I could be killed in the fighting if I stay, and
you could be killed, which would also impact our assignment. My way, I can
control the fighting. If we let them attack us, I can’t."


Shelly was quiet while I untied Greystone. "Damn you,
Zara. You take too many chances."


"I don’t think Wetzel gave us more than a fifty percent
chance of surviving. The risks were always high. The trick is to assume the risk
that is the lowest. Disrupting them is in this case the least risk." I
swung up on Greystone. "You need to get the caravan moving."


"Just remember: if you die, I’ll probably get killed as
well!" she shouted after me. It was a clever taunt, something for me to
factor into my thinking. 


I rode Greystone hard until I thought I had come halfway,
then stopped, hobbled her, and began a slow run toward their camp. When I
arrived, the camp was still quiet. I had thought to do an Ojaza run through their
camp, wounding and killing as many as I could, then encouraging whoever remained
able to chase me. Even if it didn’t discourage them, it should put the caravan
out of their reach. But Shelly’s remark haunted me. Not me dying, but her dying
if I did. I hated the alternative, and it took a long time to quiet my mind for
what I had to do. I almost waited too long, as the camp had begun to come to
life as I circled to the picket line. Sword in hand, I raced along the line,
cutting the hind leg of each horse. I was past the last horse before the sentry
realized why the horses were panicking.


"There he goes," the sentry screamed, pointing in
my direction. It was mass confusion as troopers tried to saddle their horses. Eventually
they realized what I had done and began chasing me on foot. I ran at a moderate
pace, knowing a trooper in the best condition couldn't get close to me before I
reached Greystone and then would be too exhausted to continue. I was right. By
the time I reached Greystone and walked her to high ground, I could see only a
few still running and they were ten minutes away. I rode at a slow trot,
knowing those men had no chance of catching me. But to be overly cautious, I
took a track that would lead me back to the caravan’s old camp.


As I expected, the caravan was long gone. I dismounted and
ran alongside Greystone. At midafternoon I caught up with Eaton and his
troopers, who were riding well behind the caravan and acting as a rear guard. I
mounted and rode up beside him.


"Are they close behind us?" he asked, turning in
the saddle to look.


"No, and they won’t be following." Attacking the
horses was still making bile rise in my throat. Ironically, killing the
soldiers wouldn’t have bothered me as much.


"How?" he asked, scanning me for wounds.


"They’re on foot," I said, reluctant to say what I
had done. He seemed to understand and nodded.


"I’ve always thought the Indians were savages we could
defeat easily, but watching you in action I'm glad we aren’t really at war with
them. They don’t think like us, which makes them really dangerous because we
assume they do." He laughed. "Thanks," he said and nudged his
horse into a trot to catch up with the caravan. Shelly didn’t say anything when
I rode up alongside her. Lutz scanned me from head to foot.


"Since the troopers have closed up the formation, I
assume the threat is over," Lutz said, looking back. I nodded.


"Yes, but I’d still like to cover as much distance
today as we can. Who knows about the Indians in the Wild Mountains? They don’t
need horses," I said in anticipation of the how question. We rode in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.
Shelly called a halt as the sun was setting.


"Lady Shelly, I'm going to scout the area," I
said. She looked like she wanted to say something but then nodded. I headed
away from the caravan in the direction of the mountains. I saw nothing
suspicious as I crisscrossed the area about two hours from our camp. A little
after midnight, I returned to a ridge about an hour from the camp and stayed until
sunrise.


* * *


"What do you think we’ll find at Ulia?" Shelly
asked that morning as she sat down next to me with a plate of hot porridge and
bread.


"Hopefully, a soft bed and hot food."


"I can’t believe you said that. Are you sick?" She
did a head-to-foot inspection of me then put her hand on my forehead.


"No, I think I’m becoming civilized." I laughed
and so did Shelly.


* * *


We entered Ulia in the late afternoon of the next day. Even
though we were expected, we were delayed while the guard checked with the
castle, which sent an honor guard to escort us. When we reached the castle the
minister stood waiting with servants.


"Welcome, Baroness Shelly. I’m Minister Warren. Earl
Gallegos sends his apology for the delay. The guards at the gate knew to expect
you, but several caravans have been attacked over the past few months and they
are rightly nervous of anyone they don’t know. I have rooms prepared for you
and your ladies, and the captain will see to your troops and caravan retainers."
He waved to a young girl, who immediately ran to his side. She looked to be
about sixteen years old, thin and lanky with short curly blonde hair and a
pleasant if nervous smile as she curtsied. "Claire will see to your needs
while you are here."


"Lady Shelly, if you will follow me, I’ll take you to your
rooms and get you settled," she said, looking to see who else would be
going. When she saw me, she paled. "Will you require three rooms, My Lady?"


"No, Claire. My companion will stay with me,"
Shelly said. Claire visually relaxed, and started up the steps to the three
story rectangular building. The stone building looked to have been enlarged at
least twice over the centuries, judging by the variation in stones. The
original stones were rounded and of different sizes and the mortar between them
irregular. In the next section, the stones were rough and of different sizes
but rectangular and the mortar evenly spaced. In the final section, the stones
were smooth and polished and the mortar barely could be seen. We entered the
newer section and were led up a blue and gray carpeted staircase wide enough
for four abreast and down a hallway lined with portraits and paintings of
battle scenes. The rooms were enormous as usual and Shelly’s suite included a
sitting room. The clothes had no sooner been delivered than hot water arrived
with soap and towels.


"Isn’t this better than sleeping on the ground and
riding a horse all day?" Shelly asked as Sarkis and Musa helped her bathe.


"Yes, Lady Shelly, although you could walk instead of
ride," I said with a straight face. She gave me a scorching look of
disapproval.


"Baronesses don’t walk."


"Being a baroness gives you the choice."


"I hear a lesson in that."


"Are you a
baroness, or the Baroness Shelly?"
I said, realizing I had meant it as something to consider. Normally, I kept my
opinions to myself, but Shelly had made it clear she wanted to hear my
thoughts. Ironically, while they might have been of value to her, they helped
me form my new self. I did not want to stand out as against tradition, but I
did not intend to be one of the pack. Shelly stared at me for a long time.


"You're a good example. You don't dress like a woman or
a man. You have your own style—you are uniquely Zara the Wolf. Maybe I
need a tattoo," she said with a giggle. "You're right. I need to
establish my own unique style, or I'll just be another baron."


"You are unique, Lady Shelly, but right now it's
hidden," I said, knowing it was true. Shelly was unique—inquisitive,
courageous, compassionate, and clever.


"I will probably have to kidnap you." She stared
at me thoughtfully before continuing to dress. A little later, Claire stopped
back.


"Lady Shelly, the earl would like to speak with you if
you are rested."


 "I assume
he means now."


"Yes, My Lady," Claire said tentatively, probably
not sure of Shelly's reaction, but Shelly smiled and nodded. I followed Shelly
as Claire led us up another flight of stairs and to a wooden door with two men
in Ulia's Blue and gold. The guard knocked, peeked inside, and then pushed the
door open and stood aside for us to enter.


"Earl Gallegos," Shelly gave a small rather than
the more traditional curtsy, which I thought her first step toward establishing
the new Baroness Shelly. "Thank you for your generous hospitality."
She stepped forward and handed him the letters from Duke Wetzel. Ulia was
located in rough country, and Gallegos looked the part. He was short but broad
and muscular with his long auburn hair, full beard and mustache, bushy
eyebrows, and craggy face. And the room reflected that wild-country feel. The
floor had several animal skins as rugs and their stuffed heads hung on the
walls. But the shelves of books indicated the man had a good mind.


"It's a pleasure to meet you, Baroness Shelly, and your
companion. The rumors about your exploits vary considerably, everything from
your death to wiping out tribes of savages. I've long admired Duke Wetzel, but
the fact you are standing here raises my opinion of him. It's a dangerous
journey at the best of times, but lately it's an impossible trek what with the
Indians, mercenaries, and … cults roaming the land."


"It has been exciting," Shelly said as she sat
when the earl nodded toward the chairs. I moved back to the wall. She went on
to give a partial account of our trip, mentioning nobility maturations rather
than cults or talented—and our encounter with the troops from Arucci.


"I've heard rumors about Arucci and Monis having
internal troubles. You were lucky to outrun them, or maybe not. The duke seems
to have picked the right two people for the trip."


The talk turned to Shelly and me being captured by the
Indians, being slaves, and escaping. He stopped early to give Shelly time to
get ready for dinner.


"What do you think?" Shelly asked back in the
room.


"He's well informed and knows more than he's saying. I
think he's going to encourage you to tour the castle on the off chance you can
identify what he considers potential troublemakers and we consider Sirens. He's
not stupid, nor gullible."


The dinner that night included more than forty people, but I
noticed a few empty chairs, which might or might not have been normal. The
dinner wasn't quite the excess it was at most of the other castles, and the
presentation tended to be less fancy. Even the after-dinner entertainment was
less elaborate—a knife-throwing act and a magician—although very
good. When the earl stood, I made my way to Shelly, who stood talking to him.


"Earl Gallegos, were there any people missing
tonight?" I asked, wondering who and why. Had they linked Shelly or me
with the missing or dead Sirens? If so, that was very bad.


"Yes, one of my barons and two visiting ladies from
Castra. Would you like to meet them?" he said, looking amused and
confirming my first impression—he knew that either Shelly or I could pick
out the troublemakers.


"If it's not too much trouble, My Lord."


"Oh, it's no trouble at all." He waved to a lieutenant,
who came running over and handed the earl his belt, scabbard, and sword.
"Would you like one, Zara?"


"No, My Lord. But a few guards would be good for your
and Lady Shelly's safety. He nodded to the lieutenant, who looked in the
direction of the door, where four soldiers came running to join us. The earl led
us down a long hallway into another stairway and up to the second floor. Although
it was carpeted and the walls were adored with paintings and tapestries, it was
obvious from the dampness we were in one of the older buildings. The earl
stopped and motioned to the door. The lieutenant knocked twice.


"Lord Meador, Earl Gallegos wishes to speak to
you," he said loudly. A few minutes later, a middle-aged man appeared in a
nightshirt.


"Yes, My Lord?" he asked, looking wide eyed at the
assembled group. When the earl pointed into the room, the lieutenant shoved the
man back in, and then he, the two guards, and the earl followed. Looking into
the room, I could see a beautiful young woman in a short thin nightdress that
did little to hide the shapely body beneath. A blue haze danced around her as
she tried to cloud the minds of the group. I closed my eyes and entered the blue
dimension. Then I created the image of a wolf and charged her. That was enough
for her to lose control of her illusion and a very plain underdeveloped young
girl stood naked for everyone to see.


"Seize her," the earl said after only a moment's
hesitation. "Lieutenant, I want you to find the other woman, the guest
from Castra, and take her into custody. "And you, Lord Meador. What do you
have to say about this … girl?"


"I thought … She looked … " He staggered back to
the bed and sat. "What is she?" he asked, clearly in shock. The earl
looked to me. Fortunately, Shelly saved me from having to answer.


"My Lord, I could use a drink if you would be so
kind," she said, sounding tired. The earl seemed to understand and nodded.


"Lord Meador, you will report to me in an hour. I'd
like to hear more about this girl: how you met, and what she wanted,"
Gallegos said. Meador nodded, still looking to be in shock. We followed the
earl back to his study, where he ordered drinks. After they were served, he
nodded to Shelly. "Well?"


"They are a group of individuals who were trained at the
Trasslat Monastery and then dismissed for insufficient talent to become Monks.
Someone has collected these individuals into a society and has continued their
training over the past several years. We believe they have been building their
organization through robberies until recently. Now they are actively attempting
to take over cities."


"How?"


"Both by playing with your mind—illusions,
thoughts—and by assassination, as they tried in Hipula. We think they
control most of Duke Brodka's dukedom," Shelly said. "We need to keep
this between us, My Lord. Zara can only see them when they are using their
talent. If they stop, we will lose them all. We are going to Kariso next to give
Duke Phipps our findings. It's for the dukes to decide what to do next."


"Was Zara trained at Trasslat?" Gallegos asked.
Shelly gave a short laugh. "No. It seems ten years as a slave and entertainment
for the Ojaza youth are equivalent to Trasslat training."


The earl had many questions and the talk went on late into
the evening. For the next two days, the earl made sure we visited everyone in
the castle on one pretext or another.


"I'm exhausted, but the tour has been interesting. Now
that I have my own land, I'll need to understand how to run a small town and a
castle," Shelly said as we crossed the courtyard, heading for her rooms.


"Lady Shelly," a tall
lieutenant called out as he came running across the yard toward us. As he neared,
he increased his speed and drew his sword. The area turned blue, and I could see
two figures charging me—an armored knight with an axe and a young woman,
sword raised for a killing blow. When the figures were but two steps from
striking, I lunged into the young woman. We collided chest to chest, and her
sword was jarred loose from her hand and clanged to the ground behind me as I
drove my dagger into her heart. For a moment we stood chest to chest, her eyes
staring into mine, wide in shock. Then she collapsed to her knees and to the
ground. Shelly stood frozen, her face pale.


"The missing woman?" she
asked, looking at the dead woman at my feet. I nodded. "How did you
know?"


"I didn't. A warrior's natural
reflexes take over when someone charges with a sword."


"You're bleeding!"


"No, that's her blood. Here’s another
lesson, Lady Shelly. If your opponent has a long weapon, stepping in close makes
the weapon ineffective. Against a short weapon stay back."


"I can do without the live
examples," Shelly said as several guards came running toward us.
"That's the woman the earl has everyone searching for. She attacked me,
and my companion killed her." She turned and began walking toward the
castle. I followed in her wake. Back in the room, she sat with her head in her
hands. "Running a castle has got to be easier than travelling with you."


"You may want to meditate for a
while. It has a calming effect. Afterward, imagine yourself in my place, using
your dagger as I did. I hope it will never be necessary, but as you wisely
pointed out, traveling with me is dangerous."


A few hours later the earl asked to see
us. I let Shelly tell the story from her perspective, answering only specific
questions directed at me. I didn't think I should try and explain what happens in
the blue dimension.


"Are all the Indians as good as
you?" Gallegos asked after he was satisfied he had all the details of the
incident.


"Most are better," I said,
knowing it was true. They could outrun me, were better with bow and arrow, and
stronger with a sword. I just tended to be sneakier and used my knowledge of
them to outwit them.


"I guess that rules out taking
troops into the mountains to wipe them out as so many advise." He laughed.
"My problem is how to tell if another of those talented ones comes to
Ulia?"


"Be suspicious of people you don't
know. Check them out if you can. I haven't tried it, but I suspect a hard blow
somewhere painful might break their control and their illusion would fail for a
few seconds or longer."


The earl laughed. "That's sounds
worth a try."
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KARISO: Duke Phipps


We left two days later for Kariso, a five-day
trip and the end of the journey. For a true warrior, I'd imagine this would
have been the trip of a lifetime. I had gotten to mingle with the nobility,
prove myself in battle, and earned a reputation that would make me sought
after. But for me it had been a nightmare: I didn't like castles, or
harming—killing—animals or people, or fighting in the blue
dimension. The only bright spot was saving the lives of some good people, and I
enjoyed watching Shelly come into her own.


The five days helped me regain my
balance. I meditated each night with Shelly, had practice matches with Lutz,
Eaton, and many of the guards, and slept under the stars. I was sorry to see
the gates to Kariso on the evening of the fifth day.


We seemed to have been expected,
because we had no trouble at the city gates or at the castle, and in the
courtyard a minister waited with a lieutenant and several servants.


"Welcome to Kariso, Baroness
Shelly. I'm Minister Connar. The duke sends his greetings and looks forward to
meeting you after you've rested and refreshed yourself," a thin elder man
said as she dismounted. "Rooms have been assigned in the duke's wing for
you and nearby for your ladies. Ilea will assist you while you are here."
He scanned the caravan and appeared satisfied that he had everything accounted
for, judging by the small smile. "I understand your companion stays with
you."


"Thank you, Minister. I'm looking
forward to a soft bed and a warm bath. Five days on a horse is five days too
long." She rolled her eyes. "And yes, my companion will stay in my
room."


With that, Ilea stepped forward and
curtsied. She looked only a few years younger than Shelly and had begun to
develop a womanly figure. Her short blonde hair framed a round face with a
sweet smile. The room was a suite with a sitting room and a separate washroom.


"Well, Baroness Shelly, how does
it feel to reach the end of our journey?" I asked. Accepting Wetzel's
assignment had gotten her one step closer to her dream of being a duchess.


"I earned ten years’ experience in
less than one." She laughed. "And I'm a baroness—in two
dukedoms—so I'd say great, although some of that experience I could have
done without."


"Those are probably your most
important experiences, since you will remember them forever and they will shape
who you are more than the others—like being a Sheqn slave."


"What about you?" Shelly
asked.


"I haven’t found what I'm looking
for," I said. "Helping Duke Wetzel and helping to save lives was
satisfying, but killing horses and unarmed men will long haunt me."


"Duke Wetzel will be grateful as I
am. He could help you get what you want."


"The problem is I don't know what
I want or what I'm looking for." I doubted anyone could help. They could
give me money, which would make life a bit easier, but that wouldn't solve my
dilemma. We were interrupted by a knock at the door.


"Come," Shelly said.


"Lady Shelly, Duke Phipps asks
whether you are up to speaking with him," Ilea said as she peeked around
the partially open door. She looked a bit apprehensive. I couldn't blame her.
Royalty did tend to shoot the messenger since it was easier than shooting the
sender.


"Come in, Ilea. We'll be ready in
a moment and you can show us the way," Shelly said as she checked herself
in the mirror. "Zara?" she asked. When I nodded, she smiled.
"Lead on, Ilea, mustn't keep the duke waiting."


Ilea smiled and led us down the hallway
into another one and down to where two guards stood. When they saw Ilea coming
they opened the door and stood back for us to enter. We entered and each made a
small bow—Shelly's new identity deviating from the normal
curtsy—and handed Phipps the letters from Wetzel plus a third one
addressed specifically to him.


"Please sit, Lady Shelly," he
said as he checked the seal before breaking it and sitting to read it. When I
backed up against the wall, Shelly frowned, looking at the chair next to her.
But the duke hadn't invited me to sit, and I preferred not to upset
royalty—especially dukes.


"Zara, please sit. We have much to
discuss. Ilea, get our guests whatever they want to drink." Phipps nodded
toward the chair next to Shelly. She ordered her normal berryjuice for us both.


"My friend Duke Wetzel is a very
clever man to have chosen you two. You wouldn't have been my choice." He
laughed. "But then, the two teams I sent out this year never returned.
Before you tell me what you found, tell me about yourselves," Phipps said,
smiling and sitting back in his chair with a glass of wine in his hand. Shelly
nodded for me to start.


"The Ojaza raided our village when
I was nine summers old. They killed my parents and made me a slave … " I
tried to give a brief account of my life, but Phipps kept interrupting with
questions. Shelly talked about her life, capture by the Sheqn, and her ransom.


"Zara, do you think we could negotiate
with the local Indians? I think it would be a good idea to send a few nobles
there for a year." He gave a wry grin while looking off as if thinking.
"I suspect the experience only benefits very special people like you and
Lady Shelly. Let's stop for now and get ready for dinner, but I'd like to
continue afterward." He stood, ending further discussion.


"What did you think of Duke Phipps?"
Shelly asked back in the room as she waited for Musa and Sarkis to arrive.


"I can understand he and Duke
Wetzel being friends. They are not men to rush into things, and they are
willing to listen. He wanted to know you and me before he listened to our
report. That will help him interpret what we tell him."


"Interpret?"


"Are we exaggerating when we relate
our encounters, or are our conclusions influenced by our backgrounds, or are we
telling him what he would like to hear?"


"Another lesson." She grinned.
"Just when I thought I had graduated." Before we could continue, her
ladies came through the door. They looked exceptionally happy, probably because
the trip—and most of the danger—were over and they will soon be
returning to Redrock. I listened to the latest castle gossip as Shelly washed
and dressed.


The dinner included close to a hundred
people. Phipps introduced Shelly as a baroness from Calle and me as her
companion and personal security. The dinner was an elaborate affair with
several entertainment acts afterward. I was seated at one of the two tables
connected to the main table and only one chair away. Minister Connar sat to my
left and a Baron Ericksin on my right.


"I'm surprised Lady Shelly chose
to visit places like Jqedit, Budia and Ulia. They are remote and prone to
bandits and Indian raids. It would've been safer to stay close to the
coast," Ericksin said, his gaze traveling between Shelly and me.


"I agree," I said, and had
trouble keeping my face from showing my amusement. He didn't want my agreement;
he wanted to know why, or at least something more about Shelly.


"Rumor has it that you did encounter
trouble along the way," Connar said, joining the discussion. "It was
fortunate Lady Shelly wasn't hurt."


"There were a few minor incidents,
but Duke Wetzel provided well for Lady Shelly's safety." I'd love to know
how they reconciled the rumors they heard with my minor incidents. After a while, they gave up trying to get
information about Shelly and our journey out of me. Out of habit, I scanned the
assembled guests, but I didn't see anything suspicious. When the duke and
Shelly rose, I followed her back to the room.


"He wants to meet with us in an
hour. The break is for us to relieve ourselves and change if we wish."
Shelly did change into a less formal dress that was a size larger. Ilea came
for us at the appointed time and walked us to another of the duke's studies.
The room was about the same size as the other but much more intimate—no
desk, just padded over-sized chairs with small tables next to them, shelves of
books, and the walls covered with paintings of all kinds: portraits of people,
landscapes, wars, hunting, and the castle. Drinks were already on the table. In
the corner sat a Cheyo Monk. I bowed deeply. This time I noticed the Cheyo
guard sitting like a statue off in a far corner. Almost invisible, I mused.


"Sit, please. I didn't invite the
Honorable Monk to our first meeting, as I wanted to form my own opinion of you.
I found you honest and believe I know you as well as one can understand someone
without walking in their shoes … or being a Cheyo Monk." He smiled.
"But for this session I require my advisor. Zara, I believe the Sirens
were your assignment from Duke Wetzel, so what did you find?" the duke
asked, and sat back and closed his eyes. I did the same, and the room turned
blue and I saw the Monk floating naked in a lake with several water animals
swimming next to him. His legs looked as if they had grown together.


"Welcome, Zara the Wolf. As you
can see, the Cheyo Monks are all deformed in some way. Maybe it makes it easier
to close out the world and find peace. And what you see is the time when we
were happy. You're a contradiction to us. Your strength comes not from your happiest
times but from your hate of the Ojaza, yet I find no hate in you." The
Monk talked and I heard but not with my ears.


"We visited the city of Ayus
first…" I went city by city, describing each incident with a Siren.
Somehow, as I talked about each incident it was replayed in the blue dimension.
The duke didn't interrupt through the entire telling. When I finished, he
opened his eyes.


"Honorable Monk?"


"The Wolf is very strong and
balanced. I'd say strong enough to take on anyone except a Monk. Her real
advantage comes from her real life experience as a warrior, which the Sirens lack."


The duke stared at me for a long time.
"Well, Zara, how do you suggest we go about eliminating the Sirens?"
he said, and closed his eyes, indicating he was willing to wait for an answer.
Having no answer, I closed my eyes and sought a quiet mind. It took a long time
to settle the chaos. When I finally felt at peace, the Monk appeared.


"You're in a difficult position. Royalty
frequently believes that ordering someone to do something will make it happen. If
it does, it's only as they expected; if it doesn't, they punish the individual
for not obeying their orders—whether the orders were unreasonable or the
individual incapable. Duke Phipps is more reasonable than most and not only
looks for a person he believes capable of doing the task but is willing to
provide the resources necessary to be successful." The Monk stroked the
animal floating next to him. "You have little choice. You're a commoner
and have no liege lord to turn to. Not that it matters. Even if Wetzel were
your liege lord, his problem is the same as Phipps's, so he would support
Phipps. Your only other option would be to go into the mountains and join the
Indians, which may seem like a good idea right now." His words were for me
only. We were alone in the blue dimension.


 "What about you?" I asked the
Monk. "You have far more power than me."


"But I don't have the experience you
have. Even I agree with Phipps—you are the best person available. I
understand you don't want the job, but unfortunately, your wants and desires
don't matter to royalty. They have a need, and you're a commoner and expendable
to them." He laid his head against the animal next to him and said no
more. I agreed.


"I have no idea, Your Grace,"
I said, hoping honesty would somehow help.


"The dukes will give you whatever
support you need, but we need a plan, and you're the best person to develop
one. Don't take too long. Every day we wait gives the Sirens a chance to go on
the offensive," Phipps said, and rose, ending the discussion. And another day you are at risk, I
mused. I walked back to Shelly's room in a trance.


"What are you going to do?"
Shelly asked as the door closed behind us.


"The Monk suggests I may want to
seek sanctuary in the mountains with the Indians," I said, realizing it
was a real option. I hated the Ojaza but not every mountain tribe.


"You wouldn't, would you?"


"I believe Duke Wetzel would give
me a choice; Duke Phipps won't."


"But if you don't, the Sirens will
take over."


"Then they will be the royalty.
Nothing will change for the commoners," I said, knowing it was harsh
although true. Shelly folded into a meditation posture on the floor and I
followed. Shelly's ladies came and left when she didn't greet them. The dinner
hour came and went. And the castle noise slowly died as the hour grew late.


"You're right," Shelly said
as the room turned blue. She sat on a bed, books spread everywhere, reading.
She looked up and smiled. "So this is the Monks and Sirens’s world. I like
it—peaceful and relaxing—a good place to think. You could survive
in the mountains; I couldn't. I would miss you."


"It's a harsh life but simple. But
not where I'd fit; I would be running away. The Ojaza called me a slave that
would be a warrior. They had it wrong. I was a woman that wouldn't be a slave.
Now the duke believes I'm a commoner that would be royalty. He's wrong. I don't
want to lead. I'm just a woman that wouldn't be a commoner."


"Meaning you're stubborn."
Shelly laughed. "But I think the Indians were easier to overcome than the duke
will be."


"I don't wish to overcome him,
just not let him make me into something I'm not."


* * *


"You won't develop a plan?"
Phipps rose out of this chair, shouting.


"I'm not a leader and wouldn't
know how to develop a plan. You and your advisors are best qualified to develop
one. I will assist you in any way I can."


"Phipps," the Monk said
softly from his seat in the corner. "If threats would work against her,
Zara would still be a slave in the Ojaza camp. I believe she's right. Her best
use is not in developing a plan or in implementing one, although she would be
valuable in helping develop and implement one."


"I agree, Your Grace. I've spent
months traveling with Zara. She has never shown an interest in leading,
although Duke Wetzel gave her the authority. But neither I nor the caravan would
have survived without her advice and jeopardizing her life to save us."
Shelly said, risking the duke's ire.


"My initial reaction is to throw you
in the dungeon. But you have some strong allies, and on reflection, you would
be of little value to me in the dungeon." He stopped for a drink of wine
and to think. "Be back here in an hour, both of you. I'll have my advisors
here and we can discuss the problem. Send in one of the guards, Lady
Shelly."


Shelly and I rose quickly and left.


"Thank you, Lady Shelly. Dukes can
be nasty when they are contradicted."


"I can be stubborn too. You're my
friend. I'd be nothing if I wasn't willing to stick up for my friend and fellow
slave." She smiled.


* * *


When we returned, we were introduced to
the duke's advisors.


"Gentlemen, let me first make the
introductions and state the purpose of this meeting. Baroness Shelly was sent
by Duke Wetzel along with her companion Zara with instructions to visit every
major city and look for Sirens." He held up his hand to stop any
questions. "Sirens are people the Trasslat Monastery let go for lacking
the talent to become Cheyo Monks. Someone has collected these people into a
secret society intent on overthrowing the royalty. While they aren't Monks,
they have talent and are very dangerous." Phipps paused for a drink of his
wine before continuing. "Captain Higgins is the senior captain of my
military and an experienced leader."


Higgins was an elderly man, with
graying hair, a mustache, an angular face, and eyes I would wager didn't miss
much.


"Sergeant Rhodes is a senior
sergeant with experience and knowledge of Monis and Arucci."


Rhodes was a broad-shouldered man with
a muscular build and a rugged square face that had seen more than one fight.


"Baron Bradley is the senior baron
in my domain and a longtime friend and advisor. He led my army in several
battles and knows the royalty at Monis and Arucci."


Bradley was the oldest man in the room.
He remained expressionless during the introductions but had given Shelly and me
a long evaluating look when we were introduced.


"Minister Connar, who is also a
trusted friend and advisor."


Connar was thin and elderly. He looked
relaxed, but his eyes were constantly assessing everyone.


"And of course, the Honorable
Monk. Zara, you should start. Everyone here would benefit from knowing
something about you and why Duke Wetzel selected you, and what you encountered
as you visited each city."


"Your Grace." I bowed to him
where he sat at the head of the long oblong table. "The Ojaza killed my
parents and … " I went on to give a short description of my life with the
Ojaza, the caravan I accompanied to Calle, negotiating Shelly's release, and
accepting Duke Wetzel's take-a-look
assignment. That took the better part of two hours and required Shelly to confirm
my account of her release. Then I recounted our journey from Calle to Kariso,
with Shelly helping to verify my accounts of several incidents. When I finished
the room was quiet.


"Now that you have the background,
we need to develop a plan to ensure Monis and Arucci are free of Sirens and to
find the head of their organization. Let's break for dinner and take the
evening to think about what you've heard. The Honorable Monk assures me that what
we heard here today is true. We will meet back here tomorrow an hour after
breakfast. You are not to speak to anyone about what you've heard here except to
the people in this room."


* * *


"Duke Phipps, why don't we just
take half the troops and demand entry in the name of Duke Brodka and the duke's
council? Once inside, Zara can point out the Sirens, and we can execute them.
The same at Monis," Captain Higgins said, smiling as if the solution were
obvious and he didn't understand the need for this meeting. I guessed he never
considered that the Sirens might be in control and that they would not consider
Brodka or any duke their liege lord.


"What if Earl Meade's not in control?"
Shelly asked.


"A few kids couldn't have gotten
control of Arucci, Lady Shelly," Higgins said in a condescending voice.


"Then how do you explain the
Arucci troops attacking my caravan?"


"Lady Shelly has a valid point,
Captain Higgins. We can't assume the enemy is stupid or that they will
cooperate with our plans. If they do, that's all good, but we must assume they
won't and be prepared to deal with a worst-case situation. Arucci troops
attacking a caravan doesn't sound normal, especially when the caravan was a
full day's ride from the city," Bradley said, smiling in Shelly's
direction.


"I served at both Monis and
Arucci, and I can tell you we are not going to breach the city walls with less
than several hundred troops and siege engines. And you can't starve the castle
while they have access to the city, because they grow most of their food inside
the walls and have access to a water supply from the mountains. You'll have to
get someone into the city that can hold open the gates. That won't be
easy," Sergeant Rhodes said, looking to the duke for support.


"Zara, do you have nothing to
contribute?" the duke asked, looking angry. Passing the problem off to me
hadn't worked, and his advisors were confirming there wasn't a simple solution,
so I was the problem. That only emphasized my reason for trying to avoid
royalty. Right now, the Manola community was looking better and better.


"I believe the Trasslat Monastery
needs to participate in the solution, since they are partly responsible for the
creation of the Sirens." I mentally braced myself for an attack by the duke's
Monk, but nothing came. Everyone's head turned toward me, probably expecting me
to be struck dead.


"The Wolf has a point," the
Monk said with obvious amusement. "The Trasslat Monastery—not me or any
other individual Cheyo Monk," he added by way of clarification. The
discussions went on all day and eventually coalesced around taking a party of
fifty mounted troops including Sergeant Rhodes and led by Captain Higgins.
Baron Brady would be in charge, with Shelly and me as advisors.


"I think Duke Phipps would have
preferred you proposing a solution," Shelly said when we entered her room.
"You're not in his good graces right now." She laughed. "Funny
we're concerned about the duke's mood but not yours or mine ... "


"Because he has the power, so our
feelings aren't important—and that is the reason I prefer to stay clear
of royalty," I said, which was true in general but not specifically, since
I liked Shelly.


"And I thought you liked me,"
she said, trying to look hurt.


"I did when you were a slave, but
now you are a baroness." I shook my head and closed my eyes, trying my
best to look sad. Shelly laughed.


"Commoners are much like slaves
under the nobility. They ... we can make the rules as we go along. Phipps could
have had you thrown in the dungeon or whipped or both for not complying with
his wishes, even though you are not one of his subjects, but you are on his
land."


"That is why the Sirens
exist," I said.


"Why?"


"Because they have been
abandoned."


"But they failed ... "


"Would you discard a noble who was
a poor hunter, or swordsman, or poor at reading?"


"Baroness Shelly's first rule,
Zara the Wolf is not allowed to leave her."


"Or?" I asked, feeling she
was only half joking.


"I'll cry and sulk." She didn't
smile. "I enjoy hearing your perspective. It helps me to see my prejudices
and others’, and it's what I'll need to be a good leader. I don't want to
change the world, but I want … need to understand it."


"You should return to Calle, Lady
Shelly. I fear this isn't going to be as easy as Duke Phipps or Captain Higgins
believes. You can't help, and you could get killed."


"You need me to keep you out of
trouble," she said, fists on her hips and a stubborn look on her face.


"Without you there, I could just leave
if I didn't like the way things were going."


"And live in the mountains,
because you'd be a wanted woman. That would be a waste—and that is the
reason I'm going."


"If I leave and you are along,
they will blame you," I said, having begun to understand the nobility.


"I'll take that chance." She
folded into a meditation posture and I followed, too exhausted to argue and
doubting it would accomplish anything. Sometime later, she appeared in the blue
dimension, sitting on her bed reading. "Thank you for helping me find this
place. It's very peaceful," she said, smiling but without looking up from
her book.









CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



 






Expedition to Arucci


When Shelly and I entered the
courtyard, Lieutenant Eaton and Lutz were there with their troops. Baron
Bradley had decided to use packhorses rather than mules, which would have
slowed us down.


"What are your orders, Lady
Shelly?" Eaton asked. Shelly had merely told him that she would be joining
the duke's expedition.


"Baron Bradley is in charge of the
duke's campaign. We are along as advisors and to help if we can. Lutz, I’d like
you to join us, but you are free to leave if you want."


"I'll stay, Lady Shelly. Zara's an
interesting person to be around." He laughed and walked off, talking with
Eaton. At Bradley's invitation, Shelly and I joined him at the head of the
patrol.


"I'm glad you decided to join me
and to bring your troops," he said as we walked the horses through the
town and out the gates.


"It avoids a potential conflict.
My companion is commissioned by Duke Wetzel to chaperone and protect me."
She smiled sweetly.


"That would have been a problem.
Judging by the tales of your journey, Zara could leave anytime she wanted, and
we could never catch her. That would be unfortunate since I, unlike others,
believe she will be essential in resolving this issue." He nodded good-naturedly
in my direction.


It took five days of hard riding to
reach the Trasslat Monastery. We arrived well after sunset and Bradley decided
to wait until morning to disturb the Abbot. I doubted the Abbot was concerned
with night or day or the normal hours the rest of Aesona kept, but it was a
nice gesture on the baron's part. In the morning, Bradley, Shelly, and I
approached the front gate and asked to see the Abbot. A meeting was arranged
with only a minor delay. When we entered her hut, I noticed Sonya standing off
to the side of the Abbot. We nodded to each other.


"Please sit," the Abbot said.
"I understand you wish to speak with me about the ones you call
Sirens."


"That is right, Honorable Abbot.
We have been led to believe that they attempted to take control of Hipula but
failed; however, they might be in control of Arucci and Monis ... "


While Bradley talked, the Abbot engaged
with me in the blue dimension. As before, she opened me like a book. I didn't
resist, having nothing to hide. "You have grown in strength, Zara. I find
that troubling, because it means the Sirens may have also grown since they left
here, and it will have been through hate, not love. Your strength, however,
feels neutral."


"... Zara feels—" Bradley
continued, but the Abbot interrupted.


"Zara feels I have failed the
students of talent and that has spawned the Sirens, therefore I should be part
of the solution. I agree I failed the students. Whether I should help is not
clear. We have always been neutral."


In the silence that followed, I engaged
with the Abbot in the blue dimension. "You don't wish to take sides in
case the Sirens win. You would willingly support them as you do the current dukes,"
I said, preparing to fight no matter how useless.


"Relax, Zara. My power is based on
love, not hate. I would only attack you in self-defense, which is the same
reason I can't help you. And yes, I feel an affinity for the talented ones. I
did not force them to leave out of hate but only because they would waste their
time here trying to be what they could never be. I'm sympathetic to the problem
and would help but am unable."


"But you have solved that
dilemma," I said, beginning to understand the Monks’ basic problem. They
posed a threat to some who would like them eliminated, but a Monk would be slow
to defend himself thus making him vulnerable. The Abbot was quiet for a long
while.


"Sonya and Joanna, another Cheyo Guard,
have agreed of their own free will to accompany you. Sonya will protect you.
She believes as I do that you are worthy of protection. You do not seek to
eliminate the Sirens for the dukes’ sake but because the dukes are the lessor
evil. Joanna will protect Lady Shelly to reduce your worry in the event of
trouble."


"Thank you, Honorable Abbot, for
your support." I rose, forcing Bradley and Shelly to rise and exit with
me.


"What happened?" Bradley
asked once outside.


"The Monks would be of little
value in the conflict, since they won't harm anyone except in self-defense—and
even then they would be slow to act. The Abbot has agreed to let two Cheyo Guards
accompany us."


"How will two extra guards help?"


"The only way we will be
successful is if we can get the army inside the city gates. With a Cheyo Guard,
I may have a chance."


"I don't understand, but you seem
to know what you are doing," Bradley said, appearing content to wait and
see. In fact, I didn't have a plan. I just knew it was the best I could hope
for from the Trasslat Monastery and maybe better than having a Monk when all
was said and done.


As we prepared to leave the next day,
Sonya and Joanna appeared.


"Lady Shelly, you know Sonya and
this is Joanna, who is also a Cheyo Guard. She is assigned to protect you.


"Why?"


"So I don't worry when I can't be
around when trouble arises."


"Welcome Joanna, you'll have to
tell me a little about yourself when we get time." Shelly scowled at me.
"Where are you off to?"


"I thought I'd scout ahead. The
Sirens seem to be very well informed," I said, feeling better leaving
knowing Joanna guarded Shelly. "Sonya, how are you at running?"


She smiled. "Probably not as good
as you, but I'm in good condition."


"We’ll take Greystone in case you
get tired." I put the bridle on her and then began a slow jog in the
direction of Arucci. Leaving before the troops did would keep us an hour or
more ahead of them.


"Ride Greystone," I said to
Sonya early that afternoon. "You've done far better than I did on my first
training runs with the Ojaza. She nodded and mounted, showing she felt she
wasn't in competition with me and had nothing to prove. We saw nothing and
stopped early to wait for Bradley and the troops to arrive.


"You're impressive," Sonya
said. "I can understand how a warrior can outrun a horse. It doesn’t have
that kind of endurance, especially with a man and saddle on its back."


"I hated running when I was with
those training to be warriors, but it has proven a life saver." As we
talked, the dust from the mounted troops could be seen, and sometime later
Bradley and Shelly came into view at the head of the column. The country's
grassland was slowly turning to rolling hills with shrubs and small patches of
trees as we left the coast. But from here on out, the land would become
increasingly rocky and the hills larger and valleys deeper.


"Lady Shelly said you were
scouting ahead. See anything of interest?" Bradley asked as they reached
us.


"No. More likely the closer we get
to Arucci. I would think they would like advance notice of anyone
approaching."


"I agree. Any plans yet?"


"No. Don't know enough yet."
I grinned. Shelly grabbed my arm and walked me away from camp, with Sonya and Joanna
following.


"You were right. Bradley knows you
won't run off while he has me in custody."


"It's obvious Bradley doesn't
agree with Higgins that Arucci will open the gates because we come from Duke
Phipps. So he hopes I can get us in but doesn't trust me—I'm part savage
and talented." I laughed.


The next day, Sonya and I again left
well before the troops were ready. But instead of stopping where I thought
Bradley would, I pushed on into the early evening. A few hours later as we
crested a hill, I pointed down into the shallow ravine below us and then to the
hill on the other side. Sonya nodded, and we slowly made our way back down the
hill and in the direction of the expedition.


"Clever. Civilized men light fires
at night for a hot meal—Indians wouldn't," she said. "The Ojaza
taught you many useful things. But like Cheyo Guard training, to pass you must
know how to use it."


We arrived back at Bradley's camp close
to midnight. The guard nearest the picket line was half asleep and didn't
notice us until I was tying Greystone to the line. He must have notified
Bradley, because by the time I finished feeding my horse, he was approaching.


"Shelly and I were concerned when
we didn't see you at the end of the day. Trouble?" he asked as Shelly
approached with Joanna following.


"No. Scouting. There is a band of
mounted soldiers camped about two hours ahead. I counted fifteen. I don't think
they are aware of your detail."


"What do you suggest?"


"Capture them. They will have
useful information you need." I thought it a safe gamble as they were a
day's ride from Arucci and wouldn't be missed for a while. Bradley stood silently
studying me then called one of the guards over.


"Wake Captain Higgins and
Lieutenant Eaton and have Sergeant Rhodes quietly wake the camp. I want
everyone ready to leave in fifteen minutes," he said, and the guard took
off at a run. "You think there will be a Siren with them?"


"The one leading them, unless I'm wrong."
I waited as Higgins and Eaton came running, their jackets only half buttoned.


"Sir?" Higgins said while
saluting.


"Zara, what's the camp like?"


"Fourteen mounted troops are
camped in a narrow ravine about two hours from here. They have a sentry posted
on the hill north of the ravine, and I believe they have a Siren with them,
probably the ranking person leading the detail. I would suggest someone take
out the guard on the hill and let me deal with the Siren before you
enter."


"Enter?" Higgins asked,
frowning at me.


"They are just soldiers obeying
orders. If that is the case and the Siren is incapacitated, they should be
willing to cooperate." I saw Shelly and Eaton nodding agreement when
Bradley looked at them.


"Alright, lead us to the hill
overlooking their camp, and we can get in position while you confront the
Siren," Bradley said, waving for Higgins and Eaton to get things moving.
Shelly said nothing but gave Sonya a look that she nodded to in reply. Something
else I needed to learn—women's talk. Sergeant Rhodes came running up
shortly afterward.


"Lead on, Zara. I have a small
detail with me. The main column will follow shortly." He grinned.
"This should be fun."


"Hopefully," I said as I
untied Greystone and began a slow run beside her with Sonya following next to
her horse and the sergeant and his detail riding behind us. As we approached
the hill, I had everyone dismount and hobble his or her horse. Then we quietly
made our way to the top, where I pointed out the position of the guard. When Rhodes
nodded, I slid over the top with Sonya following and began my decent toward the
camp. There was only one half-awake sentry and we avoided him easily. I found a
position some twenty yards from the only tent and sat. Sonya moved off to the
side.


I entered the blue dimension easily and
extended it toward the tent. As my sight reached the tent, it disappeared and a
young man sat with snakes crawling over him and one held in his hand.


"You are not one of us. Are you
here to join us and be free, or are you here to die?" He smiled, raising
the snake to his lips.


"To negotiate a peaceful
surrender. I believe the Abbot would accept you back."


"To do what, serve her like a
slave? She rejected us and now we reject her." As the snake in his hand
grew, he flung it at me. It grew as it sailed through the air. I drew my sword
and as it descended I slashed through its body—it disappeared—and the
snakes around him began to crawl toward me, poisonous judging by their diamond-shaped
heads. They grew as they came, hissing with mouths wide and fangs dripping
venom. I shuddered. I had seen an Ojaza bitten by a poisonous snake and it was
a painful death. They began coiling just out of my reach. Panic kills, I mused as I sought a quiet mind. I changed to a hawk
and took to flight just as the first one struck. I caught it in my talons then
torn its head off with my beak. Swooping down, I dropped the remains on the
young man. He gave out a blood-curling cry that woke the camp as my talons sank
into his head and my beak plucked at his eyes. He went into shock and hung limp
in my talons. I let go, feeling sick. 


I jerked awake as four men came running
for me. I staggered to my feet, hoping to stop them, but too late. Sonya had
killed all four before I could say anything. Good thing, because in my state of
mind they would have killed me. Bradley's troops were now coming into the
ravine from all directions. Thankfully, the soldiers were making no attempt to
fight and had dropped their weapons. Bradley entered the tent before walking to
where Sonya and I stood.


"He's only a young boy," he
said in a surprisingly neutral voice.


"The Trasslat Monastery takes them
in when they are only children. Many are let go within the first couple of
years to return to their families. The ones with potential talent are not
judged until they are teenagers, so it's not surprising many of the Sirens are
young," Sonya said. "That makes them no less dangerous."


"You may want to show the troops
the young man before you question them. They think they have been following an
older officer. It might make them more cooperative," I said, thinking the
troops were just following orders, not in on some grand conspiracy. He nodded.


Over the next hour the troops were
questioned and slowly a picture of the current situation at Arucci emerged.
Earl Meade, his wife, and two sons had died in a coup attempt that Baron Lyons
defeated. Captain Drake, the dead young man, replaced Captain Pratt, who they
were told was the leader of the coup, which included the minister and several
nobles. A new minister, Foster, was appointed and a new baron and baroness had
joined since the coup.


"Zara, could you pretend to be the
dead Siren?" Bradley asked as he, Shelly, Higgins, Rhodes, and I sat
around a breakfast fire later that morning. "You obviously have
talent."


"They were trained at the Trasslat
Monastery. I wasn't. The talent I have is as a fighter; the other talents are a
mystery to me. But with the help of the detail's sergeant, we might fake our
way in.


"How?"


"If we can convince him Sirens killed
the earl, we can have him ride back to the castle and say the captain is
fighting a band of Indians and has ordered thirty troops to help him wipe them
out. When they come, we convince them of the situation. Then we could ride with
them as conquering heroes and once inside, take command of the castle."


"It’s worth a try. If the people
of Arucci believe a legitimate noble is in charge, they will follow his orders.
He could say we are part of the coup or we were part of those that overthrew
the duke," Bradley said, looking around the group. Hearing no dissent, he
continued. "Let's try it."


I suggested Lady Shelly be the one to
talk to the sergeant. She spent two hours with him, talking about our journey
from Calle and encounters along the way and the attempted coup at Hipula. When
she was satisfied, we let the sergeant go and crossed our fingers. Personally,
I believed Shelly had the sergeant on her side. Bradley wasn't taking any
chances, and deployed his troops to counter any treachery, so I decided to follow
well behind the sergeant to ensure I knew what was happening in advance.


The sergeant reached Arucci late in the
evening and several hours later a group of thirty left the city. I followed
them to make sure things looked normal—no stops or attempts to sneak up
on the camp. They arrived just after sunrise. When they did, Lady Shelly rose
along with Bradley to meet them. Her troops stayed seated so as not to present
a threat. I joined the group as discussions were taking place. It took four
hours to convince the senior troopers and to develop a plan to enter the castle
and another two hours to prepare for our return.


Twenty-five of the thirty would return
with the first group along with ten of Bradley's force dressed in Arucci
uniforms and ten bodies—mine, Sonya’s, and eight more of Bradley's
force—slung across saddles as if dead. The rest would wait two hours away
for someone to get them when the castle was secure.


The entry into the city and castle went
smoothly. Once inside, we all went to the barracks to change and get organized.
We had barely changed when Minister Foster walked into the stables. He took one
look around and turned to leave, but I stepped in front of him, blocking his
way.


"I'm afraid you are under arrest,
unless you'd like to try and fight your way out." I said with my dagger in
my hand. "Even if you overcome me in the blue dimension, one of these
troopers will cut you down, so drop the illusion and live."


He stared at me for a long time, until
Sonya drew her sword. The illusion of an elderly man disappeared and a boy in
his late teens stood in his place. Bradley and Higgins saw me and came walking
over.


"Meet the current minister of
Arucci," I said. "He as well as the others will need to be secured
and guarded. I'd suggest we secure them with a lock that only the captain or
his sergeant can unlock. They are capable of putting ideas into you head."


Higgins and a couple of troopers took
the young man away. When everyone had changed back into their appropriate
uniform, Bradley led his seventeen troopers plus an additional twenty Arucci
troopers across the courtyard and into the castle, with Sonya and me following.
We caught the Sirens impersonating Baron Walton and Baroness Berry coming down
the stairs.


"What is the meaning of
this?" the Siren Berry shouted. "Arucci soldiers, arrest these men. They
are part of Duke Phipps's coup!" As she shouted this, my head began to
feel cloudy. I stepped forward and slammed the flat of my sword against the
Baroness and then poked the baron in his side. Both images faded and a young
man and woman were revealed.


"Change back or attempt any
illusions, and it will be the last time."


"Sergeant Rhodes, take these two
into custody. Put the three in the dungeon and you keep the keys for safety.
Any funny business, kill them," Higgins said as Bradley and over twenty
troopers followed him up the stairs. Sonya and I followed. Bradley found Baron
Lyons in the earl's study. He stood, frowning.


"Baron Bradley, why are you on
Duke Brodka’s land with troops?"


"With permission of the council of
dukes. Baron Lyons , you are under arrest for the murder of Earl Meade and his
family."


"I stopped a coup by Captain
Pratt. I was just waiting word from Duke Brodka."


"You will have your day in court;
however, I'm afraid you will pay for the treachery whether you instigated it or
were a willing coconspirator or a victim of the Sirens. Captain, place Lyons in
the dungeon with the Sirens."


* * *


Shelly and the others joined us several
hours later. Bradley held court with all the nobles and their wives that
evening. The overthrow of the earl appeared all too easy. Everyone believed
Captain Pratt and a few soldiers had attempted a coup and Baron Lyons had
stopped it, albeit too late to save the earl and his family.


"That was too simple," Shelly
said that evening when we were alone in her room. "An earl and his family
killed and no one seemed to care."


"Because their lives weren't
impacted. No one lost land or status. Dinner was still served on time," I
quipped.


"That's harsh."


"Another good lesson."


"What lesson?"


"If dinner hadn't been served,
there would have been a revolt. Questions asked. Someone made to pay," I
said, watching Shelly's expression change from indignation to concern. Finally,
she sat and became quiet.


"So long as you don't impact
people's lives, no one cares who rules. That's not a good lesson."


"Only if you wish to rule."


"What's the option?"


"I'll let you know when I find
it." I sat and quieted my mind. Bradley was going to expect a strategy
tomorrow or the next day for Monis, and strategies weren't my strong point.


* * *


The Sirens and Baron Lyons were hung
the next day. The following day, Bradley called a meeting to discuss Monis.


"Maybe we can pull off the same
trick we did here," Higgins said, looking at me.


"I don't know, but I somehow think
Monis is aware of what happened here at Arucci."


"How would they know?"


"A good question, but Arucci knew
we were coming, based on the patrol. Fortunately for us, their captain didn't
have the experience of someone like you. If he had, they would have known our
position, strength, and colors and could have returned to the castle with that
information. The castle had nothing to fear. There was no way you could have
breached the city with so few men."


The discussions went on for hours, slowly
coalescing around the idea of taking thirty troopers from Arucci, making the
combined total of the expedition over a hundred.


"What do you say, Zara. No
advice?" Bradley said, knowing a hundred troopers wouldn't get them into
Monis.


"I think Lady Shelly, if she is
willing, and I should go around the backside of the Wild Mountains, in case
whoever runs the Sirens decides to escape through the Monis Pass." I
looked to Shelly, who frowned in thought then nodded.


"So you can take off?"
Higgins asked in an accusatory tone. Why he wanted me around was beyond my
logic. He clearly didn't like me and didn't agree with my
approach—meanness I guessed.


"I didn't know I was under arrest.
I was sent here by Duke Wetzel to look
and report my findings to Duke Phipps, which I did."


"You’re an advisor to this
expedition. Duke Phipps appointed you." Bradley said as if that answered
the question.


"If I wanted to leave, no one
could stop me. You and I know you couldn't catch me even if I told you the time
I was leaving," I said, smiling to take the sting out of it. "However,
I'm quite certain that Lady Shelly would suffer the consequences, although she
has no control over me. Consequently, I'm not going anywhere. You claim I'm an
advisor, well then, I'm advising you that the Sirens know or will know shortly
you are advancing on Monis with over a hundred troops. This gives them two
options: one, to stay and fight since your odds of breaching the castle are few
with the numbers you have, or two, to flee. Going west they may run into you,
so east is the most logical direction. That would mean going through the Monis
Pass. Of course, someone else could go if you like."


"Alright, you've made your point,
Zara. You have to admit you aren't a willing participant," Bradley said in
a reasonable tone.


"You have to admit, no one asked
me if I'd like to volunteer or offered to pay me to be an advisor." I
heard Shelly choke back a laugh.


"What are you being paid by Duke
Wetzel?" Bradley asked, obviously taken aback by my response, or he saw a
chance to bind me to the expedition.


"Nothing, but I volunteered."
I grinned.


"I'm sure Duke Phipps will be very
generous if we are successful," he said with a reassuring smile. I let the
issue drop with a nod, which he took as assent. In fact, I doubted Phipps would
reward anyone except for Bradley if we were successful. And if we weren't, I
would get all the blame. That would be a real dilemma, because if I took off,
Shelly would be left to answer for the expedition's failure.


"Lady Shelly, are you willing to
take Zara and your troops to the Monis Pass?" Bradley asked.


"Yes, Baron Bradley. I'm sure Duke
Wetzel would want us to support you in getting rid of the Sirens, and I trust
Zara."


"Alright then, we will say you are
returning to Hipula and then back to Calle by boat. If Zara is right and they
have informants, that should provide a reasonable explanation as to why you are
leaving. I'll give you a four-day lead, which should get you in place about the
time we are two days from Monis." Bradley looked to Higgins, who was
frowning. "If you don't find the Sirens in the Pass, I expect you to meet
us at Monis."


"Understood," Shelly said. I
would imagine she understood quite well—"or else."


* * *


"You aren't planning on leaving,
are you?" Shelly asked several hours’ travel from Arucci's city gates.


"And you said you trusted me. I'm
hurt, Lady Shelly."


"I'm sorry. But I know a little
something about the maturations of the royalty and the uncomfortable position
Duke Phipps has put you in. You did what you promised Duke Wetzel, and that
should have been the end of it. But they are forcing you assist them by holding
me hostage, and you will get all the blame if things don't go according to Duke
Phipps's wishes. It's not fair, and I wouldn't blame you if you did leave."
Shelly looked miserable. She was struggling with too many conflicting issues:
she wanted to help capture the Sirens, wanted me to help, but understood the
cost.


"I won't desert you, Lady Shelly.
If my assumptions are correct, we will catch the Sirens and you can return home
a heroine."


"What about you?"


"I may just pick a tribe and go
live with them. A warrior is at the top of the tribe’s hierarchical structure,
and the life is simple," I joked, although there was a lot of truth in the
statement.


"You wouldn't!"


"Or there is the Manola community.
They let me keep my shares when I left. They have no hierarchical structure,
and the local Baron is only interested in receiving his taxes."


"What should he be interested
in?" Shelly grinned.


"You tell me, Baroness
Shelly," I asked, and her grin disappeared.


"The people who pay for his fine
dinners, silk clothes, woven rugs, servants … I'm going to be eating off wooden
bowls and cooking my own food." She laughed long and hard.


"I don't know Duke Wetzel, but I
think he is a reasonable ruler. It was truly my decision to take his
assignment. His Cheyo Monk said he would honor my decision, which confirmed my
opinion."


"I agree. He's a very persuasive
man, but I agree he wouldn't force you." She remained quiet for a long
while afterward. By the time we stopped for the night, we were on the other
side of the Wild Mountains and within three days of the Pass.


"What do you think about our
chances of seeing Indians this close to the mountains?" Eaton asked as we
sat around the fire eating.


"I doubt it, but then I was
surprised when fifteen Indians attacked the caravan. But because the Pass
isolates this segment of the mountains and because Arucci and Monis are so
close, I would think they would prefer the mountain ranges farther away from
Monis. A hunting party may roam this far, but I doubt they would attack a
military unit—high risk and little reward. Your weapons are the only
things of value."


"That does put it in
perspective," Lutz said. "We tend to think in terms of what we
value—like horses. But horses aren't much good in the mountains. However,
given they did find something of value, when would the most likely time
be?"


"When the group was least prepared
and all in sight. For a community, that would be in the daytime when people
were working outside. For a caravan or army unit, when you're sleeping."









CHAPTER NINETEEN



 






Monis Pass


We reached Monis Pass three days later,
a few hours after noon. Shelly called Eaton, Lutz, and me to a meeting.


"What do you suggest we do?"
She asked, not addressing anyone in particular, but everyone looked in my
direction. I understood. None of us had ever been through the Monis Pass, and
we might encounter Sirens or Indians on the way. I decided no one was going to
say anything until I did.


"I've never been through the Monis
Pass; however, the map Baron Bradley gave us makes it look like we could make
it through in a day. That's good, because tribes would find the Pass a good
place to ambush travelers, and nighttime would be ideal to ambush a military
unit."


"I thought you said they were
unlikely to attack a military unit because of the risk and little value,"
Eaton said.


"In the open, yes. But in the
mountains at night using bows they would have a real advantage and might try a
hit and run to see the results. They would disappear before you could get
organized. And if you tried to move, they could harass you all night long. And
I would expect the Sirens to travel at night."


"Wouldn't they also have a problem
with the Indians?" Lutz asked.


"I think they could handle the
Indians with illusions or by clouding their minds. And it would be safer because
they would be less likely to accidently run into a military group coming
through the Pass."


"So you recommend we camp here and
begin in the morning?" Shelly said, looking around the group, which appeared
to agree.


"But post a watch in case the
Sirens come through tonight. I'll volunteer," I said, then thought of
Sonya. "Sorry, Sonya. I didn't ask you—" I began, but she shook
her head.


"I volunteered to guard you. It's
doesn't matter where you go or when."


I gave her a small bow. I guess I felt
the same way about Shelly—she was worth protecting. Sonya and Joanna
certainly had found where they fit in society. I had hoped this assignment
would help me find where I fit. It hadn’t, unless I counted finding places where
I didn't fit, like royalty, Cheyo Monk or Guard, or as a soldier under some noble.
I collected a blanket, trail food, and water and trotted toward the Pass with
Sonya following. A horse would have been of no value, so I left Greystone in
camp.


When I reached a narrow place in the
Pass, I sat—which would give them no option but to confront me to get by.
Sonya stepped off to the side and appeared to sleep, but I'd wager her training
would have her in action at the slightest noise.


A few hours before dawn, I heard the
sounds of horses. Several minutes later, twenty mounted troopers came into
view, led by a captain on a white stallion. When he held up his hand, the
detail stopped, and I could see the telltale blue around the captain, a
sergeant, and four corporals—apparently all of the Sirens had decided to
flee Monis. The captain looked down at me and smiled.


"Fool!" he said, pointing his
sword in my direction. "Kill her!" he shouted, and the detail spurred
their mounts as they leapt into a charge. They drew swords but it was hardly necessary,
as the horses would trample me to death. I waited unmoving as they closed the
distance. When they were within two horse lengths, I dove toward a large bolder
where Sonya sat quietly. As I rolled behind it, Sonya's chain lashed out,
wrapped around the leading horse's leg, pulled, and the horse tripped and fell.


Shouts, screams and panicked neighing
from horses erupted. Behind, horses fell or stumbled or tried to jump the
tangled mess. Sonya stepped out into the chaos—a killing storm of
destruction.


I drew my sword and dashed after her,
since there were too many even for a Cheyo Guard. She had already been wounded
at least twice. Even so, she seemed not to notice as she continued her path of carnage.
I followed, taking on those trying to attack her from the rear. The only reason
the soldiers were dangerous was their numbers. I had trained with Lutz and many
soldiers over the years and knew their basic style and techniques. Pain
scorched my side as a soldier to my right and behind me managed to leap over a
dead horse while I was engaging another soldier. Before I could respond to his
follow-up strike to my neck, Sonya had spun and cut off his sword arm. My opponent
took the distraction to lunge with a killing blow to my chest. I twisted away
barely in time as his sword tore through my shirt and skin. I buried my dagger in
his throat as his forward momentum brought him within reach.


"Well, a Cheyo Guard and no
Monk," the captain said, surveying the pile of dead soldiers and horses. A
sergeant and a corporal stood near him. "They are as deadly as those
merciless Monks. But I fear your Cheyo Guard isn't fit to chase us in her
present condition and can't help you in the blue dimension. Ironic, isn't it?
You would think they would be magnificent there as well, but they aren't. We
think it's because the Abbot does something to make them relatively immune from
an attack in the blue dimension, and it inhibits their ability to fight there.
The Monks don't care because that is their battlefield and they never thought
to need help there. So you're alone, and there are three of us. And I'm afraid
we are going to take great pleasure in killing you, since you killed several of
our friends—no, our brothers and sisters abandoned by the Monks."


The world turned blue as I quieted my
mind for the confrontation to come. The three sat apart, each in their own
world. The sergeant sat in a forest area with animals caught in a variety of
traps. The corporal sat in the middle of a stream spearing fish as they swam
by. And the captain, a man in his late twenties, sat in a large royal-looking
room with women tied to chairs.


"Yes, our comforts did not fit
with the Monks’ childish joys. We couldn't change any more than they could, but
they insisted we had to. We pretended for a while, but the Monks aren't stupid
and eventually threw us out. I see you are the savage rumors say you are."
He seemed to enjoy toying with me, or maybe wanting someone to understand them,
although that wouldn't matter if they killed me. I said nothing, taking the
brief reprieve to anchor myself for what was to come.


The sergeant attacked first, with the image
of a giant man with a sword, and a net came rushing toward me. I stood sword in
hand, waiting. As he threw the net, I shrank into a tiny man, jumped through
the now large gaps in the net, grew back to normal size, and attacked. My
attack was so vicious that he was so caught up in defending himself that he
failed to change into something else. 


I had scored several hits and was
getting ready for the kill when the corporal came thundering toward me as an image
of himself on a giant warhorse holding a lance. I moved to the left, forcing
the sergeant's image to the right and in the way of the charging warhorse. The
corporal managed to divert the warhorse just in time to avoid running down his
fellow Siren. 


But before I could continue the attack,
the captain transformed into a wildcat and sprang at me. I changed into a wolf.
We crashed together in midair. I latched my jaws on the cat’s neck as its claws
tore at my flanks. My jaws tightened. He changed into a boa and twisted around
my body. The boa slowly tightened, ignoring my jaw clamped onto its body. My
ribs and chest felt on fire as he continued to tighten his grip. 


Meanwhile, I could see the corporal and
sergeant, swords drawn, looking for an open spot to attack. I changed into a
small, thin poisonous snake and slid out of the boa's grip, curled around the
corporal's leg, and struck him in the calf. In desperation, he swung his sword
at me, cutting off my tail and creating a deep gash in his leg. I fell off and
became human with sword and dagger. They also changed back to men with
swords—two each. It was a stupid idea, since I doubted any of them were good
with even one sword. Two would be a hindrance. The captain appeared the best of
the three. I could defeat any of them individually, but together they had a
significant advantage. I had to spend all my time defending myself as they
constantly changed weapons: long sword, poleaxe, axe, and ball-and-chain.


I was losing, so I sank to the ground
and became a tree, my roots sinking deep. They laughed as they hacked at the
bark, working to get to the heart of my tree. My roots touched lava, and I created
a tunnel for it to escape. They jumped back screaming as it poured out.


"Troops are coming through the
pass," the sergeant shouted.


"Come with me," the captain
said as he and the others left the blue dimension. "They won't follow us,
and if they do, the Iappo savages will make short work of them."


I watched as the three limped off the
trail and into the trees and rocky terrain that led higher into the mountains.
We each had wounds, some more serious than others—a mental fight but the damage
was real. A cut to the arm or chest or leg couldn’t be seen but it could be
felt, just as real internal bleeding could still occur. I doubted the corporal
would last the day; however, the sergeant and captain had only minor wounds
that would heal in time. They would be sore but functional. I needed rest and
my side stitched, but I too would heal. But I was definitely in no condition to
chase them. I managed to crawl over to Sonya. She had done a reasonable job of
stopping most of the really bad bleeding. I helped tie off the ones she
couldn't get to or had missed or ignored.


"Where are you hurt?" Shelly
said as she slid beside me and ran her hands over me, looking for damage. She
screamed when her hand touched my side and came away bloody.


"Have someone take care of Sonya.
She needs immediate attention. I can wait," I said, looking into Shelly's
misty eyes. She nodded and began shouting for a medic—two of the current
troopers had training in treating field wounds that weren't too serious.


Eaton appeared a minute later.
"Are they dead?" he asked, surveying the carnage.


"Two of the five," I said,
watching as the two troopers worked on Sonya.


"Which way? We'll get them,"
he half shouted, looking around. I pointed at the place where they entered but looked
to Shelly and shook my head.


"Don't let them. It's certain
death."


"You don't want us to catch them?
Why?" His voice was loud enough to be heard by anyone in the area, which
was everyone. Lutz wandered up just then.


"Probably to keep you and your men
alive, Lieutenant. Besides, you'd have to leave Lady Shelly unprotected to
chase after Sirens who you don't know how to fight in a mountain full of
Indians."


"Lieutenant Eaton, have your men
set up camp again where we were. Sonya and Zara need treatment and rest."


"What about the Sirens and Baron
Bradley?" His voice was an angry snarl.


"Now, Lieutenant." She looked
up at Eaton like a mountain cat ready to spring on a mouse.


"Yes, Lady Shelly," he said,
and turned, giving orders as he went.


"Lutz, do you think you and
whoever you want could make it through the Pass?"


"Yes, Lady Shelly, with two horses
each."


"Take what you need. You have my permission
if anyone asks. Tell Baron Bradley we encountered five Sirens and a troop of
mounted soldiers. We killed the soldiers and two of the Sirens; three fled into
the mountains. We have wounded and are staying until they recover."


"Yes, Lady Shelly," Lutz said
before rushing off.


"For someone who didn't volunteer,
you take a lot of risks." Shelly looked down on me with a worried frown.


"What choice do I have? If I don't
cooperate, they will lock me in a dungeon or maybe kill me. I would make as bad
a prisoner as I did a slave. If I run off, they will accuse you of some fake
crime. You'll be lucky to just lose your title. The only other choice is to try
and help them catch the Sirens and then leave before Duke Phipps decides he
owns you and me."


"Thank you. I know you are doing
this for me, but don't die for me—if you can't win, leave. I'll
survive." Tears dripped down her cheeks, and she squeezed my hand. She wouldn't
survive in a real sense. Like the warrior who wouldn't be a slave, Shelly was a
duchess who wouldn't be a commoner. She would wither like a tree without water.
I sought a quiet mind where I didn't have to think and could lessen the pain of
my injuries.


* * *


On the evening of the fifth day, Bradley
came through the Pass with thirty mounted soldiers. I wasn't completely healed,
but rest and herbs had me feeling almost normal, and to my relief, Sonya was
looking better. The medic soldiers had given her up for soon-to-be dead.


"You were fantastic, Sonya,"
I said after checking on her many cuts I had packed with herbs gathered from
around the area, a combination of herbal medicine I had learned from the Ojaza and
Dana at the Manola community. The two soldier-medics had followed me around as
I collected herbs, asking hundreds of questions I did my best to answer.


"You were very good yourself. I'm
no good in the blue dimension, but I could see what you and they were doing. Considering
the odds, I think we put on a respectable performance," Sonya said in a
still weak voice, although she had improved significantly over the past few
days.


Bradley went straight to Shelly, who
was sitting by the fire preparing to eat.


"Lady Shelly, I'm glad you are
well, but I'm surprised you didn’t join us in Monis." He remained
standing, I presumed to assert his importance. Shelly didn't appear impressed
and looked to Lutz with a scowl on her face.


"Lutz, I told you to tell Baron
Bradley we had wounded and would remain until they were fit to travel."


"I did, Baroness Shelly,"
Lutz replied, playing along with the game by emphasizing her title.


"You expect me to leave wounded
behind to die, Baron Bradley?"


"Of course not, but—"


"Zara and Sonya were wounded in a
fight with five Sirens and sixteen soldiers. Zara could have travel yesterday,
but Sonya still isn't fit. So, we will be here a couple more days." Shelly
picked a piece of meat out of her stew and chewed it quietly. Bradley stood
there looking stunned.


"You let three Sirens get away.
Why aren't you chasing them?" His tone was harsh and angry.


"Because we had wounded. I thought
you would be here the next day, since it is your responsibility to catch them.
You have thirty troops with you. Zara, which way did they go?" Shelly said,
looking at me. I marveled at the discipline it took for her not to laugh or at
least smile. I pointed to the trail they had used to enter the mountains.
"There, and you certainly have enough troopers to find and capture
them." She took a sip of her stew.


"How can we be expected to find
them in the mountains?"


"You have thirty troopers and are
telling me you are incapable of finding three Sirens on foot, but you expect me
to find them with only ten troopers—two seriously wounded. Either sit and
have something to eat, or go away. You're tired and not making any sense."
She was smart in that her voice remained normal and couldn't be heard by anyone
but Eaton, Sonya, and me. He sat. I guess he knew he wasn't going to win this
argument, and he was beginning to look foolish. Shelly had a valid point.


"What do you think are their odds
of surviving in the mountains?" he asked, looking at me.


"The Siren posing as a corporal
will most likely die of a loss of blood. He won’t be able to keep up, and I
doubt the other two will stop for him. The other two are wounded but not with
life-threating wounds. If the Indians find them, they will kill them, since
they are too old to make good slaves. I don't know anything about the two men,
so I can't give you a better answer. The Abbot knows the men and could
therefore give you a better answer."


"Could you track them?"
Bradley asked liked a dog with a bone—with me the bone.


"After this many days, that’s
unlikely. It's rained at least twice on the mountain." I shrugged. He
accepted a bowl of stew and ate without saying anything. When he finished, he
spoke.


"We entered the castle without any
trouble. Much like at Arucci, Earl Nguyen and his family were murdered in a
faked coup, which Baron Woods claimed to have stopped. He then assumed command.
That's why I was several days late coming here." He seemed somewhat
deflated and looked tired. "Any suggestions, Zara?"


"I think you have accomplished
what Duke Phipps asked you to do. You ousted the Sirens from Arucci and Monis
and killed all but … two, whose odds of survival are poor. It's now the Abbot's
responsibility to adopt new rules for talented students who don't measure up to
the standards for Monk."


"You're right, but you know dukes.
You and Zara will have to come back with me to explain the situation."
Bradley actually smiled. Shelly leapt to her feet, hate written in her face and
eyes blazing fury. I jumped up and stood face to face with her.


"Don't, please. Neither Bradley nor
Phipps is worth it. Bradley is a petrified mouse, and Phipps a dangerous
fool," I said in a whisper so soft I doubted Shelly would have understood if
she hadn't been able to read my lips. She nodded, and I turned back to Bradley.


"Baron Bradley, I will lead you
and your thirty troopers into the mountains to search for your three
Sirens."


"Why thirty troopers?"


"There are Indians in those
mountains. A smaller force would be too much of a temptation."


"Why me?"


"Because you wouldn't believe
anything I told you. So I need a witness Duke Phipps will believe." If I
hadn't been so angry, I would have had a tough time not laughing. I had trapped
the arrogant bastard. His options were few: agree he had done his job and let
Shelly and me go, or go into the mountains with me. Considering what I knew
about Phipps, they weren't good options. "You can wait for the other
thirty troopers if you want."


"I thought you said you couldn't
track them," he said with a small smile, thinking he had found a flaw in
my argument.


"I didn't say I'd track them. I
said I'd lead you and your troopers to search for the Sirens. If they are dead,
we should be able to find remains. If they are camping, we may even find them.
I'm not a god, Baron Bradley, as much as you and Duke Phipps seem to
think—"


"We do not—"


"Yes you do. You expect me to know
who the Sirens are, how to find them, and to kill them when I do. Three of them
would have killed me if it hadn't been for Sonya. I'm just a woman who the
Indians took for a slave after murdering her parents and who is trying to adapt
to civilization. Commoners like me aren't gods. You want a god, force the Monks
out here to look. They created the Sirens." I had lost it and knew it.
Anything could happen after talking back to a Baron like I just had. But I
would die fighting, and I prepared my mind.


"Zara's right." Shelly
interjected just in time to stop Bradley from reacting. "She's willing to
take you into the mountains if you feel it's necessary. The Sirens did their
best to kill her, and it's taken days for her to recover. How is she supposed
to know if they are dead or alive, where they are, or where they’re going?"


"Let me think about it,"
Bradley said and walked back to the tent his troops had set up for him. My
suggestion was stupid now that I thought about it. Thirty troopers thrashing
around the mountain would be easy bait for any sizeable tribe. And if they were
slaughtered, I would be held to blame. And if we didn't find any trace, would
that satisfy Phipps? And what if the Indians had captured the Sirens? On my own,
I might have been able to determine that, but with thirty inexperienced
troopers along, the tribe would just move on until we gave up—which wouldn't
take long. I went to bed with a headache.











CHAPTER TWENTY



 






The Iappo


The next day, Bradley joined us at
breakfast. He said nothing until he had finished.


"Yes, we have a delicate situation
here which has us all rightly nervous. Duke Phipps expects me … us to make the
problem go away. He isn't going to be happy with partial solutions or ‘we don't
know’ answers. That's just the way it is, and we have to live with it."


"Baron Bradley, I'll make you a
proposition. You let Lady Shelly go back to Duke Wetzel, and I will go and look
for the three Sirens. I will make my best effort to capture or kill any I find
or to verify their deaths."


"How can I trust you won't just
disappear or come back and tell me what I want to hear?"


"Between us, you have already
accomplished Duke Phipps's goal. The Sirens have been cleared out of the
castles and are possibly all dead—only the Abbot will know whether that
is true or not. Duke Phipps won't. As you indicated, dukes expect a perfect outcome
whether it’s possible or not. Beside the three that are in the mountain, there
may be twenty more living in the cities."


"What?" Bradley choked out.


"As I said, only the Monks know
how many talented students they rejected, and nobody knows how many chose to
join the group we call the Sirens. So telling the duke you accomplished the
assignment he gave you is true to the best of our knowledge, and there is no
way to dispute that," I said, and waited for him to nod. "But I will
give you my word to do my best and to report back to you at Monis or Arucci and
tell you what I find. But I want your word that you will let me go after that,
no dragging me back to Duke Phipps."


"Baron Bradley, Duke Wetzel and I
trust her word. You may consider her a savage, but she has demonstrated more
integrity than most nobles I know," Shelly said. Bradley rose and walked
off by himself. An hour later, he returned and sat down by Shelly.


"Lady Shelly, what are you going
to tell Duke Wetzel?"


"That Zara and I visited the
cities he designated and did what he asked—looked. We reported our
finding to Duke Phipps and participated with a detail headed by Baron Bradley,
which he sent to free Arucci and Monis. And that you freed the cities and
ousted the Sirens, who were subsequently killed."


"Were they killed?"


"Zara will verify it one way or
the other. And if she can't, I think it is reasonable to assume they died in
the mountains. Personally, it isn't important. You accomplished what Duke
Phipps wanted done—don't confuse him with details. It could keep you from
being appointed earl of Arucci or Monis. If he asks whether they were all
killed, I'd tell him the truth if I were you: only the Abbot knows how many
there were. I doubt he'll ask, and even if he does, you weren't charged with
killing every talented Trasslat Monastery trained person."


"I agree. But I'm going to report
that all the Sirens were killed in the battle at Monis Pass. Initially, a few
fled into the mountains, but you subsequently verified they died of their
wounds. I'll leave Sergeant Rhodes at Monis castle for … "


"Four weeks," I said, hoping
the Indians weren't too high in the mountains. "If he has to wait longer
than that, then I'm dead. The Iappo aren't my friends."


"Alright, contact him with what
you find. I trust him. Good luck, Zara, and thanks. Lady Shelly, will you need
an escort?" He gave a wry smile.


"No, but thank you for the
thought. I'll stay here until Sonya can travel, then take her and Joanna back
to Trasslat. My detail is sufficient." He gave her the traditional kiss on
both cheeks and wandered back to his area.


"I wish you would just wait three
weeks and then report you found them dead or something, but knowing you, you're
actually going to go looking." She gave me an angry glare. "Since I'm
a Baroness in Hipula, I'll wait there for you, and you had better meet me
there."


"I'm not suicidal, Baroness
Shelly. I'll be there as soon as I can. Take care of Greystone for me? I won't
need her in the mountains." I spent the next hour packing my bedroll with
the things I wouldn't need and left it on Greystone. When I finished, I stopped
to say goodbye to Sonya before trotting onto the rocky trail leading higher into
the mountains.


For the next three days, I followed
well-used animal trails leading higher up the mountain, finding occasional signs
I thought had been made by the Sirens: campfires, tree limbs cut for some
purpose, shit which didn't look like it was from an Indian diet, and an
occasional boot print. Toward the end of the third day, I came upon the
decomposed body of the corporal. The animals had done a good job of cleaning up,
but between the clothes, size, and what remained of the skull I was positive it
was him. Two days later, I found the bodies of two Indians with warrior
tattoos. One had the tattoo of a raccoon and the other a wolf. I spent the day
building a tree platform for the two bodies. It was late by the time I had the
bodies settled on the burial pallet. I laughed when I finally finished. I spent too much time with the Ojaza, I
mused. Maybe it was the warrior's wolf tattoo or maybe it was that the Sirens
had stolen their identity. 


I knew there wouldn't be any fires in
the village, so I set some traps then found a spot off the trail with good
cover and slept. As the grey light of dawn began to creep across the side of
the mountain, I fetched the rabbit my trap had snared, cooked and ate, and was
back on the trail before the sun rose. I moved slowly, staying off any obvious
paths, knowing I must be close to the village or a temporary hunting camp. Just
before sunset, I located their temporary summer camp. I estimated a little more
than fifty: about forty-plus warriors, a medicine man, eight or so non-warrior
women, and two slaves. And I saw the Siren captain—actually, I saw a
wolf-warrior with a sporadic blue aura. I worked my way around the camp and
headed higher into the mountains. It took me the entire next day to find what I
was looking for—a watering hole with obvious activity. I used water and
plants to reduce my smell and settled down in a tree with a fair view of the
path to the water.


When the animals began leaving the area
in a rush, I went on alert. A few minutes later, a full-grown male wolf entered
the trail. I nocked an arrow, pulled back the string, and cursed myself, but
like before, it was a matter of survival. My arrow struck true, and he dropped within
seconds. After cleaning him, I carried him back to my hideout and spent the
next several hours skinning him, leaving all but a small piece of thigh for the
scavengers. It was late by the time I found a new campsite for the night, far
away from the kill.


The next day I spent cutting up the
skin and making slots for my arms and legs. Then I moved closer to the Iappo
camp. With dirt and the wolf's scent on me, a wolf's skin covering me, and
naked except for my sword and dagger, I must have been a once-in-a-lifetime sight
when I entered the Iappo camp screaming.


"You have a coyote, a trickster
among you, and a serpent who will spread darkness among the Iappo. The wolf-spirit
demands the blood of the coyote that slew his warrior and the serpent that helped
him. The animal spirits cry for the Iappo's honor," I shouted and heard an
eerie echo that scared even me for a moment. I raised my sword and pointed it
at the captain. "Coyote!" 


It had the desired effect; the warriors
began moving away from the captain and the sergeant. I howled like a wolf as I
advanced on the pair at a run, letting the wolf skin drop away so everyone
could see my wolf tattoo. The pair realized they couldn't choose the blue
dimension without giving away their disguises, which would verify what I had
said, so they drew their swords and waited.


When I was within a few feet, the
sergeant lunged at me with a two-handed strike to my head—a very non-Indian-like
technique. I ducked under it, slashed through his knee, and was past him before
he could reverse his stroke. He collapsed onto his knees. The captain had begun
scrambling backward before I had even reached the sergeant. I could imagine the
look on the warriors' faces—warriors didn't back away from a fight. It
wasn't their style. I think from the look on the captain's face he realized his
mistake and stopped and lunged at me with a vicious strike to the ribs. I
imagine he thought he could overpower a woman. His sword slammed into mine and
slid into my guard and was momentarily trapped. I spun in a circle, and the
pressure snapped his wrist. His freed sword arched high into the air. I stepped
away from him.


"The spirits demand their deaths
or they will abandon the Iappo," I shouted. The captain and sergeant had
lost their illusions and were trying to leave while arrows by the tens scored
direct hits. I waved to the medicine man, who approached cautiously. I
explained to him where he could find the Indian bodies and left the camp. Now
that it was over, my heart was beating like a horse at full gallop. While I was
acting the wolf-spirit it had felt right somehow, but now I thought it a miracle
the Iappo didn't kill me. Maybe they too were caught in the moment or maybe
their minds didn't want to trust their eyes. I made my way back to my camp and
the next day headed in the direction of Monis to avoid running into the Iappo by
accident.


Bradley had given me a letter with his
seal, so I had no trouble entering the city a week later or finding Sergeant
Rhodes at the castle.


"I thought Baron Bradley a fool
trusting you, although I agreed with you that he had accomplished what Phipps
had sent him to do. Did you find anything?"


"I found the remains of the
corporal. I don't know his or the others’ names. He died of wounds he received
in the battle at the Pass. Three days later, I discovered they had killed two
Indians and replaced them with their illusions. It didn't work, and the Iappo
killed them. If I were the baron, I wouldn't repeat that because it would raise
more questions and suspicions. But he can feel comfortable that those three are
dead. He has my word on it. I saw the bodies."


"I'll tell him. I understand you
and a Cheyo Guard took on a troop of sixteen—and lived. That must be some
story."


"I'll tell you this, if you ever
have to arrest a Cheyo Guard, you need at least twenty experienced troopers at
your back, and I'd only give you even odds of living through the encounter. She
was like a goddess of death."


"Wish I had seen it. I'll be
leaving tomorrow. You want company?" he asked, looking around. "Do
you need a horse?"


"Thank you, but no to both
questions. I'm leaving now, and a horse would slow me down. They need to rest
often, whereas I can run all day and night without stopping." I left him
with his mouth hanging open.









CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



 






The Return to Calle


I swung wide of Arucci on my way to Hipula. True to my word,
I ran for more than twenty-four hours before stopping. It felt wonderful being
free and well away from castles and royalty. I slept and hunted the rest of the
day and had a hot meal of a raccoon I shot. With no need to hunt for a few
days, I ran from morning to dark each day, knowing the trip from Monis to
Arucci was considered four to five days and Arucci to Hipula nine to
ten—a total of thirteen to fifteen days. Even swinging wide I thought I
could make it in nine or ten days as the land was mostly rolling plains and
even ground.


I reached the Forlorn River on the sixth day. There I
stopped to fish, wash, and rest. As I lay there that night, I wondered if this
were the life for me, traveling the country, living off the land, and free to
come and go as I wished. With the Ojaza training, I could survive without civilization.
But I had met some very good people, and helping them had been rewarding in
many ways. Saving Ethel and her two children felt good, and she was certainly
worth saving. Saving the caravan to Calle was satisfying as well as befriending
Lutz and Raigosa. Saving Shelly was not only rewarding, but I thought she would
enrich whoever decided to settle and work her land. And helping to rid the land
of the Sirens … I didn't hate the Sirens, but I thought they would be worse
than the current royalty if they came into power. I didn't think Duke Phipps
was a bad or vicious leader. The Sirens terrified him, and he had lost his normal
good sense to fear.


I woke in the morning realizing I still
didn't know what I wanted or where I fit. I guessed I was a bit more civilized
but I was not sure I wanted to be totally civilized. Not sure why I felt good
about being able to outrun a horse, or live off the land, or be a match against
any swordsman, but I did. I intentionally ignored how I felt about the blue
dimension.


I arrived at the gates of Hipula early
in the day, ten days after leaving Monis. I had no trouble at the city gates;
access during the day was open to anyone, although large groups might have been
stopped and questioned. At the castle, I stated I was with Baroness Shelly. I
think the guard recognized me from the last time, because to my surprise he
waved me in. I decided to visit Lutz or Eaton if they were still here and ease
my way back in. I found Lutz first in the practice yard working out with a group
of soldiers. He stopped when he saw me.


"Zara, it's good to see you. There
are at least ten different wagers on you: would you return, when, are you dead
or alive, and so on. Now we can determine the winners and losers. It's
officially thirty-nine days and twelve hours for the when-wager. You are officially alive for the dead-or-alive-wager. And yes for the will-she-return-wager." He laughed. "It's good to see
you, Zara, especially alive and well."


"Thanks. What's been
happening?"


"We arrived twenty-five days ago.
Duke Brodka is still in charge. Lady Shelly said she wouldn't leave until you
returned. She's paying my three companions and me to stay and accompany her to tour
her lands. She sent Eaton and a couple of troops to Calle by schooner to
deliver a report to Wetzel. Sonya and Joanna have returned to the Trasslat
Monastery. Sonya said to tell you that you would be welcome at the Monastery. Oh,
yesterday ten troopers and a captain arrived from Calle with official-looking
documents. I haven't heard what's in the documents or why the troops and a
captain. The troopers don't know, and I haven't had a chance to sit down with
the captain." He frowned. "Maybe we should keep your return a secret
until we find out. You do have a tendency to aggravate royalty with annoying
truths."


"Too late," I said, watching
Lady Shelly come flying across the courtyard with a captain in a black and
silver uniform—Wetzel's colors—trying to keep up without running.


"Zara, you're back!" She
grabbed me in a bear hug, then stepped back and looked me up and down.
"You appear unhurt."


"I'm well, Lady Shelly." I felt
touched by her concern for me.


"Come, you need to get cleaned up,
and you can tell me what you have been doing all this time. Oh sorry, Captain Dennis,
this is Zara, my absent chaperone and companion, who has been running wild for
the past month. Duke Wetzel sent Captain Dennis and ten troopers to replace my
detail and see me home when I'm ready."


"Zara, I’ve heard a lot about you.
You've quite a reputation back in Calle."


"Nice to meet you, Captain,"
I said as Shelly grabbed my arm and began pulling me toward the castle. "I
think I'm being abducted." I shrugged and gave a wry smile.


"Come quietly, or I'll have the
Captain call for help. I've been waiting for weeks to hear what happened. Duke
Phipps sent a messenger to thank me for my help in disposing of the Sirens,
like I actually did something," she said as she crossed the courtyard with
me in tow.


"But you did, Lady Shelly. You
kept me from leaving, for which I'm thankful. Otherwise, I'd be a wanted woman
throughout Aesona."


"Maybe, but it's thanks to you the
Sirens are gone, not Phipps or Bradley or anyone else."


"There’s a chain of reasons,
beginning with Duke Wetzel and you. Without him and you, I believe the Sirens
would have won," I said as she closed the door, a faint blush on her
cheeks.


"Duke Wetzel agrees with you,
because … he’s elevated me to Viscountess. I'm the only one!" She was
jumping up and down and laughing. "There's more, but you first."


"Congratulations, Viscountess
Shelly." I gave a low bow. "You're halfway there."


"Where? Oh, duchess." She
laughed. "It's Shelly when we're in private, and you’re stalling."


"As you know, I convinced Bradley
that he had achieved what Duke Phipps asked him to accomplish and to forget
mentioning anything about Sirens who might have escaped. Judging by Phipps’s
message to you, Bradley did just that. Anyway, I followed the trail the three
started off on…" I tried to avoid the details, but Shelly wouldn't have it,
stopping me time and again for the specifics of each day. The telling was a two-hour
emotional ride—she cried over the Indians who were murdered by the Sirens
and laughed until tears ran down her cheeks over the wolf-spirit and was
intently interested in my feelings during the journey.


"I always think you take too many
chances, and you do. However, on reflection, I think that when choosing a
course of action, you're careful to take the one with the least risk, although
it appears to be the one with the most. Like your wolf-spirit act. I think you
carefully weighed your options and decided it had the least risk." She
studied me with her eyes.


"True. I'm not suicidal. The
Indians believe in the animal spirits, so dressed appropriately—"


"Naked?" She giggled.


"Animal spirits don't need
clothes. So with me dressed appropriately, they wanted to believe, and I had to
assume the two Sirens had good illusions but their speech and actions had
everyone confused. So who would they believe, them or the wolf-spirit?"


"Duke Wetzel has awarded you one
hundred gold for taking his assignment and wants to talk to us as soon as
possible. He has a schooner waiting for us."


* * *


Duke Brodka raised Shelly to
Viscountess when he heard Duke Wetzel had. It meant Shelly could appoint a
Baron to manage her land while she was away. She appointed a baron named
Massey. Everyone won: Baron Massey had land to manage, which meant income and
prestige. Duke Brodka got taxes on the property, and Shelly had additional
income and a summer estate if she wished. We sailed a week later.


"What are you planning on doing
when we return to Calle?" Lutz asked as I stood gazing at the changing coastline.
I had never been on a boat, and I found it an interesting experience, although
I wouldn't want to be a sailor. We had one day of strong winds that had Shelly,
all the troops, and me sick the entire day.


"I think that is going to depend
on the duke. They can be difficult people to refuse. Besides, I've been from
Calle to Kariso and didn't find any place I felt like I fit. Actually, I found
a lot of places I don't."


"Yes, dukes usually get what they
want. I'll tell you, the duke pays well. I've earned more in these past few
months than the last five years."


* * *


We reached Calle twelve days after
leaving Hipula. I had intended to stay at one of the local inns, but Shelly
dragged me to the castle, where I was given my own room. I wanted to run. It
felt like a cage, and I had no idea what Wetzel wanted. He had scheduled a private
breakfast meeting for the next day.


A knock at the door the next morning
felt like an invitation to my last meal. I thought Wetzel a fair man, but he
was a duke, and they could be ruthless when they wanted something, as Phipps
had proven. When I opened the door, Shelly stood there looking bright and
excited in an ankle-length black and green combination dress.


"Come, you don't want to be late,
do you?" Shelly asked, excitement in her voice.


"No, I'd like to be absent."


"You like dungeons?" She
laughed and grabbed my arm. We had barely arrived when the duke entered. Shelly
and I gave small bows. Wetzel said nothing, but his lip twitched watching us.


"I'd like to hear all the details
of your trip, from leaving Calle to your arrival back here," he said, and
proceeded to drag every detail from Shelly and my perspective. We talked
through the morning, stopped briefly for lunch, and continued through the
afternoon. He wanted every detail, including my tracking of the three Sirens.
When we finished, he sat back, alternately staring at Shelly and me.


"It's as I thought. You two—for
whatever reason—are a perfect team. You not only work well together but
you compliment each other. I have a proposal for you to consider," he said
with a slight grin. I'd like you to
consider before you say yes, I mused. "My dukedom runs along the Black
Mountains, which have multiple Indian tribes that threaten, rob, and kill my
people. My barons do nothing except periodically suggest I give them a hundred
troopers so they can wipe the Indians out for good. But I agree with you, Zara:
we would only lose a hundred good troopers and wouldn't eliminate one tribe,
much less the ten or more in those mountains." He stopped for a drink of
his wine. Here comes the punch line, I
mused, involuntarily holding my breath. "You accomplished more than I
could have reasonably expected when I sent you out to Look, and I think you always will. So I'd like to make you, Shelly,
Countess of the Black Mountains, and you, Zara, her Warden of the Black Mountains
with my authority to do what you can to protect my lands from the
Indians." He laughed. "I don't expect you to take troops into the
mountains or to get rid of them. That would be unreasonable. I merely ask you
provide my barons with practical advice to reduce the threat and killings and
to help like you did for me with Shelly."


Shelly looked to me, knowing the titles
depended upon my agreement.


"You'd be free to travel and sleep
outdoors," she quipped, but her eyes pleaded. It actually is a good offer
and may be where I do fit—helping people like those in the Manola Community.
Time will tell.
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