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Prologue


Ages ago…
Khador stood in the clearing of the mountain pass and watched the small army approach out of the west. He signaled to his own men to aid and direct the arriving bodyguards, although Omung’s followers did not appear to be weary or in need of assistance. The leader of the arriving army walked over to Khador and hugged him in a familiar embrace.
“Greetings, brother!” exclaimed Omung. “I see you are the first to arrive. I trust Fakar will be along shortly.”
“It is the appointed day,” stated Khador, breaking the embrace.
“Where is father?” Omung queried. “I thought he was to be with your army.”
“I had little need for him or his men,” grinned Khador. “The people in my sector were no match for my men. Father elected to aid Fakar. He should be here shortly. What of your efforts? Your men appear to free from battle weariness.”
“Battle?” laughed Omung. “There was no battle, only slaughter. The peasants have neither weapons nor any desire to fight. My armies control the entire coastline. They start the sweep towards the center now. The hard part is chasing them through the mountains to make sure we get them all.”
“But get them all we must,” frowned Khador. “I too am having troubles tracking down the savages in my area. My armies also control both coasts of my sector and push towards the center. We cannot let a single soul escape.”
“Yet you fought with father over his plan to kill everyone,” Omung pointed out.
“True enough,” nodded Khador. “I do not relish senseless slaughter, but father is right. What chased us from our homeland, may we never say it’s name, must never be allowed here. If we must kill all to keep it from these shores, then so be it. That does not mean I must enjoy the task.”
The makeshift camp erupted in murmurs and the two brothers turned towards the commotions. A dozen armed but ragged men were making their way into the pass from the east. Khador peered into the new arrivals and barked harsh orders to his men.
“I see Fakar, but not father,” Khador hissed.
Omung merely nodded as the third brother trod over to join his siblings.
Khador received the traditional embrace of Fakar and felt the weakness in his brother’s body. He returned the hug firmly and released Fakar.
“Where is father?” Khador asked.
“Dead,” Fakar replied, his eyes cast down upon the dirt at their feet. “We followed the plan as instructed. We burned our ships and began the attack. It appeared easy at first as the savages were not used to warfare, but as we entered the hills, things went poorly.”
“Poorly?” inquired Omung. “Our scouts reported no armies of any kind. What trouble beset you?”
“Not armies,” Fakar reported as he slumped down with his back to the cliff wall. “Their horses are much faster than ours. The savages would gather in packs and poke our flanks and then outrun us as we tried to catch them. Our formations broke and were scattered. They lured our army into the jungle and that is where it happened.”
“Where what happened?” demanded Khador. “What happened to father?”
“The jungle was full of giant spiders,” twitched Fakar. “Spiders much larger than horses. The spiders were intelligent and attacked us from all sides. Father tried to rally the men out of the jungle. He died killing one of the huge beasts, but by doing so he allowed us to escape.”
“Escape!,” howled Omung. “Your men fled the battlefield?”
“Where is your army now?” questioned Khador.
Fakar clenched his teeth and nodded towards the small knot of weary men that had accompanied him. “That is what I could find of my army and father’s army,” he spat.
“Out of tens of thousands, you bring back twelve?” gasped Omung.
“The rest are probably scattered all over my sector,” sighed Fakar. “I will gather them when I return there. I dared not miss this meeting. Your help may be required in conquering the east.”
Khador paced away from the meeting as Omung continued howling at the youngest brother. The loss of the two huge armies was serious, but not terminal. Still, the savages in all three sectors had to be exterminated, lest the evil follow them to these shores. Khador nodded to himself and strode determinedly back to his brothers.
“The three of us are the only ones left who have yet to receive the magic of forgetfulness,” Khador stated. “We shall receive those rites tonight. Tomorrow we gather all of our armies and march on the eastern sector. I want that land destroyed completely. Salt the fields and kill every living thing we find. Let our mages ensure that it becomes a wasteland forever more.”
“What of the savages we both still chase?” asked Omung. “We cannot afford to have any survivors to stain the bloodline. One intermarriage and we have failed. You know what the mages have stated. One stray thought could bring the horror to our doorstep and nothing will save us then. Nothing!”
“The savages in our two sectors are nothing compared to what father has faced,” declared Khador. “We will return to hunt our savages after we are done in Fakar’s sector.”
“Will breeding really cause the memories to resurface?” puzzled Fakar.
“I do not know,” conceded Khador, “but I will not chance it. We cannot face the likes of what we fled in our ships. We are fortunate to be alive today to talk of it and after the rites tonight, none will ever talk of it again. Even a mention of its name is enough to draw it here.”
“We cannot survive another encounter with it,” agreed Omung. “We shall destroy the land of Fakar and return to our own battles after.”



Chapter 1



Academy of Magic


Excitement rippled through Lyra’s body as she leaned out of the castle window and spied on the two figures below. She felt the morning breeze blow through her short blond hair as she watched them sally back and forth with jabs, thrusts, and deadly swings. Quickly, she pulled away from the window and scurried under her bed. Stretching against the cold stone floor, she reached into the dark corner and seized the hilt of her forbidden sword. Rising with a swagger, she smoothly slid the sword under the belt of her plain, gray tunic with a practiced flourish. Quietly, she crept to the door of her room and eased it open slightly. Her blue eyes scanned the corridor for any signs of life as she slipped her young, lithe body through the doorway. Tiptoeing down the corridor, she peered ahead for any open doorways that might spell disaster for her plan.
Lyra stiffened as she reached the stone stairway and the dull sounds of voices drifted up to her. Bracing her back against the cold stone, Lyra edged her head around the corner and glanced down at the next landing. It was empty and Lyra swiftly raced down the steps, her bare feet gripping the rough stone steps where they met the wall. The center of the stairway was smooth, eroded by centuries of traffic, but it was also in the center of the steps where dirt gathered and Lyra could not afford to slip on any loose material, which might be present.
Lyra halted just short of the landing and peeked around the corner. The aroma of acids and herbs permeated the air on this floor where Master Malafar taught most of his classes. All of the classroom doors were open, but only one student stood in the corridor in a position capable of seeing her. Lyra recognized him. Walak was the son of a rich Lord and a pompous brat. He had no real comprehension of magic and Lyra was sure that his father had sent him to the Academy just for the prestige associated with having a family member attend classes under the Great Master. Lyra couldn’t imagine what Walak was doing out in the corridor while classes were going on, but she could not afford to be seen by him.
Walak appeared to be pacing aimlessly as if waiting for someone. Lyra couldn’t afford to waste much time waiting for Walak to do whatever he was going to do. She waited until Walak was pacing away from her and quickly darted across the landing and began a swift descent down the old stairway. The next landing was empty, as was the adjoining corridor and Lyra continued down to the main floor. Her heart beating rapidly, Lyra gazed into the grand entry foyer and saw people moving around at the far end. All of the people were older and she surmised that they were probably parents of prospective students who had come to inspect the Academy.
Standing upright, Lyra smoothly stepped off the stairs and turned down a corridor leading to a rear exit from the castle. Once she was far enough down the corridor to be safely out of sight, she broke into a run, her bare feet pounding lightly on the smooth floor. Lyra reached the door and swung it open swiftly as she stepped out into the bright glare of the morning sun. She closed the door with an authoritative slam and turned to face the two boys.
“So,” she called, “you two are practicing without supervision again. Perhaps Master Caulder would be interested in your behavior.”
“Oh, no,” groaned Syman, the taller of the two boys. “Lyra, shouldn’t you be learning magic with your father?”
“Yeah,” echoed Antello, “you shouldn’t be here, either.”
“Okay,” chirped Lyra, “I won’t tell if you two don’t. I’ve been waiting for the chance for a rematch with you two.”
“I swear you should be taking lessons from Master Caulder instead of your father,” smiled Syman. “Come on, we don’t want to get caught out here. I’m ready for you this time. Master Caulder has taught us some new swings.”
“You are going to need them,” chuckled Lyra as she drew her wooden practice sword from her belt and leaped off the steps to land in the dew covered grass. “Let’s see what Master Caulder can teach you to protect against this . . . ”
Lyra swung her foot and knocked Antello’s feet out from under him. Turning quickly, she thrust a rising slash of her wooden sword towards Syman and the dark-haired boy had to leap out of the way.
“You are a wicked girl,” laughed Syman as he raised his wooden sword and moved into a defensive stance.
“And a cheater,” laughed Antello as he jumped to his feet and charged Lyra.
“There is no such thing as cheating when you are fighting for your life,” instructed Lyra as she ducked Antello’s thrust and tumbled to the ground to avoid the expected swing from Syman. “Master Caulder may be a Master Swordsman, but fighting for your life is not a tournament. Every action to defeat your foe is legal in order to avoid being killed.”
“She’s right,” agreed Syman as he ran to cross swords with Lyra, who had just regained a standing position. “Master Caulder should broaden our lessons to include situations we may face in real life.”
Antello smiled as he circled Lyra to trap her between Syman and himself. “I guess he figures we will learn those lessons soon enough,” he stated. “What he has taught us already makes us among the best swordsmen in Omunga.”
“Not by a long shot,” scowled Syman as he and Lyra continued to exchange blows. “He is an excellent teacher, but we have a lot to learn before we go fighting bandits or enter the Imperial Service. If we went off right now, we would be dead before nightfall.”
“Not a chance,” laughed Antello as he tried to trip Lyra in repayment for her opening gambit. “It would be our opponents on the ground, not us.”
“None of us are ready for bandits,” huffed Lyra as she jumped to avoid Antello’s swinging leg. “Still, I wish father would let me study with you instead of taking magic lessons. That stuff is so dry and boring.”
“Dry and boring, is it?” shouted Rhodella from the steps. “I thought you weren’t feeling well this morning, Lyra. Your father is going to be mighty displeased.”
Syman’s sword struck Lyra in the ribs when her mother shouted and Lyra stumbled to the ground. The wet dew felt cool against her cheek as she sat up and stared at the imposing figure of her mother with hands on her hips.
“I couldn’t resist, Mother,” pleaded Lyra. “You know how I enjoy practicing with the boys. Why won’t Father let me study under Master Caulder?”
“Your father is the finest mage in Omunga,” scolded Rhodella as she strode over to the errant trio. “People from all over the country send their children to his Academy to learn magic and you are one of the most gifted of all. How can you even think of wasting your efforts with this foolish nonsense? What do you think it does to his reputation to have his own daughter frolicking in the grass with two young boys who shouldn’t even be here? You waste your talents frivolously and you will end up getting hurt with this . . . this disgusting show of brute force.”
“Mother,” appealed Lyra, “Father refuses to teach any interesting magic. I have learned what he is willing to teach, but he refuses to go any further. It is not exciting anymore.”
“You mean he won’t teach you to use magic as a weapon,” scolded Rhodella. “You know your father’s feelings about that, Lyra. We do not need to air this problem in public. Get yourself cleaned up and report to him directly. I am sure that he will have a few choice words for you. And you two . . . Master Caulder is going to hear of this nonsense, I assure you.”
“Mother,” pleaded Lyra, “do not involve Syman and Antello in this. I will take Father’s punishment, whatever it is, but they have no part in it.”
“No part?” questioned Rhodella. “Master Caulder has strict rules about practice without supervision. There are reasons for this, Lyra. We cannot allow students to hurt themselves while here at the Academy. If just one student gets killed at the Omunga Academy of Magic, we will hear no end to it. There are other schools that would gleefully spread the news about our careless methods. All three of you will have your punishment.”
Rhodella turned and stormed into the castle. Lyra rose and smoothed her tunic, trying to rid the rough fabric of dirt before she had to meet her father. “I’m sorry,” she lamented. “I guess I wasn’t as careful as I should have been. I think Walak might have seen me leave. Now I’ve gotten the two of you in trouble.”
“Don’t worry about it,” smiled Antello. “We can handle Master Caulder alright.”
“Right,” snipped Syman. “We’ll just let him beat us silly and then we’ll plead for a swift death. It should all be over quickly.”
“I’ll . . . “ started Lyra before the sounds of screaming reached her.
All three turned towards the castle as the sounds of mayhem increased. The pounding of running horses drifted on the wind and Lyra saw dark clouds of dust from the road leading to the Academy. The road to the Academy was quite long and Lyra realized that a large group of warriors must be attacking the castle. Why anyone would attack the Academy was a mystery though. Looking at her wooden practice sword with disgust, Lyra grabbed Antello as he tried to move towards the rear door of the castle.
“Without weapons,” she whispered, “we will just be giving them three more victims.”
“You don’t think they will stop the killing inside do you?” quipped Syman. “In moments they will be out here to get us, too.”
“You are right!” exclaimed Lyra looking around frantically. “Quickly, get into the moat. Maybe we can circle around to the front and find some weapons.”
“We'd better find some,” declared Antello. “I plan on taking a few of the raiders down if I have to do it with my bare hands.”
“Your hands are not what I would call potent weapons,” quipped Syman as he joined the other two in a mad dash to the dry moat surrounding the castle.
Lyra looked up from the dry moat and saw the windows to the top floors. “This is not good enough,” she declared. “Whoever they are, they will still be able to see us.”
“Can’t you use some magic to help?” inquired Antello. “They must teach you something useful in there.”
“I wish they did,” frowned Lyra. “The fact is, my father doesn’t believe in using magic as a weapon. My Uncle Temiker and my Father had a falling out over this very subject and they have not talked since. They were very close when I was younger and now they won’t even talk to each other. We should move around to the front. We can hide under the old drawbridge.”
The boys nodded as Lyra started crawling along the dirty moat. Although the moat was no longer filled with water, the ground toward the center of the moat was wet from the spring rains and Lyra tried to keep to the side where it was somewhat dryer. Still, her hands and knees were soon covered with the slimy mud. The sounds of screaming and battle floated on the air and Lyra wanted to yell and charge into the castle to battle with the attackers. She gritted her teeth in frustration as she continued crawling through the filthy moat. The sun beating down on her back made it feel as if she was being baked in a mud pit and she shivered with relief when the shadow of the castle fell over the moat as they reached the front of the academy. Looking up, she could see that riders were still coming in from the road and she scurried to the safety of the drawbridge.
They huddled under the drawbridge in darkness as riders continued to pour into the Academy. Dust and dirt rained down on the three youngsters as they hid and covered their ears to ease the sound of the hoofs pounding on the wooden planks overhead. The thundering seemed to echo endlessly through Lyra’s mind and she pressed her forehead into the moist dirt before her. The last of the riders crossed and Lyra lifted her head and shook it. The screams of death and dying pierced her ears and she almost wished for the horses to come back.
Syman and Antello fidgeted constantly as if they were about to leap out of the moat and join the battle barehanded. Lyra looked from one to the other and saw the same tenseness that was usually present in one preparing to spring into battle. Quickly, she guided her thoughts through the images of scrolls and books that her father used to teach magic. She sorted through her lessons to find some type of magic that could stop her two friends from running towards their deaths. She knew that the number of raiders was too great for them to make a difference to anyone inside.
Finally, she remembered a healing spell used to relax patients who were in great pain. She pulled her hands out of the muck that constituted the wall of the moat and tried to wipe them clean. Turning towards Antello, she laid her hands on him. Being a veritable optimist, Antello would be the first to leap out of the moat and meet his death. Quietly, she chanted the spell as Antello looked at her in amazement. He shook his head as if to protest, but Lyra could feel his body starting to relax. Continuing quietly with her chant, Lyra was surprised with the effect of the spell when Antello closed his eyes and his head plopped into the muck on the side of the moat.
Turning towards Syman, Lyra saw that he was engrossed with the sounds from inside the castle. His head was cocked slightly as if he thought it would make his hearing clearer. Being a pessimist, Syman would know that death awaited him inside the castle, but he was no coward and Lyra knew that he was not far from leaving his hiding place to join the fray. Quickly, she laid her hands on him and he shivered at her touch and turned to look at her. Lyra ignored his questioning eyes as she began whispering the chant. During her lessons, the patients never lost consciousness, but their relaxed body eased the pain. When Syman collapsed in a similar manner as Antello had, Lyra wondered why and determined to ask her father about it when the raid was over.
The thought of her father snapped her back to reality and she wondered if she would have a father when this was all over, but quickly chastised herself for having such thoughts. Master Malafar was the greatest mage in Omunga and no simple raiding party could kill him. Lyra wondered how the three of them could help in some way and for the first time in her life she berated herself for her lack of attention in class. She knew that her father had taught her much, but she was too frightened and excited to think of what to do. Pressing her palms over her ears to shut out the noise, Lyra tried to calm herself and mentally walk through her lessons. By the time Lyra had calmed herself and brought her ragged breathing back to normal, the horses started to come back out of the castle.
Once again the drawbridge reverberated with the sound of pounding hooves and the dirt began falling once more on the three students. After what felt like hours, the thundering hoofs were gone and voices could be heard. Syman and Antello started to stir and Lyra gently touched each of them to remind them where they were. A loud conversation was taking place not far from the drawbridge and the three youngsters listened alertly for any clues they could pick out of the discussion.
“Your men are fools and bunglers,” shouted an angry voice. “I wanted them both alive. He will never cooperate alone. The only chance we have now is to find that fool of a girl he calls a daughter. I want her found alive. Alive! Do you understand?”
“As you wish, Klaarg,” mumbled another voice. “We didn’t know what the wife looked like. You can’t blame my men for her death. She was decimating my men and we thought she was just another magic instructor. You never said the wife was a mage too. As least we have the painting of the daughter. She will not get far. I will find an artist to duplicate the painting and all of Omunga will know what she looks like. We will capture her alive. You can depend on it.”
“I am depending on it,” berated Klaarg, “and so are you. If she dies, you will die also. I will not tolerate any more mistakes. See that you make none.”
The pounding of Klaarg’s horse drowned the response out as he rode across the drawbridge, but another voice soon joined the conversation.
“I have checked every hiding hole in the entire castle,” reported the new voice. “She is not here.”
“Well, she has to be somewhere,” stormed the leader’s voice. “You stay here in case she returns. I am taking the men to the village to find out if she decided to take a day off. I will turn that village inside out and return by nightfall. See that you have captured her by then and make sure that she remains alive. If Klaarg is going to kill me for her death, you can be assured that I will kill you if she dies.”
The leader didn’t wait for a response, but rode quickly across the drawbridge. When the noise of his passing subsided, Lyra was not sure whether the other man was still near the drawbridge or if he had retreated inside. Lyra pulled herself up toward the old wooden planks and tried to peer through the slits, but she could not see any sign of the raider. Syman understood what was on her mind and he rolled in the muck until he could see around the edge of the drawbridge. He signaled that there was no one visible and all three of the youngsters quickly scrambled out of the moat. They ran to the castle and pressed their backs firmly against the stone walls.
Lyra frowned when she saw the footprints they had left behind, but unless the raider was very observant, she doubted he would notice because of all the other marks made by the horsemen who had just left. Lyra leaned around the archway and glanced into the courtyard, but she could see only bloody bodies lying on the ground. The raider must have reentered the castle. Her eyes fixed on the sword of a fallen guard and she nodded to Syman. He nodded back as the three young warriors dashed into the courtyard. The Academy grounds were deathly quiet and Lyra made sure that the sword she grabbed did not strike the ground as she hefted it. She looked back at the boys and saw that each of them had also found a useable sword among the bodies.
The front doors to the Academy were wide open and Syman and Antello each pressed their body to a different side of the doorway. Lyra looked at them quizzically and then nodded. Lyra stood in the center of the courtyard and glanced at her two friends. Each of them nodded and Lyra banged her sword against the stone ground of the courtyard. The sound from that one strike reverberated through the courtyard and into the castle. It took only seconds for the raider to appear with his sword drawn and a smile upon his face.
“So, my little mud rat,” sneered the raider, “you’ve been hiding in the moat, have you? Put down the sword and I won’t be forced to hurt you. We’re going on a little trip, we are.”
Lyra was about to probe the man for information, but he must have sensed the boys behind him because he whirled and lunged for Antello. Syman wasted no time and leaped at the hulk of a man, bringing his sword down hard on the man’s unprotected neck. The raider cried out in pain as he collapsed to the stones, blood squirting out of the long cut on his neck. Lyra ran quickly to the raider, but when she arrived the raider’s body shivered and fell still. Wordlessly, the three youngsters entered the castle and started searching for survivors or other raiders who might be lurking about.
The entry foyer was the scene of a battle and Lyra fought to remain calm. Bloody bodies lay all over the stone floor and Lyra nearly fell when her bare feet slid on the blood-slicked stones. Most of the bodies in the entry foyer were Academy guards, although there were also a few raiders and some of the guests she had seen earlier. The weaponless guests had been slaughtered as well as the guards who were meant to protect the Academy. The three young warriors searched the entry foyer carefully, but they could not find anyone alive.
Lyra led the group as they silently climbed the steps to the second floor. There were classrooms and guest quarters on this floor and each room had to be checked thoroughly before they could be sure that there were no more raiders. The classrooms on this level were used mostly by Master Caulder to teach strategy and tactics to the small number of students he took on. Lyra’s father had allowed Master Caulder to host a school here in return for the services of his men and cadets. The arrangement had turned out to be a poor deal for both of them. Most of the classrooms were empty, but the hallway and the large practice room were littered with more bodies. Most of the bodies here were cadets and there was not a single body of a raider on the entire floor.
Lyra’s whole body began shaking as she summoned the strength to mount the next flight of steps to the floor that housed the magic classrooms. Syman and Antello each placed a firm hand on her shoulder as she fought to control herself. Everyone had heard the conversation and knew what they would find on the next floor. Lyra inhaled and nearly choked on the smell of blood, but she steeled herself and shook off the hands of her friends as she led the way up the stairway.
Lyra halted on the landing of the third floor and nearly retched. While downstairs had looked like a battleground, this floor presented the image of a senseless slaughter. The hallway was littered with student bodies, the look of horror and fear still etched on their young faces. Blood had flowed freely here and in the center of the hallway was a large pool of red, sticky blood.
The walls of the corridor were scorched black near the far stairway and burnt husks of what were raiders littered the far end of the hall. Lyra halted and stared at the scorch marks in confusion. Master Malafar disdained any use of offensive magic, but it was obvious that he must have utilized it because none of the students were capable of it. The conversation the raiders had outside swiftly replayed through Lyra’s mind and she frowned at their mention of a woman mage, specifically indicating that it was her mother. But Rhodella knew no magic at all.
Lyra headed toward her father’s main classroom while Syman and Antello continued searching for survivors. The scene of the large classroom was more like a battlefield again with Academy guards and weapons scattered around the room. Once again the walls were scorched black and burnt raiders were piled just inside the door. At the doorway to her father’s private study, which connected with the large classroom, Lyra saw the body of Master Caulder. The bodies of eight raiders lay before him and Lyra belatedly thanked him for doing his best to save her father. Pushing past the bodies, Lyra stretched into her father’s study and halted when she saw the body of her mother, Rhodella. Tears started flowing down Lyra’s cheeks as she started crying. The sound of her bawling brought Syman and Antello running and Syman put his arms around her in an attempt to comfort her.
Lyra pushed Syman away and sank to the floor next to her mother’s body, which was lying in a puddle of blood. Lyra reached out and caressed her mother’s long golden hair and gasped when Rhodella’s head moved.
“She’s alive!” exclaimed Lyra. “Get me something for a bandage. Hurry!”
Antello leaped out of the room while Syman lowered himself to the floor on the opposite side of Rhodella. He helped Lyra gently turn Rhodella over and winced when he saw the nasty gash across her abdomen. He shook his head sadly as he looked into Lyra’s eyes and Lyra bit her lower lip as the muscles of her neck bulged. She knew that there was nothing she could do to help her mother with the type of wound she had and Rhodella would soon die.
“You are safe,” smiled Rhodella. “I thank the heavens for such mercy.”
Lyra smiled tautly and moved the dagger away from her mother’s hand. She never knew her mother owned a weapon therefore was amazed to find the dagger in her possession. Rhodella noticed the confusion on Lyra’s face as she coughed and winced with pain.
“Your father was the nonviolent one,” smiled Rhodella. “I fought alongside my brothers when I was young. Listen carefully. I know that I do not have much time left and I do not feel like I can say this twice. You must get away from here quickly. They have your father and they want him do to something evil.”
Rhodella smiled and held her finger to Lyra’s mouth when the young girl tried to ask something. “Let me finish quickly,” gasped Rhodella. “Your father will not cooperate freely. They will need some leverage to make him perform. I was supposed to be that leverage; now they will seek you. You must go to Uncle Temiker’s place in Alamar. Tell him what happened and get him to teach you properly. It will be up to you to free your father and you must learn everything you can. Tell Temiker to contact RavenWing.”
Rhodella convulsed into a coughing fit as she removed a ring from her finger and placed it in Lyra’s hand. “Who were they, Mother?” asked Lyra as she cast the healing spell that she had used on the boys earlier. “What are they going to try to make father do? Where will I find him?”
Rhodella grimaced as she tried to shake her head. “Thank you,” Rhodella smiled tightly as she felt the effects of Lyra’s spell. “You have learned your lessons well. I know nothing more about the raiders than you do. Under my bed is a chest. Go to it. Inside is your brother’s sword. I think you know how to use it, in spite of your father’s attempts to deny it. Do not allow anyone or anything to get in your way. I feel that there is more at stake here than just your father’s life. Temiker will not be safe, either. Anyone who can cause your father to do what the raiders want is in danger.”
Rhodella coughed and spit up blood. Syman gently took the bandages Antello had brought back and used one to wipe Rhodella’s face. Antello stooped and tried to bandage Rhodella, but she pushed his hands away.
“Don’t bother with me,” Rhodella stated. “I know what is coming and you can do nothing to stop it. I want you two boys to swear that you will stay with Lyra until this is over. She needs your help.”
Although both boys readily agreed, Rhodella was dead before she could hear their answer. Lyra sat and wept while cradling her mother’s head as Syman and Antello quietly left the room.



Chapter 2



Escape from Terror


Syman heard Lyra calling and ran back to Master Malafar’s study. Sliding on the blood soaked floor, he hit the doorway and halted haphazardly. “What is it?” he questioned. “Is something the matter?”
No,” answered Lyra, her muddied face gazing at her dead mother. “I just wanted help getting my mother outside so we can have a proper funeral.”
“Lyra,” sighed Syman, “I’m sorry, but we have no time for that now. Those raiders are coming back here and as soon as they see the one we killed, they are going to be tracking us. We need to get whatever we can salvage and get out of here quickly.”
“We can be ready for them,” chirped Antello from the classroom. “Maybe we can get them as they come in.”
Syman turned and shook his head. “Antello,” lectured Syman, “we would be lucky to fight an even number of those bandits and survive. We’ve had good training, but we have no experience killing people. Those raiders sounded like it was a normal day for them. We need to get Lyra to Alamar. We swore we would do so, even if Rhodella never heard us. I intend to honor my pledge and we shall not do that waiting here for more raiders. Get down to the kitchen and fix us packs for the road. I’m going to scour this place for any useable weapons while Lyra gets her brother’s sword.”
Lyra gently laid her mother back on the floor and nodded. “Syman is right,” she conceded. “Mother’s plan makes sense even if Alamar is hundreds of leagues from here. We have to get someone to help us and Uncle Temiker is a powerful mage. Besides, Mother said he is in danger too. We can tell the villagers about this mess. I know they will provide decent funerals for everyone.”
“But the raiders were going to the village,” cautioned Syman. “We should try to avoid it.”
“I may leave this castle without making my Mother ready for a funeral, but I will not allow her to lie here and rot,” declared Lyra. “We will visit the village before we head off to Alamar. Antello, see if there are any horses left behind while you are downstairs. If the raiders didn’t steal them all, pick three of the best for our journey.”
“I need to get this crud off me before we leave,” announced Syman. “Who knows when the next bath will be.”
Lyra winced as she looked at her two friends and imagined what she looked like herself. “Okay,” she agreed, “but we need to move quickly. I want a long head start on those raiders when they return.”
Lyra stepped over the body of Master Caulder and headed for her mother’s room. Swiftly, she threw herself to the floor and wriggled under the bed for her mother’s chest. She cringed at the feel of her blood soaked tunic as it pressed against her body, but she yanked the chest out and opened it. Sadness filled her heart as she viewed the belongings of her brother, Alfred. Alfred had been killed when Lyra was still young, but she still remembered him well. How proud everyone had been of Alfred when he was chosen to serve with the Monitors, the Katana’s own personal bodyguard. He hadn’t been in the capital more than a year before an assassination attempt cost him his life. The victim of a magical projectile, Alfred never had a chance to defend himself, but his death saved the Katana.
The day the news arrived was the very day her father vowed to never teach offensive magic again and the last day he ever spoke to his brother, Temiker. The assassin was caught and identified as one of Temiker’s former students. Very likely, Uncle Temiker taught the very spell that cost Alfred his life. Father could never forgive him for that.
Lyra looked through the contents of the chest and piled items she would be taking with her on the floor. She added Alfred’s pants and leather vest to the pile and reasoned that she could alter them to fit herself while they traveled. A dark waistband with pouches for Omunga Stars and the Stars themselves were set aside for the journey. Six fine throwing knives with leather sheaths also made the pile. She examined the boots and decided they were too big for her, but smiled when she saw the black cap. She decided that it would do nicely to cover her hair and help to disguise her.
Alfred’s sword was a mean looking double-edged sword, which was considerably heavier than what she was used to, but it also had a well-maintained back sheath and Lyra figured that she would get used to the extra weight of it. Lyra was slim, but she was not weak or frail. In fact, she was quite athletic and in as good a shape as any of the cadets. At the bottom of the chest was a fine bow with three extra bowstrings and a quiver of hunting arrows. Lyra added them to her pile and closed the chest. Gathering up her new belongings, Lyra ran to her own room and started tossing clothes on the bed for her journey. She grabbed the outfit she would wear for today and headed off to bathe.
Lyra pulled off her soiled clothes and threw them in a heap on the floor. She frowned when she realized that nobody would care about her mess or attempt to scold her for her untidiness. There was nobody left to care. Tears rolled down Lyra’s cheeks as she scrubbed the mud and blood off her body, the stiff bristles of the brush turning her skin pink. The Academy had been her home for many years and now it no longer existed. Her tears helped fill her wash tub as she thought about never seeing her mother again. Everything that had happened today seemed like a bad dream to her and she wished she could wake up and find her mother complaining about her missing classes again. Lyra breathed the aroma of the coarse soap and realized that she was not dreaming. Quickly, she finished washing and got dressed.
Before she headed downstairs, Lyra detoured back to her father’s study, carefully avoiding the pools of blood. Stepping over the body of Master Caulder, Lyra averted her eyes from her mother’s body and moved to the wall of bookshelves. Her father, Master Malafar, never let anyone touch his personal library and Lyra had been scolded just for browsing the titles of the books upon it. The Academy had another library that was open to all students, but Master Malafar protected his personal books from student use. Lyra thought she knew why.
Swiftly she scanned the titles, running her finger along the old leather volumes, and had her hunch confirmed. On the very bottom shelf were books dealing with offensive magic. While Master Malafar may have abhorred the use of offensive magic, his love of books would not permit him to discard any, even those, which he would never open again. Realizing the limitations of traveling, Lyra chose three volumes whose titles suggested the most information in the smallest package. Clutching the leather-bound tomes to her chest, Lyra retreated to her room to complete her packing.
Quickly scurrying down the stairs, Lyra found Antello at the bottom with six packs of provisions already made up. “Where is Syman,” questioned Lyra. “Do we have horses?”
“They didn’t take anything but your father,” explained Antello. “Syman has the horses tied out front. He is . . . he is looting the bodies. I can’t believe he is stealing their belongings. It doesn’t seem right.”
Lyra reached down and hefted two of the provision packs, groaning under the additional weight. “What have you packed in here?” she quipped. “I hope it is all edible and not brass candlesticks.”
Turning to look Antello in the eyes she continued. “Don’t let it bother you, Antello. Syman is just doing the same thing you and I just did. My pack is loaded with my brother’s belongings and my father’s books. The packs you made up for us are filled with provisions that belong to the Academy. Syman is wise in gathering anything that can help us reach our destination. Alamar is hundreds of leagues from here and these provisions will not last a tenth of the way there. Any coins we can find will help ensure our arrival. Grab the rest of the packs and let’s get going.”
Antello hoisted the four remaining packs and nodded. “I guess you are right,” he admitted. “Do you even know where Alamar is? How will we know where to go?”
“Alamar is far to the Southeast,” explained Lyra as they started making their way to the front of the castle. “We will have to cross the Wytung Mountains or go around them at some point and then I guess we can follow the rivers to the coast. There is a map in the greeting room just off the entry foyer. Take a look if you are interested. I will help Syman get the horses packed.”
When they reached the entry foyer, Antello branched off towards the greeting room and Lyra spied Syman near the front doors. Nodding to Syman as he searched through the pouch of an elderly man, Lyra continued past him, anxious to be rid of the smell of death that permeated the air of the castle. Syman joined her outside and helped her secure the packs.
“I managed to pick up a fair amount of coin,” remarked Syman. “I guess they won’t have any more use for it.”
“Don’t feel bad about it, Syman,” nodded Lyra. “The coins will be used to avenge their deaths. I think they would be satisfied to know how it will be used. Were you able to secure any decent weapons?”
“Oh, yeah,” brightened Syman. “I even packed spares in case some become unusable. We will have no shortage of Stars or arrows. I also packed some tools for keeping the weapons in good condition.”
“Are the horses going to be able to move?” Lyra asked as she lifted the last pack of provisions to her horse and began tying it down.
“It’s not as heavy as you think,” noted Syman, “and we weigh much less than a lot of riders I’ve seen. Besides, the weight will go down as we eat and discard items no longer serviceable.”
Antello arrived and the three young avengers mounted and rode across the drawbridge. Syman took the lead and turned towards the forest instead of heading for the road. “We are better off keeping clear of the roads until we get away from here,” he explained. “I hid the body of the raider we killed. They will find it, but it may delay them for an hour. Maybe they will think he fled.”
The sun was well into the sky as the three youngsters headed across the open field towards the forest. Lyra began to feel the moistness of perspiration as she gazed at the cool inviting woods ahead of her and began to let her mind drift back to the morning attack. She had been so busy searching for survivors and packing to leave that she hadn’t given much thought to why the attack had occurred. There must have been close to a hundred raiders in the Academy attack and they hadn’t bothered to take anything except her father. The nagging question of why so many men would come to kidnap her father and not bother to take the spoils made her head spin. The raider Klaarg had indicated that Rhodella was not supposed to have been killed and was quite angry about her apparent death. Rhodella had also mentioned the raiders’ need for a hostage to make Master Malafar do something evil. Clearly, they wanted him for his magical knowledge, but the who and why of it escaped Lyra.
They entered the forest and Lyra immediately felt the air cool as the trees shielded the summer sun. The sunlight filtering through the trees created a mosaic of light and dark patches and Lyra let her eyes adjust as her mind started to wander away from the brutality of the attack. The scent of sevemor cones was a pleasant reminder of her younger years and Lyra’s tense body started to relax. The forest was quiet except for the sounds of the horses plodding along the trail and the rhythm of their hooves was pacifying.
Lyra let her mind drift to thinking of anyone who might want Master Malafar for some evil use. There were plenty of mages in Omunga and probably quite a few who would do whatever they were asked to do as long as they were properly paid. Whoever kidnapped her father must need an extremely skilled mage because Master Malafar was known as one of the best in Omunga. If they didn’t need his level of skill, it would be cheaper to hire another mage than to send a hundred raiders to attack the Academy. Lyra wondered what kind of research her father had been involved with which might be considered revolutionary. She mentally kicked herself for not paying more attention to what he was studying, but Lyra found her magic lessons too easy and quite boring. She tended to push magic out of her life at every opportunity and had no idea what research was going on at the Academy.
Lyra looked up and saw that the others were a distance ahead of her and she urged her horse to go faster. She smiled as she heard the distinctive shrill of blue tails and she started drifting back to her childhood and memories of playing in the woods. She caught herself before she drifted too far and brought her focus back to the attack on the Academy. All of the raiders had worn dark colors, but it certainly wasn’t a type of uniform, at least not any uniform that she had ever seen.
Lyra was so engrossed in solving the riddle of the attack that she didn’t notice that the boys had stopped in the middle of the trail as Syman reached out to stop her. Lyra looked up to see Syman holding a finger to his lips to silence her. Antello eased his sword out of its sheath while Syman cocked his head as if listening for something. Lyra wrinkled her brow in puzzlement as she strained to hear whatever had alarmed the boys. The seconds dragged on in silence until suddenly the she heard a twig snap under the weight of someone or something on the trail ahead. The feeling of fear she experienced at the Academy quickly returned even as she tried to convince herself that it was probably just an animal and she was overreacting. Still, the forest animal noises had ceased and Lyra began to wonder if the raiders had thought enough to block the trail in case she tried to escape.
Syman kept a restraining arm on Antello as he swept the forest with his eyes trying to detect any movement around them. Lyra understood what Syman was thinking and she started scanning the woods along their flanks as well. Using hand motions, Syman instructed the group to dismount and handed the reins to Lyra. Easing his own sword out of its sheath, Syman motioned to Antello to take the left side of the trail while Syman slid into the woods on the right. Lyra felt exposed holding the horses in the middle of the trail as the boys disappeared into the trees. Looking around nervously, Lyra gaped as she saw someone move from tree to tree far up the trail. The noise they had heard had been human made, and Lyra shook with fear as she thought of Syman and Antello trying to sneak up on raiders. While they were decent with their swords, thanks to Master Caulder’s instruction, she knew that they were not prepared to go off hunting raiders on their own.
Could she call them back without alerting the raiders? Should she tie the horses to a tree and go help them? Should she ride noisily down the trail to distract the raiders while the boys sneaked up on them? Wracked with indecision, Lyra promised to make contingency plans for such events in the future, should they survive this episode.
Suddenly, she heard screams and thrashing up ahead and ignoring caution, she charged up the trail while unsheathing her sword. As she approached the area where she had seen the furtive figure, she caught sight of Syman and Antello standing over a prone body. Running to where the boys stood, Lyra’s eyes grew wide as she recognized the body at their feet. The wealthy magic student from the Academy, Walak, lay sprawled on the forest floor and Lyra’s mouth gaped open as she slid to a halt.
“Say you didn’t kill him,” cried Lyra.
“Never touched him,” Syman replied. “He fell as we charged him. Must have hit his head or something. I didn’t realize who it was until he fell.”
“Lucky thing he fell,” quipped Antello. “We were ready to slice him in half.”
“Yes,” frowned Syman, “I guess the two of us could kill an unarmed student without too much difficulty. I think your assessment of our skills is a little too flattering Antello. These raiders are not something we want to mess with if we can avoid it.”
“I agree,” offered Lyra. “In fact, I was thinking that we need to have a plan ready for when this happens the next time. We can’t just recklessly react whenever something comes up. We need to have a strategy set up to handle everything.”
“I wonder what Walak is doing out here and how he avoided the attack?” pondered Antello as he pointedly ignored Syman’s statement of caution.
“We will find out when we revive him,” Lyra murmured. “Antello, go retrieve the horses while I see if he is hurt. I’m afraid I just let the reins drop when I heard the screaming.”
Antello sheathed his sword and rambled off as Lyra knelt next to Walak and checked him for injuries.
Satisfied that Walak’s only injury was a bump on the head, Lyra placed her hands on his forehead and cast a mild healing spell that would ease the pain when he woke. By the time Antello returned with the horses, Walak was rousing from his short slumber.
“What happened?” quizzed Walak as he looked up at his captors. “Where are the raiders?”
“I am afraid it was us stalking you,” offered Syman quietly. “We thought you were a raider.”
“How did you escape?” asked Lyra. “Where is your horse?”
Walak sat up and felt for the bump on his head. “I didn’t have a horse,” he answered. “My father was supposed to arrive this morning so I was not in class. I wandered into one of the empty study rooms and was gazing out the window when the screaming started.”
“I will go back and get a horse for him,” offered Antello as he tied the other horses to a tree.
Walak started shaking and crying as he related the tale. “I hid while they were killing everyone,” Walak sobbed. “After a while the raiders left for other parts of the castle and I slipped out the back and ran for the woods. They killed everybody.”
Walak’s head sunk to his cupped hands and he started sobbing uncontrollably. Syman wandered off to check the horses while Lyra sat next to Walak and put her arm around him and tried to console him. After several moments of unresponsiveness, Lyra let her mind wander to the bizarre events of the day. She wondered if anyone else managed to escape the slaughter. She hoped some did, but she knew they dared not return to find out. Letting Antello return for a horse was not even a smart thing to have done, but her mind had been focused on Walak and she hadn’t stopped to think about what might be waiting for Antello at the Academy. Lyra berated herself for another thoughtless decision. Silently, she vowed to start planning better.
Lyra’s thoughts disintegrated as the sound of riders drifted through the silent forest and she leaped to her feet. Syman quietly drew his sword and Walak scrambled away from the trail to hide. A few breathless moments later, Syman relaxed as he recognized Antello returning from the Academy with a spare horse for Walak.
“Anything amiss back there?” asked Syman.
“Nothing at all,” replied Antello. “Maybe it is all over and we can return.”
“There is no going back,” rebuked Syman. “Not ever. Have you so quickly forgotten your pledge?”
“No,” Antello smiled thinly, “I just don’t think we have to be so worried. They are not going to be bothered by a couple of students escaping.”
“I will release you from your pledge,” offered Lyra, “but I am going to Alamar. There is nothing left at the Academy for me and I must get to my uncle as quickly as possible. I understand if you want to go home. Rhodella had no right to wring that pledge out of you anyway.”
“She had every right,” Syman interjected. “Something very serious is going on and someone has to find out what it is. We are all that is left of the Academy. I would go with you without the pledge anyway, so do not blame Rhodella for asking. She did what she had to and we shall do what we have to.”
“Of course,” Antello jumped in, “I am with you too Lyra. I was just suggesting that maybe we don’t need to be so jumpy. Syman and I can handle any trouble on the trip to Alamar and I gave my pledge freely. Like Syman, I would come without the pledge. I would never desert my friends.”
“Alamar?” quizzed Walak. “Why on earth would you go to Alamar? That is on the other side of the country. We should just find the nearest Imperial Guard and tell them what happened and then go home.”
“You are free to go where you want to, Walak,” stated Lyra, “but I must go to Alamar. There is nothing the Imperial Guard can do for those at the Academy now and I have nowhere else to go but to my Uncle Temiker. I promised Rhodella that I would, so I will.”
“You are welcome to ride with us for as long as it suits you, Walak,” Syman added. “We have enough provisions for the four of us. Whatever your decision, we should be moving along now. We have wasted too much time already and I think the raiders will check this trail sooner or later. We should be well gone when they do.”
Walak looked around nervously as the others mounted their horses and quickly joined them. “Well, you are going in the same direction,” he feebly stated. “I think I will ride with you for a while.”
Antello took the lead as the four students rode quietly down the forest trail, each lost in his own thoughts of the events of the morning. Several hours later, Antello paused briefly as the trail split. Lyra directed him to take the left fork towards the village and they continued on in silence. Lyra remembered her vow to anticipate and plan and starting visualizing the small village. She recalled that the raiders said they were going to the village and she did not intend to stumble into them. Silently, she pictured where the trail would enter the village and thought about how they could tell if the raiders were still there. Finally, she whistled softly and when she had Antello’s attention, she signaled for him to stop.
“I am concerned about raiders in the village,” she explained. “I want to stop before we get to the village so we don’t stumble into a trap. There is a farm a short distance before the village. I want to stop there and talk to Aguara, the farmer, but I also want to check out his farm before we are seen. Let me lead for a while.”
Antello quietly nodded as Lyra moved to the front of the procession. Everyone remained silent as the afternoon wore on and it was approaching dusk as the farm came into view. Lyra halted the little group and everyone dismounted. Lyra walked off through the trees to a small hill that offered a good view of the farm. Slowly she scanned the farm. Syman drew alongside her and gently touched her arm to let her know he was there.
“Something is not right,” Lyra declared. “Aguara should be in the fields, but nobody is in sight.”
“Not exactly true,” grimaced Syman. “Look at the barn. I see at least four figures standing in the shadows inside. How many people live here?”
“Just three,” frowned Lyra. “Aguara, his wife, and a son. I see the people you are talking about. I would have missed them.”
“You were wise in checking,” smiled Syman. “Keep watching. I will break out some food. We haven’t had anything to eat since we left the Academy.”
Lyra only nodded as she peered at the barn. She hadn’t even thought about eating, but now that Syman had mentioned it, she was very hungry. Dismissing her newfound hunger pains, she considered Aguara’s farm and the presence of the fourth person. It could be just a visitor or neighbor she realized, but the thought did nothing to quell the rising sense of fear that was building within her. If the raiders were still in the village, how safe were they this close to the village? Would the raiders think to check the trails in the forest near the village?
Syman returned with bread and strips of dried meat and they ate in silence while watching the barn for any changes. Lyra nearly choked on her food when the four people exited the barn and made their way to the house. Four dark clad raiders opened the front door and entered the house as if it was their own. Lyra fought the fear rising in her chest as she frantically started searching the rest of the farm for more dark clad figures.



Chapter 3



Puzzles of Thought


The sky was turning black when Antello and Walak crept up the hill to join Syman and Lyra. Lyra had not spotted any other raiders on the farm, but the four that entered the farmhouse had not left either.
“It bothers me that we have not seen the farmer or his family,” Lyra muttered almost to herself.
“Perhaps they are in the farmhouse,” offered Syman. “When it is dark I can go down to have a look.”
“Are you crazy?” Walak almost screamed. “We shouldn’t be within a hundred leagues of here. I say we get out of here now while we can. You saw what they did at the Academy.”
“We weren’t expecting them at the Academy,” Antello retorted. “This time they don’t know about us being here and there are only four of them. We can take them.”
“We aren’t taking anyone,” Syman corrected. “I said I would go have a look, not attack them. Besides, we really don’t know how many there are. We saw four, but there could have been more in the house before we got here. I do not look forward to fighting any raiders, not even four. I do not think we would fare very well. They are skilled fighters and we are just students. You would do well to remember that Antello.”
“And we are not going to run away,” interjected Lyra. “Aguara may be in trouble and he has been a friend of the Academy for as long as I can remember. Most of our supplies come from this village. Aguara supplies most of our food. I cannot run away while there might be something I can do to help him, even if it is just going to the village for help.”
“You people are crazy,” Walak spat. His face was white and beads of perspiration dotted his brow. “These people are killers and would not give a thought to cutting our throats. You may want to play games with them, but I am getting out of here. I am not going to die just to inflate your egos.”
“We’ve already killed one of them,” bragged Antello. “They are not so tough. Master Caulder taught us well and we know how to take care of ourselves.”
“Enough,” demanded Syman. “Walak, if you want to leave you are free to do so, but I would not go towards the village if I were you. There were over a hundred raiders heading to the village and while I am not sure how many are in the farmhouse, I know it is not near a hundred. That means the rest are in the village most likely. Antello, stay and guard Lyra. I am going to check out the farmhouse.”
Cutting off any response, Syman rose and dashed into the trees. Antello rose to follow and looked down at Lyra. The moment of hesitation took Syman out of sight and Antello sighed and sat down next to Lyra. “I wish he would have waited for me. It would be safer with two of us going down.”
“Actually, you are better off here,” smiled Lyra. “We can watch and if he gets into trouble, we can create a diversion for him.”
“Watch?” questioned Antello. “It is so dark now that we cannot even see him.”
“True,” Lyra replied, “but the raiders cannot see him either. The lights from the farmhouse will allow Syman to see in, but the raiders will be blind looking out into the darkness. Syman will be alright.”
Lyra hoped she was right. She knew Syman was a cautious person, but she could not help but feel fearful for him. She knew that Syman had left abruptly to stop Antello from going with him and Lyra agreed with his judgement. Antello was too quick to pick a fight even with outrageous odds. She looked over at Walak who had not left but sat apart from the others, his body visibly shaking. The sweat was pouring off his face and Lyra could smell fear emanating from him. It was obvious that he wanted to leave, but he was afraid to go off on his own. Lyra felt sorry for him.
“Everything will work out, Walak,” soothed Lyra. “They will never know that Syman was there and he will back soon. We are not looking to fight with anyone, least of all the raiders, but we have to get word to someone in the village about what happened at the Academy. You will soon be back home with your family.”
“If they are not killed by the raiders,” sobbed Walak. “They might be lying dead back there now and we wouldn’t even know.”
“Not unless your father gave up using his ornate coach,” offered Lyra. “The coach was not there when the battle took place and I have never seen him arrive without it. If we can get word to the village, then he will know enough not to go there without troops. Do you see why it is important that we get word to someone about the massacre?”
Walak nodded. “I have never seen anything so terrible before. One side cutting anyone who got in their way and the other burning people where they stood. It was horrible. All of those students dead and just because of your father.”
Lyra winced at Walak’s remarks, but she withheld the words she wanted to blurt out. She told herself that Walak was frightened and didn’t really mean what he said, still the words stung like a lashing. Lyra wondered why her father had resorted to offensive magic. She would not have believed it had she not witnessed the scorch marks on the walls and the burnt bodies. She had thought her father would die before he would ever use offensive magic again, but she was obviously wrong. Maybe she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.
“Tell me what happened at the Academy,” Lyra asked hoping to get Walak’s mind away from his fear. Perhaps just talking about it might help her as well as Walak. She knew the shock of the attack and the loss of her parents had not fully hit her yet and she may well react the same as Walak if she did not start talking about it.
Walak looked from Lyra to Antello, but Antello was not paying any attention to the conversation because he was concentrating on the farmhouse below, searching for any sight of Syman. Walak seemed to warm to the idea of talking and Lyra saw his body relax slightly as the shaking subsided.
“It all happened so fast,” Walak began while digging at the grass with a short stick, his eyes directed downward as if afraid to meet Lyra’s gaze. “I heard the fighting downstairs first. It was faint as if Master Caulder was having a particularly raucous session with his students. Then Master Caulder came running up the stairs with some of his students, yelling about an attack. I cannot remember the whole conversation, but I sensed that he was forfeiting the lower floors to the raiders and the Academy would make its stand in the magic classrooms.”
Walak paused to wipe at his eyes and returned his attention to the stick he was playing with. “Like I said, I was in an empty room so I did not see everything. Rhodella was in the classroom with Master Malafar and they started arguing. I think he knew the raiders were coming for him and he was going to give himself up to stop the slaughter. Rhodella would not hear of it though and shouted for him to fight back. He refused.
Walak started crying again as he relived the nightmare and Lyra felt ashamed that she was making him talk, but she knew that he had to tell his story to heal his troubled mind.
“I just cannot believe that Master Malafar would not use magic to protect the students,” cried Walak. “We looked up to him and Rhodella pleaded with him as the raiders started charging up the stairs from both ends of the hall. Master Caulder and his cadets held the raiders off at one end of the corridor, but the raiders started coming up the other stairway and he was forced to retreat to the classroom. Only the burning fireballs hurled at the raiders allowed him and his remaining cadets to get back to the classroom.”
“So Master Malafar finally relented to use his magic,” Lyra sighed. “It didn’t do much good though, did it?”
Walak looked up and met Lyra’s eyes. “No, he never did use magic. Rhodella was the one throwing the fireballs. I didn’t even know she knew magic, but she killed a lot of raiders. Master Malafar was furious with her, but it didn’t matter for long. The raiders forced their way into the classroom over the burning bodies of their comrades. There were just too many of them to stop. I knew it was over then. I hid in a closet until I could not hear any of them.”
Lyra sat staring at Walak with her mouth gaping. It wasn’t possible. Rhodella had never known magic. Walak must be mistaken. Yet she had seen the scorch marks and had thought it impossible that Master Malafar would use offensive magic.
“Are you sure?” Lyra questioned Walak. “Are you absolutely sure it was Rhodella and not Master Malafar or one of the students?”
“Positive,” Walak stated. “You didn’t know she used magic either I guess. Well, she knew what she was doing. I have seen magicians throw fireballs before and hers were quite powerful. She must have been a Master in her own right. I only wish that Master Malafar had taught us that spell. The students might have been able to survive the attack. Now they are all…”
Walak threw down his stick and stormed off down the hill towards the horses. Lyra sat staring at the stick as Walak’s story went through her head again and again. How could Rhodella have kept her magic secret from everyone for so long? Why was she willing to use it even when Master Malafar forbade it? Why wouldn’t Master Malafar use it when everyone’s life was in danger? How little did she really know about her own parents? Her mind reeled with questions that would never be answered.
Antello’s touch on her arm brought her out of her stupor. “Syman is on his way back.”
Lyra crawled to the top of the hill and peered out into the darkness towards the farm. Only the lit farmhouse was visible and she could not see Syman at all. Within moments, Syman slipped out of the trees and lay watching the farmhouse.
“There are six of them,” he reported. “They are getting ready to return to the village. It looks like they beat the farmer pretty bad, but the wife and son appear not to have been harmed. I didn’t want to stay down there in case they decided to check the farm before they left. We need to make sure they all leave before we go back down.”
Lyra merely nodded as the three students stared at the farmhouse. It was a while before the raiders left, but there was enough light from the open door to count the people leaving.
“I am going down alone,” Lyra stated. “Try to keep an eye on Walak. I am afraid he might do something stupid.”
Syman and Antello started to object, but Lyra’s stare froze their objections. Lyra strode into the trees and started down the hill towards the farm. The field was rough and rutted in places and Lyra wished for a moon to shed some light on the ground. Keeping her eyes focused on the lit farmhouse, Lyra stumbled her way across the fields and finally stood next to one of the windows.
Standing with her back to the wall, she stood silently, listening to the sounds from within the house. Someone was moving around and she could detect the movement of pots and sloshing water, although the occupants’ voices were kept too low to hear. A ripping sound convinced Lyra that someone was trying to bandage the farmer and she risked a look inside.
The farmer’s wife was tending to the farmer’s bruises and the son was stirring a pot on the hearth. No one else was visible. Lyra eased her way around to the front of the house and gazed into the darkness towards the barn and the road to the village. Nothing moved in either direction and Lyra opened the door and stepped in without knocking. The occupants all looked towards the door, fear clearly etched on their faces. Lyra closed the door and stood silently with her back against it as she looked around the room.
“Lyra!” the farmer’s wife exclaimed with obvious relief. “They haven’t found you then. Come in and be welcome.”
Lyra went straight to Aguara and looked over his bruises. “Sorry for my entry,” she apologized. “I wasn’t sure if all of them had left. We have been watching and waiting for hours.”
“You are always welcome,” Aguara winced with pain.
Lyra put her hands on Aguara and gave him the benefit of her healing magic. “That should ease your pain a little,” she declared. “Give me a few moments and I can speed the healing of your wounds although I cannot heal them entirely.”
Lyra spent a few moments on Aguara, checking his bruises and using her magic to speed the healing process. The cuts and abrasions were not serious although the raiders certainly had given Aguara a beating. No bones were broken and he did not appear to have any internal injuries. After doing what she could for the farmer, Lyra sat at the table.
“Those raiders were only a small portion of the band,” she explained. “Over a hundred of them attacked the Academy this morning. They killed everyone they could find and kidnapped Master Malafar. Rhodella is dead. Master Caulder is dead. Only four of us escaped. I came to warn you and to ask the villagers to see that the bodies are properly buried. I cannot stay and do it because they are searching for me. Will you see that they are given a proper burial?”
It took a moment for the shock of her words to register, but Aguara nodded his agreement. “I thought something terrible had happened,” he sighed. “They rode into the village earlier in the day, probably right after the attack on the Academy, although we did not know about the attack then. They were looking for you. You are well liked in this village, as are your parents, and nobody would speak to the raiders. They dragged the village leader, Senjel, out of his home and whipped him in the street. Still, no one would talk. They put a rope around his neck and hung him from the tree in the square and used him for sword practice. Then the bandits split up and started entering every home with their questions. I am afraid that most people spoke freely by this time, but luckily, no one knew of your whereabouts. I slipped out of town and returned here, but I guess it was only a matter of time before they got around to the outlying farms. They were very frustrated that they could not find you and took their frustrations out on whomever they could. You must get far away from here child. I will see to the burials for you.”
“I am sorry for the grief I have brought to your village,” Lyra apologized. “I am grateful to you and all of the village for your kindness. Please let the rest of the villagers know that I appreciate their acceptance of this burden for me.”
“Nonsense!” exclaimed the farmer’s wife. “You have brought no grief to this village. You are a victim like the rest of us. You are always welcome in our home and our village and we would agree to the burials if no one asked us to because it is the proper thing to do. You must not take blame for something you have no control over, Lyra. Let me get some provisions together for you and your friends. Where will you go? What do you need?”
“You can stay here,” offered Aguara. “We can hide you and those bandits will not get anything out of me, I promise.”
Lyra hugged the farmer’s wife and cried. “Thank you for everything. We have provisions from the Academy and we cannot stay. Forgive me for not saying my plans, but I feel you will be safer if you do not know. The raiders will probably come back again when they cannot find me anywhere else. I must be going now before they think to search around the village more.”
Aguara merely nodded sadly as Lyra eased herself out the front door. Lyra stumbled across the fields and back up the hill, satisfied that at least there would be proper burials for the victims of the slaughter.
“We need to ride some more tonight to get away from the village,” Lyra announced as she joined her travelling companions. “I think the raiders will start looking farther out when dawn breaks.”
Nobody spoke as they mounted their horses and headed deeper into the forest. Lyra tried to sort her thoughts as she rode. So much was happening so quickly that she felt like she was rolling downhill and couldn’t find a way to stop. There were no answers to her questions, only more questions. Slowly she tried to organize what facts she knew and try to identify the questions that were most important. Then she would search for answers to those questions.
Somebody wanted Master Malafar badly enough to slaughter an entire Academy to get him. Whoever wanted him must be wealthy enough to afford so many bandits, especially bandits who were paid so well that they could afford to forgo the spoils of the attack. This mysterious person also wanted Master Malafar to perform some magic that only the Master could do, and magic that the Master would refuse to do. That is why they hunted her now. They knew Master Malafar would refuse, which means that the task is either obviously evil or involves offensive magic. Her father would refuse for either reason. What didn’t make any sense was the fact that her father held his ideals higher than life itself, so why would they need a hostage to make the Master perform? By Walak’s account, Rhodella had sacrificed her life to save Master Malafar, but her father was ready to give himself up without a fight. If he valued his own life so little, how would a hostage’s life matter more to him than his would?
A gust of cold wind blew through Lyra’s hair and she lifted her head and gazed into the dark sky. The air smelled like rain and Lyra noticed the leaves on the bushes were turned upside down.
“We are going to get a blow soon,” Lyra called. “See if you can find some shelter.”
Antello shouted back an acknowledgement and Lyra returned to her puzzling questions. A rich person who needs some evil magic done must be part of the answer, she conceded. If that was true then she was willing to bet that other mages, perhaps not of the same stature as her father, were probably coerced into trying the evil magic before the mysterious wealthy person organized the attack on the Academy. She wondered how she could find out if this was true and if the information would lead her closer to finding her father.
Another troubling revelation was that Rhodella was a mage and, according to Walak’s account, a rather proficient one. She also had used a dagger to fend off the raiders. Neither of these details squared with Lyra’s knowledge of her mother. Lyra had been sure that Rhodella shared Master Malafar’s pacifist beliefs. Rhodella had never been known to use magic, in fact she never even participated in any of the discussions regarding magic, either in regards to the Academy or Lyra’s education. Lyra sighed. How could she live with two people her entire life and not really know them? Had she been so wrong about her mother or had Rhodella been under some type of magic spell? Perhaps Walak was mistaken about the source of the fireballs, but Lyra could not think of anyone else who could have been responsible.
Antello reappeared at the head of the little column and announced that he had found shelter for the night, and led the party to a small cave not far off the trail. The cave entrance was small, forcing the students to crawl in and necessitated leaving the horses tied up outside. There was barely enough room for the four of them and their packs and the small enclosure certainly ruled out a fire for the night, though they did light a torch for illumination. While everyone was getting settled, Syman went out to tend to the horses, but he returned after only a few minutes when the sky opened up and sent torrents of rain tumbling down.
“Looks like we made it just in time,” Syman announced as he shook the water from his hair. “We won’t have to worry about being tracked, but I do not feel good being so close to the trail and the horses being left outside. I think we should leave as early as we can and put some more distance between us and the Academy.”
“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Lyra added as she passed out bread and cheese to everyone.
“I don’t understand why we are running away,” mused Walak. “I mean they got what they came to the Academy for, didn’t they?”
“Only half of it,” stated Antello realizing the Walak had not heard the conversation near the drawbridge. “They are searching for Lyra now because…”
“Enough talk of such dreary things,” interjected Lyra. Lyra wasn’t entirely sure why, but she didn’t trust Walak very much. It was not as if he had ever done anything to her or anyone had complained about his dishonesty. It was just a nagging feeling in the back of her mind and she decided to learn more about him before anything more was revealed. His father was very wealthy and he did manage to miss the massacre this morning. Could his father be the wealthy person looking for a mage? “Perhaps we can talk about something more pleasant. Why are you studying magic, Walak? Was coming to the Academy your choice or did your father choose your vocation?”
Antello stared at Lyra in puzzlement, while Syman smiled thinly. Walak sat looking from one to the other and shook his head in confusion. Not fully understanding what was happening, Walak finally shrugged and look down at the cavern floor.
“It was my father’s choice,” Walak finally admitted. “I guess he wanted the prestige of a son attending the Academy. He was coming today because Master Malafar sent him a note regarding my progress, which I fear was not very congratulatory. I think the magic lessons are a waste of time. I mean, Master Malafar doesn’t even teach any of the exciting spells and what he does teach is hardly worth learning. I would much rather tend to my father’s estates and let my brother try magic lessons. He doesn’t have a clue as to how to maximize the income of an estate. His only qualification is that he is older than me.”
Lyra forced a smile at Walak. “Perhaps you will get that chance now. The Academy is finished. Maybe your father will relent and let you do what it is you can do best. I could not even begin to imagine how I would manage an estate. What would you do differently than your brother?”
Antello curled up near the wall, pulling a blanket over himself, clearly disinterested in the conversation. Syman sat pawing through his sack for dry clothes, but Lyra could tell that he was following the conversation closely without appearing to.
Walak brightened at Lyra’s question as if nobody had ever asked for his opinion before. “That’s easy,” he remarked. “My brother is too lax with the gentry for one. Often he has been known to let a payment slide because the borrower complained of problems. He has turned a blind eye to our contracts when a farmer’s yield is not sufficient or when a supplier has failed to deliver the appropriate goods on time. It may not sound like much, but when you add all of these errors up, it comes to a very tidy sum. He also doesn’t know how to negotiate an agreement. There are many vendors vying to contract with my family and he does not appreciate the bargaining position that puts us in. He insists that a contract is only good when both parties are pleased with it, but the fact is, that when you push far enough that the other party balks, that is when you maximize your profits. The point is, my brother just doesn’t know the value of a coin, and I do.”
“Hard to understand with your skills in managing, why your father packed you off to the Academy,” Lyra interrogated. “Does he know magic? Maybe he wanted you to follow in his footsteps?”
“Hardly,” Walak laughed. “My father couldn’t perform even the easiest spell. He has always relied on hiring mages when he needed one. No, I think my father sent me to the Academy because he would then have a free mage at his disposal. I think my brother may have had something to do with it as well. He knows that I am a threat to him and I spot his management mistakes easily. It would be better for him if I were sent away somewhere. I guess he will be disturbed to have me home again, if I ever get there alive that is. Why are you going to Alamar and why are the raiders looking for you?”
“You two will have plenty of time to talk tomorrow,” interrupted Syman. “We need to get an early start and some sleep will be good for all of us. We are not free of the raiders yet and until we are, we must travel long and swiftly.”
Lyra quickly agreed and stretched out as far from the entrance as she could. She pretended to fall asleep quickly, but her mind was troubled for a long time before she finally drifted off.



Chapter 4



Gatong


“Wake up,” Antello whispered and upon seeing Lyra open her eyes, moved off to wake Walak. Syman was already stirring and Lyra rose quietly and gathered her belongings.
“A band of raiders rode by here a few moments ago,” Antello softly explained. “If we were awake, I think we could have taken them. No more than six of them.”
“Antello,” Syman growled, “we don’t want to attack anyone, even if we can take them. What we want to do is quietly disappear. Which direction were they heading?”
“South, like us,” Antello replied sullenly. “They were not moving fast, so maybe we should wait a while before moving out.”
Syman stuck his head out the cave entrance and peered at the sky and the ground. “It hasn’t rained for some time and doesn’t look like it will today,” he announced. I would like to make it to the city of Gatong today if we can, but I do not want to catch up to the raiders. Does anyone know the trails in this part of the forest? Perhaps there is another trail we can take, one that is less used.”
Everyone looked sheepish and shook their heads, but it was Lyra who spoke. I have never been farther than Tala, which is the village we visited last night. I know the main trail goes to Gatong, as does the road, but I have no knowledge of the other trails. I do know a bit about the geography though. The Altha River flows into Gatong and should be to our east. Maybe we should cross the road and try to find it. We could follow the bank into the city.”
“I have to believe that the road would be closely watched,” frowned Syman. “Even just crossing it would be a risk and we would not make Gatong before nightfall if it is any appreciable distance to the east. I would rather risk an unknown trail as long as it heads in the right direction.”
“But we might find the Imperial Guard on the road,” argued Walak. “Once we find them we will be safe.”
“The Imperial Guard has barracks in Gatong,” interjected Antello. “We can tell them about the attack when we get there. I think Syman is right. I will scout for another trail while the rest of you travel slowly down the main trail. You won’t catch up to them unless they stop, but be alert in case they turn around.”
When Syman nodded at the plan, Antello mounted his horse and rode off into the forest. Walak was torn between wanting to stay in the cave until the raiders went home and getting to Gatong so he tell the Imperial Guard about the attack. During his hesitation, Syman and Lyra mounted and set off down the trail. Walak hurried to catch up to them before they left him behind.
They rode slowly for over an hour with Syman in the lead before Antello returned and indicated that he had found another trail. The group left the main trail and followed Antello. Their cross-country journey was easy at first, but soon they were riding through scratchy bushes with thorns and barbs. The barbs reached out to snare their clothes and scratch their arms, but it was the noise of the journey that bothered them the most. If anyone were listening, the sounds of their journey would certainly be heard. Finally, they broke free of the bushes and found a narrow trail. Antello halted as he reached the trail and listened intently for any sounds that didn’t belong. Only the morning chirping of birds and the gurgle of a distant waterfall disturbed the woodlands and Antello led the small group southward in single file.
It was impossible to talk while riding single file and still remain quiet, so everyone was left to their own thoughts for the remainder of the morning. Lyra had a lot of questions without answers and thinking of them only frustrated her. Instead, she let her mind drift back to her magic lessons and started looking at what she had been taught in a different light. She had always hated the lessons because she saw no reason for the magic. Walak was right about one thing; the lessons were boring and useless. Still, she had never thought of being in her present position and now she started seeing uses for some of the spells that she thought were useless, like starting a fire without a tinderbox. That lesson had seemed pointless while living in a castle where the corridors were lined with burning torches.
She started looking at each spell in a new light. Fetching a small object could become handy if they were hiding and couldn’t move. Making a noise emanate from a distance could be a good distraction and sending a scent upon the wind could be used to lead tracking dogs astray. Smiling to herself, she began to find dozens of uses for the spells she had learned. Mentally, she cataloged each spell and thought of ways they could be utilized. Still she wished she had learned some offensive magic and her hand instinctively patted her saddle sack as she thought of the books she would read as soon as she got the chance.
Near high sun, Antello called a halt and they ate a small meal of dried meat and bread. No one spoke during the brief respite and soon they were back on the trail. An hour later, Antello slowed as the narrow trail rejoined the main trail. There were no recent tracks visible, which led Antello to believe that the raiders had not come this far and they proceeded down the main trail.
The afternoon’s travel was uneventful and as the sun approached a hand’s width from the horizon, the city of Gatong appeared through the trees. The area between the students and the city was all cultivated so the trail turned sharply at the edge of the forest and ran directly east towards the road. Antello stopped and Syman drew abreast of him as they scanned the open area together.
“I don’t see anyone who looks like a raider, but I am not fond of proceeding in the open,” Syman summarized. “Perhaps we are better off to spend the evening here and approach the city in darkness.”
“You can’t be serious,” cried Walak. “We spent all day riding in silence for fear of being discovered and right down there is the Imperial Guard. All we have to do is make a run for it. If anyone is watching for us, we will be inside the city before they know what is going on.”
“Let’s compromise,” offered Lyra. “Antello and Walak can ride in now and alert the Imperial Guard. Syman and I will follow as soon as we see you enter the city safely and try to book passage on a boat.”
“Don’t book any boat passage for me,” objected Walak. “I have no desire to go to Alamar. I am reporting the attack and asking for an escort home. You three can go off fighting raiders by yourself. I want no part of it. It was your father’s fault that the Academy was attacked in the first place. You will be lucky if you aren’t jailed for failing to report the attack.”
With the last words of Walak’s tirade, he charged down the trail towards the road and Syman nodded to Antello to follow him. “You don’t trust him either, do you?” Syman asked Lyra when they were alone.
“It is not that I distrust him,” Lyra replied after some hesitation, “it is just that I do not trust him. I wonder if his father might be behind the attack on the Academy.”
“And you do not find it strange that he was the only person from inside the castle who escaped unharmed?” Syman asked.
Lyra cocked her head and sent Syman a puzzling glance. “So that is why you were so interested in our conversation last night. I just assumed that his story was true. Walak has always been a cowardly obnoxious brat and I could picture him hiding in a closet so I gave it no thought.”
“He certainly has no love for Master Malafar or the Academy,” added Syman. “I don’t know what to think. I only urge caution in what we let him know.”
“Thanks for stopping the conversation last night,” nodded Lyra. “I wasn’t sure how to get out of telling him more, but I share your caution. Still, Walak does not have the courage to have remained at the Academy if he knew there was going to be an attack. He could not have had any advance notice of the attack, but that does not mean that his father didn’t order it. I am probably fishing in a wash tub, but his father is something I want to check out.”
“Well at least we shall be free of him now,” reflected Syman. “He just entered the city with Antello not far behind. Nobody gave them more than a cursory glance so I think we are safe to enter. Let’s ride casually and make a run for it only if we are threatened. No sense in giving people a memory of our passing.”
Lyra nodded in agreement as they started down the trail towards the road. The sun was just starting to set as they gained the road and traffic was almost nonexistent. Lyra let her eyes wander to the farms lining the road, their uniform rows of tilled earth reflecting a warm glow in the light of the setting sun. Half height painted fences lined the road with a scattering of gates for the access trails leading to the farmhouses. It was a pleasant view and prettier than Tala’s scattered farms. The walls to the city rose up before them and Lyra felt excitement run through her. She had only been to Gatong once before and that was so long ago that she had all but forgotten those childhood memories. She tried to anticipate what the hustle of city life must be like with people running every which way on shopping sprees or errands of some sort.
The city gate was clearly visible now and Lyra could pick out the shining white uniforms of the Imperial Guard manning the entrance. Beyond them she could see fine carriages on the road and a long line of storefronts with gaily-painted signs. As they got up to the gate, she saw Antello standing beyond the Imperial Guards and he was making some strange gestures. Syman halted and grabbed the reins to Lyra’s horse just before they passed through the gate.
“Darling,” Syman cooed, “maybe we should inquire about work with the farms out here before we try to get a job in the city. I am pretty handy with a plow and it looks like they might need help.”
Lyra stared at Syman, but watched the Imperial Guards who were only several feet away. “Whatever you wish husband. I think living on a farm again would be good. Which one should we inquire of first?”
Syman mumbled an unintelligible reply as he turned, leading Lyra’s horse with him, and headed back up the road. He slowly and calmly passed two or three gates before selecting one to open. They traveled up the trail to the farmhouse and Syman dismounted and walked up to the farmhouse door. Lyra stole a glance back towards the city and saw nothing unusual. Lyra sat upon her horse as the sky darkened and Syman talked to an old weathered farmer in a jovial manner as if there was no urgency in his unusual behavior. Lyra wanted to scream at Syman to tell her what was going on, but she forced herself to sit calmly as the old farmer kept glancing over towards her and smiling.
Eventually the farmer retreated indoors and Syman came back and helped her dismount. “We are going for a little walk my dear,” he grinned. Leading their horses eastward pass the farmhouse, Syman whistled an old sailor tune and walked with a swagger. Lyra’s curiosity boiled within her as she walked alongside the whistling cadet, but again she held her loving facade. Syman led them along a narrow path that ran between two fields and eventually they halted at another gate. Syman opened the gate and kept on going until they had entered the forest beyond.
“Okay,” Lyra huffed, “what exactly is going on?”
“Sorry, Lyra,” smiled Syman. “I am not sure what is the matter, but Antello signaled not to enter the city. He was concerned about the Imperial Guards, but for the life of me, I cannot understand why.”
“How do you know all this?” questioned Lyra. “And what was all that with the old farmer?”
“Antello and I have a system of signals,” explained Syman. “We developed them to avoid getting caught at the Academy. It is nothing fancy, but he signaled that we need to circle around the city and, as Gatong is a seaport, the only way we can do that is to the east. The little speech I gave at the gate was to make a story up which the guards would believe. I think they would be interested in people who turned around after seeing their uniforms guarding the gate. I chose the farm that was best tended to inquire of work, knowing we would be turned down.”
“Okay,” conceded Lyra with a warm appraisal of Syman’s cleverness. “So you asked for work at the least likely place to want workers, but what did you discuss with the farmer for so long?”
“I told him that I was a sailor and newly married,” chuckled Syman, “just in case he actually needed help. When he politely declined my offer to work for him, I confided that your father did not approve of me and that he did not know of our wedding. I asked if there was somewhere that we might spend our honeymoon night without entering the city, for I feared that your father might come looking for us. I must have struck an old memory in him as he offered us a room for the night. I politely refused and inquired if there might be an old hunter’s cabin in the woods nearby. As I guessed, he confirmed that there were several and told me where I might find one. I asked permission to traverse his property and he gave it gladly and here we are.”
“Don’t start believing your own stories, Syman,” laughed Lyra. “I never realized how resourceful you are. How do we meet up with Antello though?”
“Well, he said we needed to circle around the city, so he intends to meet us on the other side. I would suggest that we find a high point on the other side of the city and keep watch for him. First, we are going to have to find a way to cross the Altha River. Perhaps we should catch some sleep in the hunter’s cabin first.”
Lyra playfully punched Syman’s arm and laughed. “I think we need to circle the city and find out what is going on to alarm Antello.”
Darkness settled over the valley as Lyra and Syman worked their way through the woods and finally found a trail leading eastward. The trail was well used, but not a main trail and they proceeded single file. Chirping crickets and croaking frogs created a racket loud enough to block out any other sounds and Syman led them slowly through the woods to avoid stumbling upon a patrol. Eventually, the trail ran alongside the Altha River and they followed it upstream for several hours before coming to a crudely made bridge. They crossed quickly and started following the trail on the other side of the river back towards the city.
It was approaching the middle of the night when Syman spotted the glow of a campfire ahead on the trail. Raucous laughter drifted lightly on the wind and Syman turned around and they retreated back up the trail. Backtracking for a while, they came to a fork in the trail and turned south. The narrow trail wound through the forest and started climbing. Being unfamiliar with the area, Syman could only follow the trail and hope that they came to an intersection that would allow them to turn westward once again, but the trail continued southward and climbed steadily. The soil turned rocky as they climbed and they began seeing glimpses of the starry sky as they continued to ascend the trail. The trail began to switchback and Syman realized that they were climbing out of the valley and were not likely to find a connecting trail until they either reached the top of whatever they were climbing or they descended the other side.
“I think we ought to find a place to sleep,” suggested Syman. “I am sure that we are probably south of the city now and we need some height to watch the road. In the morning we will be able to see where we are.”
Lyra was sore from riding and welcomed the stop. She quickly agreed and Syman began searching in vain for a suitable campsite. The trail had grown quite steep since they had agreed to stop and the night sky was completely visible to one side, while the other side was a wall of solid rock. The path consisted of small rocks and Syman had almost given up finding a campsite when he spotted an overhang in the rock wall. It was not a cave, but the overhang would offer some protection should the weather turn to rain.
They halted and dismounted and led the horses under the overhang where Syman had found a protrusion in the rock to tie the reins to. The ground was quite pebble-strewn and they laid blankets on the ground and slept on top of them.
Lyra awoke several hours later, feeling as if she had not slept at all. The sun had risen and while they were still in the shade of the mountain, the entire valley below was bathed in sunshine. Lyra stood on the edge of a cliff and gazed out over the broad valley and the sea beyond. The city of Gatong lay nestled below and the rising sun reflected off a multitude of buildings like light refracting through a many-faceted prism. Lyra never imagined such beauty and was so enraptured with the vision that she did not notice when Syman walked over and stood next to her. The intrusion of his voice startled her and she jumped.
“It is a beautiful sight, isn’t it,” Syman commented.
“Yes,” Lyra sighed, regaining her composure. “It is hard to imagine such beauty. The city seems so small from up here.”
“Indeed, it will be impossible to spot Antello from this distance,” Syman agreed. “I am going to walk up the trail a bit and see if I can tell how far we have to go up before it starts back down. We might be better to turn around and take our original trail back to the road. I am sure that whoever had the campfire last night is long gone.”
Lyra nodded as Syman left and returned to gazing at the vista before her. The people of the city were rousing from their night’s slumber and she watched them move busily about like tiny ants. The sun’s reflection off the buildings kept moving ever so slightly and the people and horses flitted from light to dark as they traversed the streets. Somewhere down there is Antello she realized, suddenly afraid for him. What was it that spooked him so? Was he in danger or did he sense danger for Lyra? A sense of darkness fell over her just as the shadow of a cloud fell over Gatong and she knew that they must hurry to meet Antello, or perhaps, rescue him.
Syman returned at a run and Lyra turned to meet him.
“We stopped just short of the summit,” Syman panted, “and the watchtower that sits upon it. It is crawling with Imperial Guards.”
“Is that bad?” questioned Lyra. “I mean why should we be afraid of Imperial Guards? They will protect us from the raiders at least.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” offered Syman. “Antello is no fool and he obviously did not want us to pass the Imperial Guards at the gate. I do not pretend to understand what is going on, but I think we should avoid everybody until we talk with Antello and that includes the Imperial Guard. There is no way past them other than returning the way we came and that is what we are going to do.”
Lyra looked deeply into Syman’s eyes trying to read whether it was fear or concern that lurked within them. Finally, realizing that his caution was probably well founded, she shrugged and went to pack the horses for the trip back down the mountain.
The journey down the trail was quicker in the daylight than it had been the night before and within a couple of hours, they were past the site of the campfire and approaching the road south of Gatong. Mindful of the watchtower atop the mountain, Syman found a concealed waiting place that offered a good view of the road and they settled in to wait for Antello to come out the gate.
A couple of hours passed before they finally saw Antello and when they did, he was not coming from the city, but from the south. Quickly, they mounted and made for the road, turning south when they reached it. Syman and Antello ignored each other as they passed on the road, and Syman and Lyra continued south until the city was out of sight. Syman dropped a shiny coin on the ground and led Lyra into the woods until they found a small clearing. There they waited for Antello to show up and they did not have to wait long.
“I thought I would never find you,” greeted Antello. “That was my fourth run over the road this morning and I really didn’t want to have to do it again.”
“Sorry,” apologized Syman, “we had trouble finding a safe way around the city. What is the matter with us entering Gatong? Did Walak get to speak with the Imperial Guard about the raiders?”
“Oh he got to talk with them alright,” frowned Antello. “He was already talking to them by the time I reached the gate. When they found out he was from the Academy, they dragged him off to be interrogated.”
“Well that is what he wanted,” interjected Lyra. “I don’t see why that bothered you so much. It makes sense that they would want to investigate such a massacre.”
“No, no, no,” Antello shook his head. “They already knew about the massacre. They were taking him into custody as an accomplice. “
“An accomplice?” Lyra scowled. “Whatever would make them think he was an accomplice?”
“Whoa,” interrupted Syman. “You are not making sense, Antello. Start from the beginning and go slowly. Tell us everything that happened.”
“I am trying to,” sighed Antello. “Okay, when I got to the gate, Walak was off his horse and talking to the Imperial Guards. He appeared to be arguing and they dragged him off right before my eyes. Nobody paid any attention to me riding in and I immediately dismounted and went to the first street merchant I saw. I asked her what the commotion was about and she started telling me about the terrible massacre at the Academy. When I asked her if the person they dragged off was one of the raiders, she told me that he had just admitted to leaving the Academy with the killer and that he was arrested.”
Lyra started to interrupt and Antello held his hand up to stop her. “I asked her what she meant and she pointed to a poster on the backside of the gate. She told me that Walak had just admitted to leaving the Academy with the terrible killer who was pictured on the poster. The picture was of you, Lyra. You are wanted for the massacre at the Academy.”
“Wha…at?” Lyra stuttered. “You can’t be serious, Antello. How can they think a young girl killed all those people?”
“And how did they get a picture of you?” questioned Syman. “Think about it for a moment. The raiders are searching high and low for you, Lyra. By making up some story about the young female wizard who blew everyone away with her magic, they now have the Imperial Guard hunting for you.”
“Precisely,” Antello continued. “That was why I signaled you to get away from the city. After I warned you, I spent the night trying to find out more information. I thought at first that Walak would set them straight and they would take down the poster. Instead, it appears as if Walak told them everything he knew about your plans. The docks were swarming with Imperial Guards asking if you or anyone who looked like Syman or me had inquired about passage. I started keeping to the shadows after that. Thankfully, Walak’s description of us would fit a lot of people. I hung around a tavern next to the south gate for most of the night and tried to listen to any talk from the Imperial Guards. I didn’t learn much more except that a runner was sent out with the poster to every town between here and Alamar.”
“So they even know where I am headed,” stated Lyra. “Walak has certainly been a big help to the raiders. There is no way we can get to Alamar through the raiders and the Imperial Guard. I might as well give myself up and explain what really happened.”
“No,” shouted Syman. “That is pure foolishness. Don’t you see it yet? The Imperial Guard cannot protect you from the raiders. Do not underestimate their reach. They would not have arranged for the Imperial Guard to hunt you if they did not already have a way to get you from the Imperial Guard. They have thought this through very cleverly. The Imperial Guard would have to transport you to the capital and the raiders would think nothing of ambushing the Imperial Guard to get you in their hands. They want you very badly and they will stop at nothing to get you. Turning yourself in would be the same as slitting your own throat.”
“I agree,” added Antello. “We will find a way to get to Alamar. At least we know enough to avoid the Imperial Guard now. We might have gone straight to them if we had not found out about the poster. Syman and I will get you there like we promised Rhodella. I know we can do it.”
Lyra hugged them both and cried. Maybe with friends like Syman and Antello she could make it, but she wasn’t sharing information with anyone else again.



Chapter 5



Temiker


The old man stood in the shadows of his darkened home and peered out of the windows. He watched as another black shape flitted from tree to tree, outlined by only the light from the night stars. The city was long dark and the residents lay in various stages of slumber, awaiting the dawn to trudge onward to their daily tasks. Not so with Temiker, for he was accustomed to the nighttime hours. In fact, it was during the lonely stillness of the night that Temiker’s bursts of inspiration arose out of the silence. If it were not for his students at the magic school he founded, Temiker would sleep the day through and arise at dusk as the night owl he felt himself to be.
The wizard ran his hand over his bald scalp and tried to make sense out of the stealthy movements occurring outside. The men surrounding his home appeared to know what they were doing, and what they were about was making sure that there was no way for him to escape. It was doubtful then that they intended to kill him, he thought as he fiddled with his beard. No, more likely they intended to capture him, but for what purpose? There was no wife to pay a ransom. In fact, he could think of no one in the city who would care if he disappeared, save his students. Temiker was a solitary individual, who while sociable, never went out of his way to make friends. He never bothered anybody and did not take kindly to others bothering him. His love was magic and what he wanted most out of life was to master it. His skill in the magical arts was well known and he was regarded as one of the best wizards in all of Omunga.
Another black shape slid across his view through a different window and Temiker knew his time was short. Moving swiftly and quietly through the dark room, as only its occupant could, Temiker grabbed the essentials he would need for an extended stay away from the home he had known for most of his life. In a few short moments, he gathered everything he would need and turned once again to the who and why of the attack. None of it made any sense to him. He could not recall anyone that he had offended since the fiasco at the Imperial Palace and that was years ago, certainly not what this attack was about. His concern drifted from himself to his students. He thought quickly about how they would all file into the schoolrooms in the morning and wondered if they would be in danger. Another task before he left then, he decided.
Turning towards his extensive library of magic books, Temiker raised his hands and began a complicated spell designed to protect his valuables in his absence. He could not bear to think of the destruction of his collection regardless of what else was looted or destroyed. Through his concentration, he heard the first sounds emanating from the invaders and his pulse quickened when he realized that he may have waited a bit too long. Finishing the protection spell, he whirled to see the face of an invader peering through the window, searching the darkness for the old man. He froze in the shadows and the man's head continued to swivel in its search.
Hoisting his backpack off the floor, Temiker started another incantation and the area around his feet began to fill with a thick rolling fog, billowing upward from his feet and swiftly filling the room with an eerie unnatural cloud waiting to burst out upon the city. With the final words of the casting, the cloud burst forth spewing through the windows and cracks around the door. With a speed that belied his age, Temiker danced over to the only windowless wall and pressed his hand flat against the pine slats. The boards warmed to his touch and then a door-sized section rippled, assuming a consistency much like the cloud within the room. Temiker stepped through and felt a light breeze fan his whiskers.
Muffled voices pricked at his ears as he strained to detect the whereabouts of the invaders. Soon, a shout rang out and curses filled the air about him as men ran in the direction of his front door. Whoever was leading the invaders had just figured out that Temiker was onto them and they were rushing the house in an effort to capture him. The old wizard smiled as he stepped swiftly through the still spreading fog and headed for the schoolhouse.
Leaving the shouts behind, Temiker whisked into the schoolhouse to make sure that no students had stayed the night as they occasionally did when they had a perplexing problem, which they refused to let go of. Satisfied that the building was empty, Temiker started at the rear of the building tossing fireballs at the walls. Moving as swiftly as he could, Temiker made his way back to the front door satisfied that the building would be nothing but ash when the sun arose. Tears welled up in the mage’s eyes as remembered the years of his life devoted to the school, but the safety of his students was worth more than the old building. His students were smart enough to know that something was very wrong and he hoped that none of them would openly identify with the school. The invaders appeared to be set on capturing him and they would not hesitate to use an unsuspecting student to accomplish their goal, not that his students would be able to help them. Still the students could be hurt by the invaders even if they could not help locate him.
Temiker kept to the shadows as he moved. Already the populace was stirring with shouts of fire and soon the streets would be crowded with the curious and those who sought to help. The wizard smirked as he thought of the invaders and how they would try to be inconspicuous in the milling crowd.
Temiker slid down an alley as the first onlookers started filing into the street. Some people leaned out of windows for a look, but their focus was far distant from the streets below and Temiker felt no fear of discovery from them. He knew the invaders would immediately try to block the exits from the city and time became his enemy. He cursed his years of inactivity and the extra twenty pounds he carried because of it. Already he was losing his wind and the magic became difficult when one couldn’t breathe. And magic was the only way Temiker was going to get out of the city.
He rejected the closest gate with the thought that the invaders would rush to secure it. The docks and any possibility of a sea escape were also ruled out because he would be seen too easily. He thought briefly of hiding in the city for a few days until the invaders thought he had slipped out, but quickly dismissed it when he realized that he did not know the reason for their visit and therefore could not trust anyone to know his whereabouts.
The only two people in the world he could really trust with his life was his brother Malafar and his wife Rhodella, but they were hundreds of leagues away, far on the other side of the country. Malafar still blamed Temiker for his son’s death and had not spoken to him since, and while he would certainly not be happy to see Temiker, he would hide him and protect him. Tears welled up in his eyes as he thought of Malafar and Alfred. He loved his brother dearly and had treated Alfred as his own son. Malafar could not accept that one of Temiker’s students had killed Alfred in a botched assassination attempt on the Katana, Holy Ruler of Omunga. The ironic twist was that Temiker couldn’t accept it either. Harcad had been an exemplary student and the thought of him trying to assassinate the Katana was ludicrous. Harcad would never have attempted such a thing, but Malafar would not hear about it. His grief over the loss of Alfred locked reason from Malafar’s mind as efficiently as Temiker’s ward over his books would halt attempts to procure them.
Temiker paused in the shadows at the mouth of the alley and peered up and down the street he had to cross. The paused saved him from capture as three dark-clad riders galloped down the street heading for the nearest gate. The wizard wiped the sweat from his brow as he thought about his own stupidity. Horses. He had not counted on the invaders having horses and therefore swift access to all of the city gates. How could he have been so stupid, he berated himself? It didn’t matter which gate he chose now because there would be invaders at each of them.
Temiker shrunk back into the shadows and thought about his predicament. He had some options still open to him, but he needed to think about how effective they each would be. Certainly he could fight his way out. He was quite capable of dealing out death and destruction to his enemy, but he had no idea of who they were or how many of them existed. He could not even be sure they were all dressed darkly and he abhorred the killing or maiming of innocent civilians. No, until he knew who his enemy was he could not fight his way out. He wondered how the Imperial Guard would react to the invaders gathering at each of the gates. Would the Guard attempt to disperse them or ask their business? Would the invaders wait within the city gates or directly outside the gates? If he managed to get out one of the gates, would he then be attacked outside the city? He could create another fog and slip out the gate unseen, but using that trick again would be setting off a signal that he was leaving.
A smile split Temiker’s face and he peered out at the street once more. Seeing nothing visible, he sprinted across the street and down another alley. Swiftly and furtively, the wizard negotiated alley after alley until he was in the north section of the city. Standing in an alley not far from the North Gate, he summoned the fog around his feet and let it build to a thick roiling cloud. With a flick of his wrist he sent the cloud spewing forth towards the gate like an ocean wave descending upon a tiny isle. While he would have liked to watch the reactions of the invaders, Temiker turned and ran back up the alley. Shouts rang muffled through the mist as the bald mage crossed a street and headed along another alley.
Temiker was getting winded from the run across town and paused in one of the muddy alleys to catch his breath. He gazed up between the buildings and saw the first hint of the morning sky. While dawn was still some time off, the darkness he was using so effectively would be receding quickly. Removing his white robe, Temiker dragged it along the muddy alley until it was filthy. He scooped a handful of mud and smeared some on his face and bald head. Donning his now filthy robe, the wizard took off down the alley again. Each time he waited to cross a street, he brushed at the mud on his head and robe. As the caked mud began to dry, portions of it flaked off. By the time he reached the south section of the city, it no longer looked as though he covered himself with mud, he just looked filthy.
As he neared the South Gate, Temiker adopted a hunched-over walk and shuffled his feet awkwardly. He glanced anxiously about as he rolled his head from side to side as he walked. There were four Imperial Guards at the gate. There were also six men who could possibly be with the invaders, all of them darkly clad. Temiker hobbled across the street to the city wall and leaning against it, slid down to a sitting position. Rolling his head from side to side, he looked every bit a drunken beggar, yet not so drunk that the Guard would arrest him.
Quietly he observed the invaders. Two groups of three men each stood in crude circles as if they were just early rising citizens who happened to meet and talk in the street. Temiker did not see any sign of the invaders’ horses. The Imperial Guard stood in two groups of two, boringly watching the comings and goings of the predawn city. One man in each group of invaders was constantly observing the area while the others just talked.
Temiker closed his eyes and felt for the wind, felt it flowing briskly through the gate and dispersing as it caught the angles of the buildings. Lowering his normal voice about an octave, he formed the words and let them drift off into the wind, knowing the sound would become audible farther down the windstream.
“Hey there! Did you see those men take those horses? I am sure they didn’t belong to them.”
Both the invaders and the Guard turned towards where they heard the voice and looked. One of the observing invaders nodded with his head and sent two men running down the street and around the corner of a building.
After a few minutes the two men returned shaking their heads. The beggar rose and hobbled up the alley he had come down before. Carefully working his way around to the building where the two invaders had gone, Temiker found six horses tethered to a post. Soothing the beast, the wizard picked one and untied it, leading it back through the alley towards the gate. Just short of the where the alley opened to the street by the gate, Temiker placed his hands on the horse’s head and cast a calming spell. The horse would remain quiet until Temiker retrieved it.
The beggar hobbled out of the alley and back to his spot by the wall without anyone’s notice. Temiker realized that people had a tendency to categorize others and the beggar was beneath notice unless he became troublesome. Time was getting short for his escape when Temiker sent another voice along the windstream, this one with a sailor’s accent.
“Bloody right! There is fireballs and magical missiles hitting the North Gate like we is under attack. I hear’d the Imperial Guard up there is getting their heads kicked. Someone says there is people trying to free some wizard or sumptin like that.”
The invaders and Imperial Guards snapped towards the sound as one. The invaders ran towards where their horses were tethered while the Imperial Guards quickly conferred with each other. The invaders appeared back on the street with only five of them mounted and one screaming to the Guards about his horse being stolen. With hurried directions from the Guard in charge, two other Guards ran over to the invaders. Instead of talking with the victim of the horse theft, the Guards raised their pikes and forced two of the invaders to dismount. Taking the invaders’ horses, the two guards galloped up the street towards the North Gate. Cursing after them, the invaders were forced to double up on their horses and charge after the Imperial Guards to join the fight at the North Gate.
Temiker smiled as the two Imperial Guards left, talking to each other in hushed tones. His ruse had performed better than he had expected. He had not expected any of the Guards to leave. Waiting just a few moments so the others were well away, Temiker raised his voice several octaves and sent his next message out.
“Help! Help! He’s killing me! Guards! Help!”
The Imperial Guards looked at each other as the woman’s scream called to them. One nodded his head and ran off towards the sound. Temiker waited only until the Guard was out of sight before sending another message in the same voice.
“Oh my god! He’s killed the Guard! Help me!”
Knowing that nothing moves an Imperial Guard quicker than one of his own in danger, the beggar was up and hobbling towards his new horse before the sound even died. Temiker swiftly mounted the horse snapping it out of the calming spell and was riding for the gate without even a thought as to whether it was manned or not; he knew it wouldn’t be. The wizard galloped out of the gate and took the shortest path for the forest. He knew his ruse would not last for very long though. The Imperial Guards would know they had been tricked, but they would have no idea about who tricked them or why. The invaders would be a little slower to put events together, but when they did, they would know in which direction Temiker had fled. He figured he had about half an hour head start on the invaders and he planned to use it wisely.
Angling away from the coast once he gained the forest, the wizard proceeded until he found a stream. He washed his head and robe to remove the mud and cast a light fire spell on the robe to dry it. He rode the horse into the stream and turned him towards the coast. He rode all the way down the stream until he reached the beach and then turned south again. Keeping the horse just in the water, so that the surf would remove the signs of his passing, Temiker rode down the coast to a tiny fishing village.
The fishermen were all about and getting ready for a day at sea. The fishermen used small sailboats to ply their trade, usually only one or two to a boat. Temiker paused to watch their preparations as they carried nets and lines and stowed them aboard. He gazed at each fisherman for a short time until he found the one he was looking for, a sturdy fisherman who was going out by himself. He was old enough to have the endurance the wizard required and young enough to spurn his trade for a treasure. Temiker rode up and dismounted by the young fisherman.
“Greetings,” Temiker said. “Do you know these waters well?”
The wizard was aware that he had instantly become the center of attention as all work stopped and everyone turned to see what the stranger would say.
“I should,” the young fisherman declared, “I make my living upon them. What’s it to ya?”
“I wish to rent your services for the day,” smiled the wizard.
“Ya do, do ya?” grinned the young fisherman expecting to barter a fair amount of coin for forgoing his daily chore. “Why would an old man want to go to sea?”
“I am dying,” stated Temiker, “and I wish to return home to die. I need a good sailor to get me there. ”
“You have a beautiful horse that can get ya there,” retorted the sailor. “She certainly looks strong enough to go a long ways.”
“She is at that,” smiled Temiker. “A pity that I will have to leave her behind though. Do you think you can care for a horse as fine as this one?”
The fisherman’s eyes widened as he took in the meaning of the old man’s words. The fisherman might be able to save enough to buy an old plow horse for a cart, but he would never own a good riding mare.
“I will pay you coin for the journey,” sweetened Temiker, “and leave the horse with you. I have no need for gold or horses where I am going.”
As Temiker expected, the young fisherman was beside himself with his good fortune. The other fishermen were babbling amongst themselves and the wizard listened to their remarks. Some felt as the young fisherman did, while others scoffed at the idea of a fisherman owning any kind of horse. There were a few older fishermen who voiced concern of a trick, but the younger fisherman had taken the bait and was ready to be reeled in.
“Just what do I have to do to earn this gold?” the young fisherman asked.
“Do you know of the island off the coast that is shaped like a butterfly and has two hills rising from it, one at each end?” Temiker asked.
“I do,” replied the young fisherman while pawing his chin. “That is a fair ways out from here. Not many fishermen are willing to go out that far. Some say the Motanga hunt out there. Your gold and horse will do a dead man no good.”
The Motanga were a reported civilization of intelligent ape people who supposedly lived on a very large island far to the East. Temiker believed the fairy tale was kept alive by sailors who lost their way at sea and were too embarrassed to admit it, so they made up stories about monster apes to turn the attention away from themselves. Still, that explanation would not suffice for a young fisherman.
“That is ridiculous,” offered Temiker. “I was born and raised on that island and have only been here for about five years. My family lives still on the island and we have never seen any Motanga. If you do not wish to sell me your services, merely say so. Please do not invent children’s stories to turn me away.”
The fisherman’s face reddened and Temiker could not tell whether he was angry or embarrassed. The wizard made like he was going to turn to leave the conversation and approach another fisherman when he felt the strong fingers of the young fisherman touch his arm lightly.
“I will take you,” the young fisherman declared. “I am not afraid of the Motanga or anything else that sails the seas. My name is Gerock and I will be ready to go as soon as I remove my fishing gear from the boat and get another lunch ready.”
Gerock started to empty his boat and the other fishermen returned to their chores, the excitement over. Temiker followed the young fisherman with the horse and when he found out which shack Gerock lived in, he tethered the horse out back of it. The wizard returned to the beach and watched the other fisherman set sail for the open water. Within a few moments, Gerock was ready to depart and Temiker boarded the small vessel. The fishing boat was a workboat and as such had no comforts at all. Temiker sat on an overturned bucket and smiled as he realized it had everything he required right now, a way to move over water.
The wizard watched the great ball of fire slowly rising over the sea as the new day dawned. The other fishing boats were scattering in every direction, seeking out their own secret spots to harvest the best catch of the day. Some went north and some south. Some stayed fairly close to shore and some went further out to sea. Gerock steered past them all and four hours later, none of them were visible.
“Gerock,” opened Temiker, “you said you knew these waters well. Do you know precisely where we are now that we cannot see land anymore?”
“Actually,” replied Gerock, “We can still see land. See that point on the horizon?”
Temiker followed the line of sight indicated by the fisherman’s finger and saw a tiny speck sticking up on the horizon.
“That is the spire of the Sun God in Alamar,” explained Gerock. “It is the tallest point around and I use it whenever I go far offshore. To answer your question, yes, I know where we are.”
“Are you familiar with a cove north of Alamar,” asked Temiker. “The cove that has a waterfall cascading into it?”
The young fisherman looked at the wizard skeptically. “I have been there but once,” Gerock replied. “I was a small boy and went with my father. I had a wonderful time diving off the rocks alongside the waterfall. Why do you ask me this?”
“That is where I would like to go,” Temiker smiled. “Will you take me there instead?”
Gerock stared at the old man. “I knew there was something strange about you,” he declared. “What game are you playing at? I have never heard of anyone living on the butterfly island and you do not look as though you are dying. I will have no mystery out of you, old man. I can leave you out here for the sea to claim and no one will be the wiser, so you had better start being truthful.”
“The truth it shall be then,” agreed Temiker. “I told you the story about the island so that none of the other villagers would know where we are going. I am indeed at risk of dying, but only if I do not get away. I have a rather large band of men hunting for me. I do not know who they are or why they want me, but I have barely escaped from them twice this morning. I did my best to cover my tracks to your village, but they may end up going there when they can find no tracks at all. If they do, they will find the horse I borrowed from them.”
“You stole their horse and tied it in my yard,” shouted Gerock. “And you say you do not know why they want you? Are you crazy old man?”
“Let me finish,” Temiker demanded. “You are protected from their wrath. That is why I approached you in front of the entire village. The worst they can do is take the horse back and I plan on paying you enough gold that you will not care. I will pay you enough to cover your earnings for a fortnight. You need not return to the village for days by which time they will have moved on whether they ever found your village or not. If they do get to your village they will know where I have gone, to the butterfly island. If they do not get to your village then you have gained the horse as a bonus. Either way you profit very well and your risk is limited to sea monsters.”
“Okay,” Gerock sighed as he calmed down, “but that does not explain what you did to have them after you. I do not like helping criminals even for good pay.”
“I am not a criminal,” the wizard stated. “I am a teacher, a teacher of magic. Last night I noticed many armed men gathering around my home and barely managed to escape before they broke in. I tried to flee the city only to find that they had men at all of the gates. The Imperial Guard did not know these men and have no quarrel with me. I could have gone to the Guard for help, but I fear the invaders would have killed them and I did not want that on my conscience. I have broken no laws except stealing a horse of one of the invaders and I know he will not report it because they do not want the Imperial Guard involved. I am as curious as you are to find out why they are after me, but I do not wish to die to find out.”
The young fisherman sat staring out to sea for a long time, digesting the wizard’s story. Finally he asked, “What is your name?”
“I am Temiker,” the wizard replied. “I am the founder of the magic school in Alamar.”
“I believe you,” nodded Gerock. “I have heard of you and you look as you were described. What happens when I return and they torture the truth out of me? How will that help you escape?”
“These men do not want to call attention to themselves,” Temiker answered. “They will not use torture, but they may well question you and take their horse back, which you will graciously allow them to do. With your permission, I will implant a false memory in your brain to help me. When you return to the village, you will remember me dying on the voyage. You will remember my request to be buried at sea should that happen. Hopefully, that will be the end of their interest in you and me.”
“This false memory,” inquired the fisherman, “will it affect me in any other way?”
“No,” smiled Temiker. “It will not hurt you nor alter any other memories.”
Gerock stared at the spire in Alamar, which was now off the port side of the vessel as they sailed north. After a long time of silence, Gerock turned to meet the wizard’s gaze. “I will do as you ask, wizard. I wish you safe journey and am only sorry that I will not remember you and this talk.”
“Someday when this trouble is over, my friend,” grinned Temiker,” I will return to your village and restore the memory of this voyage. When I do, you will remember me saying that I will bring you a new boat when I return.”



Chapter 6



Detour


Lyra tried to shut out the constant pounding coming from the bridge overhead as she worked on altering Alfred’s pants. The rest of her disguise had already been completed during the several hours that Syman and Antello had been gone. Travel on the road south from Gatong had become impossible for the trio. Imperial Guards constantly traveled the road in search of them and they had finally hidden under a large river bridge. The bridge was wide and the ground sloped gently down to the river, leaving plenty of room to hide even with the horses. Syman had gone to search the road ahead to determine if the patrols slackened once they got away from the city. Antello went in search of information regarding the Academy attack and whether anyone had seen the invaders.
It would be good to know the numbers of their enemy and whether they patrolled at night, Lyra thought as she put the finishing touches on the pants. Lyra stripped off her tunic and quickly cut it in strips to bind her breasts tightly. She rummaged through Antello’s pack and took out a plain brown shirt and put it on before donning Alfred’s newly tailored pants. Alfred’s leather vest was next with the black cap finishing the disguise. Lyra pushed her short blond hair under the cap and pawed through her own pack in search of a mirror. Studying her reflection brought a frown to her face. With her hair out of sight, it was obvious that she was trying to disguise herself. Lyra pulled the cap off and donned it again, this time leaving her hair hanging out. Lyra smiled at the new refection. Her hair, which she always kept short, looked natural hanging out around the edges of the cap and didn’t add any feminine quality to her disguise. In fact, her hair was shorter than Antello’s shoulder length locks. Lyra was satisfied that she could pass as Antello’s younger brother now and started cleaning up the area.
As she was stuffing items into the packs, Syman arrived back. Anxious to hear his report, she rose and went to greet him. Syman swiftly dismounted and drew his sword, his face a knot of contorted rage. Lyra felt a shiver of fear race down her spine and turned around to see what threat had sneaked up behind her. Seeing nothing behind her, she turned again to face Syman and found that he had crossed the distance separating them and had his sword at her throat.
“So thief,” Syman snarled, “what have you done with the girl?”
Lyra’s eyes grew large as she understood what was happening and the words stuck in her throat.
“Answer me now or die,” demanded Syman, his eyes darting around the impromptu campsite for any sign of Lyra’s body.
“Syman,” Lyra croaked, “it is me. Not a thief. Me. Lyra.”
Syman’s brow knitted in confusion for just a second as he stared at Lyra’s face. Slowly he lowered his sword.
“Darn!” Syman growled. “I wish you had at least let me know you were going to do this. I almost slit your throat. Probably would have except that I didn’t think I would ever find where he stashed you if I killed him.”
“At least you thought I was a he,” Lyra sighed while rubbing her neck. Syman’s sword did not cut her flesh, but she could still feel the cold tip of the sword at her throat even though it was no longer there.”
Syman looked up and down at her disguise and chuckled. “Amazing what the proper clothes can do. I can’t wait until Antello sees you.”
“You don’t have long to wait,” Antello announced. “I followed you in.”
“Oh,” groaned Syman. “And I suppose you knew it was Lyra, right?”
“Of course,” grinned Antello. “She’s wearing my shirt, my good shirt.”
The tension relieved, the three students started laughing. “I guess the disguise is good enough then?” questioned Lyra.
Syman nodded solemnly. “The disguise is good, Lyra, but the news about the road is not,” Syman stated. “There is no end to the patrols. The Imperial Guards ride far enough to meet with a patrol out of the next town and then turns around and comes back. There are enough patrols out that we can cross the road safely enough, but actually trying to travel down it is out of the question. I think we will need to find a trail that parallels the road if we wish to go farther south.”
“There are actually two main trails heading south,” interjected Antello. “We are not the only people who feel uncomfortable with the Imperial Guard presence on the road. I almost got sliced in two this afternoon when I stumbled across some smugglers. I feigned ignorance of what they were about and explained that I was looking for a way south which wasn’t under the eyes of the Imperial Guard. They became very interested in why I was afraid of the Guard and I made up a story about seducing the Watch Commander’s daughter. I told them that the man had threatened to use his sword upon me when he caught me and that I was fleeing to the next big city, fearful that the Imperial Guard was on the road just to find me and bring me back to her father.”
Syman laughed and shook his head, wiping the tears out of his eyes as he pictured the scene Antello was describing.
“Hey,” Antello scowled with mock offense. “At least they accepted me then. Anyway, they told how to find the two trails, but after talking with them for a while, they mentioned groups of men with dark outfits on both of the trails. It sounds as if the invaders are free to comb the woods, while they have the Imperial Guard searching the road for us.”
Lyra slumped down with her back against one of the bridge supports. “So, we have a choice of being arrested by the Imperial Guards or kidnapped by the invaders,” she sighed. “We are never going to get to Alamar. At least if I give myself up to the Imperial Guards, you two can get away and nobody will chase you.”
“We will stand together no matter how bleak things are, Lyra,” declared Syman. “Where you go, we all go and I do not want to hear you speak of surrender again. If they catch us, they catch us all, but you will not do anything foolish to spare Antello and myself from harm because we will march in to free you if you do. Do you understand?
Lyra stared at Syman, her feelings a confusion between rebellion against his assumed authority and gratitude for having a friend who cared so much.
Antello slid down alongside Lyra and rummaged through his pack until he pulled out a large folded paper. “We will get to Alamar,” he grinned. “You worry too much and fret too easily. Nobody can stop the three of us. I took the map off the wall at the Academy in case we needed it.”
Syman crouched down next to the other two and started studying the map. For some time the three students studied the map, sometimes running a finger along a portion of it as if the feel of it would help them memorize it or reveal some hidden mystery.
Syman finally collapsed to a sitting position and stared off at the river below. “A lot of good the map does us,” he declared solemnly. “The only real road in Omunga goes clear around the country by hugging the coast. I do not see a way to get to Alamar without traversing it.”
“Why can’t we just cut across the country?” asked Antello. “We have horses and it is a lot shorter than following the road. Then we might be able to secure a boat for the rest of the trip.”
“The road follows the coast because the Sakova is uninhabitable,” answered Syman. “I have heard that there are dangerous animals and impassible jungles in the Sakova.”
“Worse than that,” Lyra stated. “Strange peoples live inland. Some call them spirits, spirits who are far more dangerous than death itself. They torture anyone who enters their forbidden area and then eat them alive.”
“There are pits beneath the ground which swallow men without warning,” Syman added. “Nobody goes to the Sakova and returns alive.”
“Then it is perfect for us,” grinned Antello. “We do not wish to return. Besides, if everyone is afraid to go there, the Imperial Guard and the invaders will not follow us. They would not think of looking for us where they know we would not go.”
“Haven’t you been listening?” asked Lyra. “There are so many dangers taking that route that we would never make it.”
“Ah, but I have been listening,” Antello smiled. “It sounds like a very dangerous trip, but look at the alternative. On one hand we have stories of ghosts and cannibals and man-eating animals. On the other we have Imperial Guards and invaders, not stories of them, but flesh and blood killers. I do not see any chance of getting past all of them on the coast road, even if we try to find trails that people have forgotten about.”
“I think Antello may be right,” Syman frowned. “I sure do not like going anywhere near the Sakova, but we will not make it to Alamar along the coast. We thought all along that we could run to the Imperial Guard for help, but now we find them hunting us as well. When you look at it that way, there is really no choice for us to make. We can go through the Sakova and fight for our lives or we can stick with the coastal route and forfeit any chance we have of living.”
Lyra looked from Syman to Antello and back again. She expected this type of bravado from Antello and was prepared to dismiss it outright, but Syman did not possess Antello’s rosy perception. Yet Syman was agreeing with Antello, which meant they really had no chance at all on the coast road.
“All right,” agreed Lyra reluctantly. “I really do not look forward to being eaten whether it be by animal or cannibal, but I understand that it is the only chance we have. At least we won’t have to worry about the invaders or Imperial Guards. Let’s get some rest and leave as soon as it is dark.”
Syman and Antello drifted off quickly, but Lyra lay awake remembering the stories of the Sakova she had heard since her early childhood. Alfred used to delight in telling her the latest tales whenever he heard one, but now she wondered if the stories were really true. She hoped tales of horror were fabrications because she would not survive the trip if half of them reflected reality. She had heard other accounts from reliable sources about people going to the Sakova and never returning. The people simply vanished.
Lyra remembered the day a student asked Master Malafar about the Sakova and why the Katana did not try to build a road across it so the country would be better united. Her father tried to explain that the coast road was adequate and that sea travel was quicker in any event. The student pressed the question and Rhodella intervened. She told the student that the government did try periodically to conquer the Sakova, but their expeditions never returned and the Katana soon lost interest until a new Katana was chosen and then the lesson repeated itself. Master Malafar added that if the student had a choice between swimming out to sea or entering the Sakova, he would be wise to start swimming.
Many other tales came to mind as Lyra stared up at the bottom of the bridge and tried to go to sleep. Remembering her parents had not helped any and Lyra found herself toying with her mother’s ring that she now carried on a chain around her neck. She thought about how much she missed them and her mind flooded with questions she wanted to ask them. Tears filled her eyes and she squeezed them shut. Her mind temporarily distracted from the horrors of the Sakova, Lyra cried herself to sleep.
It was dark out when Syman shook Lyra awake and she sat up still clutching her mother’s ring. Antello was packing the horses and Lyra rose and ran down to the river to wash away the dried tears that stained her face. When she got back, her gear was already loaded on her horse and Syman and Antello were waiting. Antello crept out from under the bridge to check the road and returned. No one spoke as they mounted and rode eastward along the riverbank.
An hour later they crossed one of the main trails that Antello had spoken about. Antello slowed as they approached it and checked both ways before signaling to cross. They continued eastward, weaving in and out of the trees as there was no trail to follow. A couple of hours later they came to the end of the forest. Antello halted and Syman and Lyra rode up beside him. The trio sat staring eastward at an endless expanse of nothing. The stars were visible right down to the horizon.
“Perhaps we should camp here until dawn,” Syman suggested.
Lyra thought he was probably thinking about the bottomless pits in the ground that might await them on the journey across the prairie. At night they would not be able to see where the horses were stepping.
“We are too close to Gatong,” Antello declared. “We must cross as much of this prairie as we can before dawn. Anyone who looks out across this in the daylight will be able to see for leagues and we would be visible.”
“You are right,” Syman agreed. “I just don’t like riding when I cannot see where I am going.”
“Never fear,” Antello grinned. “I am leading and if I disappear down a hole, you have my permission to stop for the night.”
“Very funny,” Syman shot back, “but it wouldn’t be the first time I stopped you from doing something foolish. Well, get moving. Get out there and find that hole so I can get some sleep.”
Lyra smiled at their banter and realized that only true friends could be so wicked with each other. Lyra gazed at the stars as Antello started them moving once more. The sky seemed so large without buildings or trees blocking the view. The expanse of the night sky made her feel small and insignificant. Oddly, the thought had a pacifying effect on her, as if her troubles were really nothing big at all. Lyra looked north and south and could see the horizons in all direction but west, from which they had come.
Visibility at ground level was poor as the moon had not risen yet, but Lyra knew they were traveling through a field of wild watula. The scent was powerful and pleasant. Lyra struggled to free her mind of the Academy, the invaders, and where they were going. She gave herself over to the night sky and the watula scent and found it calming. After a while, she detected the sound of crickets chirping and it grew steadily louder as they proceeded eastward. The moon made its appearance, peeking over the horizon at first, and then growing into a huge ball of soft light that bathed the watula stalks in a golden glow. After a while, the sound of the crickets grew loud and the ground turned soft. The tall stalks of watula gave way to a short stubby grass with little thickets of bush scattered about. She heard Antello shout a curse as his horse stumbled into a hole. It was the first sound any of them had made since leaving the forest.
“I think we are heading into a swamp,” Antello called.
“If you want to deviate from our course,” offered Syman, “I would suggest more southward. The other coast comes in closer to the south according to the map.”
“I hate to waste the time on a detour,” Antello said, “but I do not like swamps either. I will try going a little farther south.”
Going south for a while did not help. They steadily proceeded farther into the swamp. The grass was mostly under water and huge twisted trees dotted the landscape intermingled with tall reed patches. Mosquitoes buzzed the small party and the slaps aimed at the tiny insects sounded as loud as canon shot in the still night. Muffled curses mixed with the slaps and the sloshing of the water as Antello searched for a way out of the swamp. The moon’s light was bright now, but there was only swamp visible in every direction. Occasionally one of the horses would stumble into a deeper hole and Lyra’s heart beat rapidly until she was sure that it was not one of those bottomless holes she had heard about.
Antello was soaked to the skin from finding those holes by going first. Eventually, Syman had pity and took the lead. Soon he was equally wet and cursing louder than Antello had. Time dragged on and Lyra knew they were not making much headway, and yet there was no place to camp for the night. They might be able to sleep in one of the huge trees, but she would not let the horses stand in swamp water through the night. Syman started weaving from tree to tree in hopes that the ground was firmer where the trees grew. The water level in the swamp appeared to be getting deeper and Lyra thought about suggesting that they all turn around and go back. Syman must have read her mind because at the next tree he halted.
“This is not working,” Syman sighed. “We seem to be getting deeper into the swamp and I see no end to it. I am going to climb this tree and see if I can find some dry ground.”
Lyra looked up into the tree and screamed. Not three feet over their heads was the largest snake Lyra had ever seen. Its body was as round as her thigh and seemed to go on forever. It looked down at her and its tongue lashed out in a hiss. Lyra screamed again and her horse sensed her fright and pranced about. Lyra lost her balance and fell off the skittish horse into the muck of the swamp. Syman scrambled to lift Lyra while Antello restrained her horse.
Lyra was soaked and mud covered as Syman pulled her to her feet. When she went to scrap off the mud, she screamed again. Her hands were covered with leeches and Syman began plucking them off her face.
“Turn around,” Lyra screamed as she began tearing off her clothes.
Antello secured the three horses and kept an eye on the snake, which was curiously watching the drama unfold below. Syman stared at Antello as he hummed a tune and Lyra was cursing as she frantically ripped leeches from her body and threw them through the air.
“Check my back,” Lyra pleaded.
Syman turned and started pulling off the leeches that Lyra couldn’t reach, still humming his little tune. Antello couldn’t hold his amusement in check any longer and doubled over with laughter.
Syman stopped humming and announced, “They are all gone now. I will turn my back again.”
“You had better,” growled Lyra as she dressed after checking each garment for leeches.
After she finished dressing she turned to find that Syman had moved over to where Antello was watching the snake. Antello was fighting to keep a straight face and Lyra was fuming.
“And what was so funny about being covered with leeches?” she screamed.
“I am sorry, Lyra,” apologized Antello while trying to keep the grin off his face. “It was the tune Syman was humming, not your discomfort.”
“What was the tune?” Lyra quizzed in a slightly calmer tone.
“It is an old sailor ditty about a wench who gets talked into bathing naked in the fountain in the Town Square for her boyfriend, only to find that her boyfriend has invited the whole tavern to watch,” explained Antello. “I just couldn’t hold it in.”
“I’ve a good mind to throw both of you scoundrels into that swamp water and watch you get your leeches off,” laughed Lyra as she saw the humor in her predicament. “In any event, I want to get out of this swamp now, but I suggest we find a different tree for Syman to climb.”
Lyra felt better after laughing, but she really wanted to bathe in some clean water. They mounted their horses and Syman headed for the next large tree. Syman scampered up the snakeless tree and peered in each direction. In minutes he was back down and astride his horse.
“I think I see an end to it,” he exclaimed. “A little farther south the land rises somewhat. It must be drier there.”
Syman led the way and within an hour the party had left the swamp for a gradually rising slope of dry grass. They found a copse of sevemor trees with a stream running through it, which probably fed the swamp. After the horses were secured, each of them headed for the stream to rinse the muck and swamp water off of their bodies and their clothes. Lyra offered to dry their clothes with her magic and they grabbed a bite to eat before creeping under their blankets.
The sun was already up when Lyra awoke and she shook Syman and Antello awake. Antello lead the horses to the stream, while Syman climbed a tree to check out the landscape. Lyra laid out breakfast for everyone and had started to eat when Syman dropped out of the tree. Antello returned with the horses almost at the same time and they both tore into their food hungrily.
“We were fortunate getting through the swamp,” informed Syman between bites. “It is pretty vast and we ended up cutting across a narrow portion of it.”
Nobody felt a need to reply and Syman continued, “I think we are being followed. It is hard to tell, but I saw something that looked like a group of riders making their way through the watula field. We slept later than I would have liked. If they started tracking us at dawn, it is possible that they are on our trail.”
“How many?” asked Lyra.
“Hard to tell,” Syman answered. “To be seen at this distance though, it must be a large party.”
“They will find it hard to track us trough the swamp,” Antello stated. “They can’t see tracks that are under water.”
“Not as hard as you think,” Syman frowned. “They don’t have to see hoof prints to track us. Just the trampled grass will be enough to give our course away. In fact, they will make better time through the swamp than we did because they will not have to zigzag as much.”
“Well our horses are well rested as are we,” Lyra mentioned. “I suggest we ride hard for a while and increase the distance between us.”
“Agreed,” confirmed Syman. “We should head south for a ways. The land is dry and becomes forested in a little while. There is more of the swamp to our east. We will also be gaining elevation and maybe we can get a better look at them this afternoon. Hopefully, we will find out that they are not the invaders.”
“I had hoped that they would not follow us in the Sakova,” Antello said.
“I think they want me bad enough to go anywhere,” sighed Lyra. “Maybe they will all drown in the swamp.”
The trio mounted and Syman led the way south. As he predicted, the land sloped continuously upward and within an hour they gained the protection of the forest.
The forest was comprised mostly of age-old fargi trees, tall and thick. The forest floor was dark and foreboding, the sun unable to penetrate the foliage of the massive trees. The forest had a musty smell about it and the bushes below had broad green leaves, almost obscuring the ground completely. What ground could be seen, was covered with decaying leaves from the fargi trees. Small animals skittered away from their path as they traveled.
Lyra felt a tingling sensation along the back of her neck, similar to the feeling she got whenever someone was watching her. She scanned the forest but saw nothing other than trees and bushes and pushed the feeling away.
They rode until high sun when Syman halted at the edge of a precipice. A river cut through the forest and had eroded a canyon that was clearly too wide to jump. Syman dismounted and walked to the edge. Standing right on the edge, he peered east and west before turning to face his friends.
“I think we are in trouble,” Syman announced. “I don’t see any way down into the canyon and it looks like it runs for leagues in both directions. We dare not turn back in case those are invaders following us and every moment we waste trying to find a way across gets them closer to us.”
“Maybe we can fell a couple of those large trees and make a bridge,” Antello suggested.
“Fargi trees are very dense hardwood,” informed Lyra. “We will never down one of them. How much time do you think we have Syman?”
“They will have moved through the swamp much quicker than we did,” mused Syman. “Fours hours at the most I guess. They can move quickly without fear that three of us will lay an ambush for them. Maybe as little as two hours if they have a good tracker.”



Chapter 7



Ancient Forest


Syman led the way eastward along the northern rim of the canyon, searching for a path down, which would allow them to reach the other side before the invaders had a chance to catch up to them. They had not traveled more than a league when he stopped where a fallen fargi tree had bridged the chasm. The ancient hardwood giant must have served as a bridge in the past because Syman could see where someone had mounded dirt at each end to allow access to the log. The fargi tree was huge and the diameter of the fallen log was several times his height, still, he did not look pleased with the prospect of riding a horse across it.
“What are you waiting for?” called Antello. “Let’s get across before they catch up.”
Syman ignored his friend’s impatience, dismounted and walked around the nearest end of the fallen tree. The log appeared to be well anchored and it certainly was sturdy. Perhaps he was being too cautious, Syman mused, but there were no visible tracks of anyone using it and the dirt mound should show some recent use.
“Look at the other end,” called Lyra. “It doesn’t look like there is much ground underneath it.”
Syman walked to the cliff and peered over the chasm at the far end of the tree bridge. There was a dirt mound similar to the one at the nearest end, but the canyon rim underneath it had eroded badly.
“It doesn’t look like much is holding the other end,” he stated. “We should keep going until we find a path through the canyon.”
“We could be looking for a path for leagues,” cried Antello. “This is too good to pass up. I am sure that it will hold us. Fargi trees last forever and I will even go first.”
“As much as I would wish to be free of your chatter,” frowned Syman, “I do not wish to be free of you. No matter how sturdy the tree is, unless there is solid ground underneath it, we will fall to our deaths.”
“That is a thought,” smiled Lyra. “If we could make it across and somehow disable it so the raiders could not follow us, we would gain a lot of time.”
Syman turned and with a scowl opened his mouth to berate Lyra for encouraging Antello, but stopped before the rebuke was uttered. “Are you really willing to risk your life on this tree?” Syman inquired. “Even if it held the weight, I cannot imagine riding a skittish horse over it.”
“Nor I,” Lyra grinned. “We have plenty of rope. Let’s tie a rope around Antello and let him cross. He can tie off the rope on the other side and we can hang on to it when we cross. And we will not ride the horses. I will walk each of them across after I have cast a calming spell on them. They will not be nervous and will walk calmly.”
“Then we can sabotage the other end so that the raiders cannot follow us,” beamed Antello. “It is perfect.”
“I cannot believe you two,” Syman said while shaking his head. “The plan is fine except for the first part. A rope around Antello will do nothing for him, except allow us to haul his body up after he dies. He would just swing into the rock cliff if he fell.”
“Nonsense,” laughed Antello. “First, I am not going to fall. The log is huge and I could run across it without any fear of falling off. Second, the log is not going to just instantly fall. If it does fall, I will feel it starting to go and I can run back before it tumbles. You can keep an eye on the other side and let me know if you see it starting to move.”
Syman stood shaking his head, knowing that his friend was going to cross no matter what he said. Antello thought he was invincible and all Syman could do was try his best to protect him.
Antello was already preparing the rope when Lyra came up beside Syman. “I think it will be alright,” she said. “I will go first if that matters to you. I would not ask Antello to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.”
“No,” Syman agreed, “Antello is the best one for the job. He is quick and sure-footed. I just hope nothing happens to him.”
Lyra nodded as she turned to the task of calming the horses. It only took moments to calm the horses, but when Lyra turned back to the log, Antello was already roped and ready to cross the bridge.
“Be careful,” Syman cautioned his friend.
Antello smiled in return and started walking along the log, over the perilous drop of the canyon. Antello did not look down but kept his eyes focused on the other end. Despite his comments about running across, Antello walked slowly and deliberately, as if testing the sturdiness of the bridge with each step. Time seemed to slow for the trio as Antello, dwarfed by the hugeness of the fargi log, slowly made his way to the center of the bridge. Suddenly, a cascade of dirt and small stones tumbled into the canyon from the far end. Antello immediately halted with one foot still raised. Syman shouted a curse and Lyra inhaled deeply and held her breath.
No one moved until the last of the stones hit the bottom of the canyon. Lyra exhaled as Antello placed his foot down and continued walking, more cautiously than before. Once again, the dirt cascaded into the ravine and Antello froze waiting for the stones to drop. Sweat beaded upon Antello’s brow and for a moment he began to doubt the wisdom of crossing the bridge. Three fourths of the way across, Antello fought the urge to dash the distance and dive to the opposite rim. Antello’s legs began shaking as fear coursed through him and he fought to control his emotions. Stopping completely, he bent down and grasped his legs with his hands. He ignored Syman’s shouted questions about what was wrong and concentrated on calming himself. He flexed his arm muscles and then his leg muscles to force the shaking limbs to know their master. Slowly, his limbs responded and submitted to his will. Steady once again, Antello straightened and stepped forward. He began whistling a favorite tune and imagined that he walking the ledge outside the Academy which he had used many times to avoid Master Caulder’s attention when he sneaked off to play. His distraction worked well and Antello found himself over the southern rim of the canyon. Wiping the sweat off his brow, he turned and bowed to his friends on the other side.
Antello quickly secured his end of the rope around a standing fargi tree and signaled the others that it was tied. Lyra took the reins of one of the horses and started to cross. Antello had not meant to indicate that it was safe to cross and he scampered to the rim of the canyon to examine the footing of the tree bridge. He cursed silently as he caused stones and dirt to tumble in his haste, but Lyra appeared not to notice. With a casual attitude, she led the horse across, talking to it as she proceeded. Neither the horse nor Lyra seemed to recognize the danger of their crossing and Antello wondered if Lyra had cast the calming spell on herself. Lyra arrived quickly and Antello saw Syman leading another horse across as soon as Lyra got off the bridge.
When Syman arrived he handed the reins to Lyra. “You two see what chances we have of sabotaging the bridge,” he ordered. “I will get the other horse.”
Syman returned across the bridge and Antello bent to examine the log. “It is a lot sturdier than I thought,” he murmured to Lyra.
Lyra joined him and examined how the log sat on the rim. “Perhaps we will not be able to drop it into the canyon,” she agreed.
“We have to,” frowned Antello. “The raiders can move quicker than we can. All they have to do is follow our trail and we have to stop to figure out which way to run. This is our chance to stop them.”
“What does it look like?” Syman asked as he led the last horse off the bridge. “Are we going to be able to move it?”
“I may be able to burn it,” offered Lyra, “but fargi trees do not burn easily. They have been noted for surviving forest fires with only their bark blackened. If I knew how to cast a fireball we might stand a chance of penetrating the thick bark, but my fire starting spell is no stronger than a torch light.”
“Maybe we should use our time wisely and get moving,” suggested Syman. “If we can’t stop them from following us across, then we cannot afford to stay here talking about it.”
“But this is our chance to buy time,” argued Antello before his mouth stopped moving and gaped open.
Syman followed Antello’s gaze and saw the invaders charging along the opposite side of the canyon. “Get your bows quickly,” he shouted.
Syman ran and swiftly untied the horses and led them farther into the woods. There was a chance that the invaders had not noticed them and had instead focused on following the trail. Shouts from across the ravine dissipated his hopes and he tied the horses to a tree.
“Don’t shoot until they are half way across,” Lyra instructed. “I will see if I can get the log burning. Even if it doesn’t burn, it may make them think twice about crossing.”
“We can hold them off here until they are all dead,” Antello grinned. “This is even better than shoving the bridge into the ravine.”
Syman shook his head as he took up position behind a tree. Lyra scrambled to the end of the log and Syman saw tiny flames shoot from her fingertips into the wood. Doing a quick head count of the opposition, Syman frowned at the results. There were at least forty of the invaders visible and the line stretched into the forest.
Tiny wisps of smoke rose from the log where Lyra worked. The invaders sat astride their horses and looked over at the trio as if deciding on the best plan of attack. Nobody attempted to cross the bridge.
“What are they waiting for?” exclaimed Antello from behind his tree. “Maybe we should start shooting at them now.”
“These are not untrained students playing a game,” explained Syman. “They know we are waiting to cut them down and they have no real reason to cross the bridge.”
“What do you mean?” quizzed Antello. “If they don’t cross the bridge, they cannot get to us.”
“They do not need to get to us if we are not going anywhere,” Syman sighed. “There are plenty of them. I bet that they will send some onward to find another way across while some of them keep us occupied here. Let me know if you see any of them leaving. That will be the time for us to run if Lyra has not managed to start it burning by then.”
The invaders continued to sit and wait. A small group of them gathered around one man, clearly their leader, and talked as casually as if they were sitting around a campfire. One of them must have spotted the tiny wisps of smoke Lyra was making because he shouted something and pointed. The head invader came to life with shouts and pointing and movement rippled through the invaders as if someone had kicked an anthill. Six invaders dismounted and grabbed bows while half of the dark clad riders galloped eastward along the northern rim of the canyon, obviously searching for another way across.
“Darn!” shouted Syman. “We are not going to make it this time. Antello, I want you to get Lyra out of here. I will stop these men from coming across, but you have got to get her moving quickly.”
“Maybe she will get the fire started,” objected Antello. “Besides, if we both shoot at them, she will be safe.”
“Move!” demanded Syman as the first barrage of the invaders’ arrows began raining down upon the end of the bridge.
Lyra looked around nervously as she heard the thuds of the arrows landing. She was shielded from a direct hit by the massive log, but she was also stranded without any way to move and the fire she was trying to start was just not working. Her spell could not generate enough heat to penetrate the fargi tree and get the wood burning. She looked towards Syman and Antello and shook her head. Syman held up his bow and indicated for her to make a run for it when he started shooting and she nodded.
Syman was not the best archery student in Master Caulder’s class, but he was a good shot and had a strong pull. He had his arrows laid out before him for quick access before he started shooting. He did not aim for anyone in particular but proceeded to fling arrows quickly into the ranks of the enemy bowmen. All he needed to do right now was give Lyra a chance to run into the woods so she could get free with Antello.
Antello had two horses ready and stood on the reins while he joined Syman’s attack with arrows of his own. The combined attack scattered the enemy archers long enough for Lyra to dash into the trees.
“Thanks,” Lyra panted. “I’m afraid the fire idea will not work.”
“I gathered as much,” Syman said. “Go with Antello quickly. Move fast because another group of invaders is looking for a way across the canyon.”
Lyra looked at Antello and the reins for the two horses he now held. Slowly, realization of what Syman was doing registered. “No,” she declared. “I am not leaving you to die in my place. We shall all leave together.”
“There is no time for this,” growled Syman. “I can hold these men here while you two get a head start, but I can do nothing about the other group. Any more delay and you will be throwing away not only your own life, but Antello’s as well. When I have held them here for a while to give you a head start, I will run and catch up to you. It is not me they are after and given a choice, they will go after you.”
Lyra knew they would go after everyone. They surely had enough men to spare. But as she started to argue, Antello grabbed her and shoved the reins of her horse into her hand.
“There are times when we must trust each other,” Antello stated. “This is one of them. Get on your horse and let’s ride. The sooner we leave the sooner Syman can leave and if he doesn’t join us by nightfall, I will beat the sense out of him when he does catch up to us.”
Lyra laid her hand softly on Syman’s shoulder, but he ignored her as he reached for another arrow. Lyra turned with tears in her eyes and mounted her horse. Antello was already mounted and together they turned and galloped into the forest.
There was a narrow trail leading away from the log bridge and Antello led the way along it as they galloped deeper into the dark forest. The shouts of the invaders and the song of Syman’s bowstring faded quickly into the distance and were replaced by the sound of the relentless pounding of their horses’ hooves as they charged away from the ravine. Tears poured down Lyra’s cheeks and her eyes swelled closed. She wiped them constantly and was still barely able to follow Antello.
Lyra’s mind began to drift as she wished that she would wake up from this horrendous nightmare. Her mother. Her father. Master Caulder. All of her friends and fellow students. Now Syman. Why? When would it all stop? Why was this happening to her?
Her thoughts reeled and mental pictures of the Academy, both before the attack and after, flooded through her mind. She saw her father lecturing and smiled at him. She saw Rhodella standing with her hands on her hips, scolding Lyra about playing with swords, and smiled. She saw Syman lying on the grass behind the Academy with his hands up begging for mercy from her, and smiled.
“Lyra!” screamed Antello. “Get yourself together. We have to keep riding.”
Lyra opened her swollen eyes and looked about. Her horse was standing peacefully, well off the trail, and Antello was next to her. She must have let the horse go where it wanted to. Antello was frantic and Lyra silently scolded herself.
“I’m sorry,” Lyra apologized, straightening her posture and regaining control of her horse. “I will pay attention. Lead on.”
Antello looked at her sadly and nodded. Without another word, he turned and headed towards the trail. Lyra followed and wiped her last tears from her eyes. She did have to maintain control of herself if she was to survive and regain her father’s freedom. Rhodella had not promised her an easy time of it, but she had instructed Lyra about what to do, and Lyra realized that she must shove aside her grief if she was to succeed.
Antello picked up the pace again as soon as he was sure that Lyra was going to follow him and soon they were charging through the forest once again. Antello kept a fast pace, slowing periodically in an attempt to let the horses regain their strength. The forest grew darker and Lyra wondered if the sun was going down or they were just getting deeper into the darkness known as the Sakova. So far they had not seen any of the wild animals or savage humans that the tales spoke of, but the Sakova was huge and she was sure that they would see both before their trip was done.
Suddenly, Antello halted and held up his hand for silence. Lyra was practically beside him when she stopped and she looked at him curiously. Antello seemed to be peering at one particular spot and Lyra followed the direction of his gaze. The woods were fairly dense here with a scattering of both the ancient fargi and the more common sevemor. The land rose gently in the direction Antello was looking and the side of the hill was covered with a low brush, which Lyra could not identify. The leaves were large and bright green and the bushes appeared to be connected by vines as if they lived in communities or groupings.
“I thought I saw someone or something move,” Antello whispered. “Maybe we have just been riding too hard.”
Lyra cocked her head and suddenly she realized that she was experiencing complete silence. There was not a sound in the forest. No crickets, no birds, no lizards scurrying under the brush, nothing.
“I think the sun is setting,” Antello added. “Maybe it is time to find a hiding spot for the night. The horses have had enough for the day anyway.”
Lyra said nothing as they started moving again, slowly this time. The trail had ended a long time ago and Antello just picked his way through the trees and bushes. She wondered if Antello even knew what direction they were traveling. The trees were so tall that you could only see the sun at the height of the day and she figured the stars would not be much better. The forest looked the same in every direction. Sometimes there would be small hills or little depressions in the level of the ground, but that information meant little to someone who had never traveled here before. She could only wish that they were not hopelessly lost.
Antello suddenly made a right turn and she followed him, not asking what he was up to. He rode for a short distance and over a small hill and then dismounted.
“We will sleep here for the night,” he announced. “It will be hard enough for them to track in this dark forest in the daytime. It will be impossible for them during the night. Just in case, I turned off the track we were heading and I will go back on foot to make sure that there is no sign of us turning off in this direction. Even if they continue tracking through the night, they will miss us.”
Lyra just nodded as she dismounted and took the packs off the horses. Antello disappeared over the hill as she fed the horses the last of the grain they had brought with them. She looked around for a source of water and the forest looked the same in every direction. Shaking her head, she waited until the horses had finished the grain and then gave their drinking water to the horses. Their own food supplies were also diminished and she wondered if they would end up starving to death after all they had been through.
Lyra spread two blankets out for them to sleep on and laid out some bread and dried meat for dinner. It was the last of the bread, although they had some dried meat and cheese left. They were supposed to get supplies as they traveled through cities, but that plan had expired at Gatong when they found out the Imperial Guard was searching for her.
Antello returned and sat on his blanket, eating the food Lyra had left there for him. “He will get away,” assured Antello. “You wait and see. I am doomed to have him at my side for the rest of my life. It is preordained, you see. He will get away.”
Lyra did not even nod. She lay down and closed her eyes, falling asleep almost instantly.
Lyra was not sure how long she slept and it took a moment for her to realize what had woken her. She sat up and looked over at Antello’s blanket and found him gone. The sounds pounded into her head, louder with every step and her eyes frantically searched the dark for Antello, but he was not to be seen. She knew what the sound was and what it meant and she felt a shiver shoot through her body. The invaders had found them in the dark.
She sat for a brief moment trying to reorient herself in the dark. Finally, she located the horses and from that piece of information, knew the direction of the track they had made through the forest. She grabbed her sword and crouched by her blanket, facing the direction of the small hill they had rode over, and waited for the invaders to appear.
Unmoving and silent, she listened to the sounds of the horses. Eventually, it dawned on her that the invaders were not coming closer. As Antello had expected, they continued along the track, not noticing where Antello and her had turned off. She crouched in silence until the sounds of the horses faded in the distance and then collapsed on her blanket with a sigh. Moments later Antello appeared out of the black night.
“I counted twenty of them,” Antello whispered. “Not sure which group it was, the ones at the bridge or the ones that went in search of another path across the canyon. We need to arise early before they backtrack and find where we left the track.”
“Why didn’t you wake me?” Lyra asked.
“I knew they would go on by,” Antello grinned.
“More likely you knew that if they didn’t go by, it wouldn’t matter if I was awake or not,” Lyra countered as she curled up in her blanket and went back to sleep.
Antello stared at her for a moment and shook his head. This was not the fun-loving Lyra that he knew. He couldn’t blame her for her attitude, but still he wished for the old Lyra back. Antello lay back and drifted off to sleep moments later.
Hours later, Lyra opened her eyes and stared up at the giant trees stretching up above her. The sky was light, but not bright. She guessed it was probably early morning and she slowly sat up listening for sounds of the invaders. As she sat up, her mother’s ring rolled down her chest and onto the blanket. She reached for the chain around her neck, which the ring was supposed to be strung on, and found it missing. She reached out and snared the ring and pivoted onto her knees, searching the blanket for the chain. She searched the entire blanket and the ground around it and could not find the chain. She noticed that her sword was not where she left it, but was farther away from the blanket. Anger built inside her when she realized that Antello had been messing with her belongings. She rose, grabbing her sword as she did, and walked over to where Antello lay sleeping. With the sheath still on the sword, she placed the tip at Antello’s throat. Antello came awake instantly with a look of horror on his face. The look faded to puzzlement as he gazed up at Lyra.
“I do not like people going through my belongings while I sleep,” she growled. “Where is my chain?”
Antello pushed aside her sword and sat up. “What are you talking about?” he hissed. “Why would I go through your belongings? What chain?”
Lyra frowned down at Antello for a moment and then whirled and ran to where she had left the packs. Swiftly she opened each pack and looked inside.
“Someone has been here while we slept,” she declared. “They have gone through everything. I don’t see anything missing except my chain though.”
Antello jumped to his feet. “My pin is missing,” he howled. “Master Caulder gave it to me for winning a competition. They took it right off my sleeping body. What is going on?”
Lyra stood staring off into the woods. “I don’t get it,” she muttered. “Two small insignificant items taken and nothing else. No weapons. No food. No tools. Not even the horses. Do you think it was Syman and he was trying to tell us he is alive?”
Antello shook his head. “More likely his ghost telling us that he still cares and watches over us,” sighed Antello. “If he were alive he would have woken us. It cannot be the invaders, or they would have killed us or taken us. I cannot believe that anyone could waltz in here and take something off me without me waking up. It had to be either a spirit or some crazy animal that likes shiny things.”
“Yes,” agreed Lyra as she shoved her mother’s ring on her finger and felt her throat for the chain one more time. “Whatever it was, we had better be moving before the invaders start backtracking and find us standing here talking.”
Antello and Lyra gathered up their belongings and loaded the horses for travel. Within moments they were mounted and heading as close to south as Antello was capable of determining.



Chapter 8



Spirit of the Woods


Antello led at a slow but steady pace through the ancient fargi forest. Clearly the sun had risen, but the forest remained a patchwork or grays and blacks as the sunlight failed to penetrate the canopy of forest giants. The woods were uncommonly quiet, unlike the forest near the Academy, which always filled Lyra with delight. Lyra used to liken the forest sounds to a symphony of nature with each creature having their own instrument to play. She longed to hear the shrill call of the bluetail or the rustlings of the ground squirrels at play. Looking around at the dark, silent forest sent a chill through Lyra and she wondered if anything at all lived within its boundaries. The wind failed to penetrate the grove of huge wooden monsters and even the sound of the horses’ hooves seemed to be swallowed up within a short distance. Lyra’s attempt at humming a light tune was met with a scowl from Antello as he turned and signaled for silence. Lyra pouted as she grudgingly lapsed back into silence and followed Antello along the nonexistent trail.
Time was abstract for Lyra as they plodded along and her mind began to drift to happier times, so she was slightly startled when Antello halted and pointed towards the trees ahead. Lyra’s eyes followed the direction of his finger and saw the horse, a single horse grazing on the sparse ground vegetation. The horse had no blanket or saddle, only short reins adorned it. Antello indicated for Lyra to wait and he rode quietly towards the solitary animal. Lyra watched as he rode up alongside the horse and lifted the short reins, looking anxiously about him as he did so. Satisfied that it was not a trap, Antello signaled for Lyra to join him and she rode forward.
“It is not Syman’s horse,” Antello informed her softly, “and the reins have been cut. Someone freed this animal from where it was tied.”
“Do you think it belongs to the invaders?” Lyra asked, grateful for the sound of her own voice. “And if it is, what does it mean?”
Antello stroked his hairless chin as he pondered her question. “I can’t imagine who else it could belong to,” he answered, “but we can’t be sure. They are the only people we have seen since entering the forest, but it makes no sense. Perhaps there is some infighting among them. I just don’t know.”
“Well,” inquired Lyra, “what do we do with it?”
“Leave it I guess,” answered Antello distractedly, dropping the short reins. “There is another possibility that keeps gnawing at me. What if there are spirits inhabiting these woods? Someone or something visited our campsite last night and stole some really peculiar items. What if the spirits visited the invaders’ campsite as well?”
“I am sure the invaders would have guards standing watch,” Lyra stated. “Anything that got into their camp would have to be a spirit.”
“That is what is bothering me,” confessed Antello. “I can face fighting men to get you to Alamar safely, but I do not know how to fight a spirit. I wonder if my idea of cutting through the Sakova was such a smart idea after all. I didn’t think the invaders would follow us, and I was wrong. I thought the stories of strange things in the Sakova were fairy tales and it looks like I was wrong again. My foolhardy adventure has already cost us Syman and I am afraid I will not succeed in getting you through this alive.”
Lyra knew how much that admission had cost proud Antello and smiled at him “We will escape,” she announced with feigned certainty. “I could not ask for better friends than you and Syman. We will get through this, I am sure.”
Antello recognized the fear and uncertainty in her voice, but let the conversation die. Nodding woodenly, he turned and continued leading the way through the trees. Lyra followed silently, her head hung low, staring at the ground as it passed by. It was several moments later when she realized that she was smelling something other than the old musty smell of the forest and her head snapped up, looking about.
Meat. Cooked meat. There was no mistaking the scent. Someone was, or had been, cooking game in the area. She moved up to Antello and noticed that he too had picked up the scent. They rode side-by-side peering around cautiously for the signs of smoke or people, but they saw nothing. The smell grew stronger and Antello grew more cautious, slowing their pace to a walk.
They halted as one when they saw the campsite. The camp was filled with men and they knew they had stumbled upon the invaders. Swiftly they darted behind a giant fargi tree, but they knew they had been spotted because one of the invaders had turned and stared at them as they tried to hide.
Antello quickly scouted the terrain for anything that might aid their escape when he heard the sharp whistle. He cocked his head and listened as the whistle repeated itself. Lyra grew fidgety as her horse pranced slightly, feeling the excitement of its rider.
“We need to move!” she tensed. “I know at least one of them saw us.”
Antello nodded as he listened again for the whistle. “It’s Syman!” he grinned. “That is Syman’s signal for all clear.”
“How can it be all clear in the middle of the invaders’ campsite?” snapped Lyra. “It is a trick to delay us. Let’s get out of here.”
“But how would they know the signal?” Antello protested. “And why are they not chasing us now? I do not know what is going on, but I am going to investigate it. You stay here and make a run for it if I do not call you in right away.”
“Antello,” Lyra pleaded, “Syman could not subdue the whole campsite. It has to be a trick. Maybe it is the spirits having fun with us. Who knows what they are capable of knowing? Let’s just leave quickly.”
But Antello’s mind was determined and he rode out of hiding and approached the enemy campsite. Refusing to be left alone or to leave Antello to fight on his own, Lyra turned and followed him.
As they approached the campsite through the gloom of the forest, their spirits were lightened as they recognized a smiling Syman, standing in the middle of the campsite. Lyra looked nervously around the camp and noticed that none of the invaders were moving. In fact, all of them were still sleeping. She reached out and poked Antello and he nodded that he had seen the same thing.
When they got closer, Syman called out to them. “Hail friends! Do not worry,” he laughed, “these ones are beyond waking. They are all dead.”
Antello rode up to Syman and leaped off his horse, hugging his lost companion. “I thought you were dead,” he cried. “How did you get away?”
Syman hugged Antello back and then broke the embrace when Lyra arrived. He walked over to her and reached up and dragged her off the horse, encircling her tightly with his arms.
“I thought I was dead too,” Syman confessed as Lyra kissed him, letting her tears flow down her cheeks.
“Never leave me like that again,” Lyra cried. “I cannot handle the thought of either of you dying to get me to Alamar. From now on, we stick together.”
Syman smiled and broke his embrace with Lyra. “Master Caulder’s students do not die easily,” he joked and immediately wished he had not spoken. Visions of all of the dead cadets at the Academy flooded his mind and he shook his head vigorously to clear the images.
“Sorry,” he continued solemnly. “I am not sure exactly what happened. After you two left, I moved further back into the forest so that I could see the close half of the bridge and nothing else. It limited my view of the invaders, but it limited their view as well. They could not hit me with their archers and I still commanded a view of the bridge. I shot the first man over and another fell while trying to charge over and dodge my arrows. They stopped trying to cross for a long time and I thought I could hold them all day that way until I remembered the other group and wondered how long it would be before they got to me.”
“So you slipped off and made a run for it?” Antello guessed.
“No,” Syman answered. “The strangest thing happened right before my eyes. I was focused on the bridge waiting for the next invader to try crossing and suddenly there was an explosion and the close end of the huge tree rose several feet and crashed back down. It teetered on the edge for just a moment before it went crashing down into the canyon. At least I think it was an explosion. I really do not remember the sound of an explosion, but I do remember the sound of that giant fargi crashing into the canyon. The ground shook when it hit the bottom.”
Antello reached for a strip of meat from the fire pit where the invaders had cooked a deer and Syman leaped and knocked his hand away.
“Don’t touch it!” Syman shouted. “Look at the invaders. They died in their sleep and their skin is sort of blue. I think they ate poisoned meat or maybe drank something poisoned.”
Antello yanked his hand back and turned full circle to look at the invaders, counting as he did. “There should be two more if this is the group that passed us last night. Maybe we should get out of here and talk on the way.”
“There are two more farther out in the forest,” Syman informed them. “They were probably guards.”
“How did you find us?” Lyra asked. “I did not expect to ever see you again.”
“Getting here was not much of a problem,” Syman replied. “Following the trail of a group this large was easy, even in the dark. I stopped and slept a bit during the night and started tracking again as soon as there was light available. This must be the group that broke off and looked for another way across the canyon. If so, then the other group will be along sometime today. I stumbled across one of the guards first and realized he was dead. Someone cut all of their horses free too. I saw several of them wandering around.”
“Did you find anything missing when you awoke this morning?” Lyra quizzed. “Perhaps a small piece of jewelry or something like that.”
“No,” Syman shook his head. “I don’t care for jewelry much, but nothing was taken as far as I know. Why?”
“Lyra lost a chain from her neck and I lost the pin that Master Caulder gave me,” explained Antello. “Someone or something stole it from us last night. There is something very strange going on in this forest and I am anxious to put it behind us.”
“I agree with your feelings,” admitted Lyra, “but let’s not be too hasty. Maybe we can learn something from the bodies, like who they are and who hired them.”
“I have been going through their belongings,” Syman stated. “Someone was here before me though. Not a coin on them. There are some trail rations that I have been thinking about taking if I can be sure that they are not poisoned, but I am afraid to chance them. My supplies are about done.”
“Ours too,” agreed Lyra, “but I am hesitant to eat anything from this camp. I don’t want to end up as a blue corpse. Did you find anything that would identify them?”
“One thing I noticed that was curious,” Syman revealed. “Each of them has a small tattoo on the inside of his wrist. It is very small, but it looks like a coiled serpent with wings. I have never seen anything like it.”
Antello and Lyra walked to one of the corpses and examined the tattoo, shaking their heads as neither one of them recognized it.
“If someone has already looted the bodies, then we are wasting our time here,” argued Antello. “The other group will be coming for us and when they find this group, they will be mighty mad. They will think we did this.”
“I can’t see how they could be any more determined to catch us than they already are,” sighed Syman. “Still, we should use our time wisely. The tracks of the wandering horses may help us. I suggest we turn and head east for a while. They have been following us south for sometime and this may give us a chance to lose them.”
Antello and Lyra quickly agreed and the trio mounted and headed eastward. The forest looked the same and Lyra wondered how Syman could know that they were heading in any particular direction, and finally realized that it didn’t matter much. Getting away from the invaders was the important task at hand. They would eventually get out of the dreadful forest and then they could worry about finding Alamar.
The trio trudged through the seemingly endless forest without talking, each lost in their own thoughts. Lyra’s mood brightened when she saw a deer and a few small animals. It made the forest seem a little friendlier to her. At high sun, the sunlight invaded in patches and turned portions of the forest floor green and brown. Lyra began to shake the eerie feeling of the forest when Syman halted the procession and signaled for silence. They sat silent and still for at least five minutes before anyone spoke.
“I could have sworn I saw somebody up ahead,” Syman sighed. “Maybe I have been leading too long. I will let Antello lead for a while before I give everyone a nervous breakdown.”
Lyra smiled and nodded, but Antello frowned.
“It was small and brown,” Antello stated. “Not sure what it was, but I saw it too. Moved quicker than any person I ever saw and I didn’t hear a sound from it.”
“It was human, wasn’t it?” quizzed Syman.
“Not sure,” Antello stated flatly and then shook his head. “No, it couldn’t be. Too fast for a human and definitely didn’t make any noise. I bet it was a spirit. Probably floats above the ground.”
“Well whatever it was,” Lyra interjected, not wanting to return to her old feelings about the forest, “we do not have time to play with it. I will lead for a while.”
Before anyone could object, Lyra moved past the boys and continued in the direction that Syman had been going. She kept her eyes moving, searching for any sign of the spirit, but she saw nothing, heard nothing.
Flat on the top of a small hill, just off the track Lyra was holding, a pair of brown eyes watched the small procession go by. When the trio was out of sight the small woman prepared to rise, but instead turned quickly at the sound of someone making a stealthy approach behind her.
“They saw you, you know,” the newcomer berated her. “I heard them talking about you.”
“Only you could get this close to me, HawkShadow,” she smiled, rising to greet her friend.
“You should have killed them as I killed the others, Misty,” the young man stated. “Why do you ignore your trust to the Sakovans with this group?”
“I do not ignore my obligations, HawkShadow,” MistyTrail insisted as she pushed her short brown hair out of her face. “My job is to eliminate any trespassers. I have not decided that these three are a threat to us. They are my responsibility and you will not interfere with my actions.”
“I will if they get far enough into the Sakova to come to my attention,” the tall blond man asserted. “I will let you toy with them here in the fringes, but do not let them come closer to the homeland.”
“They are but youngsters and yet they brave the Sakova from which nobody returns,” quizzed MistyTrail. “Why do you suppose they are here?”
“Omunga youngsters are ignorant,” HawkShadow declared. “They probably do not know where they are.”
“There is more to it than that,” the short woman mused. “Twenty assassins on their trail indicates that someone is pretty determined to stop them from getting somewhere.”
“More like forty assassins,” HawkShadow corrected. “There is another group tracking them as we speak. It is the reason for me coming this far. These ones will not be foolish enough to eat game from the forest. They rely on their trail food.”
“I wanted to ask you about that,” she said. “How did you get the poison to spread to all of the meat? I would have thought that only the section where the dart pierced would contain enough poison to kill the men.”
“Not if it is carried by the animal’s bloodstream,” grinned HawkShadow, “then it spreads everywhere. It doesn’t matter which part of the animal a man eats after that.”
“But the blood stops flowing when the animal dies,” frowned MistyTrail. “That means that you had to poison the deer while it was still alive.”
“You learn quickly,” HawkShadow smiled. “The fools shot the deer fatally, but not cleanly. The animal would have survived long enough to wander away and die elsewhere. I shot it in the throat as they were coming after it. The poison had time to spread before it died.”
“I am impressed,” admired MistyTrail. “That means that you were very close to the deer when they shot it and they did not detect you. It appears that I have yet more to learn from you.”
“You learn quickly,” asserted HawkShadow with a smile. “Your tracking is almost my par, and I can say that about nobody else. You must learn to remain hidden better though, little one. Never should the enemy hear you or see you.”
“What do you have planned for the Assassin group?” MistyTrail asked.
“I am not sure,” confided HawkShadow. “I had planned to use you in eliminating them, but you still toy with the three young ones. These men are not to be toyed with. They are trained assassins and a direct confrontation could go poorly for us. I got lucky with the last group, but this one will not be so easy.”
“Aren’t you at least curious about the youngsters?” questioned MistyTrail. “Forty professional assassins is something spectacular to throw against three young ones.”
“I am curious,” nodded HawkShadow, “but I take no chances with the security of Sakova. The Omungans have tried to root us out for centuries and we have survived by not taking chances with our homeland. I guess my curiosity comes after my duty. When they are dead, we can wonder why they were here.”
“I do not agree,” objected MistyTrail. “They may not know why they are here, but they were meant to come here. The girl who dresses like a boy carries a ring, a Ring of Sakova.”
“A Ring of Sakova?” queried HawkShadow. “Why did you not tell me this?”
“To make you realize that sometimes you may kill too quickly,” MistyTrail grinned. “You would have found it after you killed her.”
“That would have been her misfortune,” frowned HawkShadow. “The Ring only allows passage if it is presented to a Sakovan. She did not present it to anyone. She probably stole it anyway. She obviously has no idea what it means.”
“I agree with you there,” she sighed. “Still, I sense something in her, something good. I do not know what it is. I guess that is why I have not killed them yet. I want to know why they are here and why the killers are tracking them.”
“Your curiosity will get you killed, Misty,” Hawkshadow warned. “In any event, we now have a problem. If we join together to whittle down the assassins, we will lose the youngsters. If we split up, I will not be able to take out the assassins before they catch up with the youngsters. You should have eliminated the three of them when you had the chance.”
“Suppose we play a game,” MistyTrail suggested. “We can follow the three youngsters and still slow the pursuit of the assassins. If the assassins catch the trio, then we have only one target and we will be together. If they do not catch the youngsters, then we will always know where they are. We have only to slow them down once in a while until we find out what I want to know.”
HawkShadow leaned his tall frame against a fargi tree and thought about the proposition. He was curious about the children and the Ring, still he had the security of Sakova to worry about. Nobody was allowed to leave once they entered Sakova; that was the law. Unless they had Right of Passage, he quickly reminded himself. The girl had not used the Ring properly and that meant that she did not know what she had possession of.
“You want to play a game, do you?” quizzed HawkShadow. “Fine, but I will set the rules. Do you agree?”
“Hey, not fair,” protested the short woman. “You can make rules that stop the game before I have found out what I want to know.”
“I have always been fair with you, Misty,” smiled HawkShadow. “I will give you three days to find out what they are about. I will send word today for others to join us and help eliminate the assassins. Each night, you and I will go out and harass the assassins. At the end of the third day, when the others join us, we kill them all. Those are my rules.”
“Dawn of the fourth day,” MistyTrail bargained. “If I am out with you each night, my time to find out why they are here will be limited.”
“Done,” laughed HawkShadow. “I should know by now that you must always bargain with an elf.”
“I am not an elf,” MistyTrail protested as she dragged her hat down over her pointy ears. “There are no elves.”
“So you have said many times, my little friend,” grinned HawkShadow as he extended his leather covered arm high into the air.
MistyTrail marveled, as she always did, as the large black hawk swept out of the sky and descended silently to HawkShadow’s arm. HawkShadow removed a small capsule from his pocket and attached it to the bird’s leg. From another pocket, HawkShadow produced a treat for his bird. The bird’s beak could easily snap a bone in two, but it gently picked the treat from between HawkShadow’s fingers and cocked its head to stare at MistyTrail.
“Why does he stare at me so?” she asked.
“He wonders what I see in you,” laughed HawkShadow as he tossed the hawk into the air.
The bird rose in a circling motion and swiftly disappeared through the forest canopy. MistyTrail placed her hands on her hips and scowled at HawkShadow.
“You didn’t write a note,” she accused. “What was in the capsule?”
“Just what we discussed,” HawkShadow grinned.
“Impossible!” she declared. “I watched you the whole time and whatever went in that capsule must have been written before we started talking. Are you changing the rules already?”
“So it was,” agreed HawkShadow. “I am not changing the rules at all. The note merely asks for help with the assassins. It will take three days for that help to arrive. I had planned to harass the assassins until the help arrived anyway, so I agreed to give you three days with the youngsters. Nothing about the game has been altered.”
“And you still get what you wanted all along,” she scowled. “I have to learn to bargain with you better.”
“You learn quick enough,” HawkShadow stated as he laid his hand on her shoulder. “I have never had a student as good as you. Enough talk for now. You must hurry to keep track of the youngsters and I have to set some traps for the assassins. Give me your word that you will kill them if they try to leave the Sakova before the three days are up.”
“I will not let them leave the Sakova,” insisted MistyTrail. “If I can accomplish that task without killing them, then I am performing my duty properly.”
HawkShadow smiled and nodded and then turned and disappeared into the forest. MistyTrail watched him go with admiration. She had learned much from the Assassin of the Sakovans and he seemed to put up with her arguing with him, which he would not accept from anyone else. She would not destroy the trust he placed in her, not for the youngsters or anyone. If she wished to find out what they were doing in the forbidden Sakova, she had three days to do it in. She would not argue with HawkShadow, if after that time, he ordered her to kill the youngsters. MistyTrail started plotting as she ran through the woods to catch up with the youngsters.



Chapter 9



StarCity


The hawk soared high over the Sakova looking down at the tops of the giant fargi trees as they sped by far below. The air chilled as the large bird gained altitude and turned towards the Wytung Mountains. The forest below turned to smaller sevemor trees and grew sparser with numerous clearings, a favorite hunting spot of the hawk, but the hawk was not hunting right now. The small capsule attached to its foot was a constant reminder of its mission and the hawk never strayed off course. Soon the sevemor forest gave way to sharply rising mountains and the hawk caught an updraft and soared higher, banking swiftly into a near vertical climb. The side of the mountain whisked by in a blur as the hawk ran the updraft to its peak and catapulted over the top of the mountain, and pulled its wings in slightly and dived down the other side. Plummeting towards the ground, the hawk spread its wings wide and skimmed along the canyon floor, which twisted its way through the mountains. Its sharp vision picked up a rabbit running ahead, but it knew this was not hunting time and continued onward. Several more journeys over mountaintops and the distinctive three peaks of the Sakova stronghold appeared. Rising high over the mountains now, the hawk peered down at the broad expanse of the valley nestled in the center of the three peaks. As it dropped into the valley, its keen eyesight focused on its perch and the rest of the valley blurred as its speed increased in a dramatic dive. It spied the red-haired boy running towards the perch area and screeched out a welcome as it flared its wings and extended its talons to grab the perch in a controlled high-speed landing.
The red-haired boy skidded to a halt at the perch and extended his hand with a treat for the bird. Quickly the boy retrieved the capsule and ran off towards the building nearby. He ran through the gateway and turned sharply left, heading down a long stone corridor. Several more turns and corridors and the boy skidded to a halt outside a wooden door. Panting from his exertion, he banged loudly on the door. A muffled voice shouted from within and the boy opened the door and raced in.
An old man sat behind a desk, his long snow-white hair flowing down around his shoulders. A large hawkish nose in the center of the man’s narrow face always reminded the boy of the birds he cared for, and the boy smiled as he slid to a halt before the desk.
“Ah, Jostin,” the old man smiled, “you bring me news from afar?”
“From HawkShadow, RavenWing,” the boy gasped handing the capsule to the leader of the Sakovans.
“Well, well ,well,” smiled RavenWing. “Let’s see what HawkShadow has to report.”
RavenWing opened the capsule and pulled out the note. He quickly scanned the message and handed the empty capsule back to Jostin. “Tell StarWind to see me as soon as she is free, Jostin. There is no need for a reply to HawkShadow so see to his bird and then release it.”
“I will see to it, RavenWing,” Jostin nodded as he turned and left.
RavenWing rose and walked to a wall map, which depicted the Sakova and the surrounding lands. He reread the note again and scanned the map to see where HawkShadow was having trouble. The note bothered RavenWing for a number of reasons and his brow creased in thought. He was not sure how long he stood at the map considering HawkShadow’s note when he heard a knock on his door.
“Enter,” RavenWing called out.
A young muscular woman with wavy brown hair and a perpetual smile on her face walked in. “You wished to see me?” StarWind asked.
“Yes I did,” confirmed RavenWing. “Come to the map and I will explain.”
“Are you familiar with this area of the Sakova?” RavenWing inquired as he pointed to the area that HawkShadow mentioned in the note.
StarWind’s green eyes narrowed to the area of the map that RavenWing pointed to. “It is a border area of the Sakova, but yes I am familiar with it. We had a training session out there just three months ago. Have we had an incursion?”
“We have indeed,” frowned RavenWing as he returned to his desk and waved StarWind over to it. “Please sit down.”
“You are bothered by this incursion,” StarWind surmised. “We have had others in that area over the years. Why does this one bother you?”
“I received a note from HawkShadow,” RavenWing explained. “He has never asked for help with an incursion before and that causes me to think it is more serious than his note states.”
“Perhaps he has another incursion elsewhere that requires his attention,” StarWind suggested. “He does cover a large area.”
“No, that is not the case,” RavenWing continued. “There have been three incursions and he has MistyTrail with him this time. The first incursion was a group of three youngsters and MistyTrail was sent to handle them.”
“Youngsters?” quizzed StarWind. “We don’t get many of those. MistyTrail might not be a good choice to deal with that group. She may try to divert them away from the Sakova. We have learned our lesson with that approach, but MistyTrail has a very soft heart.”
“I know a portion of your work involves monitoring those who were turned back in the past, so I value your judgement in that area, but HawkShadow had no choice in the matter. There was another incursion of twenty men that he had to handle.”
“Twenty?” StarWind asked, clearly astonished. “That is more men than we had in all of the last five years. I thought spreading tales of the horrors that await visitors to the Sakova had been working. We were getting less and less visitors each year.”
“These men were not concerned with where they were going, StarWind. They were tracking the three youngsters. HawkShadow dispatched them quickly enough and in the process he found out that they were professional assassins. He found this news particularly disturbing.”
StarWind was clearly shocked. “Assassins! Twenty of them? Something very strange is happening in Omunga then. Is HawkShadow sure they were after the Youngsters and not heading here? I mean twenty assassins for three youngsters is a bit of overkill.
“Not as much overkill as the second group of twenty assassins,” RavenWing stated, his brow assuming a permanent crease. “That is why HawkShadow asked for help. He feels the second group will be especially leery after finding out that the first group has been killed.”
“He is wise to ask for help,” StarWind agreed while shaking her head. “What is so special about these youngsters? Forty professional assassins cost someone a fortune.”
“I don’t know,” RavenWing conceded, “but I want to know. I want you to organize a group to support HawkShadow. He wants you there within three days so your time is short, but not critical. Pick the best, StarWind. I trust your decision in this. Let me know who you want and pull them off whatever they are working on. Twenty assassins who are expecting to be attacked will be very worthy opponents. I am not sure how HawkShadow dispatched the first group, but I am willing to bet that they were not expecting trouble. The second group will be.”
StarWind did not hesitate in her choice of companions. “StormSong, SkyDancer and Goral ought to do,” she stated. “That should give us the advantage over twenty assassins.”
“Wise choices,” RavenWing confirmed. “You can take more if you wish. I would prefer no casualties.”
“The assassins may be well-trained killers, but they are in our world now, RavenWing,” StarWind smiled. “I will not need more.”
“Well enough then,” RavenWing acquiesced. “There is one more caveat, StarWind. HawkShadow will want to kill the youngsters. MistyTrail, as you surmised, will want to divert them.” RavenWing smiled as StarWind nodded. “I, however, want them brought back here.”
StarWind’s green eyes widened and her mouth gaped open. “Here?” She queried in confusion. “You can’t mean to bring them here. That is a terrible breach of security, RavenWing. I don’t need to tell you the problems with bringing out-worlders here.”
“No you don’t,” RavenWing agreed. “I understand the risks involved and our security will not be compromised. I need to find out why someone wants them so badly to send forty professional assassins into the Sakova to get them. I feel as though the answer may mean much to the Sakovan people.”
“I can find out that information for you,” offered StarWind. “I have operatives all over Omunga. I will personally go out and ply my trade to get you the answer.”
“Your skill as a spy is well known, StarWind, but I would trust the information from the youngsters themselves over tales told to you or your operatives by others. Still, I would like your people to inquire about them as well.”
“I agree that first-hand knowledge is better, but in this case it is also riskier,” StarWind argued. “You said you could guarantee that our security is not breached by this effort. How can you promise that?”
“Simply,” RavenWing stated. “The youngsters will never leave here alive.”
“That works,” StarWind agreed unhappily. “I will see to organizing the effort to aid HawkShadow. I expect to be leaving at first light, so if there is any further information, please contact me before then.”
RavenWing nodded as StarWind let herself out. StarWind was bothered by the need to kill the youngsters. While she did not admit it to RavenWing, she had hoped that MistyTrail would be successful in diverting them. She well understood the need for all trespassers found in Sakova to be killed. For centuries the Omungans had searched for the Sakovan stronghold to wipe them out and the Sakovans had only survived by secrecy, secrecy maintained by killing anyone who managed to enter Sakova. That usually meant Omungan spies though, not children. For generations the Sakovans had actively spread horror tales to the Omugan population and the policy had worked so well, that the only people who entered Sakova anymore were spies for Omunga. Normally that amounted to four or five a year.
StarWind headed for the exercise yard where she knew StormSong would be, where she could always be found. StarWind smiled as she thought of asking StormSong if she wanted a cot brought to the exercise yard so she wouldn’t have to leave.
StarWind rounded the corner and saw StormSong battling with SkyDancer in the exercise yard. Good timing, she thought. Now she wouldn’t have to hunt down SkyDancer. StarWind leaned on the fence that surrounded the yard and watched the spar. What a contrast the two women made fighting each other, she thought. StormSong was tall and thin, with a pale white face surrounded by long jet-black hair, while SkyDancer’s tan complexion was encased in a halo of bright blond hair and her build was fuller. Their styles of fighting were as different as the women, StormSong always aggressive trying to overpower her opponent with smashing blows and forcing her adversary to back away, while SkyDancer played a defensive game, luring her opponent into overextending and then taking advantage of it. It was an exciting spar to watch. StormSong using her power and SkyDancer her swiftness.
StarWind climbed onto the fence rail and sat to watch the match, her mind sorting and cataloging the pieces of her conversation with RavenWing. She thought about the area of the Sakova that they would be operating in and mentally retrieved landscape anomalies that might come in handy in dealing with the assassins.
She was deep in thought when she felt a presence behind her and swiveled to see who it was. She smiled when she the massive hulk of Goral standing behind her, and massive was the word that came to her mind whenever she thought of him. Goral stood a full head taller than any man she had ever seen and his body was wide with muscle. His bald head, with only a horseshoe fringe of hair, and thick eyebrows gave him a menacing appearance, but StarWind knew him as someone she could trust her life with. His strength and endurance were legendary in the Sakovan camp, yet he was swift and silent. A paradox of a man, Goral could lift two men at the same time, one in each fist, and yet hold a lamb so gently it would fall asleep while he carried it.
“Tayo Goral,” StarWind smiled. “We have a trip to go on tomorrow. I will brief the three of you as soon as SkyDancer and StormSong finish their spar.”
Goral merely smiled and nodded, turning his attention to the fight within the yard. Goral seldom spoke unless he had something to say. This caused people to think the giant was mentally slow or dim-witted. Fools who thought this and tried to take advantage of Goral always ended up getting hurt. StarWind sometimes took Goral into the Omungan cities with her when she went spying. He served several purposes on these trips. He was such a large man that StarWind became invisible as people’s attention naturally focused on the giant. This allowed her to accomplish tasks without drawing attention to herself. Sometimes people mistook him for dim-witted and mistakenly said things within his earshot that should not have been said. In all cases, StarWind was always glad to have Goral to call on if things got nasty and they had to leave quickly.
Applause rang out and StarWind turned to find the match over. Both Sakovans were still standing which meant the match had lasted a full hour and was therefore a draw. The contestants were panting and sweat soaked, but both of them were grinning widely. StarWind signaled for them to approach and told them to get cleaned up and meet her and Goral in the Garden of Strength.
The Sakova stronghold was a broad valley nestled in the midst of three large mountain peaks with only one entrance, a tunnel through one of the mountains. The majority of the tunnel was natural, believed to have been a vent for the volcano that used to exist here. The stories say that the great volcano, which had been the highest mountain in the world, blew itself apart during an eruption. The three mountain peaks existing today were merely jagged remains of the volcano’s crater. The stronghold had been discovered centuries before the invasion of the Omungans and had become the sanctuary of the Sakovans when their agrarian society had been crushed by the invaders. The Sakovan nation had existed only here since that time. The tunnel was widened to allow the movement of wagons through the mountain, but the exit still appeared as a cave entrance which Sakovan magic has kept hidden.
The Sakovans built a city within the stronghold and called it StarCity after the five-pointed star, symbol of the Sakovans. The layout of the city was star shaped with a garden at each of the star’s points. The gardens were named, Joy, Hope, Peace, Valor, and Strength, the five rallying emotions of the Sakovan People. StarWind had chosen the Garden of Strength for it was that quality which was required by the present crisis.
Goral sat quietly watching ducks in the pond while StarWind completed a list of provisions they would need to requisition. StormSong and SkyDancer appeared looking refreshed and StarWind detailed her conversation with RavenWing for them.
“I do not believe this,” thundered StormSong. “Outlanders are not allowed in the Sakova. The laws are clear on this. And bringing them here to the stronghold is ludicrous. Has RavenWing lost his mind?”
StarWind smiled as she congratulated StormSong’s mentor on the apt naming of her student. StormSong’s conversations were more like outbursts than statements. “I can assure you that RavenWing is sound of mind,” StarWind stated. “He feels that there is knowledge to be gained with this aberration of custom that is worth the risk of bringing the youngsters here. Need I remind you that our security is not threatened if the youngsters never leave the stronghold?”
“We have not survived here for centuries by taking such risks lightly,” StormSong retorted. “I think we should have a hearing on this.”
“You have a right to demand a hearing,” StarWind soothed, “but not until we return with the youngsters.”
“That will be too late,” StormSong returned. “The damage will have already been done.”
“Storm,” interjected SkyDancer with her usual soft and meek voice, “there is no violation of law until we return with the youngsters, and when we do, it will be we who have violated the law.”
StormSong’s pale face flushed crimson. “But we are being ordered to break the law,” she shouted. “I will not be ordered to do such a thing. We should kill them all and be done with it.”
“I have been chosen as leader of this expedition,” declared StarWind, “and as such, I, and I alone, will be responsible for any violations of the law. RavenWing did not order me to bring the youngsters back, he merely told me what he wanted and why. I am aware of the security risks and I accept the responsibility for my own actions. Just do not kill the youngsters without my authorization. You may demand a hearing on my actions when we return and I will absolve the three of you from any responsibility. Is that acceptable to all of you?”
“No,” stated Goral.
The three women looked at the bearded giant with confusion. “Why not?” StarWind asked.
“You chose us because you respect our skills and because you trust your life to us,” Goral explained. “That trust should not be thrown away for personal convenience or comfort. I do not like the idea of bringing the youngsters back here, but we are all Sakovans and we all want the same thing. I trust RavenWing and I trust you. If both of you want them brought back here and you think it is important to our future, then that is what I will do and I do not need you to absolve me of anything.”
SkyDancer shook her head after listening to the longest statement she had ever heard Goral utter. “He’s right!” she exclaimed. “I don’t like it either, but RavenWing has guided us safely through troubling times. I will accept this risk the same as the risk I accept each time I go into battle for my people. I will stand with you, StarWind.”
“Darn!” shouted StormSong. “You didn’t even take a breath in there Goral. I am impressed. I will be damned if I am going to let mealy-mouth and the hairless-giant outshine me. I will help you bring them back. I may even drag the three of them by their hair for you. If I can’t talk sense into you three at least I can go along so you don’t hurt yourselves.”
StarWind chuckled and shook her head. “At least this trip is not going to be dull,” she laughed. “StormSong, see to the weapons and add in some goodies for surprises for the assassins. SkyDancer, you select the provisions, medical supplies and climbing gear. I do not want to leave anything out of our supplies. If in doubt, bring it. Goral, you get the chokas ready. I want two extra for our people already out there and three more for the Omungans that we will be bringing back.”
“I would prefer to trust my own feet, if you do not mind,” Goral countered. “I do not get along with chokas. They are nasty and they do not like carrying my weight.”
“They can carry thrice your weight, Goral,” StarWind insisted, “and can run thrice the speed of your feet. We need their speed on this journey and using them will make carrying the youngsters back much easier. As for the chokas being nasty, well, they are supposed to be nasty, but not to their rider. I am sure you will survive.”
Goral nodded and StarWind informed them that they would be leaving at first light and dismissed them. SkyDancer could not suppress a giggle as Goral headed off towards the stables. Goral always tried to avoid riding on the large warbirds and everyone knew it was because Goral thought he was too big for the chokas and might hurt them.
Jostin saw Goral coming and ran over to open the gate. “How many chokas do you need?” the red-haired boy asked, always happy to do something for Goral.
“I don’t need any,” Goral frowned. “What makes you think I would need a choka?”
The disappointment on Jostin’s face was evident as he said, “I just figured that is why you came. A message from HawkShadow and then a call for StarWind and you go off with her a lot.” The boy’s face suddenly brightened. “You came over to tell me another story?” he blurted out, anxious for an exciting tale even though he still had work to do.
Goral smiled and shook his head. “Not today Jostin. Today we are about making new stories. I must have nine chokas ready for the morning and one of them must be sturdy enough to carry me. So much for security around this place. You should talk to RavenWing about being an apprentice to StarWind one of these days. You have a knack for putting together disparate information and following things to a logical conclusion.”
“I have already asked RavenWing a hundred times,” frowned Jostin as he led the way to the choka pens. “He says I am too young yet. I thought you said you didn’t need any chokas?”
“I don’t need any,” Goral reiterated, “but I have been ordered to requisition them anyway.”
Goral’s huge hand ruffled Jostin’s red mop as he stopped and stared at the chokas. Goral shuddered at the thought of the small boy tending the ten-foot tall warbirds. The choka was a wingless bird, which stood upright with long legs and small forelegs, each ending in razor sharp talons. The birds were meat eaters and their beaks had a sharp tip, which could easily puncture a shield. The early Sakovans used to raise and race them, but their numbers had dwindled swiftly after the Sakovans withdrew into the stronghold. For generations now, the choka had been trained as warbirds, an occupation that fitted them well.
A large choka came over and lowered its head and nudged Goral and he reached and ran his large hand gently down its neck.
“I guess you will want Bertha for yourself?” Jostin murmured. “She really likes you.”
“Yes,” Goral sighed. “Sorry, girl, but you are the only one big enough and stupid enough to let me ride you.”
“How come you don’t like to ride chokas?” inquired Jostin. “The rest of the stronghold clamors for a chance to take them out.”
Goral stood and stared at Jostin for a while, seemingly deep in thought. Eventually, he stooped down and looked Jostin in the eye. “When I go off to fight for Sakova, it is because I have chosen to,” he explained. “I know that I may fall in battle and I have already weighed the risks in mind before I accepted the call to fight. Bertha has no choice in the matter. She goes to fight whenever we want her to. I do not like imposing my risks on her without her agreeing.”
“But she was born to fight,” objected Jostin.
“Yes she was,” agreed Goral, “but that was not her choice either.”
Jostin stared back into Goral’s eyes. “You are wrong, Goral,” the little boy declared. “The chokas enjoy fighting. It is what they live for. You may ride them into battle, but I get to stay with those left behind. I know their moods and the rejected ones are disappointed, the returning warbirds are the happy ones.”
Goral raised one eyebrow and stroked his beard as he looked from Jostin to Bertha and back again. Silently, he rose and walked out of the pen.



Chapter 10



Magic Lesson


Lyra sighed as she tried to concentrate on the bobbing text. All day she had been browsing through one of the books she had grabbed from Master Malafar’s study and when she finally found the spell she wished to learn, the terrain had gotten rougher. She closed her eyes and tried to picture the page she had been reading. She had used this trick before to recall information she needed for tests at the Academy and she had been very successful at picturing the image of information she could not remember otherwise. This time, however, the trick failed. All she pictured was a blur and she opened her eyes in frustration.
Antello was still leading them through the sevemor forest, just as Syman had yesterday. She enjoyed this forest much better than the dark fargi woods they had left behind. Animal life was plentiful here and the birds sang out from early morning to dusk. They had even managed to kill a couple of rabbits yesterday for dinner. The trip was much more peaceful without having to worry about pursuit by the invaders, although Lyra still had the nagging suspicion that they were always being watched by something. Only Syman believed that the invaders were still behind and about to catch up to them. At least she was sure they were really heading eastward now. The sun was easily seen through the sevemor trees and she was delighted as well to see the sunlight dance upon the forest floor once again.
Lyra opened the magic book again and tried once more to reread the spell instructions for the Fireball Spell. She knew that some offensive magic would come in handy if the invaders ever bothered to pursue them again. She allowed her body to move with the motion of the horse and held the book a little farther away from her. Perhaps the resting of her eyes helped slightly because she was able to read most of the instructions.
Fairly simple, she thought to herself, smiling as she mentally practiced the formation of the fiery projectile. Of course only practice would allow the caster to increase its intensity and the speed with which she could create them, but she thought she could now at least cast the spell. She looked eagerly around for something to practice on that would not start a forest fire. Disappointment seeped through her when she found no suitable target and she closed the book and returned it to the pack.
Lyra ran her fingers through her short blond hair and thought how nice a bath would feel. Her hair was gritty and she was sure the rest of her was as well. Still, she was feeling pretty good after a decent night’s sleep, decent except for the dream. She thought about the strange dream she had last night and the night before. She had never had the same dream twice before and it bothered her. Rhodella was standing over her sleeping body, hands on her hips as she always did when she was about to lecture on something that Lyra had done wrong. But instead of lecturing Lyra on some failing, Rhodella kept asking her why she was here. Why had she come to these woods? Where was she going? Where did she get the ring? Why were there people following her? Who were the two boys with her?
Questions, questions, questions. It didn’t make any sense at all. Rhodella knew where she was going and who the boys were and it had been her mother who gave her the ring. It was just a nonsense dream and yet she had it two nights in a row. Was it her subconscious trying to tell her that she was making a mistake? Was she feeling badly about having given her mother a bad time while Rhodella was alive? No matter how many times she tried to analyze the dream, it just made no sense to her.
The sound of running water brought Lyra out of her thoughts and she looked expectantly ahead for the stream or river, the perfect place to practice her first fireball. Excitement rippled through her body as the sound intensified and she walked through the steps of the spell again. Trying to calm herself slightly, she mentally cautioned herself to have reasonable expectations. Her first fireball would not be a thing of greatness, rather it would probably be no more powerful than her fire lighting spell. The excitement threatened to overwhelm her again as she realized that while it wouldn’t be very powerful, it would move through the air in any direction she wished it to.
She always got excited when using a new spell and she momentarily thought of how proud her father would be to see her cast the spell perfectly the first time. Her excitement immediately died as she realized that Master Malafar would be horrified to see her cast an offensive spell. It wasn’t fair, she pouted. She had loved her brother, Alfred, as much as anyone, but she did not blame the spell that killed him for his death. By her reasoning, it could have been a spear or a thrown knife that killed him. Would her father then have forbid the using of a knife? Magic was neither good nor evil. It was a tool the same as a sword or knife, no more, no less. She was starting to feel guilty about her plan to learn offensive magic, despite her belief that it was not at fault for Alfred’s death, when the stream came into view. Her excitement level rose dramatically as Antello signaled a halt to water the horses.
Lyra sprang off her horse, handing her reins to Syman, and ran upstream so her experiment would not startle the horses. Finding a large rock protruding into the stream, Lyra scampered upon it and straightened her body, scouting for the perfect spot to unleash her first deadly missile. Selecting a pool formed by the swirling waters caught by a log, she inhaled deeply, savoring the fresh, sweet aroma of the sevemor forest.
Holding her arm bent at the elbow, she started casting the spell and felt the warmth of the magic as it started build. The exhilaration of the power building within her body swept through her as her fingertips began to produce tiny sparks. The heat of the magic within her hand increased and she knew it was almost time to unleash the missile into the water. Swiftly, her mind dashed back to the mental image of the book to make sure she knew how to direct the fireball. The distraction destroyed her concentration and her hand burst into flames. Screaming hysterically, Lyra looked at her burning hand in shock and was paralyzed to act. Suddenly, her body was falling through the air and everything went black.
Lyra awoke feeling chilled all over, everywhere except her hand, which was burning hot. She opened her eyes and looked up into Syman’s face.
“I thought I had killed you,” Syman sighed. “Let me see your hand.”
Lyra held up her hand between them and saw the big puffy blisters that covered it. Quickly she lowered it back into the stream where the cooling water soothed it enough to dull the pain.
“What happened Lyra?” he asked. “Why was your hand burning?”
The pain brought tears to Lyra’s eyes and she gasped, “Magic. I tried a new spell. Foolish.”
“It was a good thing Syman pushed you into the stream,” Antello interjected. “The water put the fire out.”
“Yes, but I thought you had hit your head on the bottom and died,” Syman shook. “I swear I didn’t even think you were breathing when I dragged you to shore.”
“How long?” Lyra croaked.
“Just seconds,” Syman answered. “It was just a moment ago. I was coming to see what you were doing going off on your own like that. I heard you scream and saw your hand burning. I didn’t think. I just ran and threw myself at you and we both flew into the stream.”
“Good thing you didn’t stop to think,” commented Antello. “Those blisters look bad, but they will heal quickly. Much more burning though and you would probably have lost your hand. Keep it in the water while I go get a salve to put on it.”
Lyra cried as she felt the current rippling over her tender hand. Each tiny movement of water striking the flesh brought a sting of pain, but the coolness helped the feeling that the hand was still burning. She struggled to sit up while keeping her hand suspended in the water and Syman, seeing what she was trying to do, grabbed her shoulders and rotated her into a sitting position. She stared down at her ruined hand through the clear running water. The movement of the water distorted the image, but the blisters were clearly evident and the blackened, scorched ring on her finger was visible. She thought about getting the ring off, but that finger was blistered so badly that she knew she would be unable to remove it.
Antello returned with salve and bandages. He sat a bit away from Syman and her and Lyra realized that they were still in the stream. Syman must have dragged her to the shore and just held her until she awoke. Antello liberally covered the bandages with salve and extended them to Syman.
“Wrap each finger separately and then the whole hand,” Antello instructed. “I saw the physician do this when one of Master Caulder’s men got burned by an oil lamp. His hand was blistered worse than yours, Lyra, and he recovered in no time.”
Lyra tried to smile as she lifted her hand clear of the water for Syman to wrap, but the burning feeling of the air prevented anything other than a grimace. Syman was gentle but swift. In just a few moments, he had wrapped each finger and then covered her entire hand. The salve was cool and without the movement of the stream water to sting her, the pain was soon at a bearable level. She thought momentarily of casting a healing spell on herself and quickly dismissed it. She had had enough magic for one day, maybe forever, and she wasn’t sure she even could cast it upon herself. Perhaps the pain would be a reminder of how stupid and arrogant she had been.
Syman rose and picked Lyra up, carrying her off to a shady area of level grass and laid her down. Antello brought a blanket and covered her up to her chin. He said something to her, but her mind was fighting for release of the pain and she passed out without ever hearing what he said.
Antello joined Syman at the stream and started unpacking the horses. “Despite what I said,” Antello whispered, “I am worried about her hand. It is much worse than Master Caulder’s man was and he still didn’t have full use of his hand after three years.”
“I know,” agreed Syman. “I know the man you are talking about. I would be surprised if Lyra didn’t know him as well.”
“I didn’t think of that,” admitted Antello. “I doubt she will even be able to hold the reins. What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know,” Syman frowned. “We need to keep moving or the invaders will catch up to us, but she is in no condition to go anywhere. I think we have to spend the night here and hope they have lost our trail.”
“I am sure that we lost them,” encouraged Antello. After a moments pause he continued, “That thing is still tracking us though. I haven’t seen it again, but I know it is following us.”
“I know,” agreed Syman, “but I think you are wrong about the invaders. They are not going to give up. You heard Klaarg threaten them. They are dead if they return without her. No, I am sure they are behind us somewhere. The only thing that surprises me is that they haven’t caught up to us yet.”
“Well at least we can use this time to get some food,” Antello offered. “I will rig up a fishing line and try my luck in the stream. Why don’t you go hunting?”
“Okay,” Syman nodded as he picked up his bow and decided which direction to head off in search of game. Hunting might very well take his mind off things, he thought. It seems he spent all of his waking time thinking about the invaders catching up to them or that thing out there finally coming down and eating them. And on top of all that, even his sleep was disturbed with the strange dream he had had the last two nights. All in all, he didn’t care for the Sakova very much and the sooner they got out of it, the better.
MistyTrail lay on the hillside watching the scene unfold below her. She shook her head in dismay as she watched the young girl nearly burn herself up with that foolish attempt at magic. Whoever taught that girl magic should have known better. It was a perfect display of too much power and too little sense. MistyTrail was no mage, but she knew enough magic to understand the fundamentals. Of course, the girl didn’t know that the Ring would interfere with the spell, but that was a poor excuse for lack of caution.
MistyTrail sat up and watched the tall dark boy head into the woods with his bow. The blond one seemed intent to do some fishing and she wondered if she should escalate her plan. The sleep talking had so far yielded nothing and she was running out of time. She still did not know who they were or why they were here. Tomorrow it wouldn’t matter because they would have to die. The thought didn’t sit well with the small Sakovan and she quickly decided to risk exposing herself. With the two boys out of the way, she could approach the girl and reason with her. If she failed there was a good chance that the boys would think the young girl was delirious and ignore her account of what happened. There was even the possibility the girl would dismiss it herself. Besides, she should use what little magic she did know to ease the suffering of the girl in the same manner she would for any wounded animal.
MistyTrail followed the progress of the dark boy to make sure she knew where he was going to be. She figured that the fisherboy would present no problem with the noise of the stream blocking out any sounds she might make.
MistyTrail crept down off the hillside and over to where the young girl was sleeping. Silently, she pulled back the blanket, keeping her eyes focused on the girl’s face for any signs of waking. Gently she reached for the girl’s injured hand and gingerly felt around it for the start of the bandage. Never letting her eyes leave the girl’s face, MistyTrail unwound the bandage and discarded it. The girl’s eyes twitched as the bandage touched the blisters as it was being removed, but she remained asleep. Holding the girl’s ruined hand in one of her own, MistyTrail used her other hand to shake the girl’s other arm until the youngster’s eyes opened.
“Say nothing yet,” MistyTrail warned. “I came to heal your hand, but I will leave if you make any loud noises. Your hand will be crippled if I do not heal it soon. Do you understand?”
Lyra’s eyes opened wide with fear and her mouthed try to form words, but her voice was lost in shock, so she nodded.
“Good,” MistyTrail smiled. “I can make your hand better, but I have some questions that require answers in payment for my services. Do you promise to answer my questions?”
Lyra nodded again as she tried to work the lump out of her throat. She wondered if this was another dream, or nightmare. It was still daylight out and the boys were not here. Could this woman have eaten them already? Was Lyra next on the creature’s menu? If so, why was she playing this question game with her? What did she want to know?
The woman, or creature she corrected for she had never seen ears so pointed before in a human, was holding her hand and Lyra’s pain was starting anew. She gritted her teeth as the woman started applying pressure to the blisters. Two arms and two legs. Looks like a person, but very short for a mature woman. Can’t be a monster. Must be a dream.
“This will hurt just a bit. Make sure you do not scream.”
Lyra felt a strange tingling running through her hand and flashes of hot and cold at various parts of it. Sweat beaded up on the small person’s brow as she appeared to concentrate and suddenly the pain was gone.
“Good as new,” MistyTrail smiled. “Take a look.”
Lyra lifted her hand before her eyes and saw that the blisters were gone. A trick she thought, but then she saw the blackened ring and her senses registered no pain in the hand.
“Who are you?” Lyra asked, finally recovering her voice. “Am I dreaming?”
“No you are not dreaming,” chuckled MistyTrail, thinking to herself that she had already tried that. “You may call me Misty, but that is your last question. You agreed to answer mine though and I have a few, like who are you and why are you here?”
“Misty,” Lyra repeated. “A nice name for a … a what?” Seeing the scowl on Misty’s face, Lyra quickly recovered. “I am sorry. Where are my manners? Just everything is so strange. I am called Lyra and I am from the Academy of Magic, somewhere north of Gatong. My father was the Master of the Academy before the raid. I am traveling to Alamar.”
“You have chosen a strange path to Alamar,” MistyTrail commented. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you about the dangers within the Sakova?”
“Yes,” Lyra replied, “but we have no choice. There are killers after us and the road was unsafe. It was certain death to take the road. How could the Sakova be worse than that?”
“It could be equally deadly,” MistyTrail sighed. “Why do these killers hunt you?”
“I do not know,” answered Lyra. “They have kidnapped my father and they seek me to make him do whatever it is they want done. He is a powerful mage and they must need one badly to kill everyone at the Academy.”
“And the two boys with you?” quizzed MistyTrail. “Are they wanted as well?”
“Syman and Antello?” Lyra murmured wondering where they were. “You have not harmed them, have you?”
MistyTrail merely shook her head and waited for the answer.
“They have pledged to see me to Alamar,” she explained. “The invaders will kill them when they catch us. I owe my life to them.”
“A price you may pay all too soon,” MistyTrail remarked. “That is a strange ring you wear. Where did you get it?”
Lyra held her hand up again and looked at the blackened ring. “My mother gave it to me,” answered Lyra. “I guess she didn’t have anything else worth giving me. It looks ruined now.”
“Where did your mother…” MistyTrail started to ask when she heard one of the boys returning. “Say nothing about me,” she whispered to Lyra. “Nothing. Your life depends upon it.”
MistyTrail moved so swiftly that Lyra was unable to turn fast enough to see where she went. Antello arrived a few moments later, humming a tune and carrying half a dozen fish on a string.
“Ah so you are awake,” he greeted her merrily. “I have captured some dinner. How are you feeling?”
Lyra was so happy to see her friend that she threw off the blanket and raced to hug him. Antello was surprised to see such affection from Lyra, but his mouth gaped open when he saw the bandages lying on the ground where Lyra had been sleeping. He dropped the fish and pushed her away just far enough to see her hand.
“What? How?” Antello babbled as he shook his head. “Your hand. Your hand is not hurt?”
Lyra held it up for him to see and then embraced him again. “No it is fine,” she stated. “Guess it looked worse than it was. It feels pretty good. Can we have a fire to cook the fish?”
“You must have used magic on it,” Antello guessed. “Only magic could explain that quick a recovery.”
Lyra broke the embrace and picked up the fish. “Magic, yes. Only magic could heal it so quickly. Where is Syman?”
“He is off hunting,” Antello replied distractedly as he stared at her hand again.
Lyra’s thoughts shot through her mind like a pile of leaves in a windstorm. This was too complex to be a dream and therefore it was real. The smell of the fish was real. The feel of Antello was real. This was too much for a dream. What then was Misty? That means she was real too. Was she human? Looked human except for the ears. Maybe they were just a defect. She had known people born with stranger ailments. Sakovan! Misty was one of the Sakovan. A cannibal. Could one’s ears be affected by eating other people? Why did she want to know about Lyra? Because they had trespassed on Sakovan land, she realized.
Lyra handed the fish to Antello and sank to her blanket without comment. Why had Misty asked her questions though? If they were guilty of trespassing, why weren’t they just killed and eaten like the stories said? Why had Misty healed her hand? None of this made any sense, but she knew that there was an answer to the riddle if she looked deep enough.
Lyra rose and headed for the stream. “I am going to bathe, Antello,” she said. “I will be back shortly.”
She didn’t wait for a response, but headed for the stream and stripped off her still damp clothes. The water was cold, but it was refreshing to rid herself of the grime she had been carrying. She replayed Misty’s questions over and over in her mind as she scraped river sand over her body. The questions Misty had asked were not terribly important. So why had she revealed herself to ask them? And reveal herself she did, because Lyra was sure that Misty was the entity that had been stalking them for the last few days. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was certain. She certainly matched the vague description that Antello had given some days ago.
Who are you? Why are you here? Who are the two boys? Where are you going? Where did you get the ring? Who was your mother? “Mother!” Lyra exclaimed out loud. The dream. Those were the same questions that Rhodella had been asking in her dreams and she thought it strange that Rhodella had not known the answers. Of course. Somehow Misty had been asking those questions for the last two nights, probably through some use of magic. That meant that Misty had been following them to get the answers to those questions.
Lyra finished washing and picked up her clothes and walked to the large protruding rock she had burnt her hand on. She spread her clothes out in the sun and lay down next to them.
The answers to the questions were obviously important to Misty, but why? If she was a Sakovan, and what else would she be, then why should she care about the reasons for her next meal coming into the Sakova? And why the interest in the ring Rhodella had given her?
Lyra looked at the blackened ring. Some of the darkness had come off when she bathed and she thought she should try to clean the rest of it while she was near a stream. She rose and went down to the edge of the stream. She felt her hand before attempting to remove the ring to make sure the areas that was blistered would not be hurt. She marveled at how smooth her skin was, when only moments ago it was all puffed up with blisters. She easily slipped the ring off to wash it and froze, nearly dropping the ring into the stream because of her shock. The ring had a sparkling blue stone of high quality inset in the center. The stone was in the shape of a five-pointed star and when she removed the ring, her finger underneath bore a blue five-pointed star.
She lowered her hands into the water and scrubbed both the ring and her finger with the river sand. She shook her head as the ring cleaned up nicely, but her finger retained the star. She scrubbed her finger again and again, but the star persisted. She wondered how hot the ring must have been to scar her hand so, but she quickly rejected such nonsense. The star on her finger was unlike any tattoo she had ever seen. It was not just a blue scarring of her flesh, but her skin was like the gem on the ring. She held her finger up so that the sunlight struck it and the light reflected off of the blue star as it would off the stone in the ring. She gently felt the aberration on her finger and it felt like skin, but it looked and acted like a gem. Unsure of what could have caused this to happen, she quickly slid the ring back on over her star scarred finger.
Lyra returned to the rock to finish drying and shook her head in wonderment. She could not even be sure that the star was not already on her finger before the magic accident. She hadn’t had the ring off since the night her chain was stolen. That was probably Misty too, she realized. It dawned on her that Misty had been following them ever since they entered the Sakova. So why hadn’t they been killed like the invaders had been? The questions of course! The Sakovans were not sure who they were, but there was no doubt about who the invaders were. The invaders offered a serious and obvious threat to the Sakovans, but Lyra and her friends did not. That did not mean that they would not be killed, just that the Sakovans had not made up their minds yet. And the ring had something to do with their indecision.
Lyra continued to work on the puzzle while she dressed, feeling excited that she was finally making some sense out of it. They hadn’t been killed because not everyone to enter the Sakova was a trespasser. That was obvious because if it was not true, there would be no need for any questions and they would already be dead. That meant that the ring had something to do with being allowed to enter the Sakova, but the ring alone was not enough or they would not be asking questions. The only plausible answer was the ring in the possession of an acceptable person. So who was an acceptable person? Did it matter, she asked herself. If she was acceptable, then they would not stop her from leaving. If she was not acceptable, then they had better leave quickly. Either way, their only course of action, was to get out of the Sakova as quickly as possible.
Swiftly Lyra finished dressing and ran back to her blanket. Syman had returned from hunting and had three rabbits. They both turned to look at her as she sped into the makeshift campsite. “Pack up, now!” she exclaimed. “We are leaving immediately. No questions. No arguments. Just do it.”



Chapter 11



The Power of Terror


“Tayo,” greeted HawkShadow.
“Tayo, HawkShadow,” StarWind replied. “Glad to see you still alive.”
“It will take more than this bunch to finish me,” he smiled.
“I trust you left some for us?” hoped StormSong.
“Indeed I have,” answered HawkShadow. “There are fifteen left. I took out the guards the first night and they haven’t slept well since. Picked off two more from the end of their caravan, one each day. They are pretty jumpy right now, but mostly I have been trying to slow them down and lead them astray.”
“What of the youngsters and MistyTrail?” StarWind inquired.
“She is keeping an eye on them,” stated HawkShadow.
“Why weren’t they killed?” asked StormSong. “Surely you and MistyTrail could have finished them while you were waiting for us?”
“MistyTrail wanted to find out why they are here,” frowned the Sakovan assassin. “She is quite capable of handling them on her own, StormSong, as you well know.”
“Let’s not start in on this again, please,” StarWind pleaded. “HawkShadow, I plan to take the three youngsters back to the stronghold. I know you well enough to know that you probably agree with StormSong’s feelings on this, but RavenWing wants to see them and I have agreed to deliver them.”
“I should have killed them the first night,” concluded HawkShadow. “You know my feelings well, StarWind. I think it is a mistake, but I will also give RavenWing what he wants. Come sit and let’s plan our attack on the assassins. I have some ideas for their demise.”
Goral took care of the chokas while SkyDancer readied food for the party. HawkShadow already had a fire going and he gathered the rest of the Sakovans around it. While Goral and SkyDancer were occupied with their duties, the assassin spoke loud enough for all to hear.
“They are camped about a league east of here,” HawkShadow declared. “I have made them very nervous and they string out their line too long to finish them all off at once. What we need is a way to bunch them together so they lose their mobility. I have a plan to accomplish that, but seeing as you brought Goral, I will let him be the bait. He will actually be better at it than myself.”
Goral shot a glance at HawkShadow, but said nothing. He finished tending to the chokas and joined the party just as SkyDancer served the food.
“What I want to do is spook them,” HawkShadow continued. “As I said, they are nervous already. Unlike the youngsters, these men know about the Sakova and they do not like being here, but they are committed to their task so they continue onward. They did not like seeing the other group dead and then losing five of their own, so they have developed a rather decent defensive plan. They have multiple rings of protection at night with each outer guard within sight of at least two others at all times. Attacking their campsite again would be costly for us. On the trail, they string out in double file. They are able to watch both flanks at all times and they have taken to keeping an eye on their rear.”
“It sounds like you made them so nervous that we will now have a hard time of getting to them,” concluded StormSong.
“That is true,” admitted HawkShadow, “but it was necessary to buy time for the youngsters to stay ahead of them and for you to arrive. If they caught up with the youngsters, they would immediately leave the Sakova and we do not want that to happen.”
StormSong shot him a grim smile and HawkShadow ignored it. He knew StormSong well and she was an excellent fighter. He welcomed her talents and was willing to put up with her acidic humor, especially since he had agreed with everything she had said so far.
“So the plan is to bunch them up and make them forget their rear guard and leave both flanks open,” smiled HawkShadow.
“Nice plan if you were toying with an untrained group,” commented StarWind, “but you are not. From what you have said, they will not drop their guard easily.”
“True, true,” HawkShadow grinned. “In a sense we are. I have listened to their campfire chats and while they know about some of the dangers within the Sakova, they really know very little about us and that will break their training. What do you think they would do if they thought there were dozens of Sakovans up ahead of them? Or possible behind them? Or surrounding them? And what if they thought that all Sakovans looked like our friend Goral here?”
“I think they would dirty the forest floor,” laughed SkyDancer.
Goral feigned embarrassment and StarWind chuckled.
“They would all bunch up and stop moving,” grinned HawkShadow.
“Okay,” nodded StarWind, “but how are you going to get them to believe that and what do we do when we have them bunched up?”
“What we do best,” smiled HawkShadow. “Goral will let himself be seen tomorrow, several times. I have already selected the spots where he will be seen from each flank. Goral on a choka will become the talk of their whole group. Soon they will be scanning the flanks looking for him. We will play this routine all day with Goral changing clothes each time. They will believe that they are being watched and warned not to enter further into the Sakova. They will be nervous, but they will not expect an attack from one Sakovan, and that is all they will see at any given time.”
“Suppose they decide to attack me?” asked Goral. “Do I stand and fight or lead them on a chase?”
“You will be far enough away each time and you will be on a hill above them,” answered HawkShadow. “They would take too long to reach you. You will just disappear. I thought of that and if they try, it is okay. It may add to their tensions to be unable to find you.”
Goral nodded and HawkShadow continued. “Around sunset, they will be approaching a place where the trail rises upward slightly. Goral and his choka will be directly on the trail above and in front of them with the setting sun illuminating him. This is the area where the last fargi trees stand. Are you all familiar with it?”
Everyone nodded and HawkShadow went on. “Goral, when they see you, you will move your arms as if directing troops on each side of you. They are to suspect that just over the hill in front of them, the Sakovans has massed to block their way. If they react as I expect them to, they will crowd around the leader at the front of the line. There may be some glances to their flanks to see if there are more Sakovans visible, but the spectacle of Goral in front of them and the inevitable confrontation, will attract their attention. The rest of us will be in the fargi grove unseen by the assassins. This is where you come in, StarWind.”
“What will you need?” StarWind asked.
“Fog,” HawkShadow grinned. “A rolling fog coming down off the hill. They will understand that it is magical, but that is okay. We need to make sure that they are afraid enough not to attack Goral at this point.”
“Won’t they make a break for it?” asked SkyDancer. “Suppose they spread in all directions?”
“That is possible,” admitted HawkShadow, “but it will not matter at this point because we will have them surrounded. That is the purpose of getting them bunched up. If they are all in one clump, we charge into their ranks with Sakovan Stars and cut them down. The outer ring will fall first and those caught inside the ring will not be able to move. It will be over quickly. If they panic and disperse, we will cut them down as they try to leave. The only way out for them is a concerted attack in one direction and I believe they will be spooked enough that they will not be able to pull that off.”
“Do you have a contingency plan in case they do?” asked StarWind.
“Of course,” HawkShadow replied. “If they all go towards one of us, that person fades away and lets them leave. We then charge after them and pick off the rearmost ones. That will be very messy though and riskier for us.”
“How fast are they moving during the day?” StarWind asked.
“They believe the youngsters are on foot now,” HawkShadow elaborated. “I created the impression so that I could leave my trail for them to follow. Consequently, they are moving at a fast walk. Why?”
“I have an addition to your plan,” StarWind smiled. “While Goral is toying with them, SkyDancer, StormSong and I will create some traps in the ambush area. We can rig some slanted spikes that will not be seen until they are erected. If we wait until the fog starts rolling to erect them, they will not be seen at all. This will eliminate the chance that they will go anywhere. They will have to stand and fight and, as your plan is solid, they will die.”
HawkShadow grinned and nodded his head in satisfaction. “I like it,” he stated. “Let’s get some sleep and an early start. I will take first watch and let you travelers get some rest.”
HawkShadow was not one for sentry duty and he spent his watch stealthily moving through the forest in an erratic pattern around the campsite. He saw SkyDancer awaken hours later and look for him. Knowing he was out in the forest somewhere, she chose to stand in the center of the camp and let him come to her. HawkShadow made one last circuit and headed into the camp.
“You ready for sentry duty?” he whispered. “I want to take a run down to the assassins’ camp and have a look.”
SkyDancer nodded silently and HawkShadow returned to the woods. He left the chokas behind and ran the league on foot, slowing to a stealthy walk as he approached their outer perimeter. He smiled when he saw that the assassins had decided on a cold camp again this night. That meant they were still rankled about the loss of their men.
HawkShadow was silent in the dark forest as he circled around at a distance, noting the position of each of the outer guards and the inner watchers. He wanted to do something to shake up the camp a little. It would help the plan if they started the day freshly nervous.
Just short of a complete circuit, HawkShadow stopped and grinned. Two of the inner watchers were talking to each other. Fools. That meant that no one was watching one of the guards and they wouldn’t hear anything either. The Sakovan assassin backtracked to a small gully and dropped into it. Slowly he slithered forward until he knew that if he went any farther he would be exposed to the guard. He listened intently for sounds from the campsite and could hear none. Frowning, he rose to the lip of the gully and peered out. The guard was still in place and the two watchers were still talking, but so quietly that HawkShadow could not hear them.
With practiced ease, HawkShadow snared a throwing knife from his belt and balanced it in his hand. He needed the guard facing him for this to work quietly and he reached for a small twig with his other hand. The twig was dry and large enough to make noise, but also small so the sound would be faint. His arm poised to throw, HawkShadow snapped the twig between his fingers and threw the knife a split second later. As he had expected, the guard turned towards the sound, and received the knife in the center of his throat. HawkShadow watched as the man opened his mouth and reached for his throat with both hands. The guard’s knees buckled slowly and the man sank gently to the ground, still trying to sound an alert that would never come out of his mouth.
HawkShadow glanced into the camp and saw the two watchers still talking. He dropped back into the gully and reversed course. Once he was outside the extent of the other guards’ vision, HawkShadow rose and ran back to his own campsite. He smiled at SkyDancer and mouthed the number fourteen as he slid onto his blanket and fell asleep.
StormSong woke everyone up just before dawn and the Sakovans had a small meal before cleaning up the campsite. There was no banter or small talk as one might expect. The Sakovans prepared quietly for the tasks they had been assigned. Goral was the first to leave the camp with HawkShadow catching up to him quickly. StarWind, StormSong and SkyDancer would take a circuitous route to avoid any possibility of running into the assassins while HawkShadow and Goral would be riding parallel to the enemy, but always out of sight until it was time for Goral to show himself.
HawkShadow left Goral briefly to spy on the assassin camp and see how nervous they were. HawkShadow knew the wilderness of the Sakova better than anyone did because he was always patrolling it between assignments. He rarely spent time in the stronghold, feeling the confinement of the enclosed valley too stifling. It was not difficult for him to spy on the enemy without being seen and HawkShadow was pleased that he had made the detour this morning. The campsite was in chaos with the leader yelling and threatening the men responsible for keeping watch on the guard who had died. The other assassins appeared to be breaking camp calmly, but HawkShadow saw many of them casting glances into the surrounding trees. They were concerned for their lives and that is what he wanted. Swiftly, he left his concealed spot and caught up to Goral.
“I heard you stirred up the nest last night,” Goral said when HawkShadow had caught up to him. “Are they buzzing around angrily?”
“Well,” HawkShadow chuckled, “they do seem to be looking outward for any sign of a bear in search of honey.”
“A job well done then,” Goral commented mirthlessly as they approached a small ridge. “This is the first spot I believe. Where will you be?”
“I will be across their track on the other side,” HawkShadow stated. “If they do decide to test you, I want a chance to reduce their numbers from the rear. I also want to observe their reaction and not from the same place you are. I will rejoin you after they pass.”
Goral did not answer and HawkShadow rode over the ridge and down the other side. He carefully led his choka over the tracks he had made yesterday, making certain not to disturb them. One nice thing about using the choka, he thought, was that the tracks were unfamiliar to the Omungans and they would not realize what they were. He found the spot he planned to hide in and waited for the enemy to approach.
Although the assassins were very quiet, especially for Omungans, HawkShadow heard them before he saw them. It is hard to keep so many men and horses absolutely quiet. HawkShadow watched them appear through the trees, still riding in the same formation as the day before. He glanced across their path and saw Goral appear, sitting proudly on his choka. The first few sets of men did not see Goral, their focus on the forest ahead of them, but soon HawkShadow heard a shout of alarm and the column faltered.
HawkShadow smiled as the second half of the column bunched together as men in the middle stopped and those behind them get riding while looking off to their right at Goral. Eventually the front of the column stopped, alerted by the shouts from the rear. Goral looked imposing upon the ridge, the combined height of the giant and the choka looking monstrously huge. Goral had even improvised and was holding the wicked looking maul that he favored in his right hand, a maul which most men would have trouble lifting with two hands. As arranged, Goral gave the assassins a moment to gape at him and then he disappeared over the ridgeline confidently, without looking back.
HawkShadow watched the enemy column as conversations broke out among the men. Nobody was inclined to ride up the ridge after Goral and the leader ended up shouting to get the men back into a column. These men, while well-trained assassins, were not used to working with others and it showed. Many resented the leader’s attempts at order and HawkShadow detected more than one of them snarling in the leader’s direction, when the leader wasn’t looking of course.
The column was soon moving again and HawkShadow waited until the last men were well out of sight before riding on to join Goral. HawkShadow watched with amusement as Goral threw on a black robe and donned a black knit cap. HawkShadow thought he looked like a giant version of Death ready to harvest someone.
“Tell me why you have a black robe with you, Goral,” HawkShadow chuckled.
“StarWind often requires me to disguise myself when I accompany her into Omunga,” Goral explained. “I brought my disguises in case our chase ended up in the enemy’s territory. It does not take up much room.”
HawkShadow shook his head and smiled, trying to imagine disguising Goral as anybody but the giant himself. HawkShadow was sure that Goral was the largest human to ever walk the surface of the world.
An hour later, they arrived at the second spot and HawkShadow left Goral to take up position across the track. Goral improvised again and was holding a large two-handed sword in his left hand. Even the front of the column saw Goral and the leader tried to maintain calm this time, but the assassins were clearly unnerved. Arguments ensued at the back of the column after Goral left and HawkShadow feared that some of the enemy might desert. That was something he had not planned for and he started thinking about it as the column finally moved off again.
HawkShadow wondered what the leader of the assassins was thinking while he rode back to join Goral. Would the leader anticipate defections? How would he handle them? Would HawkShadow have to track the individual deserters? Would he have time to?
HawkShadow got some of the answers to his questions after Goral’s third showing. One of the assassins at the rear spoke too loudly about leaving the group. The leader rode to the rear and swiftly decapitated the man, leaving his body where it fell. HawkShadow noticed that the other assassins cowered upon eye contact with the leader, and he guessed that he had just seen the last of the desertions.
Goral made six appearances in all and the enemy was clearly frazzled. The column was tighter than before and nobody watched the left flank at all. With any sound from the forest, all of them glanced right, looking for one of the Gorals. HawkShadow was pleased. The three Sakovan women greeted HawkShadow and Goral as they arrived at the ambush area.
“They are down to thirteen,” HawkShadow announced as StarWind led them on a tour of the trap areas. “They are as spooked as they are going to get. Expect them to flee rather than fight except for the leader and maybe the three close to him. Those four may go for Goral. The other will try to scatter.”
“They won’t get far,” StarWind assured him. “Six Sakovan Stars each, ready for rapid delivery should handle it.”
“Well we should get ready then,” HawkShadow stated. “Goral are you comfortable with this plan?”
Goral merely nodded and headed for his position and the rest of the Sakovans disappeared into the forest in every direction. Within an hour the assassins appeared through the trees. HawkShadow noticed that the majority of them still glanced to their right frequently as they rode. As soon as the end of the column was visible, Goral appeared on the hill in front of them. Goral looked to the left and signaled some unseen forces and the looked right and signaled. The leader came to an abrupt halt, but those behind him were still glancing right and had not seen the new Goral in front of them. As HawkShadow had predicted, the column proceeded to look like a drip of milk ending in a puddle as the rear end continued moving forward until they could move no farther.
The assassin leader started shouting orders and the Sakovans charged inward on their chokas, Sakovan Stars in hand. The first Stars were already in the air when one of the assassins shouted an alarm. The leader quickly understood what was happening and, calling for his men to follow, charged towards Goral, the only Sakovan who had not moved towards the assassins. Only two men followed their leader, the rest were trying to control their now frenzied horses. The leader's eyes burned with hatred as he charged Goral, but the giant sat calmly on his choka. When the leader got close enough, Goral tossed a Sakovan Star, which implanted itself in the man’s forehead. Goral swiftly tossed Stars at the other two riders and three empty frightened horses ran past him.
In a matter of seconds, it was all over. The traps had not been used and the assassins had never been able to respond to the threat before they died. The Sakovans dismounted and checked the bodies for anything useful.
“I have a note here,” called SkyDancer, “and it doesn’t look good. There are more of these guys. It appears that there are five groups looking for the youngsters, but the note doesn’t give any numbers as to how large the groups are. Two of them were assigned to follow the youngsters whichever way they went, including the Sakova. Two more are assigned to start in Alamar and work inland from that end. It does not say what the fifth group is supposed to do. I assume that the fifth group is probably under the leadership of the writer, a man who signs his name as Klaarg.”
“If it was two groups who came into the Sakova from the west, then I would estimate about twenty men per group,” stated HawkShadow. “That means that there will be another forty assassins infiltrating from Alamar and twenty that we don’t know the mission for. Who are these youngsters and why are they so important? I am beginning to get a little curious myself.”
“Somebody wants them an awful lot to send a hundred professional assassins after them,” mused StarWind. “I should have had some inkling of something this big from one of my sources. The Omungans have not sent a hundred men into the Sakova at one time in centuries. I think it is very important that we find these youngsters and get them to tell us what is going on.”
“We will have to ride on then,” HawkShadow declared. “MistyTrail should be several hours ahead of us. We should send that note back to the stronghold as well.”
The group mounted and headed east. HawkShadow looked for the signs left by MistyTrail and collected them as he went. The signs were small and unrecognizable by anyone but a Sakovan, but they were personalized and HawkShadow could not only tell whose marker it was, but when it was left. A scout could even leave a message on one if necessary. To the casual observer, the marker looked like moss, but Sakovans knew their forest mosses well and the markers stuck out easily.
“This marker is fresh,” HawkShadow announced. “We should meet up with her soon.”
“Fresh?” asked StarWind. “Why would the youngsters be moving at night?”
“I don’t know,” admitted HawkShadow. “I was wondering the same thing. They should be bedded down long ago.”
Further questions on the matter were unnecessary as the group found MistyTrail moments later.
“Why are you tracking at night?” HawkShadow asked immediately.
“Tayo to you too,” sighed MistyTrail. “I fear that I spooked them. They took off at a gallop yesterday afternoon. I was not able to keep up on foot. I figured that they would slow down eventually, but it appears that they are determined to run their horses into the grave. I am sorry, HawkShadow. I know that I have failed you.”
HawkShadow looked at MistyTrail and shook his head. He knew her well enough to know that she had not slept since the youngsters took off. She must have tracked right through last night and into this one. “We make camp here for the night,” he announced. “Let’s get some food in you MistyTrail and you can tell us what happened.”
MistyTrail told the entire story to the other Sakovans over dinner. She was miserable with herself. She had delayed killing the youngsters with assurances to HawkShadow that she would not let them escape and he had trusted her. She not only failed to keep them in the Sakova, she spooked them into running.
“You intuition may have saved me from making a terrible mistake,” soothed HawkShadow. “RavenWing wants them alive. He wants us to bring them back to the stronghold. Were it not for you, I would have already killed them. Get some sleep now. I did promise you until the fourth morning and that has not come yet,” he smiled.
MistyTrail hugged him and fell asleep in his arms. HawkShadow carried her to a blanket, wondering whether there was time enough to catch them tomorrow before the youngsters left the Sakova.



Chapter 12



Wound of Kaltara


The three youngsters stood at the western rim of a gigantic canyon, a severing of the earth’s surface in immense proportions. The far rim was well over a league away from the trio and the canyon continued to the left and right as far as their eyes could see. Syman picked up a rock and threw it through the air. He watched it fall until it was no longer visible and still he waited for the sound of it to hit the bottom. The sound was never heard. Shaking his head sadly, he stared at the miniscule river winding its way through the huge canyon far below. The floor of the canyon was rugged with pinnacles reaching up to touch the sky and jagged cliffs all along both rims. Everywhere he looked, the descent was vertical and Syman could not find a hint of a trail anywhere, not even on the canyon floor.
“The Wound of Kaltara,” Syman spat. “The mighty Kaltara River looks like a tiny stream from up here. The canyon must be half a league deep. We will never find a way across it.”
“The horses need a rest anyway,” cheered Antello. “Why don’t we camp here and look for a trail down in the morning?”
“We can not stop until we are across it,” declared Lyra. “There must be a trail down into it.”
“Lyra,” Syman sighed, “we have already pushed the horses too far. I am surprised that they are still able to move. If we don’t rest them, we will end walking to Alamar and it is still a long way off.”
“I don’t understand why we are in such a hurry,” Antello added. “I am sure that we lost the invaders days ago. Syman is right about the horses. They can’t go any farther without rest. I could use some myself. What is the rush?”
Lyra looked at each of them for a moment and then dropped her eyes to view the canyon. After an awkward moment of silence, she pulled the packs off her horse. “Okay,” she relented, “we will rest the horses for a few hours, but then we find a way across this canyon.”
Syman looked at Antello and the blond-haired youth just shrugged and removed his own packs. Syman stormed over to Lyra and stood before her. “There is something that you are not sharing with us,” he accused. “Ever since you fried your hand, you have been pushing us at full speed, heedless of where we were going or the needs of our animals. Did you have a vision or something? Is it so frightening that you cannot share it with your friends? Do you think we will desert you if we know? Lyra, we will never desert you, but we will also not allow you to hurt yourself and that is what you are doing. We go no farther until the horses are well rested and you tell us why we are keeping such a pace.”
Lyra just stared right through him and Syman turned and stormed off to see to his own horse. Antello tried to ease the tension with some light remarks, but the looks he received from Lyra and Syman caused him to accept the silence of the campsite. When Antello had finished taking care of his horse and Lyra’s, he sat down, leaned against a sevemor tree, and pulled the map out of his pack. He was studying the map when Syman sat next to him.
“Did you really have to start a fight with her?” Antello asked. “She is probably just upset over her hand.”
Syman gazed over at Lyra, who had remained standing at the edge of the Wound looking at the other rim with longing. “There is nothing wrong with her hand,” Syman replied. “I don’t understand why or how it was healed, but I never did understand magic much. No, Antello, there is something wrong and she is keeping it from us. She is frightened, but it is more than that and I aim to find out what it is.”
“Maybe she just had a bad dream,” Antello suggested. “I had some weird ones a few nights ago.”
Syman snapped his head toward Antello. “What kind of dreams?” he asked.
“Oh nothing terrible,” shared Antello. “Just Master Caulder asking me a bunch of questions over and over. I had the same dream for two nights straight, but then they stopped.”
“Were the questions about who we were and why we were here?” Syman quizzed.
“How did you know that?” Antello frowned. “I never said anything about it to you.”
“Because I had them too,” Syman sighed.
“They were not dreams,” Lyra declared startling the young men as she slid to the ground before them. “I am sorry, Syman. I should have told you everything, but I didn’t want you to lose hope, as I have. We are all going to die if we don’t get out of the Sakova immediately.”
“What do you mean they were not dreams?” Antello quizzed. “How do you know that?”
“The dreams were the result of magic,” Lyra explained. “I had them too, but instead of Master Caulder, it was Rhodella. I don’t think it matters who it was supposedly asking the questions. It was just supposed to be some authority figure that you trusted. It was really the Sakovans trying to interrogate us.”
“Why would they do that?” Syman asked. “Why not just kill us in our sleep instead?”
Lyra held up her hand and showed the ring. “Because of this,” she stated. “This ring has some significance to the Sakovans. I do not know why, but the Sakovans were unsure whether we had the right to be in the Sakova. That is why they didn’t just kill us.”
“How do you know this?” inquired Antello.
“Because one of them came and talked to me,” Lyra admitted. “That is how my hand got healed. She healed it while you were fishing and Syman was hunting. She didn’t exactly say as much, but her questions were the same as the dreams and I figured it out. You scared her off when you returned to the camp and she fled. I was not supposed to mention her to anyone. She warned me.”
“And I made you tell,” Syman murmured. “I am sorry Lyra, but I was worried about you.”
“What did she look like?” Antello asked eagerly. “How do you know it was a she?”
“She was very little and she had pointed ears,” Lyra answered. “I think she had sharp teeth, but I can’t be sure. I was in shock at the time. I just knew she was female.”
“Okay,” interrupted Syman, “I understand why you were frightened, but why are we now running for our lives? If they are not sure that we belong here, maybe they won’t bother us.”
“Because,” Lyra shook, “they have been with us since we entered the Sakova. We weren’t even aware of them, but they were always with us. The first night they took some of our possessions, later they interrogated us in our dreams. Don’t you see? They can kill us whenever they want and we are powerless to stop them. We wouldn’t even wake up when they slit our throats and feasted on our bodies. Only getting out of the Sakova can save us. If the horses can get us out of the Sakova, I will gladly walk the rest of the way to Alamar.”
The three youngsters sat in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts, but all of them thinking about their vulnerability. The sun lowered in the sky and the canyon lit up with a spectacular display of pinks and reds, yellows and grays. The trio sat mesmerized by the picturesque display until Syman broke the silence.
“Why did she run?” he asked. “We are supposed to be afraid of them, so why did she leave?
“I thought about that for a long time,” Lyra revealed. “I am not sure, but I have a guess. I am the only one with a ring and she chose to show herself to me alone. My guess is that she is not supposed to be seen at all, but she took a chance because she was curious. If I belong in the Sakova then her visit wouldn’t matter much because you never saw her and could not spread any tales about the Sakovans. If I didn’t belong then we would all die anyway, so her risk was not so great.”
“That sounds promising,” interjected Antello. “Maybe they will allow us to leave then.”
“That was my first thought and why I never mentioned anything to you,” Lyra stated, “but that supposes that I heeded her advice and never told you. After thinking about it, she cannot afford to make that assumption. I am sure that she realized it after she left. No, I think we are dead if they catch us. Our only hope is to get across the Wound of Kaltara.”
“Well, we are not going to get across that,” assured Syman. “At least not anywhere around here and without any sleep last night, we can’t go anywhere else. Let’s get a couple of hours sleep and then move south along the rim. The canyon must get narrower and less deep towards the river’s source.”
“Okay,” Lyra agreed. “I can barely walk I am so tired.”
“At least if they kill us in our sleep, we won’t feel it,” Antello reasoned. Nobody saw the humor in Antello’s comments and the trio went silently to sleep.
It was already past dawn when Syman woke Lyra. She sat up rubbing the sleep from her eyes and saw Antello just rising from his blanket. Swiftly she sprang to her feet. Instead of a couple of hours of rest, they had slept the night through and Lyra fought the terror rising within her. Every extra hour that they had slept allowed the Sakovans to gain an hour on them. Hurriedly, the trio packed the horses and headed south. Antello led the way and hugged the rim of the canyon as it wound in a serpentine path southward.
“What do we do when they catch up to us?” asked Syman, finally broaching the subject that they had all been thinking about.
“We kill them,” offered Antello. “It will be us or them and I vote that we survive.”
“They are small but fast,” nodded Lyra remembering how swiftly the Sakovan had disappeared. “If it is only the one that talked to me then I agree with Antello. We charge her and hope that some of us make it past her. Perhaps we can split up and leave three trails. She will have to choose which one to follow.”
“You sound as if you expect more than one,” hinted Syman. “If that is the case, splitting up won’t help much.”
“True,” sighed Lyra. “Remember when they killed the invaders? They cut the horses loose. They didn’t take them, but freed them. That makes me think that they don’t use horses. I figure that they track on foot. That was why I decided to gallop away from them. They would never catch up to us. When she figured out what I was doing, I would expect her to get help, maybe even round up some of the invaders’ horses to follow us.”
“Maybe they are too small to ride horses,” hoped Antello. “Maybe we are worrying for no reason.”
Lyra started to say that the Sakovan was not that small when Antello stopped completely. They had been following the rim as it swung into the canyon a short ways and Antello had just started following it back towards the forest when they halted. Syman and Lyra stopped alongside Antello and gaped at the vision before them.
“The Sakovans may be small,” quivered Antello, “but that thing sure is not.”
“What kind of monster is that?” Syman queried looking at the giant sitting upon some monstrous bird-like creature.
Lyra looked back the way they had come, frantically searching for some path of escape. Instead of freedom she saw two more figures on bird-like creatures, although the new ones looked human. “There are more behind us,” she whispered.
Syman glanced back and confirmed what Lyra had said. He continued scanning the edge of the forest and spotted two more sitting patiently, as all of the creatures appeared to be doing. “I count five of them,” he reported, “and they are not moving. They are just sitting there waiting for us to come to them. The Wound is starting to look like a quicker way to die to me.”
“Wait,” Lyra ordered as she spotted a small figure emerging from the woods. “That is the one who spoke to me,” she said pointing.
MistyTrail left her choka with HawkShadow and walked towards the Omungan youngsters. “Do not be afraid, Lyra,” she called. “We have come to escort you.”
“The Wound sounds a little hasty,” Antello stated. “Maybe they are friendly after all. I mean, they could have just killed us in our sleep.”
“Maybe the meat tastes better after it struggles,” cautioned Syman. “Maybe we can take the little one hostage and bargain our way out of here.”
“Come forward and we shall talk,” Lyra called out. “Keep alert,” she whispered to her friends. “I do not trust her. Do nothing to alarm her companions. I do not think we will survive this if they decide to attack.”
MistyTrail came to within ten paces and stopped. “You may dismount from your horses,” MistyTrail declared. “We have brought chokas to transport you. They are much faster than horses and we have a long ways to go.”
“Are you intending to escort us to Alamar?” Lyra questioned.
“No,” smiled MistyTrail. “We will escort you to speak with our leader. It is quite an honor. No Omungan has been so welcomed that I know of.”
“And if we wish to refuse this honor?” asked Syman. “You will naturally just let us proceed as we wish?”
“I am afraid not,” frowned MistyTrail. “If you wish to refuse the honor then you must be treated as trespassers of the Sakova are normally treated, like the assassins who followed you were treated.”
“You really think the six of you can just kill us so easily?” bluffed Antello.
“Are you harder to kill than the forty assassins who chased you?” grinned MistyTrail. “Look,” the Sakovan continued in a frosty tone, “we do not have time for your childish bravado. There are forty more assassins coming into the Sakova from Alamar looking for you and my friends and I have to eliminate them. We cannot do that and stay here and chat with you at the same time. If you do not dismount immediately, my friends will destroy the horses you are sitting on and then we will take you by force and the journey will be more difficult for you. Make it easy on yourself and cooperate.”
Lyra caught Antello’s movements out of the corner of her eye as he reached for a belt knife. She saw Misty go taut at the same time and shouted, “Stop. We will come peaceably. Will you guarantee our safety?”
“I will guarantee that you reach our leader safely,” MistyTrail agreed, “providing your friend does not try that foolish move again. You just saved his life, Lyra.”
Lyra nodded as Antello grabbed the reins with both hands. “And after we speak with your leader? Will you guarantee our safety to Alamar?”
“I can not do that,” MistyTrail replied honestly. “That will be for our leader to decide, not me. Ask him that question when you talk with him.”
Lyra nodded resignedly and indicated for Syman and Antello to dismount as she swung down from her own horse. “At least you are honest with me,” she stated, knowing that Misty did not expect them to ever reach Alamar.
“What will happen to the horses?” Syman asked.
“Your packs will be transferred to the chokas and the horses will be set free to graze where they will,” MistyTrail answered. “They will be gathered later and brought to the city. We need to move too swiftly to bring them with us now. We require that your weapons be stored with the rest of your belongings rather than on your person. It will eliminate the possibility of a stupid mistake.”
The Sakovans moved inward on MistyTrail’s signal and the youngsters’ packs were situated on the spare chokas and the trio were instructed to mount.
The brown-haired female Sakovan approached the youngsters and spoke. “I am known as StarWind. It is my responsibility to see you safely to StarCity; however, I have a great deal of latitude with my orders. I will try to make this trip as easy for you as I can, but I will not tolerate any deviation from you to my orders. At night in camp, you may talk freely if you keep your voices down. You may not speak while we travel unless we ask you to. We travel in silence. If you try to escape, you may die. I would prefer that does not happen as I am sure you do. If you touch a weapon, my people will assume you intend to use it and act accordingly. Stay within these guidelines and your trip will be uneventful. If I suspect treachery, you will ride bound and gagged.”
The black-haired female took the lead and the column moved into the forest with MistyTrail riding alongside Lyra. Syman and Antello were next, followed by the blond female and StarWind. The giant was last and the blond male disappeared completely.
The gait of the large bird-creatures was unlike riding a horse and Lyra clutched at the reins, worried about falling off as the column picked up speed, but she soon caught the rhythm of the bird and relaxed somewhat. The pace they were travelling at was close to a gallop, but she could sense that the birds were not overexerting themselves and that they had a lot more in reserve. She wondered about the wide variety of the Sakovan people. She thought Misty had been a typical example of the mysterious Sakovans, but it looked as if she was wrong. While Misty was childlike in stature, the giant was immense, larger than she could imagine any human to be, but the rest were normal-sized and could pass for Omungans easily.
The sevemor trees flashed by as the column passed through the forest, not following any trail that she could discern. She noticed that the Sakovans did not talk at all. No social pleasantries, no orders, nothing. The birds made little noise in their run through the woods and Lyra wondered what they were. She had never seen anything like them, nor had she ever heard stories of such creatures.
They traveled for hours. The forest turned to a mix of sevemor and ancient fargi trees before the sky darkened and still they continued on without a break. Finally, with little natural light left in the forest, the column halted and the Sakovans dismounted. Lyra waited until StarWind indicated that the youngsters should dismount before doing so. The Sakovans were efficient and had the camp set up in moments, blankets arranged, fire going and food being prepared.
StarWind approached the youngsters and indicated for them to sit with her. “You did well today,” she smiled. “You should know our names in case there is need for you to seek help or we tell you to help someone. You know mine and you have already met MistyTrail. The black-haired one is StormSong. Do not try her patience. The blond is SkyDancer and the giant is Goral. HawkShadow will return in a while to eat. I know the two boys are Syman and Antello, but which is which?”
“I am Antello,” the blond boy interjected. “What are we going to eat, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“We are having deer which HawkShadow left here for us,” StarWind answered. “We only kill what we eat, so we will be having deer tomorrow as well.”
“I thought you ate…,” Syman began cautiously but never finished.
StarWind smiled at the boy for a moment before answering as if she was weighing her answer before delivering it. “We do not eat people,” she finally said. “There are plenty enough animals in this forest that do though. It is doubtful that you would have ever survived to reach the other end of the Sakova. You must have been fleeing some terrible evil to chance the trip through the Sakova. I hope your choice turns out to be a wise one.”
“Are there really another forty assassins at the other end of the Sakova?” queried Lyra.
“Oh yes,” assured StarWind. “MistyTrail has not lied to you. We found a note on the last group we killed. It contained troop orders. Someone wants you very badly. Any idea who it is?”
Lyra shook her head.
“Well you will not have to worry about them,” StarWind stated as she rose. “They will be dealt with.”
“We probably don’t have to worry about anyone,” Syman whispered after she left. “Dead people have no fears.”
“She seems friendly enough to me,” interjected Antello. “I think we are worried about nothing.”
“If the hangman smiles at you, are you safe?” quizzed Lyra. “Everyone knows that the Sakovans are cannibals, but I do not think she lied to us, which means they are not.
“What are you worried about?” asked Antello. “Our worst fear was that they were cannibals and now that you found out they are not, you appear more worried than before.”
“If they are not cannibals,” Lyra explained, “then the lie that they are, was a very clever ruse to keep people away. In telling us the truth, she has also told us that she does not expect us to ever tell it to anyone else. Think about it Antello.”
“She knows that we will never return to Omunga,” Syman correctly surmised. “The hangman is indeed smiling at us. We need to get out of here.”
“Not tonight,” Lyra whispered. “They certainly will be expecting it tonight. Let’s act as if we are grateful for their invitation to visit this StarCity. Maybe tomorrow night will be better. In the meantime we can watch and see what their security is like at night.”
The three youngsters slept close together during the night so they could wake each other and take turns at observing the Sakovan camp and their security. When morning came, they did not have a chance to reveal their findings to each other and the day on the trail was again silent.
The second night, camp was made in the dark fargi forest and again deer was served for dinner. The Sakovans were quiet as they ate and none of them bothered the youngsters.
“They have only one guard on duty at any given time,” Lyra reported. “They all seem to take a position just beyond us in the woods, the logical place for us to escape.”
“Not that HawkShadow guy,” Antello corrected. “He went out the other way. Not sure why, but I think when he is on duty might be the best time. I bet he is a new recruit and they just use him to fetch dinner.”
“Well I vote we do not attempt it when that StormSong is awake,” added Syman. “Every time she looks our way I get the feeling she would welcome an excuse to kill us.”
“Okay we go on HawkShadow’s watch,” Lyra agreed. “What about the chokas? Do we try to get some of them for ourselves or just disable them so they cannot follow us?”
“I say we take three and disable the rest,” conspired Syman. “They move so fast that the Sakovans will never catch us without chokas of their own.”
“Should I take out HawkShadow?” asked Antello.
“Sounds like a plan to me,” smiled Lyra. “Are you sure you can handle him alone?”
“Not a problem,” Antello grinned. “I just need to find where he is sleeping and hit him over the head.”
“Better to slit his throat,” frowned Syman. “We don’t want him waking up and alerting the camp.”
The youngsters worked out the details of their escape before going to sleep. As they did the night before, each one took a turn staying awake, waiting for HawkShadow to take over the watch. The opportunity came while Antello was on duty and he gently shook the other two awake. Silently they gathered their belongings, making sure the other Sakovans were sleeping soundly. With their gear in hand, the three youngsters crept out into the woods. When they were out of sight of the camp, they split up with Antello circling around the camp to subdue HawkShadow while Lyra and Syman headed for the chokas. Lyra bristled with anticipation and nervousness. She knew there would be dire consequences if they got caught, but she also knew that death awaited them in StarCity. Slowly they approached the chokas and Lyra signaled for Syman to draw his sword and quietly take out all of the chokas except the closest three. She watched as he moved off into the darkness and then moved forward to grab the nearest chokas and load them for the trip.



Chapter 13



Hard Lessons


Lyra stepped forward and reached out to grab the first choka when suddenly an arm wrapped around her neck and dragged her back. She tried to scream, but the arm tightened, crushing against her throat and she started gasping for breath. She felt the body of her assailant against her back and tried to reach for him, but her arms felt leaden as her mind began to cloud with dizzying thoughts.
“MistyTrail said you were smart,” her assailant whispered, “but I have to wonder now. Sending your two friends off to die in this foolish attempt was not an act of intelligence.”
Lyra shivered with fear at the thought of being caught attempting to escape. Her cloudy mind was sifting through explanations for her behavior that she might offer the Sakovan when she heard the blood-curdling scream. The scream was definitely Syman’s she realized and the sound tore at Lyra’s soul. Someone was not content with killing Syman quickly, as the screams continued to reverberate through the ancient forest as her friend suffered pain after pain and tears started pouring down Lyra’s cheeks.
“That should be the dark-haired one, Syman,” her captors chilling voice whispered. “A leader does not throw her friends lives away so foolishly. You were warned.”
Lyra tried anew to struggle and quickly gave up. She could find no purchase against her strong captor and Syman’s screams drained the strength out of her. Suddenly she heard screaming in the other direction.
“And Antello,” whispered the death behind her. “He really needed to learn some caution before venturing out into the world. Many more experienced men have tried to slit my throat and failed.”
Lyra fought to regain consciousness as she realized that it must be HawkShadow holding her, but then who was killing Syman and Antello? She tried kicking back with her foot, but HawkShadow merely tightened his grip and defeated her attempt as she fought to breathe. The air filled with painful screams from both directions as HawkShadow dragged her back to camp. Hands grabbed at her from all directions upon entering the clearing and her weapons were stripped from her body. HawkShadow tossed her to the ground and she felt relief as the pressure against her throat was released. She looked up through her tear-filled eyes and saw the Sakovans looking down at her.
“Why don’t we finish them?” StormSong asked. “They were warned and it is obvious that we cannot afford to take outlanders into the stronghold. They have no honor and do not value their own word. How can we accept the risk to our people with the likes of them?”
Lyra heard the cries of Antello and her spirits lifted as he was dragged feet first into the clearing by little MistyTrail. With help from Goral, MistyTrail tossed the rope tied to Antello’s feet over a branch of the tree and hoisted Antello so he was suspended over the campsite dangling by his feet. Lyra could see scraps and bruises all over his body and one of his eyes was swollen shut, but she was thankful that he was still alive. He whimpered softly as his body swung at the end of the rope, dangerously close to the campfire, and Lyra lost her feeling of hope as Antello sank into unconsciousness. She wondered if he would last the night. SkyDancer emerged from the woods carrying the limp body of Syman. She laid the body on the ground next to Lyra and turned away. Lyra’s hope shattered as she caught a glimpse of Syman’s body. His clothing was shredded as if a thousand knives had sliced him. The exposed flesh visible underneath the ruined fragments of his clothing was similarly mutilated and looked as though someone had deliberately tortured him to death by peeling off strips of his skin.
Anger and fury raged through Lyra as she looked at the smug Sakovans and the destroyed remains of her friends. Casting deep within herself for the needed strength, Lyra leaped to her feet. StormSong was on her in a flash and extended her sword towards Lyra in a threatening fashion. The hatred filled scowl on StormSong’s face infuriated Lyra and the bonds of fear and caution snapped within her. She strode towards StormSong purposely until she felt the tip of StormSong’s sword touch between her breasts.
“Well, mighty Sakovan warrior,” Lyra spat, “here is your prey. What are you waiting for? All you have to do is shove and you can strike down a despicable outlander. Never mind that she is but a youngster and bears no arms. That shouldn’t matter to one who holds honor so highly. I am sure when you return to StarCity, or whatever hole you call home, they will write ballads about your bravery for this fine deed.”
StormSong hesitated, taken aback by the young girl’s fierce words and Lyra leaned forward, feeling the tip of the sword bite into her flesh.
“Be quick,” Lyra growled. “Or do you prefer to mutilate your victims first? We are guilty, after all, of stepping foot upon your precious land and threatening your very existence.” Lyra shook her head and laughed. “The mighty Sakovan warriors! Their very existence threatened by three youngsters running for their lives. You are pitiful. Need I run into your sword to join my friends? Do it StormSong! Earn your ballad. Kill me and be done with it,” she screamed.
HawkShadow reached forward and grabbed Lyra by the neck and dragged her away from StormSong’s sword, dumping her on the ground. Lyra’s reserve broke and she burst into tears, crying hysterically in the dirt as the Sakovans watched. StarWind stepped to the center of the campsite and started issuing terse orders, but Lyra neither heard nor cared what they were doing. Exhaustion from lack of sleep, and the release of a multitude of emotions, hammered at Lyra as she lay crying. She gave into her weariness and let the darkness overtake her.
When she awoke it was daylight, although daylight in the fargi forest did not offer much light. She realized she was back on her blanket at the edge of the clearing and the events of the night lanced back into her thoughts. Swiftly she sat up and saw Antello sitting next to her, watching her.
“You slept so soundly that I did not have the heart to wake you,” he soothed.
Lyra stared at Antello and he looked as normal as he had the night before, prior to their foolish escape attempt. She twisted her head and saw Syman lying on the other side of her, covered by a blanket. She detected his breathing and was thankful that he was still alive, although she was determined not to lift the blanket and see the extent of his mutilation.
“You’re both alive,” she smiled. “I thought I had led you to your death.” She reached over and hugged Antello tightly.
“It was not your fault,” Antello stated as he hugged her back. “We agreed to the plan freely and you should not bear the weight of any of our decisions. If anything, the fault was mine. I greatly underestimated the Sakovans and I will not be so rash in the future. Instead of slitting HawkShadow’s throat I was humiliated by that little MistyTrail. I never stood a chance against her and she is the smallest of them. She tossed me around as if I was lighter than air. I have never seen anyone move so swiftly. Whatever happens to us from now on, we should not attempt to tangle with these Sakovans again. We are no match for them.”
Antello hung his head in shame and Lyra kissed him gently. “I know,” she agreed. “We will do as they say from now on.”
Syman stirred and they turned to him as he sat up. He shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck and greeted his friends with a tight-lipped smile. “I feel like I was run over a herd of wasooki,” he grumbled. “There is still one stomping inside my head.”
As Syman sat up, the blanket covering him dropped and his bare chest was revealed. Lyra gasped as his smooth skin was uncovered and there was no sign of the mutilation she had seen the night before.
“We healed them,” explained StarWind as she seated herself across from the three youngsters. “Say nothing yet,” she cautioned as Lyra’s mouth opened to spit venom. “I have some explaining to do and you need to listen.”
“First off,” she started when she saw that she had the youngsters’ attention, “we did not mutilate your friends. Syman had the misfortune of not knowing that the chokas are trained warbirds. Their talons are razor sharp and only Sakovans can approach them unless they are instructed otherwise. You would have been in the same shape if HawkShadow had not grabbed you in time, Lyra.”
Lyra stared anew at Syman’s chest with wonder. She remembered the shredded remains she had seen the night before and shuddered at the thought that they had been riding these animals for the last two days without comprehending what it was that carrying them. For just a moment, she was grateful to HawkShadow for grabbing her.
“Antello can tell you his own blunder if he wishes,” StarWind continued, “but it is not important. You made some stinging accusations last night, Lyra. While there is some truth and logic to what you said, you need to know the whole truth about us. To allow you an insight into the Sakovans though I must go back many centuries.”
StarWind signaled with her hand and SkyDancer brought over plates of food for the youngsters. “Many centuries ago,” StarWind started, “the whole area you know of as Omunga was the home of the Sakovans. They were a peaceful people who tilled the land and fished the sea as they had for untold centuries before. They had no army; indeed they had no fighting skills whatsoever. Even hunters were a rare breed in Sakova as their culture had little use for meat or hide other than the wasooki and clova they herded.”
StarWind smiled as the youngsters dug into the offered food. They were no doubt starved, she realized, as the healing process demanded fresh energy from their bodies. “One day,” StarWind continued, “a vast army appeared on the shores of Sakova, bent upon conquest of the land they had discovered. They found the local Sakovans easy prey who were unable to defend themselves.”
A hint of a tear formed in StarWind’s eye as she related the tale. “The Omungans, as they called themselves, proceeded to destroy the villages along the coast first. The Omungans were not content to take over the villages and enslave the people. They killed every living soul, man, woman, and child. The slaughter was devastating. The Sakovans inland heard the stories from a handful of people who had fled the carnage and the word spread quickly, but there was little to be done.”
“Couldn’t the inland people organize and resist the attack?” asked Antello.
“Perhaps given time that might have worked,” reasoned StarWind, “but there were complications. The Sakovans not only lacked fighting skills, they also possessed no weapons. A further complication was the Scroll of Kaltara. Only months before the invasion, the leader of the Sakovan people was murdered in his sleep. The God of Sakova was angered by this event, for God always chose the leader of the Sakovan people, and the murder was a blatant crime against God’s rule. A priest, on a journey to attend the funeral of the leader, was stopped along the Kaltara River by God and given a scroll to deliver to the people. It was the called the Scroll of Kaltara and it prophesized the destruction of the Sakovan people for their crime against God.”
“So the Sakovans knew that the invasion was preordained,” rationalized Syman.
“Correct,” StarWind declared. “The scroll accurately predicted the devastation of the Sakovan people and told how they would no longer be fishermen and farmers, but have to kill their food to survive. It stated how the Sakovans would be scattered across the land and how they would be hunted down and killed by their enemies, a price upon each of their heads. Some of the people fled into the mountains, but others stayed and died as the Omungans moved inland and hunted them down. The Omungan conquest was extensive and eventually only a small fraction of the Sakovans survived the attacks.”
“But some still exist to this day, centuries later,” interrupted Lyra. “What does this have to do with us?”
“The conquest never ended,” explained StarWind. “The Omungans today, and ever since that day, still seek to wipe out the Sakovan race and finish completely the conquest they began. For generations the Sakovans have hidden in a stronghold that the Omungans have been unable to find. There they have devoted their lives to perfecting their warrior skills so that when the day came for them to reclaim their land, they would be ready. The Scroll of Kaltara tells that eventually God will send the Sakovans a new leader and when he does, we shall retake what is rightfully ours. Continually through the generations, the Omungans have sought this last stronghold of the Sakovans. The Sakovans have become a warrior culture and we have defended the Sakova from the Omungan incursions, sometimes at the cost of many lives.”
“But we are not seeking your stronghold,” argued Lyra. “Why do you need to kill innocent people who merely trespass?”
“We didn’t originally,” admitted StarWind, “but the Omungans are clever. The Sakova is a very large area and they seek to narrow their search. After every successful incursion into the Sakova, the trespassers were seized by the Omungan government and interrogated. By our allowing innocent travelers the freedom to move through the Sakova, the Omungans were able to determine large portions of the Sakova where the stronghold was not. Each time they find a spot where the stronghold is not, they narrow down where it can exist. Over time, they would be successful in finding the last remaining Sakovans and destroying them.”
“So if you let us go,” surmised Syman, “we would unwittingly be helping the Omungan government find your people.”
“Precisely,” nodded StarWind. “We have tried hard over the generations to paint a picture of the Sakova so dark and bleak that no ordinary traveler would dare set foot within it. It was the only way that we could think of to protect innocent travelers from being killed, because once they did enter the Sakova, we could not afford to let them leave. Our very existence hinges on retaining the secrecy of our stronghold.”
“So it is not us you fear,” Lyra summarized, “it is the knowledge we have gained by not finding your stronghold where we traveled?”
“Yes,” conceded StarWind. “Contrary to what you may believe, Sakovans do not enjoy killing innocent people, but it is preferable to the extinction of our race. Each fighter knows that coldhearted performance of his duty is the only thing that safeguards the Sakovan people he loves so dearly. Every year we get Omungans penetrating the Sakova to learn what they can. They are not always stern looking men dressed in battle armor. They may be old or young, strong or feeble. The Omungans have tried every guise to learn the location of the stronghold.”
“How can you know that?” protested Lyra. “Perhaps you merely think they are spies and you are killing innocent travelers.”
“I know it because it is my job,” StarWind stated. “I spend many months every year living among the Omungan people. I am part of a group who opens their eyes and ears in Omungan cities to ferret out the spies of the Omungan government. I know because I have identified such spies before they ever arrived in the Sakova. I also know that I am incapable of learning about all of their spies and so, like my predecessors, I adhere to the Sakovan policy of accepting no strangers within the Sakova.”
“And yet you have allowed us to live,” interjected Antello. “At least so far.”
“Is it because of the ring?” Lyra asked.
“Yes because of the ring,” answered StarWind. “It is more than that though. Our leader feels that there is something happening in Omunga that our spies have failed to detect. He thinks you are a central part of whatever is happening and our lives depend on knowing what the enemy is up to. Never in all of his days have so many assassins been sent in search of one individual and never has that search entered the boundaries of the Sakova. He wants to know why they are after you and what it signifies for his people.”
“But what if we can’t tell him?” Lyra asked. “I know nothing about the Omungan government and what they want.”
“He will have us killed after he learns what he wants, won’t he?” interrupted Syman. “So why should we tell him anything? I mean he treats us as the enemy. Shouldn’t we treat him as our enemy then?”
StarWind stared at the youngsters before answering. “I do not know what he will do,” she confided. “I will tell you this. I will speak on your behalf. There may be options open for you that have not been investigated yet. Perhaps our security may be upheld by just not allowing you to leave the Sakova. We will have to wait and see what can be done. As I have told you before, I have never known of any Omungans being brought into the stronghold. It is against our law.”
“But we have to leave,” declared Lyra. “I must get to Uncle Temiker in Alamar. I must.”
StarWind rose and shook her head. “Take things one step at a time,” she suggested. “We are less than a days ride from the stronghold and we will be there before dark. I urge you to think on what I have told you and what your information may mean to the Sakovan people. I know you are being brought against your will, but I have stated my intention to speak on your behalf. It is up to you to present a favorable image to our leader. The image you present may well determine your fate. Get ready to move out now.”
StarWind turned and strode off to gather her own gear, leaving the youngsters to ponder their fate as they hefted their packs and cautiously carried them to the waiting chokas. Syman in particular had a hard time approaching his choka and SkyDancer came over and strapped the packs on for him.
“It will not harm you now,” she instructed. “It knows that it is to carry you and it will do so peacefully.”
SkyDancer helped Syman mount before leading the procession out of the clearing and through the dark fargi forest. The column traveled in silence as they had done the other days. HawkShadow was again absent from the column and Goral rode directly behind the three youngsters. StormSong rode behind SkyDancer while MistyTrail and StarWind rode at the rear of the column.
Well before high sun, they emerged from the fargi forest and saw rugged mountain peaks rising vertically up before them. They were so close to the base of the mountains that Lyra could not see the tops. SkyDancer led the procession up a steep mountain trail, which was littered with scraps of rock and fallen debris. They climbed steadily for the rest of the morning and the air took on a chill, which was brisk and sharp. Lyra felt the sting of the cold air as she inhaled, but strangely it invigorated her and the weariness she had awoken with dissipated with each breath.
High up the mountain trail, but well short of the summit, SkyDancer turned onto a ridge that ran deeper into the mountain range. The birds moved swiftly over the rocky terrain with a surefootedness that Lyra knew a horse did not possess. Below the ridge a narrow canyon wound through the mountains and Lyra spied clova foraging for food below.
The ridge ended and SkyDancer turned up another mountain trail and they climbed higher, working their way around the peak. The stark beauty of the mountains thrilled Lyra as she caught glimpses of peaks stretching away towards the horizon in every direction. Some of the peaks were still snow covered while others were naked pinnacles of stone. She thought about the last of the Sakovan people living hidden in this cold inhospitable region and shivered. Instead of thinking of her own fate, she found herself dwelling on the fate of the Sakovans. She felt sad that the peaceful Sakovans had been forced to live in hiding and ashamed that it was her people who had forced them to it. Slowly the rationalization that the Sakovans had been forced to accept regarding intruders wormed its way into her mind. She was filled with fear for herself and her friends, but she was also able to see things from the Sakovan viewpoint now.
SkyDancer led the way through a small canyon and again they climbed higher into the mountains. As each successive mountain grew higher than the preceding one, so did the trail take them higher and higher until the chill of the air began to bite at the exposed flesh.
They moved silently and swiftly through the endless mountains as the sun began slowly to lower in the sky. Suddenly, the column rounded a corner and SkyDancer disappeared off the trail into the mouth of a cave.
“Where did she go?” Antello whispered.
“Into the cave,” Lyra answered without thinking, earning a harsh glance from StormSong as she turned and glared at the young girl for speaking while on the trail.
Soon the youngsters also entered the cave and the darkness enveloped them. The Sakovan column kept up their swift pace through the blackness and the sound of the choka claws echoed off the walls along with the sound of distant dripping water. They traveled on in complete darkness and time lost meaning for Lyra. She found herself thinking of what she would tell the Sakovan leader. What could she tell him? She knew precious little about who wanted them and what they really wanted. She became afraid that she would disappoint the Sakovan with her scant information and be condemned to death along with Antello and Syman. Even if she wasn’t killed, what life could they expect living with the Sakovans for the rest of their days?
A circle of light appeared ahead and snapped Lyra out of her contemplation. She stared ahead as the circle grew larger. Soon they emerged out of the tunnel and onto a short trail, which led down to the valley floor. She looked in wonderment at the large valley spread out before her and the city rising up out of it. She felt as if she had stumbled into a magical realm of beauty and splendor as the setting sun cast its rays upon the bright shining buildings creating a mosaic of reflected colors. She turned and saw the smiles upon the faces of the Sakovans behind her and wondered about the grand feeling of returning home after being absent for a while. It was a feeling that she would never experience, she realized sadly. Even if she was allowed to leave StarCity, there was nothing for her to go home to. The Academy was finished. Should Master Malafar ever find his way out of the clutches of those who held him, he could never restart the Academy. She doubted that her father could even live within those walls again after the massacre. She certainly never wanted to.
SkyDancer led the party along a wide road through the fields of corn and watula towards a large wood and metal gate. The gate stood open and they proceeded through it and onto a wide paved street. The citizens of the city all stared at the column, some waving their greetings while others gazed in open puzzlement. Flowers grew everywhere and Lyra could see a huge beautiful garden, its entrance just off to the side of the gate. Tidy shops and stalls lined the street with floors above, presumably for living quarters. Lyra noticed that horses were in use in the city as were wagons and she wondered how trading goods made their way into the city. Some of the goods for sale looked identical to the wares of Omungan traders and she pondered whether trade existed with Omunga in some clandestine manner.
The citizens grew more plentiful as the group approached the center of the city. Lyra gazed ahead and saw a massive stone palace blocking the road. Looking down the cross streets, Lyra could see other streets and they appeared to be converging on the palace. All of the citizenry appeared armed, but she was surprised by the lack of guards. Even the palace entrance was devoid of any type of security personnel.
SkyDancer passed through the palace gate and turned to the left, paralleling the wall and the column followed quietly. After proceeding a short distance, Sakovans ran to greet them and relieve them of their chokas. The group dismounted and hefted their packs as StarWind led the way into the palace itself. Lyra gave up trying to remember the route as StarWind meandered the corridors and eventually ended up in what appeared to be a guardroom of sorts. The room had several benches and rows of tidy footlockers.
“Please remove your weapons and store them in one of the footlockers,” StarWind instructed. “You will be staying within the palace walls and you will have no need for weapons here. All of them please,” she added.
The youngsters complied, drained at the thought of trying to fight the Sakovans within their stronghold. StarWind led them up a flight of stairs and along some more corridors until she stopped in front of a wooden door.
“Lyra this room will be yours,” StarWind stated. “For tonight, you will not leave it for any reason. In the morning you shall meet with our leader. After that, he will decide the degree of freedom you shall be allowed.”
StarWind started to lead the two boys down the hall and stopped. “I shouldn’t have to warn you, Lyra,” she said, “but it will not be my group ensuring you obey the rules here in the palace. I implore you to follow instructions precisely. There is a bell within your room that you can use to summon someone if needed. Good night.”
StarWind led the boys away and Lyra stepped into the room. The room was large and had stuffed chairs and a writing table in the center. A very large bed adorned one wall and a sofa on another. A fireplace lay dormant with a fresh stack of firewood next to it. A hanging closet and dresser completed the fixtures and Lyra looked around in wonderment. Instead of the cell she had expected, she was being housed in the palace guest quarters. Of course StarWind had told her that they did not bring prisoners into the stronghold, but still she had not expected to be housed in splendor.
Giving in to the exhaustion of the trip, she decided upon a short nap before exploring further and sank into the softness of the great bed and was asleep in moments.



Chapter 14



RavenWing


Lyra awoke in the darkness. She rolled over in the softness of the bed and sat up wishing for some light. She momentarily thought about calling for the fire lighting spell and quickly dismissed it, remembering the pain of her hand when the fireball spell backfired. She remembered seeing a candle on the small table next to the bed and groped around for it. Grabbing hold of the candle she continued to probe for a striker, but the table was bare. She rose and cautiously padded over to the fireplace and ran her hand along the mantle. She found a striker and lit the candle, taking a moment to let her eyes adjust to the new light. She placed the candle on the dresser and walked to the small window and leaned out. The freshness of the cold air invigorated her and she gazed up at the stars to gauge the hour. Still several hours to dawn she calculated and turned her attention to the city below. The streets were quiet, but there were still some people moving about. Here and there an occasional light shone from a window.
Lyra pulled her head in and returned to the dresser. She had meant only to take a nap, but she had slept for some time. She reached down and snared the water pitcher and filled the washbowl. A small cake of soap sat upon a silver dish next to the bowl and Lyra shed her traveling clothes. Her skin pricked with bumps as she submerged her hands in the icy cold water. Again she wished to invoke her magic to warm the water, but was afraid to. She wondered if she would ever perform magic again after the fiasco at the stream. She returned to the fireplace and built a small fire and placed the washbowl on the hearth. She decided to lay out her clothes for tomorrow while she waited for the fire to take the chill off the washing water. She rummaged through her packs for something suitable to meet the leader of the Sakovan people and came up disappointed. Feeling the chill of the night air sweeping over her naked body, she wished she had waited for the water to warm before disrobing. She dragged her packs over to the fireplace and sat down before the flames.
The fire warmed her and she continued to search for presentable clothes, but everything she owned was dirty and crumpled. She pulled the clothes out and spread them on the floor, thinking that she might wash some of them out and be able to dry them by morning. She stuck her finger in the washbowl and felt the water. It was not warm, but it no longer chilled her to feel it. She slipped her mother’s ring off and shoved her hands into the cool water. She stared at the mark upon her finger and how the candlelight caught it and sent rivers of blue color cascading through the washbowl. Shaking her head in puzzlement, she quickly washed up in front of the fireplace. She sat before the fire for a time letting the warmth roll over her body and dry it. As she sat her eyes examined the room in the dim light. She wondered whom the room was designed for. StarCity should have no ambassadors coming to it nor did it appear as if the Sakovans had any formal court, at least none that she had seen. The palace had seemed deserted.
Her eyes stopped on the hanging closet and she thought she could hang her clothes in there so they would not appear so crumpled. She rose and made her way to the closet and opened it. Inside the closet was an array of feminine garments and she pawed through them. Without thinking, she cast her fire lighting spell and held the tiny flame aloft so she could see well. There were dresses and skirts, pants and robes. She pulled a few items out and held them up to her body with her free hand. Most appeared a little large, but not too large as to be noticeable. She returned to the dresser and pulled open the drawers. The dresser was loaded with clothes. Neatly folded shirts and towels, socks and leggings, even some cloth hats and gloves inhabited the drawers. Lyra smiled, extinguished her spell, and pulled out a sleeping gown and tugged it on over her head. Leaving her packs strewn across the floor, Lyra pulled back the covers on the bed and slid in. Within moments the warmth of the covers radiated through her body and she drifted off to sleep.
A pounding on the door awakened Lyra and her eyes snapped open to a light filled room. She gazed at the packs strew across the floor and her eyes rested upon her mother’s ring on the hearth. She quickly leaped out of bed and snatched the ring, sliding it onto her finger before answering the summons from the door. When she answered the knocking with a shout, the door swung open and StarWind entered.
“I trust you found the quarters comfortable,” StarWind smiled as she eyed the packs strew across the floor.
“Indeed I did,” Lyra returned the smile. “Who were these rooms set up for? I mean I wouldn’t think that Sakova had any ambassadors.”
“Not ambassadors,” StarWind answered. “We have some people who live in Omunga and they come to StarCity only occasionally. We have rooms furnished for when they come as they stay in the palace when they are here.”
“Oh,” Lyra responded sheepishly, “I hope she doesn’t mind me using her nightgown. I needed to wash up and I found nothing suitable to wear.”
“She won’t mind,” StarWind frowned. “She was killed three months ago by the Omungans. She won’t be coming home again. She was close to your size and you will find some clothes in the hanging closet. Feel free to choose something appropriate to wear. We will have breakfast as soon as you are ready and then meet with the leader. I will wait outside for you.”
“No wait,” Lyra said abruptly. “Please stay. I will not be but a moment.”
StarWind nodded and closed the door. She sat in one of the stuffed chairs and stared out the window.
Lyra opened the hanging closet and chose a plain blue dress. “Did you know her well?” Lyra asked as she made her way to the dresser.
StarWind nodded and then said, “Yes, I knew her well. I know all of them well. Each and every empty room in this palace haunts me.”
Lyra cringed as she heard the loss in StarWind’s words. She wondered what it was like to have your friends dying left and right everyday. She suddenly realized how sheltered a life she had led. These Sakovans were at war with Omunga, had been at war ever since there was an Omunga and most of her countrymen had no idea the conflict existed. She felt a tinge of shame as she realized that StarWind had many such losses in her life and yet Lyra had pounded on her because StarWind hadn’t seemed to care enough about possible innocent casualties while clearing the Sakova. How foolish and self-centered she must appear to the Sakovans who live with death continually.
“I cannot imagine the inner strength you must have to accept these losses and continue on,” Lyra said. “I think there are many things about Sakova that I do not understand.”
“You should not be expected to know about us,” StarWind replied. “In fact, I wish you knew nothing about us. I wish you had not come here.”
“I wish that as well,” sighed Lyra sensing that the Sakovan already knew what Lyra’s fate was to be and didn’t like it. “StarWind, I want you to know that I hold no hatred for you or your people. We were wrong to enter the Sakova. It is not your fault, but mine. I do wish though that somehow Syman and Antello could be spared. Their only crime is in trying to help me reach my uncle. I feel bad that I got them involved.”
StarWind rose and smiled sadly. “Do not give up hope yet, Lyra. Our leader is not a ruthless man. If I can think of someway to save the three of you without harming Sakova, I will.”
Lyra merely nodded and indicated that she was ready to leave. StarWind led the way downstairs to a small dining room. Two small girls immediately brought out trays of food for them to eat. The fare was simple but enjoyable. The eggs were larger than Lyra was accustomed to, but they were also tastier and the pastries were oven-fresh. There was no talk during the meal and when Lyra was finished, StarWind led her through endless corridors again until they were outside a wooden door. She knocked and Lyra heard a muffled reply. StarWind opened the door and ushered Lyra inside, closing the door behind them as she entered as well.
Across the room an old bird-like man stood behind a desk. His hawkish nose turned towards them as they entered and he came around the desk to meet them. His long white hair bounced as he walked and he stopped just short of three chairs arranged before his desk.
“You must be Lyra,” he said dryly. “Please sit. StarWind I wish you to stay and hear what this young lady has to say.”
StarWind, as head of gathering information, had expected as much and she slid into one of the chairs. Lyra was hesitant, as she was not sure how to greet the old man. She finally seated herself without a greeting.
RavenWing seemed not to notice any breach of etiquette and took the remaining chair rather than sit behind his desk. “I understand that you and two boys have been caught within the Sakova. I trust you are aware that such a trespass is a serious offense. We do not normally ask questions of those who come uninvited onto our lands, but I am told that there are some rather strange occurrences involved with your visit. I want you to tell me what is going on to bring you into the Sakova.”
Lyra fidgeted in her chair for a while regarding the old man with a skeptical look. She nodded slowly and met the old man’s gaze. “I want very much to tell you my story,” Lyra said. “It needs to be told to someone, but I am concerned for others as you are concerned with the Sakovan people. As their leader, you have the responsibility of safeguarding the Sakovans. I too have a responsibility to safeguard others. As I aid your cause in revealing what I know, will you aid my cause in helping these others to safety?”
RavenWing frowned and shot StarWind a puzzled look. Lyra saw StarWind shrug out of the corner of her eye. RavenWing returned his gaze to Lyra and his features hardened. “This is not some game we are playing young girl,” he scowled. “By all rights you should be dead now. You live only at my grace. I will have the answers from you that I seek and I will have them now.”
Lyra started to rise and felt StarWind’s hand on her arm. She remained seated, but she met the old man’s gaze firmly. “As you said, I should be dead now. There are several times that I should have died already and now you hold the power of life and death over me. You may indeed kill me for not telling you what you want to know, perhaps you will kill me once I tell you what I know, but I still have my responsibility to fulfill and I am determined to do so. I have no quarrel with the Sakovans; indeed I have never known about their existence until being apprehended by your people. I will endeavor to aid you in any way that I can. Why is it unreasonable to ask the same of you?”
RavenWing sighed and rose from his chair. “Perhaps I was wrong in suggesting this course of action, StarWind. It is obvious that this child has no concept of where she is and what she is facing.”
Lyra leaped to her feet, StarWind unable to catch her in time, and wheeled to face the old man. “I do understand exactly the situation I am in old man,” she stormed. “I know I am about to die and still I offer to aid the very people who are going to kill me. I offer to help because I have come to feel for your people. I am ashamed of what my fellow countrymen have done to you and continue to do. I will tell you my story although I am not sure what good the information will do you. All I am asking is your help to care for people who depend on me because I will no longer be able to help them myself. Is it so difficult for you to accept that there are other people who suffer other than the Sakovans? Or have you just killed anyone not Sakovan for so long that you do not even think about it anymore?”
Fury burned in RavenWing’s eyes and StarWind rose and pulled RavenWing aside. She whispered in his ear for a few moments and turned to Lyra. “Your treatment of our leader is unacceptable, Lyra,” she stated. “RavenWing is respected by all Sakovans and you gain nothing with this childish rampage.”
Lyra’s eyes opened wide at the mention of the leader’s name and her mouth gaped open. Her mother’s final words flooded back through her mind. “This is RavenWing?” she asked nervously. She hoped to barter her life for some concessions or die trying, but the mention of RavenWing’s name brought confusion to her mind. “Can there be another RavenWing?”
StarWind looked puzzled at Lyra. “There is only one RavenWing. Where have you heard the name before? I have never mentioned it, I am sure.”
Lyra stared down at the ring upon her finger, the ring given to her by her mother and recalled Rhodella’s instructions. She was supposed to go to Uncle Temiker to get training and then have Temiker contact RavenWing. What could Temiker have to do with the Sakovans? “Do you know a mage Temiker of Alamar?” she asked.
StarWind and RavenWing exchanged glances with each other quizzically. “What do you need help with?” RavenWing asked calmly.
Lyra sensed an acknowledgement from the pair of Sakovans and sat down. “Syman and Antello are here because they vowed to help me. I feel responsible for them. I understand that you cannot free them, but I ask that they be allowed to remain with the Sakovans. They are good boys and I know that they will accept this situation and be productive in any way they can.”
Lyra cleared her throat and continued when she got no reaction to her first request. “My father has been kidnapped and the only people to help him are myself and Uncle Temiker. If I must die, I ask that you get a message to my uncle so that he may help his brother. That is all I ask.”
RavenWing reclaimed his seat behind his desk and looked at Lyra. “Temiker will be informed,” he declared. “As for your friends, nobody has decided upon killing anyone yet, including yourself. Contrary to your views of Sakovans, we do not take pleasure in killing innocent people. We kill only when it is necessary to ensure our survival. If we can find a way not to kill you without endangering our people, I will be the first to proclaim it. Having the three of you remain in StarCity for the rest of your life is an option, but that must not be considered lightly. For as long as any of you lived, we would be bound to spend manpower watching you to ensure you didn’t escape. There will be time to discuss such things later. At present, we are in no hurry to be rid of your company.”
Lyra nodded and began to tell her tale. She watched their faces as she went and noted some interesting reactions. RavenWing’s eyes flared when Lyra mentioned names that she supposed he had heard before, while other names brought no reaction. As best Lyra could tell, he had heard of Temiker, Rhodella, and Klaarg before, but not Master Malafar or Master Caulder.
RavenWing interrupted Lyra when she got to the part where she and Syman and Antello tried to escape. “That was a very foolish move on your part, Lyra. If any Sakovan is trained to kill quickly and silently, it is HawkShadow. You are indeed charmed to have lived to get this far.”
RavenWing rose and walked over to Lyra and picked up her right hand to examine the ring. “Goral was right, StarWind. That is why she saw the cave.”
StarWind smiled as Lyra’s face distorted with confusion. What could Goral have said about her seeing the cave?
“Lyra,” RavenWing said, “you mentioned before that you feel for our people and would like to help them. How sincere was that offer? If you were free to leave and your father and uncle were not in danger, would you stay and help the Sakovans? Think before you answer. I do not wish to hear false bravado and your answer will have no bearing on the length of time you can expect to live, because I have already decided that the Sakovan people will not kill you, regardless of your answer.”
Lyra seriously pondered her answer to the question. She had no home to return to and she did feel for the Sakovans, despite the fact that she had felt threatened by them. She understood why they felt the need for their actions and she thought she might react similarly to such a situation. Slowly, she nodded her head. “I do care about the Sakovan people. I do not know what help I could be, but I think that I have to try to do something to right the wrongs that have been done here. I have nothing to return to in Omunga as long as my father is free.”
“Do you have any idea why you feel for a people who have wanted you dead the past few days?” RavenWing asked.
“No,” Lyra answered. “I understand that you are just doing what you feel you must to survive. I may not agree with some of your methods, but I do agree with your grievance with Omunga. Perhaps I feel the way I do because I do not like the thought of a peaceful people being annihilated.”
“Lyra,” RavenWing smiled, “you feel the way you do because you are Sakovan.”
Lyra stared at RavenWing in disbelief, seeing an old man gone mad with age, but RavenWing continued. “Your mother, Rhodella, was Sakovan, Lyra. The ring she gave you is a magical Sakovan ring. It is the reason that your fireball spell failed. While a mage can cast with a magical ring on, she must take the ring into account when casting because the magical auras can interfere with each other. If you removed the ring or accounted for it in your spell, your casting would go fine.”
Lyra was startled with the revelation regarding Rhodella. How could she have been Sakovan and Lyra never know of it? Was it possible?
“I know that you may need time to reflect on what I have said,” soothed RavenWing, “but consider this. Goral came to me last night and told me that you saw the cave opening on your journey into StarCity. The cave opening is protected by magic, which makes it invisible to outlanders. That is why your friend asked where SkyDancer had gone; he could not see the cave. Yet you, wearing the Sakovan Ring, saw it clearly. It is not sufficient to just wear the ring to make it work, Lyra. The person who wears it must be of Sakovan blood for it to work.”
Lyra’s whole life reeled through her mind at an incredible speed. Every interaction with Rhodella played itself back and Lyra fought to find some indication that Rhodella was Sakovan and found nothing. Lyra realized that she had tuned out RavenWing and StarWind and they were looking at her curiously.
“Lyra,” RavenWing said, “let us end this session for now. Go and rest and digest what we have spoken of and we will talk again later. You have no need to fear for your safety or that of your companions. As long as they do not try to leave the city, no harm will come to them. I think we may find a more permanent solution somehow. We have but to take the time to consider it fully. Go rest.”
Lyra nodded and rose to leave. StarWind started to follow, but RavenWing halted her. “Have somebody show Lyra the way to her room. I need to discuss some matter with you.”
StarWind opened the door and hailed Jostin, who was passing by. She instructed the red-haired boy to escort Lyra back to her room, giving him instructions as to which room Lyra was staying in. StarWind then returned to RavenWing’s office.
“I couldn’t have imagined that Lyra was Sakovan,” StarWind declared. “The name Rhodella sits in the back of my mind, but I cannot attach a person to it. Who was she?”
“You may remember her as WinterWind,” sighed RavenWing. “Her loss is a tragedy.”
“WinterWind,” StarWind repeated with awe. “LoneBadger's mother? And we almost killed her daughter. Do you think she will stay with us?”
“I do not know,” RavenWing answered. “I imagine that she has much to think about. I need you to find out about this Master Malafar and contact her Uncle Temiker. Be vague about Lyra being here in the Sakova and how you came into such knowledge of the kidnapping of his brother. And keep tabs on his travels. I want to know where he is at any given time. We may need him to convince Lyra to stay with us.”
“From what MistyTrail said,” StarWind stated, “Lyra’s magic knowledge is far from complete. She reported that while Lyra’s fireball spell was very powerful, she lacked the control of it, even accounting for the interference of the Ring.”
“True,” RavenWing mused, “but WinterWind had instructed her to seek out Temiker’s training. She must have known that Lyra’s training was incomplete. It has been a long time since she left. I will have to read the files on her to be sure I have my thoughts correct.”
“I could use a refresher too,” admitted StarWind, “but I certainly remember LoneBadger. That was a coup I can easily remember and a defeat that stung harshly. I doubt that Lyra knows any of this. I wonder how she will take the truth when we finally tell her.”
“I suggest that we feed her slowly,” cautioned RavenWing. “Too much of a shock and we will lose her. I refuse to let WinterWind’s life pass without benefit for the Sakovans. She gave so much for her people.”
StarWind nodded and changed the subject. “We still have the assassins from Alamar to worry about. There will probably be forty in one group this time and that is not something to be taken lightly. Have you given thought to a mobilization?”
“I have given it thought,” conceded RavenWing as he walked to the wall map. “We don’t have confirmation yet on where they are. I would prefer a small group as we have done previously and HawkShadow agrees. A large group would ensure losses to our people.”
“Perhaps,” argued StarWind, “but these are not mere soldiers to be toyed with. I think HawkShadow got lucky with the first group and we risk losing a small elite group if we are seriously outnumbered.”
“I take it you fear that the group will split up?” quizzed RavenWing.
“Yes,” answered StarWind. “They are not tracking Lyra this time. I think they will spread out to cover a very large area and try to intercept her before she leaves the Sakova. Our own people could get caught between segments of the group and be annihilated.
“Your fears are valid,” agreed the Sakovan leader. “I will talk with HawkShadow again about this, but the ultimate decision is his. I respect his ability to control the boarder areas. If they get past him, I will go with a mobilization.”
StarWind nodded and started to leave.
“One more item,” recalled RavenWing. “Lyra’s account mentioned a man named Klaarg. The name is familiar to me, but I cannot place it. I want you to research your files and see what you come up with. Also send out a contact bulletin. I want your operatives to be on the lookout for him. Nothing overt, but mark it as high priority.”
“I will see to it,” assured StarWind. “I think I should check in on Lyra as soon as I get these other things under way. When do you want to see her next?”
“You seem to have developed her trust well,” smiled RavenWing. “You feed her slowly and whenever you feel the need for me to be involved further, just schedule it. I will always be available for you. I am posting a pair of guards at the tunnel, so you may let the boys have free reign of the city. If they try to escape, we will have a problem, but if they do not, it will ease Lyra’s fears for their safety.”
StarWind nodded and let herself out of RavenWing’s office.



Chapter 15



Alazar


The tall man’s footsteps echoed off the fine marble floor as he strode purposely down the long corridor. His eyes did not deviate from the ornate gilded doors at the end of the corridor. He was not distracted by the marble pedestals, which lined the hallway, nor the exquisite busts of previous Katanas, which sat upon them. The past held no interest for the man as his long crimson robe swayed in rhythm with his long stride. The future, the man smiled, that is what was important in life, only the future mattered.
The crimson-clad guards posted at the gilded doors straightened stiffly as the man approached. They each reached swiftly to open the doors leading to his inner sanctum, careful not to let their eyes rest upon the thin scar, which ran between the robed man’s left eye and ear. Guards had been dismissed for merely seeming to notice the dark man’s blemish and dismissal from the Crimson Guard was dangerous to one’s health.
First Minister of Omunga, Alazar, swept through the doors without the merest indication of the guards' presence and the doors closed quietly behind him with a soft click. The office of the First Minister was large and lavishly appointed, befitting his position as the right-hand of the Holy Katana. A visitor would be immediately impressed with the walls, which were lined with books from floor to ceiling, and conclude that the First Minister was an avid reader and a learned man. Indeed, Alazar thirsted for information and not just the type of information contained in books.
Alazar strode past the numerous couches, tables, and upholstered chairs to the large well-polished wooden desk as the far end of the room. He adroitly flipped the safety mechanism hidden within the ornate carvings of one of the legs of the desk and sat down. Sliding open one of the drawers of the desk, Alazar withdrew a gleaming crystal set within a highly polished square of blue-gray metal and placed it on the desk. The First Minister’s right hand strayed to his black goatee as his black eyes gazed into the crystal. Images flashed in the crystal while the fingers of Alazar’s left hand tapped impatiently on the rich desktop. A sneer spread across his thin face as the images ceased and Alazar return the crystal to the safety of its compartment.
The First Minister glanced briefly at the pile of official forms placed in the center of his desk and pushed them to one side. He had no time for the trivialities of legal dealings right now. Now it was time for a bold move. Past time, he thought irritably as he glared at the gems embedded in the fireplace. Suddenly, one of the rubies embedded in the fireplace began to glow softly and Alazar rose and walked over to one of the bookcases built into the wall of his office. He maneuvered his long thin hand deep into the shelves and flipped a release lever allowing a section of the bookcase to swivel open.
Alazar tapped his foot impatiently as a tall robust man dressed in black entered the room. “You are late,” Alazar snarled.
“Only a few moments,” the visitor replied brushing his bushy black hair away from his eyes. “A member of the Monitors was loitering in the area of the secret entrance. I thought a few moments of your time was worth the security of secrecy.”
Alazar turned swiftly and huffed his way back to his desk and sat down. “What results do you have for me?” he demanded.
“Temiker must have been warned,” the visitor began. “He left his home in the middle of the night and slipped out of the city. I have men tracking him and I am sure we will have him soon.”
“Soon?” Alazar snorted. “Soon? I will not stand for incompetence, Klaarg. Your men bungled the raid on the Academy and killed Malafar’s wife. You have let his fool daughter escape and your men are running all over the country trying to capture her. Now you report that an old man has escaped your highly trained assassins? Unbelievable. Why has it taken so long to get the report on Temiker back to me?”
“My men had trouble picking up his trail,” Klaarg admitted. “They thought it better to hold off reporting until they could assure me that they were within days of capturing him. He may be old, but Temiker is a crafty one. He somehow managed to leave south of the city, only to have my men pick up his trail well north of the city. They are not sure how he managed it, but they are finally on his tail now.”
“And the daughter, Lyra?” Alazar demanded. “How soon will we have her?’
Klaarg sighed and slumped into one of the richly upholstered chairs across the desk from the First Minister. “I am worried about that one,” Klaarg reported, shaking his head slowly. “She has two boys from the Academy with her. I still don’t know how she managed to escape the attack, but they made it to Gatong before we picked up their trail again. I put out a report on her to the Imperial Guard as the slayer of the Academy and they are hunting for her as well. Unable to traverse the road safely, she entered the Sakova. We may never see her again.”
“The two boys with her, do we know about them?” Alazar questioned. “Can we use their parents to achieve our goals?”
“No,” Klaarg shook his head. “We know who they are, but there is little that benefits us in that knowledge. One is an orphan and the other was thrown out of his home by his father after an argument years ago. The parents will be no help.”
“Have you sent your men into the Sakova after her?” questioned the First Minister.
“Of course,” nodded Klaarg. “I have forty men trailing her and another forty waiting at the other end near Alamar. She will not get across the Sakova.”
“And suppose she does not intend to cross the Sakova?” queried Alazar. “Have you thought that maybe her destination is StarCity? Will your men attack the Sakovan stronghold to retrieve her?”
“Attack StarCity?” laughed Klaarg and immediately adopted a frown when he saw the displeasure on Alazar’s face. “Nobody knows where StarCity is. Besides my men are assassins, not an army. I did not even like sending them into the Sakova, but you were insistent that we capture the girl, but they are not equipped to attack the stronghold even if we could find it.”
“At least you know your limitations,” Alazar sighed. “I have spent years going over every account of penetration into the Sakova and I think I have a fair idea where StarCity is. Your men would never survive, at least not yet.”
“What do you mean not yet?” the assassin inquired. “Do you have a plan?”
“Indeed I do,” snickered Alazar as he reached into his desk and pulled out a large envelope. “And I will need your help with it. Are you familiar with the young mage we arrested last month? The one who killed his girlfriend’s lover in a magical rage?”
“I do remember hearing about it,” frowned Klaarg, “but it does not concern me.”
“It does now,” smiled Alazar. “I want you to break him out of prison and offer him a chance of freedom.”
“A prison break in the Imperial Palace?” asked a shocked Klaarg. “You can’t be serious. Why?”
“Because he has been condemned to die,” explained the First Minister,” and we can use him. We captured another Sakovan spy last night, one posing as a merchant. He has a son, Mekin, who looks remarkably like this rogue mage and I wish to make a substitution. Our little prisoner will become Mekin and scamper home to StarCity to perform an act of heroism for us.”
“Does the son know where StarCity is?” questioned the assassin.
“He doesn’t, but it matters little,” stated Alazar. “The son is already dead. I am afraid we used a little too much persuasion on him to get the father to talk. What we do know now though is that the ring is the key to entering StarCity and we have one.”
“You mean all you have to do is wear a certain ring and they let you in?” inquired Klaarg. “That is pretty foolish.”
“Not exactly,” replied Alazar. “Unfortunately, the ring must be worn by a Sakovan, but I have a plan around that.”
The First Minister emptied the contents of the large envelope onto the desk. “These files will tell our little prisoner all he should need to know about Mekin and his father to play the role properly. He must study them until he can recite them from memory and then destroy them. The ring he must wear at all times.”
“How do you plan on getting him into the city if the ring only works for Sakovans?” Klaarg asked.
“He need only get close to the city,” Alazar responded. “There he will fake an accident and be discovered by the Sakovans. I am counting on the Sakovan nature to take care of their own to get him into the city. I am sure it will work.”
“And no great loss if it doesn’t,” smiled Klaarg. “What do you want him to do once he is inside?”
“Two things,” Alazar explained. “I want the leader of the Sakovans assassinated and I want the magic spell concealing the entrance to the city disabled.”
“So that is why you need a mage for this,” Klaarg realized.
“And a killer,” smiled Alazar.
“So all you need from me is to get him out of the Imperial Prison and send him on his way after he has learned his role?” Klaarg questioned.
“I will make the jailbreak easy for you,” the First Minister assured. “The boy is kept in the mage ward. There will be no guards on duty. You will also need to monitor him to make sure he enters the Sakova and doesn’t try to run away. That is why he is being broken out instead of released. If he decides to run, he will be returned and hanged. You may tell him that a Royal Pardon awaits his return, but do not mention my name at any time.”
“Is it safe to mention your name after he finished the task?” the head assassin asked.
“No,” sneered Alazar. “After he has completed the task, you are to kill him. His usefulness will be over. See that he makes it to the Sakova and kill him when he leaves, whether his task is done or not.”
The First Minister rose indicating an end to the audience and walked over to the open bookcase door. “I want Temiker and Lyra, Klaarg,” Alazar reminded the assassin. “It is time that I start seeing some results from my investment. I am sure that you will bring some pleasant news the next time we meet.”
Klaarg avoided eye contact with the First Minister as he slipped into the dark corridor behind the bookcase. Alazar slid the secret door closed and returned to his desk. He grabbed the pile of official forms and scanned through them. Putting three of them aside because they required closer attention, he penned his name to the rest and carried them with him as he left his office.
The First Minister, in his flowing crimson robe, strode to a staircase leading to the basement prison and walked to the mage containment ward. The guard at the door did not question the right of the First Minister to enter and opened the door for him. Alazar strode in without acknowledgement, feeling the chill of the anti-aura spell as he did so. He made his way through the long corridor of cells until he came to the maximum security section and was greeted by another guard. He indicated silently the cell he wished to visit and the guard unlocked the door. Alazar opened the door and stepped in closing the door behind him. He smiled as he acknowledged that the door was not locked behind him.
Alazar met the glare of the prisoner and ignored it. He sat down at the small table opposite the man and smiled. “I have good news for you, Malafar,” he grinned. “We have located your missing daughter and brother.”
“That is their misfortune, Alazar,” Master Malafar growled. “It will make little difference to me who you have found. Whatever it is you want, you shall have to make do without my help.”
“Why are you so obstinate?” Alazar quizzed. “You do not even know what it is I wish of you.”
“Why?” Master Malafar growled. “Why? You send men into my academy and kill everyone and you have the nerve to ask why I won’t aid you in whatever scheme it is you have? Are you daft? Do you really expect that I would ever aid you in anything after that? You might as well kill me now if you are waiting for my help because you will be long dead before you ever get it.”
“Ah such temper,” sighed the First Minister. “I have told you many times that it was not the government who attacked your precious academy. We caught most of the rogue villains who plundered your home and executed them. We only hold you here for your protection until we catch the rest of them. Still there are some things that a Master Mage of your caliber can help us with while you are here. Why do you resist helping your country when it needs you?”
“I have always been a loyal Omungan,” Master Malafar declared. “Did I not give my only son into the service of the Katana? How dare you question my patriotism. When will my request to speak with the Katana be honored?”
“I am First Minister of Omunga,” Alazar stated stiffly. “Anything you wish to discuss with the Katana can be discussed with me. The Holy Katana cannot be bothered by every request for an audience and you have shown a great reluctance to help your nation when it needs your services. Besides, I have told you before that the Katana still believes that your son was a Sakovan assassin. He is afraid that you may be as well, despite my many assurances that you are a patriot.”
“Bah,” scowled Master Malafar. “Why do you waste my time with such dribble? Alfred was a fine patriot and an excellent judge of character and it was you who he did not trust. Those were not a band of rogue thieves who invaded my academy. They were well trained assassins and sent there to obtain me and now you have need of my services. Amazing coincidence I suppose. Why would you need the services of a fool? For that is what you think I am if you expect me to believe your tales. Go away and leave me. I tire of your game and do not wish to play any longer.”
“You are indeed a fool, Master Malafar,” smiled Alazar as he studied Malafar’s face for telltale signs of emotion. “A stubborn fool indeed. I am trying to save your life and the life of your brother Temiker and you spurn me. Your daughter Lyra needs your help and you spurn her as well. It is not only death that they face you know. These rogue villains have a history of torture. I shudder to think of hearing about the torture of such a fine young thing as Lyra. She probably has not even learned about the joys of life yet and now she has to face the endless pain of torture.”
Alazar smiled as he caught Malafar’s eye twitch at the mention of torture for Lyra. The First Minister knew he found the angle he was looking for. It was obvious that the mage would allow his brother to die, but his daughter was another thing entirely. A quick death for her he might be able to withstand, but torture of his sweet daughter would get Malafar’s attention. Satisfied that he had found the key to ensuring Master Malafar’s cooperation, Alazar rose to leave.
“Very well, Master Malafar,” sighed the First Minister, “I will mention your request to the Katana once again, but I assure you that he will not acquiesce to your demand. I will come to see you the day after tomorrow.”
Alazar did not wait for a response but exited the cell. The guard was waiting outside and immediately locked the door. Alazar pointed to another cell, which held the young mage who Klaarg was going to free, and the guard unlocked that one as well.
The First Minister turned to the guard and handed him the stack of forms from his desk. “I am going to be in there for some time. Deliver these for me and then return.”
“I cannot leave my post, First Minister,” the guard stated. “There must be a guard in here at all times.”
“So send in the outside guard,” snarled Alazar. “These paper are important and must be delivered immediately. Do you not think that the First Minister knows which is more important, you handholding me while I see a prisoner or seeing that these important papers are delivered on time?”
“Of course I meant no such slight,” trembled the guard. “I will send in the outside guard immediately.”
Alazar snickered as the guard disappeared out the door and he moved several cells closer to the outside door while he waited the replacement guard. The outside guard appeared quickly and Alazar picked a cell at random and pointed to it. The guard dutifully unlocked the cell door and Alazar stepped inside. He stood for several long moments staring at the sleeping prisoner and then exited the cell.
“That is all I need,” announced the First Minister. “Lock it and escort me out.”
The guard dutifully locked the cell, unaware that there was one other cell unlocked, and escorted the First Minister to the exit for the cell block. As the guard stepped outside, clear of the anti-aura spell, Alazar cast a spell on the guard, putting him to sleep. He propped the sleeping guard against the wall and left the door unlocked. Alazar headed up the stairs and waited in an alcove between floors. Within moments, Klaarg descended.
“Both doors are unlocked,” Alazar whispered. “Drag the guard inside. Kill him and leave him in the boy’s cell. Wait for the other to return and kill him as well. You can use the keys to lock doors. Lock everything up so you will have time to get the boy out of the city. Go.”
Alazar waited until Klaarg disappeared down the stairs before continuing upward to the main floor. He hurried his pace slightly so he would not be late for the Council meeting. The Katana’s Council meeting was usually a rather dry and boring affair, but Alazar was looking forward to this one. Much would be discussed today and he didn’t want to miss any of it. He reached the doors to the Council Chamber and the Monitors guarding the door opened them upon seeing the First Minister.
Alazar scanned the room as he entered, noting the disposition of each of the Ministers, and quietly slid into his seat at the Katana’s right hand. There were several moments of silence as the last of the Ministers arrived and took their places and Alazar used that time to gauge the mood of the government heads. As First Minister, it was Alazar’s duty to conduct the session and he rose when everyone was assembled.
“Ministers,” he greeted solemnly, “the Katana’s Council is in session. Please offer your reports in the prescribed order.”
Alazar had arranged the order of reports so that the mundane affairs of state were discussed first. He loathed hearing about the state of the agricultural economy or the tiresome details about cultural calendars. These items were all discussed and disposed of by the time the Minister of Defense, Doharte, spoke. The Minister of Defense was an obstacle to be overcome by Alazar. The man was fat and lazy and thought the country was always in fine shape and that he was doing an excellent job. He let the Minister give his rosy report and waited to see if anyone had comments or questions. As usual, nobody did.
Alazar rose before giving the nod for the next Minister to begin. “Minister of Defense, thank you for your report. I have a few questions stemming from some intelligence reports that I have received and I would like to verify the information. As you know, there was a very nasty massacre at the Academy of Magic recently. Some very influential families had children in residence at the Academy and they are rightfully screaming for information regarding the incident. My sources have indicated that there is a major split in the Sakovan forces occurring right now and that the massacre was a direct result of this Sakovan struggle. Do you have any information on this massacre and what happened there?”
The Minister Doharte rose with a puzzled look on his face. “Well, we have investigated the massacre of course, but we did not find anything to indicate Sakovan activity there. The local villagers had already been to the facility and were in the process of burying the dead when my men arrived. It was hard, as you can imagine, to conduct any kind of a proper investigation, but I seriously doubt that the Sakovans are involved in this. Frankly, we have had no news of any Sakovan activity in years.”
“No news?” puzzled Alazar. “Very strange indeed. I have been getting reports from all quarters. Were you aware that the Academy of Magic was a training facility for the Sakovans?”
“Preposterous,” the Minister of Defense declared. “Master Malafar’s own son served in the Katana’s own Monitors a few years back. I could not imagine the Academy of Magic being involved in Sakovan activities.”
“Yes,” Alazar drawled. “He even lost his life protecting the Katana. I said nothing at the time because the chapter was closed, but we have been watching that family ever since. Do you know who it was that killed young Alfred?”
“It was nobody important,” answered the Minister Doharte, obviously feeling uncomfortable in the spotlight with questions he was unprepared for.
“Ah, I beg to differ,” smiled Alazar. “In fact, I do not believe the Katana was the target of the attack. Alfred was the target.”
Murmurs rose from the assembled ministers and they laid their paperwork aside to pay attention to a confrontation that none of them had expected.
“The killer was a student of a mage running a school in Alamar,” Alazar continued. “You call him nobody important, but I disagree. A man called Temiker, the brother of Malafar and the uncle of Alfred, runs the school in Alamar. The Sakovan feud actually started then and has escalated now. Are you aware that the school in Alamar was also destroyed recently? That school also trained Sakovans and Temiker is now mysteriously missing as is Master Malafar.”
“Coincidence,” sputtered the now sweating Minister of Defense. “You make a conspiracy where none exists. The Sakovans are not a threat to our security. Never have been. There is absolutely no connection between the two magic schools and the Sakovans.”
“No?” pressed Alazar. “Yet your forces are on the alert for Malafar’s daughter Lyra. Do you know where she is right now?”
“My men are searching for her because we received information that she might have had something to do with the massacre, perhaps some magic gone astray or something like that,” the Minister Doharte replied. “I cannot be expected to know the whereabouts of all citizens at all times. If your information is so great, why don’t you tell us all where she is.”
“If you wish,” grinned Alazar. “I am sure that your men will report this to you sooner or later. She is in the Sakova. She left the road just south of Gatong where your men missed picking her up. She was in the company of over forty dark-clad Sakovans, returning home after their job at the Academy was complete. If you check the reports from Alamar, you will find that Temiker is also in the Sakova with another forty Sakovans.”
The First Minister paused to take in the surprised gasps and murmurs from the assembled members of the Katana’s Council. “This civil war of the Sakovans spells great danger for Omunga,” Alazar declared. “Great danger and great opportunity. Their uncontrolled bloodshed has already affected some of the most prominent families in the country and the Katana will soon be pressed to wage war upon the Sakovans. I think it prudent for you to gather your generals and start planning the attack, Minister. One of the Sakovan factions plans to bring wholesale slaughter to Omunga and we cannot be sure of which faction will win. We should strike while they are bickering amongst themselves.”
“Until I receive reports confirming this nonsense, I will not prepare to attack a sleeping hornets nest,” scoffed the Minister of Defense. “Suppose your information is wrong? We could throw this country into war with an enemy we cannot find. Right now they inhabit the central area of the country, which is a wasteland anyway. We would gain nothing and suffer the populace to attacks from the Sakovans.”
“You do not consider the attacks we have suffered already to be considerable?” taunted Alazar. “I should make a point to let the prominent families, who have suffered the loss of their young ones, know that the army considers their loss insignificant. I am sure they will wait in line to praise the Katana and bring him gifts. Just last night we captured another Sakovan spy, right here in the capital. He was posing as a merchant. He offered much information before he died. Unfortunately, his son escaped and is on his way home to the Sakova as we speak. His name is Mekin if you think your army can actually catch this one.”
The Minister of Defense was speechless. Alazar sat down and was going to continue with the next Minister when the Katana rose and ended the meeting. “We should adjourn for a while,” he announced. “First Minister has brought forth some serious allegations with potentially disastrous repercussions for Omunga. All Ministers are requested to obtain any information they can on Sakovan activities. We will reconvene this meeting tomorrow morning.”
Alazar’s face was grim as he left the Council Chamber, but his spirits were jubilant. The Katana had never taken a Sakovan threat seriously in all the years that Alazar had been pushing his agenda. Things were starting to come together nicely.



Chapter 16



Garden of Hope


Syman, Antello, and Lyra sat on the floor of Lyra’s room by the fireplace. The tall mountain peaks already hid the sun, but dinner was still a ways in the future. The boys were exhausted and in need of bathing, but Lyra was enjoying their company.
“I have never seen such skill in fighting,” Antello blurted. “They make Master Caulder look like a novice. They can pick up any weapon and use it expertly.”
“They did not need weapons to brutalize us,” sighed Syman. “Even little MistyTrail could take us both on without a weapon. How humiliating.”
“You should not consider it humiliating,” chuckled Lyra. “They are trained fighters and not so they can get a job with a caravan or some merchant. They are trained to survive in war. The Sakovans start learning weapon use as little children and the training never stops. I have watched some of the children practice and they take it seriously. It is not a game for them. Besides, you said they never actually hurt you with their weapons. I am sure you are willing to put up with a few slaps from the blunt side of a sword to develop good fighting skills.”
“Sure,” Syman replied. “I do not fault the training and we are learning a lot, but I wish I didn’t have to have StormSong as a teacher. I think she hates us. I have welts all over my body from her little taps. I may have to sleep standing up.”
“I think it is great,” chimed Antello. “We were worried about whether we would ever leave here alive when we came. Now, I have no desire to leave. I went to Master Caulder because I wanted to learn to fight. I am learning that and much more here and everyone is so friendly. There are no schedules we have to follow. Nobody cares if we show up for a lesson or not. It is left up to us and I haven’t missed one yet. Do you think if we get good enough, they will let us go out on patrols?”
“You can ask,” answered Lyra. “I think as long as they know they can trust you, they will let you do whatever you want. These people are in a desperate situation though, Antello. Omunga wants to wipe them out entirely and any word said to the wrong person can allow that to happen. Do not play games with the lives of these people. If you swear allegiance to them, do it with all your heart or do not do it at all.”
“Do you believe their version of events?” Syman asked. “I mean Omunga may have another version which is quite different.”
“I believe them, Syman,” she replied. “I have seen no dishonesty here at all. Look at the serious way they devote their lives to staying alive. There is no non-warrior class of people here. They are all warriors because they will all die if they cannot defend themselves. They send people into the cities to keep tabs on what is going on, but they do not send raiding parties. Why? Because they are not planning on attacking Omunga. They are planning on defending StarCity.”
“I guess you are right,” Syman agreed. “I do like the people here. They treat me like family and I have never had a family. It is a strange feeling. I doubt they will ever trust us enough to let us go on patrols, but I will continue learning so that I may help them defend StarCity when the time comes. Like Antello, I no longer have a desire to leave here. I still have a vow to get you to Alamar though and I am bound by honor to do so.”
“I release both of you from the vows,” smiled Lyra. “Rhodella’s instructions were to go to Alamar so that Uncle Temiker could get me in touch with RavenWing. I have already spoken with him. I can learn my magic here just as well as in Alamar, so I have no need to continue the journey. You are both free to do as you will.”
A knock on the door interrupted the conversation and Lyra called for the knocker to enter. StarWind opened the door and saw the trio on floor. “Sorry,” she smiled. “I can come back later.”
“No,” chuckled Lyra. “These two need bathing before dinner anyway. Come in, StarWind.”
Laughing, the two boys scampered out of the room and Lyra could hear their friendly bickering proceeding down the hall. “I think you have gained some converts to the Sakovan cause,” Lyra smiled. “Welts and all.”
“Has StormSong been teaching them again?” laughed StarWind. “Tell them not to take it personally. She tries to do the same to me. How are you adjusting, Lyra?”
“Well I guess,” Lyra replied. “It is still a shock to know my mother was Sakovan. Did my father know?”
“I cannot be sure if Master Malafar knew or not,” offered StarWind. “I do know that your Uncle Temiker knew. You must understand that most of what I know about WinterWind comes from the archives. She left the stronghold as a young woman, long before I started gathering information. I knew of her as WinterWind only. The name Rhodella meant nothing to me. Still WinterWind was a bit of a legend. She was an extremely powerful mage.”
“I never knew she was a mage,” Lyra smiled sadly. “She hid herself well. Why did she leave? Surely she didn’t abandon the Sakovans?”
“Of course not,” StarWind stated. “WinterWind continued to send information to us whenever she found something worthwhile, but her purpose in leaving was not to spy. When the Omungans attacked Sakova, most of our mages were primarily versed in agricultural magic because we were farmers and fishermen. We did not know much of magic in the offensive sense. After the stronghold was established and we became a warrior society, our mages had to learn offensive magic from books we managed to get from the Omungans and others. We sent people to other lands to obtain magic and learn spells.”
StarWind sat down beside Lyra and propped herself up with a pillow. “After many generations, we had developed some excellent magic skills, but another problem surfaced. So many Sakovan families were completely destroyed during the initial massacre that the number of mage producing families was quite low. There was a fear of inbreeding as well. A decision was made to send one highly talented mage out into the world every generation to marry into the Omungan population. The mage’s offspring were to return to the Sakova. In this manner, our magic producing families would grow and not inbreed. WinterWind was the most talented mage of her generation and she accepted the challenge.”
“So she was a baby factory and I am the product,” Lyra frowned. “Did she at least love my father?”
“I honestly don’t know, Lyra,” StarWind smiled. “She went out to find the most talented mage in Omunga and marry him, but it was not your father that she attempted to wed. It was your Uncle Temiker. I do think she loved him, but he was not interested in marriage. He was young and full of zest for magic. He had no time for a family and eventually Malafar fell in love with your mother and they were married. Whether she loved him was not disclosed in any of the letters she wrote. Perhaps your Uncle Temiker will know.”
“But I will never get to ask him, will I?” Lyra sighed.
“Actually you will,” StarWind grinned. “I was instructed to send a message to Temiker telling him you were safe. When my agent got to Alamar, they discovered that he had fled the city with assassins in pursuit. It appears that whoever is after you, is also after him. I convinced RavenWing to have him brought here.”
“But he is not Sakovan and you said no Omungans are ever brought here,” questioned Lyra. “How can it be allowed? Will he be required to spend his life here as well?”
“These are troubling times,” StarWind stated. “Temiker has known about the Sakovans for years and has never revealed anything to anyone. While he has never been to StarCity, he has been allowed to pass through the Sakova before. I find him trustworthy as WinterWind did. She confided in him. That is why your mother asked you to have him contact RavenWing. Temiker knew how to do that. He will not betray us and that is what matters to us.”
Lyra was excited about seeing her uncle again, but her face soon clouded over with confusion. “StarWind, if WinterWind’s children were supposed to return to the Sakova, why didn’t she ever tell us? I never knew anything about the Sakovans and Alfred even went off to join the Monitors. It doesn’t make sense.”
StarWind stared into the fireplace for some moments before turning to face Lyra. “You were not old enough to return to the Sakova yet. That is why she never told you. She would have soon, but she never got the chance. Alfred did return to us.”
StarWind reached out and laid her hand on Lyra’s arm to stop her from trying to form a question unnecessarily. “Alfred was known as LoneBadger to us. He underwent training here in StarCity and volunteered to penetrate the Katana’s bodyguard. He was very enthusiastic and very talented. No Sakovan has ever gotten that close to the Katana before and it is a credit to his ability that he was able to do it. The loss of LoneBadger was the gravest loss the Sakovans have had in many years. I knew your brother personally and he was a close friend to me.”
The shock rippled through Lyra’s body and she started crying. StarWind reached out to comfort Lyra, but Lyra pushed her away. StarWind sat patiently waiting for Lyra to cry herself out, but Lyra rose and threw herself on the bed.
“Leave me,” Lyra shouted through her tears. “You used my mother and used my brother, but you are not going to use me. The Sakovans just use people. Go away.”
StarWind rose and walked to the door. She stopped with her hand on the door and turned towards Lyra. “Yes we use people,” StarWind admitted, “but we do not use them without their permission. WinterWind and LoneBadger died for the Sakovans because they believed in the Sakovans with all their heart. The safety and continued existence of the Sakovan people meant more to them than their own lives did. Do not sully your memory of them Lyra, by thinking that anyone used them for a purpose which they did not fully embrace on their own. They both went forth knowing the risks and accepting them because they believed in what they were doing. I have no doubt that they would have gone even knowing the outcome beforehand. They were true Sakovans and we will all lay down our lives for our people. Praise them for their actions and treasure their memories with love. I know I do.”
Lyra heard the door click shut as StarWind’s words echoed through her mind. Easy for her to say, Lyra thought. It was not her mother and her brother who were dead. She wanted desperately to run away and put StarCity behind her, but she knew they would not let her leave. Even Antello and Syman were content to stay now and she would have to leave on her own if she got the chance. She would get the chance she decided. She was not going to be callously used as the rest of her family had been. Nobody was going to decide what she did with her life. Nobody.
Lyra stormed out of her room and out of the palace. She ran for some time along the city streets until she could no longer run. She continued walking aimlessly through the city, her mind seething with the injustice of life. The Sakovans had torn apart her life and her family and they did not care. There was no sorrow for Rhodella. Nobody cared that Alfred was dead. They talked a lot about love for their fellow Sakovans, but she never saw them show love to anyone. Lyra stopped and gazed at the Sakovans around her. She watched their faces as they passed and realized that they were all devoid of passion. She saw no love, no hatred, no confusion, nothing. What type of creatures were these people she wondered? How can you go through life without feelings? Did nothing matter to them? Didn’t they care about anyone?
The streets were starting to empty as the sky darkened and Lyra looked about and realized that she did not know where in the city she was. She saw the outer wall of the city and decided to follow it until she came to one of the main spokes, which would lead back to the palace. She needed desperately to talk to someone, but there was nobody she could trust to tell her the truth. StarWind just told her whatever was needed to get Lyra to devote her life to the Sakovan cause. Antello and Syman didn’t understand the Sakovans enough to explain to her how they could be so callous.
As she approached one of the spokes, she saw the entrance to one of the large gardens and decided to enter and think for a while longer. She had no appetite for eating right now and there was nothing else for her to do besides sit in her room and sulk. She wound down the pathways in the midst of the beautiful flowers and bushes, but she didn’t notice them. She stopped at the intersection of two paths and sat on a stone bench, soaking in the solitude and willing it to bring peace to her mind. Her solitude shattered as familiar voice addressed her.
“Lyra!” MistyTrail exclaimed. “Are you in need of hope too?”
Lyra looked at the little warrior quizzically. “Hope?”
“This is the Garden of Hope,” MistyTrail explained. “I came here to meditate and seek hope for our journey into the wilderness. We are off tomorrow to find the other assassins. HawkShadow does not feel good about this mission. He thinks that we will not all return from this one. I hope he is wrong.”
“I hope so too,” Lyra found herself saying. At least MistyTrail had always been honest with her, she thought. Maybe the little fighter would tell her the truth. “MistyTrail, do Sakovans ever have emotions? Do they care about anything?”
MistyTrail cocked her head and stared at Lyra and then smiled. She sat down next to Lyra. “Certainly. Everyone has emotions. There is not a Sakovan in this city that does not feel emotions, but we do not show them easily. Each Sakovan is required to spend time in Omunga at one time or another. We are trained to guard our emotions so that we never give anything away. A wrong showing of emotion at an improper time can mean death, but that does not mean we are without feelings.”
“But I never see any emotions from Sakovans, even in StarCity. Why?”
“You cannot turn your emotions on and off at will,” MistyTrail explained. “You cannot show emotions in StarCity and then not show them in Alamar. Such a mistake can be deadly, so we learn to show none at all. I imagine it can take quite a getting used to for someone new in the city.”
Lyra churned MistyTrail’s words over in her mind and felt the little Sakovan’s hand lay gently on her arm. “I will tell you a secret,” she said. “Judge a person’s feelings by their actions, not their expressions. Expressions can be contrived, but false actions are easier to spot. Try going to someone who you know does not like you and put your arm around him. You will feel his body move away from you slightly. He can’t help it. It’s involuntary.”
Lyra thought about the advice and realized that MistyTrail’s hand lay gently on her arm. Slowly she nodded her head in understanding. “Did you know LoneBadger?”
“Not well,” MistyTrail admitted. “I met him a few times, but I did not really know him. I spend most of my time in the wilderness. I know now that he was your brother. I am sorry for you.”
“What can you remember about him?” queried Lyra.
“You should talk to StarWind about him,” offered MistyTrail.
“I do not want to talk to StarWind about him,” Lyra replied, perhaps a bit too harshly. “I want to know the truth about him, not some Sakovan prepared speech intended to make me want to follow in his footsteps.”
MistyTrail went quiet and Lyra felt the little warrior’s hand tighten on her arm slightly. “You are wrong about StarWind,” MistyTrail said softly. “There are many Sakovans who feel strongly about dedicating their life to the cause and certainty she is one of them, but StarWind is the last person who would try to force that feeling on someone else. Come with me.”
“Where are we going?” Lyra asked as she rose with MistyTrail.
“To your room,” MistyTrail said simply. “There I will explain what I can to you.”
Lyra followed MistyTrail in silence. It took a while to make the trip back to the palace, but Lyra did not press MistyTrail with any more questions. Instead she pondered what MistyTrail had already told her and it began to make some sense, although she still found it hard to believe that a whole population could conceal their feelings all of the time.
Most of the people who resided in the palace were at dinner and they did not pass anyone on the way to Lyra’s room. Lyra opened the door and let MistyTrail in and then sat on the floor.
MistyTrail walked over to Lyra’s belongings and grabbed Lyra’s sword. Lyra flinched as MistyTrail drew the sword clear of its sheath and Lyra thought maybe she had misjudged the little warrior as a tinge of fear shot through her. MistyTrail walked over to Lyra and handed the sword to her.
“A fine sword,” commented MistyTrail. “A very unusual design. I took notice of it in the wilderness when I first saw you.”
“It was my brother’s,” Lyra explained questioningly. “He never went anywhere without it and Rhodella treasured it when he died. She told me to take it with me just before she died.”
“I know it meant the world to him,” MistyTrail stated. “I remember when it was given to him.”
“Given to him?” Lyra asked. “Who gave it to him? Is it the type of sword you get when you join the Sakovans?”
“Have you not bothered to look at the sword yet?” MistyTrail inquired.
Lyra was becoming frustrated with this game of answering questions with questions and she quickly skimmed her eyes over the sword just to make MistyTrail happy. Her eyes stopped at a small engraving near the hilt that she had never seen before and she shook her head in wonder.
“So you have finally seen it,” MistyTrail smiled. “It is Sakovan custom to engrave gifts in this fashion.”
“But that could be anyone,” Lyra protested. “Those initials could probably fit a dozen people.”
“Could, but they don’t and I am sure you now realize it,” MistyTrail declared.
“I don’t understand,” frowned Lyra. “Why would she give him this sword?”
“There is much that you do not understand,” agreed MistyTrail. “They were to be wed. StarWind was a mage in training at the time and LoneBadger was a fiery spirit who thought he was the best spy the Sakovans ever had. He probably was. He impressed everyone with the need to increase our spy network so that we would not be caught unawares by the Omungans. After his death, StarWind asked for a job as a spy. RavenWing was reticent to let her try it because he knew of their relationship and he thought StarWind was trying to throw her life away. She pushed until she got what she wanted and she quickly moved up in the ranks to become the spymaster. Since that time, she has created the most extensive spy network the Sakovans have ever had.”
“I have been such a fool,” cried Lyra. “How could I have been so blind? I thought she was a cold heartless creature pushing her agenda on everyone around her.”
“I do not know if you looked into the dining room as we passed,” MistyTrail said softly, “but if you did, you would have noticed that she was not there. I suspect the tears brought on by having to relive his death for your benefit are probably flowing under the door of her room and out into the corridor. I do not say this to you to cause you pain, Lyra. I want you to truly understand us. We hurt like anyone else, probably even more because we are such a small community and everyone knows everyone. No matter who the Sakovan is who dies, one of us knows him and all of us will miss him.”
“Thank you MistyTrail,” cried Lyra. “What can I do for StarWind? Should I go to her and apologize? What would a Sakovan do?”
“First you must decide what you will do for yourself before you can think about what you will do for StarWind. He was your loss too and I know much of what you are learning here must be a shock for you. StarWind has lived with her grief for a long time. She will get through this. You will do well to remember this though. Rather than try to force people to take up the Sakovan cause, we are actually reticent to accept outsiders. We will allow you to live here and we will train you in whatever discipline you want, but acceptance here must be earned. This is true for Sakovans as well as outlanders. You may decide you want no part of our struggle. Your choice will be accepted whatever it is.”
“I feel miserable, MistyTrail,” confided Lyra. “I cannot imagine how terrible I made her feel.”
“StarWind is strong,” smiled MistyTrail. “She knows how to accept pain and she will be fine in the morning. Do not dwell further on it. We leave in the morning for the wilderness. It would be nice if you showed up to see us off. Think about it tonight and do it if you feel comfortable with it. I must go now and get ready, but if you need to talk more, I will see you when we get back.”
If you get back, Lyra thought with tears in her eyes as MistyTrail left the room. She ran her fingers over the ‘SW‘ engraved in the sword and realized how little she knew about the people who had been the closest to her. Perhaps she had been too busy with her own life to take the time to get to know her family. Given the chance, she vowed, she would not make that mistake again. Wiping the tears from her eyes, Lyra opened the door and strode down the hall to StarWind’s room. She knocked softly and did not hear a reply so she knocked louder. There was still no reply and Lyra put her ear to the door. At first she thought the room was silent, but then she heard a distant sobbing.
Lyra quietly opened the door and entered the room. Her puffy eyes scanned the dark room and she eventually saw StarWind sitting on the floor in the corner by the window. She quietly closed the door and padded over to the corner and slid down beside StarWind. StarWind did not acknowledge her presence and Lyra wrapped her arms around the sobbing Sakovan and hugged her. StarWind looked up and stared at Lyra for a moment and then hugged her back. They sat in the corner for a long time, tears flowing freely until there were no more tears to give.
Eventually, Lyra pulled back. “I am sorry StarWind. I did not know, could not know. I guess I never knew my own family very well.”
StarWind wiped her eyes and gave a weak but warm smile. “You have a family now if you want it. You will be like a sister to me. Whatever you want to do, I will try to make happen. I will never let you down.”
“Nor I you,” promised Lyra.



Chapter 17



Schemes


“Enter,” called RavenWing as he tossed his long white mane over his shoulders and rose.
“Tayo, RavenWing,” greeted StarWind. “We are ready to leave. There are some things you should be aware of in my absence.”
“Sit,” offered RavenWing. “First tell me the state of our visitors.”
“I think they are fast becoming more than visitors,” StarWind smiled. “The boys have taken to practicing with the troops and they show promise. Their skills are well below that of a Sakovan of the same age, but they are strong and eager learners. Given time they will make fine warriors, although neither has a lick of magic. They have both expressed a desire to remain here and I believe the sentiment to be sincere. Still a period of watching is necessary.”
“Good, good,” nodded RavenWing. “That will eliminate one problem for me. And Lyra?”
“Lyra must begin mage training today,” smiled StarWind. “I have told her about WinterWind and the reason she left. She knows all about LoneBadger. It was a troublesome time for a while, but we are past it now. She will be a strong addition to our mage corps. She has the power and learns quickly, but we must concentrate on improving her control. As I suspected, she is Sakovan, heart and soul. It was rough for her to make the transition in the midst of all that is happening to her, but she is resilient.”
“Excellent,” RavenWing smiled. “May all our news be good this day.”
“I am afraid that is not the case,” frowned StarWind. “I have reports that GoldenEar has been terminated. He was a valuable source of information from Okata.”
“When did this happen?” RavenWing asked.
“Several days ago I believe,” reported the Sakovan spymaster. “He had a son named Mekin and I have received reports that the Imperial Guard has issued orders to arrest him as he tries to reach the Sakova.”
“Then the boy is coming here?” quizzed RavenWing. “That is rather unusual. Has he ever been here before?”
“No,” StarWind declared. “It puzzles and bothers me. Mekin should not know where we are unless his father was lax in security. If GoldenEar was lax, it may bode ill for the safety of StarCity. He was a long-established asset and well informed.”
“I wish to have someone else take your place with HawkShadow,” RavenWing stated. “You are needed here right now.”
“That is not practical,” sighed StarWind. “I wish to be in both places, but we have located Temiker and I have arranged to meet him on the way to our confrontation with the assassins. I plan to enlist his aid in using magic to even the odds for HawkShadow. This will be a serious confrontation.”
“You are right,” agreed RavenWing. “I have others who can handle the Mekin boy and it will take days for the Imperial Guard to mobilize if they are indeed coming here. MoonFlow can handle the spy network in your absence as she usually does. Abayo, have a safe journey.”
“Abayo, RavenWing,” nodded StarWind.
***
“Welcome General Kapla,” greeted the First Minister from behind the desk in his office. “Please have a seat.”
The general nodded formally and sat stiffly in one of the upholstered chairs opposite Alazar. The First Minister of Omunga sat at his desk and smiled at the General.
“I want to thank you for your cooperation in supplying me with those reports,” charmed Alazar.
“It always a soldier’s duty to respond to a request from the Katana’s Council,” the general stated dryly, “however, I was disappointed that you chose to use that information to publicly humiliate the Minister of Defense. Minister Doharte is my superior and knowledge of my supplying you with those reports could adversely affect my career.”
“As First Minister, I can assure you that supplying the reports will not harm your career,” smiled Alazar. “If anything, it will enhance the opportunities available to you.”
General Kapla relaxed his overweight body and settled deeper into the chair. “It is hard to believe that I could be higher than a general,” he smiled. “It is the highest rank available in the army, but it is good to know that the First Minister will stand by me.”
“I favor those who aid me in preserving and protecting our nation,” declared Alazar. “Your career will never flounder while I have any say about it and I expect that to be for the rest of my life. There are few that know this, but I have been chosen as the Katana’s successor. I trust you will keep this information secret.”
The general was clearly impressed by this pronouncement and Alazar knew that a select few individuals would learn of it, but he was not concerned with it getting back to the Katana’s ears. The army in Omunga was rather closed-mouthed with those outside the military and the army did not talk with the Katana except through the Minister of Defense.
“I must explain myself, General,” Alazar continued. “I did not intend to embarrass Minister Doharte during the Council session, but the Minister does not seem to grasp the reality of the problems our nation is facing. The Sakovans have been a constant thorn in our side for generations. Past Katanas have allowed them to remain alive because they were thought incapable of causing us any problems, but I do not feel that is true anymore.”
“What has changed?” queried General Kapla removing his hat and ruffling his short gray hair. Do you really feel that an attack from them is imminent?”
“You a strategist, General,” smiled Alazar, “let me ask you a question. If you led the Sakovans, what would you do?”
General Kapla leaned back in his chair and stroked his double chin. “Probably nothing but maintain a good defensive posture. They cannot hope to beat us in a war and we are not currently pursuing them, so why agitate things.”
“Fair enough,” agreed the First Minister. “What would you do if Omunga was in the midst of a great war, either a civil war or with a neighboring nation?”
“That would be a different situation,” the general remarked. “I would use that opportunity to expand my land. Depending on the logistics of the Omungan war, I might try to seize a section of the coastline, which I thought would be defendable after the war. I might go for Alamar and maybe Tanzaba. Duran and Zaramilden are sea-locked and do not offer a means of support from the land side. But this is hypothetical of course. We are not in danger of going to war in Omunga.”
“Aren’t we?” quizzed Alazar. “Have you read the Khadora Report?”
“Briefly,” General Kapla replied with a quizzical look. “All I remember is that it details an internal struggle in one of the clans across the border.”
“Hardly internal,” lectured Alazar. “Perhaps I understand more of Khadoran culture than most Omungans. Khadora is a segmented society and as such as never been a threat to us, but that is changing. The clans of Khadora serve to keep their nation divided. They would rather war amongst themselves than bother their neighboring countries. This is why our policy has never considered them a viable threat. Lord Marak is changing the rules. Your analysts may look upon his victory as the end of an internal struggle, but they would be wrong.”
Alazar stood and leaned forward on his desk in an intimidating fashion. “Lord Marak was the son of a slave just a year ago. In that year, he waged war not only on his own clan, but on neighboring clans as well. At the end of his victory, he controlled practically all of the land along our northern border and this land came from many clans. Worse, he obtained this victory with the use of indigenous peoples.”
“The Chula. Yes I remember reading that,” frowned General Kapla. “Do you think they have ties with the Sakovans?”
“Certainly,” warned Alazar. “Those ties are surely informal, but they date back centuries, long before the Omungans arrived here. This Lord Marak has demonstrated that he has the capability to appeal to these barbaric savages. As you well know, the Sakovans have lacked a real leader ever since we originally attacked them.”
“I begin to see your concern,” admitted the general. “If he should unite the Chula and the Sakovans, they could cause some disruption for us.”
“Disruption?” Alazar shouted, momentarily losing his control. He eased back into his chair and stared at the fat general across from him. “There is more,” he continued quietly. “My resources in Khadora have told me that Lord Marak is not content with his gains. He has publicly stated that the whole culture of Khadora is wrong and that he wishes to change it. He wants to unite Khadora under one government, with one ruler, himself.”
“We would be forced to start paying attention to them then,” nodded the general.
“No,” Alazar said quietly, wondering what kind of fools the army bred. “We are forced to start paying attention to them now. If Lord Marak is allowed to unite Khadora and the Chula and the Sakovans, Omunga will cease to exist. There is no way we could ever hope to defend ourselves against them.”
General Kapla’s eyes widened. “Are you suggesting that we attack Khadora now?” he blurted. “Minister Doharte would never sanction such a war. The Katana would never allow it.”
“Then what is the answer?” asked the First Minister. “Do we, as patriotic citizens of Omunga, just sit back and wait for our great nation to cease?”
“No, we cannot sit idle,” General Kapla stated. “If you are correct, they could attack us from both sides and we would be crushed quickly. I must bring this to the attention of the Minister of Defense.”
“But you have already correctly prophesized that he will refuse action on the matter,” smiled Alazar. “I have already discussed the matter with him, but as always, he would rather sit in luxury in the capital and pretend that anything outside the city does not matter. You will get no satisfaction from him.”
“Then we are doomed,” sighed the fat general.
“How can you give up on your country so easily?” stormed Alazar. “Think like a general. Doharte is merely an obstacle to victory. Doesn’t the general know how to remove obstacles?”
General Kapla struggled forward in his chair and panted with the exertion. “You can’t be suggesting what I think you are,” he whispered. “Assassination means death. I would be caught. It is impossible.”
“Who would suspect you?” smiled the First Minister. “You are not even in the running for the position of Minister of Defense. Of course, after it was over, I would strongly suggest your appointment to the Katana. He would never refuse me.”
“But someone could squeal,” General Kapla protested. “Whoever I got to do it could demand more money or become dissatisfied with the deal.”
“Do not obtain the assistance of anyone,” instructed Alazar. “Do it yourself and you will be safe. I will provide the alibi for you. I will swear that when he died, you and I were discussing the Sakovan problem. You cannot have a better alibi than the First Minister.”
General Kapla nodded nervously. Assassination was considered cowardly and despicable in Omungan society. The punishment was public brutal death at the hands of the citizens. The people would literally pull the offenders body apart with their hands. In addition, the entire lineage of the offenders would be killed.
“When you are Minister of Defense,” Alazar continued, “we will lay out the plan to exterminate the Sakovans. Whatever Lord Marak does at that point, we will not have to worry about attack from both sides.”
“What about the Katana?” inquired General Kapla. “He still will not sanction a war with Khadora and he cannot be assassinated. No weapon would ever get past his Monitors and magic does not affect him.”
“Let me worry about the Katana,” smirked Alazar as he moved to let the general out of his office. “With you on the Katana’s Council, he will sanction the war against Sakova. We will worry about Lord Marak when the Sakovans are finished.”
The First Minister congratulated himself after the general left. For years he had been planning to take over the country and finally he had found the right set of circumstances to put the plan into action. The general was ambitious and a fool. Anyone who could analyze data would have seen that Lord Marak was insignificant and not a threat to Omunga. The Khadoran Lord could barely keep his own clan together and most of the other Lords were already plotting to do away with him. The Sakovan threat was so fabricated that even the myopic Katana wouldn’t buy into it. What really mattered was galvanizing the army to face an external threat so that when Alazar seized power they would not react as they were supposed to. The army was the stabilizing force in Omunga. No soldier was ever permitted to become Katana and the army was to prohibit anyone else from taking power by force.
The First Minister sat at his desk with his feet on the polished surface. The problem with the designers of the Omungan government is that they had never foreseen someone with the determination of himself, Alazar chuckled. Once the new Minister of Defense was installed, he would be forced to protect Alazar or face the penalty for assassination. The First Minister had no doubt which option General Kapla would decide on.
There was still the problem of killing the Katana though. The general was not quite correct about the protections on the nation’s leader. He could be killed by magic, but not by any mage that served him. Each mage in the service of the Katana, including the First Minister, was required to accept a spell, which effectively prohibited him from casting any offensive spell intended to harm the Holy Katana. Of course a mage not so sworn, could cast the offensive spell, but the Katana also had impressive defensive shields around him at all times. It would take a Master to accomplish the deed and not just any Master, but one who was powerful enough to blast through the shields so swiftly that there would not be any time for the Monitors to react. Even then, the assassin would never survive to leave the palace.
This is where Klaarg was failing him. The fool assassin had failed to produce either the brother or the daughter needed to make Malafar do his bidding. He had not managed to provoke any Sakovan attacks on Omungan citizens yet either. Alazar rose and started pacing. He still had to galvanize the Katana’s Council to back him as the next Katana, for that was how the Katanas were chosen. If the Sakovans were to start attacking, he would be seen as a visionary and be readily backed, especially when Malafar, the Sakovan, assassinated the Katana.
The First Minister stopped in front of the wall map and stared at it. He needed to get as many of the Ministers behind him as was possible. Minister of the Economy. Minister of Agriculture. Minister of Trade. It all came down to money and crops. Alazar’s black eyes twinkled as he looked at the map and saw his future.
Alazar moved swiftly to the small room off of his office and stripped off his crimson robe. He grabbed a long tattered black robe from the closet and slid it on. He reached into the pocket and withdrew a cloth eye patch and slid it on, adjusting the wide cloth strap so it covered his scar. He knotted up his long black hair and stuffed it into a seaman’s cap. Next he removed his fine court shoes and put on a pair of scuffed sandals. As a finishing touch, he treated his goatee, eyebrows, and any other exposed hair with a dusting of fine gray powder.
Alazar moved to the mirror and inspected himself. He smirked at the reflection. Razala! It had been some time since Razala had shown his face in Okata. The capital of Omunga was a den of many vipers and Razala knew how to find them. He opened a chest and extracted several bags of gold and stuffed them in his pockets. With a practiced limp, Razala returned to the office of the First Minister of Omunga and flipped the lever for the secret passageway. The bookcase slid silently open and Razala entered the dark corridor.
The secret passageway ended in a potter’s shed in the public garden just outside the palace walls. The shed had not been in use for many years and everything in it was covered with dust except the floor. Klaarg was efficient in keeping the floor clean so that no sign of passing would be noticed should someone happen to visit the abandoned building.
Razala peered through the spy hole in the shed door. It was already dark out and nothing moved in the garden. He quietly opened the door and stepped into the garden. Excitement wound its way through Razala as it always did when he used one of his disguises. Strange he thought, but he would miss this part of his scheming when he became Katana.
Razala limped out of the garden and onto the city streets. He kept to the darkness and those few souls out and about, gave the ominous looking sailor a wide berth. Razala was a tall man and although he looked old and lame, the maliciousness of his face let others know he was not to be crossed.
The streets in the vicinity of the palace were fine homes and, unfortunately for Razala, well lit. He was forced into the light more times than he cared for, but he soon limped his way out of the area into a less opulent section of the city. He picked up his pace here, the limp becoming less pronounced, until he neared the waterfront. The waterfront was lined with taverns, shops, and warehouses with rundown homes behind them. One could purchase anything in this seedy area of town. The trick lies in getting your purchase home without becoming victim to a pickpocket or thief.
Razala adopted a permanent scowl on his face as he neared the waterfront, having learned that thieves typically went for the easiest prey. He stumbled into the first sailor’s tavern he came to and limped up to the bar.
“Harac?” he croaked.
The bartender looked at him briefly and shook his head. Razala scanned the room as he turned back towards the door and shuffled out into the street. The waterfront was just starting to come alive at this time of night as workers finished their tasks for the day and migrated down to waterfront to procure whatever pleased them. Razala entered the next tavern and scanned the room before approaching the bar.
“Harac?” he croaked again.
This bartender had been pouring ale and stopped, putting the mugs down, and approached Razala. “Ain’t seen him,” the barkeep slurred. “If you finds him, you tell him he still owes me and I’m getting impatient. Now get outa here.”
Razala scowled at the man and left. The next three taverns were no better and Razala was getting impatient himself. He entered another tavern and this time the barkeep nodded over his shoulder. Razala nodded and made his way along the bar to a doorway leading to a back room. A burly man blocked the doorway and Razala limped straight for him.
“Harac,” he stated simply as he approached the man.
The man nodded and stepped aside. Razala went through the doorway and down a short hall, turning into another room crowded with people. He could barely squeeze into the room and had to push his way, which earned him hard looks and a few shouted insults. In the center of the room two men sat at a table with their left hands palm down, while their right hands held sharp knives. Their right arms were intertwined with each other and they were trying to stab their opponent’s left hand.
It was an old sailor game that had resulted in many a lost finger or maimed hand. All around the table, other men were betting on the outcome of the match. Across the room in the crowd was a seedy looking man with week old stubble on his face and only three fingers on his left hand. Razala headed straight for him.
“Harac,” he said when he reached the man.
The short man looked up annoyed, but his eyes widened when he saw Razala. “Just a moment,” he said. “After this match. I got 5 coppers on this one.”
Razala took a gold piece out of his purse and placed it in Harac’s hand. Harac looked at it and his eyes opened wide. He grinned as he shoved the coin into his pocket and nodded.
“C’mon out back,” he said as he led the way through the crowd and out the back door into an alleyway. “‘Tis good to see you again Razala. You must want something big to be throwing gold around like this.”
“Something big,” Razala confirmed. “And I want it done right. It is going to take a lot of men. Can you handle that?”
“A lot of men is a lot of gold,” reasoned Harac. “What do you need done?”
“Are you familiar with the Campanil area?” Razala asked.
“Sure, I’ve been there before,” answered Harac. “Decent taverns and not much else.”
“It is the main producing area for watula,” explained Razala, “and it is almost harvest time.”
“Hey, you don’t mean to harvest watula, do ya?” asked Harac.
“No,” sneered Razala. “I want the entire crop destroyed. Burn it all down.”
“Are you crazy?” asked Harac. “Why do you want us to burn crops?”
“Do you care?” Razala queried as he placed a bag of gold in Harac’s hand.
Harac opened the bag and looked in. “I don’t care,” laughed Harac. “I will even burn the city down if you want.”
“There is more to it,” Razala stated as he handed another bag of gold to Harac. “I want it to look like it was done by Sakovans.”
Harac raised an eyebrow as he stuffed the two bags of gold in his pocket. “How do I do that?” he inquired. “I don’t know what Sakovans even look like.”
“Leave some bodies behind with some stars in their backs,” Razala suggested. “Maybe mutilate a few bodies. The important thing is that nobody knows it was not Sakovans. That means it all goes up at the same time. It will take a lot of men and a lot of closed mouths.” Razala handed him two more bags of gold.
Harac swiftly stuffed the gold away. “I can get the men,” he assured. “I won’t say anything to them about Sakovans, but I will tell them what to do. I think the easiest way to make it sound like Sakovans is to tell the Imperial Guard that we seen them do it after it happens.”
“Whatever,” Razala said. “As for your men talking about it afterwards, I will give you ten times the amount of gold when you return successfully. The fewer men who return with you, the more gold there is to share.”
“You mean burn my own men?” Harac grinned.
“You could be a very wealthy man if you do this properly,” smirked Razala, “or a dead one if you mess it up. Plan your attack well before you attempt it. If the destruction is not blamed on Sakovans, do not come back.”
Harac squinted at the old man. He made good money off this man in the past, but nothing on this scale. Ten times the four bags of gold would make him rich. He wouldn’t need his men for anything after this job anyway.
“How do I find you when I come back?” Harac asked.
“I will find you as I always do,” smiled Razala. “Do not worry about getting paid. Your work will make a small fortune for me and I do not mind sharing. In fact, you do this job successfully and I will have another for you.”
Harac nodded his head vigorously as the old cripple limped off into the darkness.



Chapter 18



Mekin


The young impish woman opened the door to the Sakovan leader’s office and marched to the desk, her long golden hair swaying about her waist as she walked. “We found him wandering aimlessly around the Sakova,” MoonFlow reported.
“Have you verified his identity?” RavenWing asked as he peered out the open door at the young man waiting in the corridor.
“He knows his father’s Sakovan name and bears his father’s ring,” MoonFlow responded. “I am afraid we have little information on Mekin in our files. He is around the right age and his physical description matches what is in the files. Is there some concern that he might be a spy?”
“There is always concern,” sighed RavenWing. “Send him in and I will speak with him. You should remain and see if you detect anything out of place.”
MoonFlow called to Mekin and the young man entered the office. His eyes darted left and right absorbing every detail of the office as he entered and came to a stop before RavenWing’s desk. He smiled at the white-haired old man and extended his hand in greeting.
“Thank you for saving me,” Mekin greeted. “I was beginning to wonder if I would travel the Sakova forever in search of you.”
RavenWing grasped the young man’s hand and held it firmly as if measuring the depth of the man behind it. “Tell me what happened to your father,” he ordered.
“It was fairly sudden,” Mekin explained. “The night before he was taken, he gave me his ring with instructions to come here if anything happened to him. He must have known they were on to him. He refused to elaborate further when I pressed him for an explanation of what was happening and why I should come here. My father never told me of the Sakovans before that night. I had no idea that I was Sakovan. You can imagine how confused I was by his abrupt disclosure. All he would tell me was that his name was GoldenEar and that I must come here. The next morning he was arrested while leaving the house. I hid in the rafters when I heard the noise and the guards that searched the house did not notice me.”
“What did you do then?” RavenWing asked as he released the young man’s hand and indicated that he should sit.
“At first I refused to believe that they would hold him,” frowned Mekin. “I remained hidden for a few days. At night I would sneak out and try to learn of his fate. Finally I heard that he was executed as a Sakovan spy. I could not believe my ears. I am afraid that I became hysterical for a while and lost track of time, still refusing to believe that he was gone and I was alone in the world.”
Mekin’s eyes dropped to the floor between his feet and he stopped talking. RavenWing walked around the desk and sat behind it. “Continue,” he prompted. “It is important that we know what happened to him.”
“There is nothing more I can tell you about him,” sniffed Mekin. “They issued a bulletin for my arrest and I knew that I had to flee. I had traveled extensively with my father and I knew most of the roads and trails out of the city so I set about escaping Okata. I managed to elude the patrols looking for me and made it to the Sakova, but I had no idea of what to do once I entered. I fear I might have died out there if your people had not found me.”
“Are you saying that you had no inkling that your father was a Sakovan spy?” RavenWing inquired.
“None,” Mekin shook his head. “I still find it hard to believe, but here I am so I guess it is true.”
RavenWing breathed a slight sigh of relief that GoldenEar had been so closemouthed. “What skills do you have?” he queried. “Can you cast magic? Handle a sword?”
“I am a merchant’s son,” replied Mekin. “I know how to trade and measure and negotiate a good deal. I have never known magic and my skill with a sword is minimal. I would never have been able to resist the Imperial Guard if they had found me. Only my knowledge of their patrols allowed me to get this far.”
RavenWing nodded noting the relatively unused condition of the young man’s short sword. He did not feel comfortable with unexpected visitors to the Sakova, but he had an obligation to care for all Sakovans and Mekin was alone after the death of his father. The young man certainly did not appear to be a threat to their security as long as he remained in StarCity, and remain he would until RavenWing was convinced that he was genuine.
“Very well,” RavenWing stated. “We share your loss of GoldenEar. You are alone no longer. We will take care of you. First we must get you situated in quarters and then we must see that you learn some skills to defend yourself. Please wait in the corridor while I speak with MoonFlow.”
The young man smiled and nodded as he left the room. “These are indeed strange times,” RavenWing sighed after Mekin’s departure. “Put him near the other outlanders,” he ordered. “Perhaps the comfort of people who share his culture will aid the healing process. Have him start sword practice with the two Omungan boys. They will be closer to his skill level.”
“It shall be done,” MoonFlow replied. “Perhaps when StarWind returns she can review his case. She has a much better knack at seeing the truth behind words.”
“Yes,” frowned RavenWing. “I am not sure why, but I am still uncomfortable about this visit, although he does not appear to be able to fight his way out of a closet. His hands are weak and have never seen a hard day’s work. Learning to use a sword will raise blisters on those tender hands. Perhaps I am just too skeptical these days.”
“It never hurts to be safe,” smiled MoonFlow. “I will see that he gets settled in.”
MoonFlow left the office and took Mekin to his room. He deposited his meager belongings and she took him down to the practice yard and introduced him to Syman, Antello, and the rest of the students assembled there. Mekin smiled and waved as MoonFlow left the yard.
***
Lyra felt the energy flare along her arm as her fingers sparkled with lightning. She remembered to adjust the spell for her magic ring and watched in amazement as the fireball grew in her hand. When it had reached the energy level she wanted, she tossed the flaming orb towards the lake. The fireball screamed through the air, trailing sparks and wisps of smoke before plunging into the calm water.
“Excellent,” pronounced LifeTender. “You have such power for one so young. You should remove the ring and see what real power you have.”
“No,” smiled Lyra. “I must learn to cast with it on. My concentration still wavers slightly when I remember what the ring did to my first attempt at casting fireballs. I must rid myself of those thoughts and wearing the ring will help.”
“As you wish,” conceded LifeTender. “We should concentrate on healing spells now. They are my specialty and you do not seem to be having any problems with the fireball. Your father taught you well on the fundamentals of the gentler magics and I think it will not be long before you surpass me in the healing arts.”
“You are too generous with your praise,” laughed Lyra. “My father taught me the basics of control and concentration. Most of the spells he taught me have no practical use.”
“Not true,” protested LifeTender. “I think he taught the spells but left the student to discover the application for them. Do you remember telling me about the calming spell you used on your friends during the attack?”
“Sure,” Lyra replied. “I was disturbed to find that they passed out from it.”
“That is because he taught you to use it for calming a patient,” instructed LifeTender. “The same spell can immobilize a sentry or guard and you do not need to have skin contact for it to work. The reason that Syman and Antello passed out is because you used more energy than you should have for the effect you wanted. You were distracted by the attack and did not concentrate on the spell. If you remember how your father taught that spell, I am sure you will recall that he said to cast it soothingly. Perhaps he told you to transfer the calmness of yourself into the patient?”
“Something similar to that,” Lyra agreed. “He stressed the smoothness of the touch and the need for concentration on the gentle flow of energy.”
“Exactly,” shined LifeTender. “Imagine utilizing the same spell in a confrontational setting.
LifeTender tossed her brown hair to one side and pointed to a clova not far off. “See that clova?” she asked. “Imagine that it is possessed with an evil spirit and that it intends to charge us and eat us.”
“A clova is going to eat us?” laughed Lyra. “Not unless we turn into grass.”
“Okay,” chuckled the small Sakovan healer. “Pretend that it is a rabid wolf then. I want you to calm the animal, but do not approach it. Visualize that your touch can reach it from where you stand and instead of trying to calm it, try to paralyze it.”
Lyra shook her head but followed the healer’s instructions. She easily visualized the extension of her arm and smiled when she could almost feel herself touching the clova. She cast the spell and nothing happened. Frowning she tried again and the clova bleated.
“Are you touching it?” asked LifeTender.
“Yes, yes,” answered Lyra. “I can almost feel it. Amazing. The spell, however, appears to have no effect on the animal.”
“You are casting the spell at a distance,” LifeTender stated. “You must supply more energy into the spell for it to work at such a distance. Try harder.”
Lyra nodded as she forced more energy into the spell. She could almost feel the wool rise to meet her hand as she cast the spell again. The clova bleated and rolled its head slightly.
“Harder,” prompted LifeTender. “You are being too gently with it.”
Lyra frowned as she concentrated on increasing the flow towards the animal. “I can’t get anymore into it,” she complained. “I guess I do not have the power.”
“Its teeth are sharp and pointed,” suggested LifeTender. “It is drooling foam.”
Lyra continued to struggle with the spell, her brow knitted in concentration and her teeth gritted.
“It’s attacking!” screamed LifeTender. “It is going to kill us.”
Lyra’s eyes opened wide as the energy flow shot through her arm. The clova bleated once and fell over and lay still in the grass.”
“Congratulations,” chuckled LifeTender.
Lyra shook her head in wonderment. “How?” she mumbled. “What happened?”
“You were clinging to your father’s teachings,” LifeTender declared. “You still believed that the spell could only calm. That knowledge was acting as a block to your energy. I waited until you were deep in concentration on increasing the energy flow and then tricked you. As long as you saw only a clova, you could not think of harming it, but when your distracted mind registered a threat, the block broke and your power flowed forth.”
“Is it hurt?” Lyra asked as they started to walk over to the still animal.
“No,” smiled LifeTender. “You have put it to sleep as surely as if you struck it over the head with a club, but you caused no pain to it. It sleeps peacefully.”
Lyra knelt and ran her hand gently along the wooly creature. She smiled as she felt it breathing. “You are a wonderful teacher,” she declared. “I could never have accomplished this from just reading.”
“Don’t be too sure of that,” LifeTender replied. “You have such power, the likes of which I have never seen. I think you just need to unlearn some things. You are filled with blocks, some your father instilled in you and some you have created on your own. Just about every spell you have shown me that you know has some offensive use in addition to the uses taught by Master Malafar.”
“But how do I learn the offensive uses for them?” quizzed Lyra.
“You have lived your life in a sheltered environment,” cautioned LifeTender. “You are a Sakovan now and you need to start thinking like one. Danger is always present for us. At any moment, we may be attacked or threatened. You must learn to live with a small fear always residing within you. When you have instilled that fear, you will look at each spell in a new light. You will realize that there are no passive spells. Every spell is a potential weapon. In the meantime, I will instruct you on new uses for the spells you already possess and teach you new ones as well.”
Lyra nodded and thought about how she had subdued the clova. There were wolves in her life now, she conceded, and some of them would undoubtedly appear in clova’s clothing. LifeTender was right. Lyra needed a different mindset now that she had found her home with the Sakovans.
“Do you have time for another session after the evening meal?” Lyra asked. “I do not want to take up all of your time, but I am anxious to learn as quickly as I can.”
“Certainly,” smiled LifeTender. “I am just as anxious as you are. I think your powers are extraordinary and I cannot wait to see what you are capable of. We will continue right after the evening meal.”
Lyra smiled and headed back to her room. She ran the entire way, exhilaration coursing through her, which she had never experienced with Master Malafar’s lessons. As she reached the top of the stairs, she saw Antello, Syman and a new person.
“Here’s Lyra now,” announced Antello. “Lyra, this is Mekin. He is just in from the capital, Okata. His father was a Sakovan spy.”
Lyra panted from her exertions, but took his offered hand with her own. “Welcome, Mekin,” she managed to get out.
“Greetings, Lyra,” Mekin smiled. “Sakova is starting to look better already. Syman and Antello have been showing me around. I just arrived this morning.”
“Well, you will certainly find it different from life in the city,” Lyra responded after catching her breath. “Does your father work for StarWind?”
“His father just died,” Syman interjected. “He was captured by the Imperial Guard.”
“I am sorry,” sympathized Lyra. “I didn’t know.”
“I prefer not to talk about it,” offered Mekin. “Antello says you are a mage. I have never met one up close before. Is it hard to learn?”
“It is difficult,” Lyra answered, “but I enjoy it. I am afraid that I do not know much yet, but I am hoping to learn.”
“I understand that this place is filled with magic,” Mekin said. “How does that magic portal work getting in here anyway?”
Lyra frowned at his question. Mekin wore the ring as she did. Even if he was not a mage, he should know an illusion when he saw one and not confuse it with some magic portal. “I don’t know,” she finally responded. “I want to get changed before the evening meal. Why don’t the three of you go on ahead and I will join you down there?”
“Not a bad idea,” Antello remarked. “I’m famished.”
“You are always hungry,” she heard Syman retort as they started down the stairs.
Lyra entered her room and bathed before changing her clothes. By the time she reached the dining hall, it was packed. Antello waved her over and Mekin slid along the bench to make room for her.
“That tunic looks good on you,” complimented Mekin as she sat down next to him. “Would you care to show me around the city after the meal?”
“Thank you,” Lyra responded. “I am afraid that I cannot tonight. I have to return to my magic lessons right after the meal.”
“That sounds exciting,” offered Mekin. “Perhaps I could come and watch you learn?”
“They do not allow spectators in the training area,” Lyra smiled. “Thanks for the offer though. Perhaps if you had some magical talent, you would be allowed to come. Have you ever been tested?”
“No,” Mekin replied. “I mean yes.” Smiling broadly he tried to explain. “I meant that I have been tested, but I have no capability. I guess I will just have to wait until you return from your lesson. Maybe we can go for a walk afterwards?”
“If it is not too late,” agreed Lyra. “This is my first evening lesson so I am not sure how long it will last.”
“So you really are just starting out?” quizzed Mekin. “Antello said you were already an accomplished mage.”
“Hardly,” Lyra laughed. “Antello does not know magic, so anyone who can recite the words of a spell is a Master to him. If anything, I am learning how little I know.”
Lyra finished the last of her food and stood. “I am sorry, but I must run. I will see you later.”
Lyra dashed out of the dining room to the mage practice area. LifeTender was off to one side fastening a large block of wood in a stone groove. Lyra helped her with the supports that braced the wood upright.
“You ate quickly,” noted LifeTender. “Tonight we are going to teach you the Force Bolt spell. It is similar to the fireball in some respects, but without the attention-grabbing flames. The force bolt is merely a column of pressure. You direct it more than throw it, but the principle is the same. You are familiar with the Move Object spell, correct?”
“Yes,” Lyra replied eagerly. “It is used to move small objects without touching them.”
“Right,” stated LifeTender. “The force bolt spell is a derivative of it, but with many times the power. You must gather the power within you, as you do with the fireball. Let it build, but instead of it building within your fingertips, let the power accumulate in your forearm. Let’s move back from the wood for this. The wood is your target.”
LifeTender led Lyra quite a ways back from the wood and took hold of her arm. She forced Lyra’s fingers to tighten into a fist and held her arm perpendicular to her body.
“You must remove the ring for this spell, Lyra,” she instructed. “The force bolt will definitely be affected by the magic of the ring.”
“The ring stays,” argued Lyra. “I must learn control with it on.”
“Lyra,” reasoned LifeTender, “the force bolt can dislocate your shoulder, or worse, if the ring interferes. It is a tremendous amount of power and if it is not all directed properly, the power feeds backward into your body. I do not wish to harm you during your training. Perhaps we should try a different spell.”
“No,” Lyra said quickly. “What if I use my other hand?”
“Your other hand?” queried LifeTender. “I have never seen a mage use either hand to cast a spell.”
“Well, why not?” asked Lyra. “We have two hands. I don’t see any reason why it should matter.”
“Perhaps it shouldn’t,” LifeTender responded with a puzzled look. “I would think that your concentration would not permit it though. I mean, it is like writing. I cannot write with my left hand. Those I know who can write left-handed, cannot write with their right hand. Why not put the ring on your left hand?”
“I can write with either hand,” Lyra assured her teacher. “Certainly not as well as with my right hand, but it should be good enough to learn the spell.”
“You need to abandon this obsession with the ring, Lyra,” cautioned LifeTender. “We will try it, but I am not happy with this deviation from training.”
Lyra nodded and followed LifeTender’s instructions for positioning her left arm and hand. She listened to the proper procedures for summoning and gathering the energy and had LifeTender repeat the release methodology several times.
“I think I have it,” Lyra finally said.
“Okay,” LifeTender instructed. “We will go slowly at first. The block of wood is your target. Aim for the very center, but do not release the spell yet. First I want to see you gather it properly.”
Lyra drew on her inner energies, gathering them and directing them to her left forearm. Her arm grew rigid and bulged slightly as her skin rippled in tiny waves flowing towards her closed fist.
“Excellent,” cheered LifeTender. “Casting with your left hand will produce a weaker spell so do not feel poorly if it does not reach the wood. It may not even get past your fist, but that doesn’t matter. The important thing is your understanding of the casting and release. Let’s try it.”
Lyra concentrated on the wood block and willed the energy free. Her eyes opened wide at the feeling of the energy screaming into her fist. She directed the energy towards the wood and watched as the air rippled before her, gathering into a comet of power, which streaked away as quickly as it had formed. She saw the wood block as if looking through the water of a shallow pond, the image distorted by gentle waves, the comet creating a tunnel of clarity. The force bolt struck the wood block and a thunderous crack resounded across the yard.
“By the Giver of the Star!” exclaimed LifeTender as she ran towards the block.
Lyra ran after her and stopped alongside her. The block before the two of them had a fist-sized hole clear through it.
“You were supposed to try knocking it down,” LifeTender stated. “Look at this. You’ve blown a hole clear through it. That wood is thicker than my leg. Lyra, I have never seen power like that. I don’t know if I can teach someone with that much power.”
Lyra looked at the tunnel through the thick block of wood with wonderment. “Nonsense, LifeTender,” she murmured. “You are obviously teaching me well if I can do this. The destructive force awes me though. Did I do something wrong or is this an acceptable outcome?”
“Oh you did nothing wrong,” assured LifeTender. “The force bolt is supposed to be a comet of power which strikes the object with force. You have done exactly that. It is just that I have never seen one so strong. And you used your left hand. That much power frightens me.”
“Can I use less power and still do the same thing?” Lyra asked.
“If you mean strike the target with force,” LifeTender answered, “then the answer is yes. You will not do the same amount of damage of course. Your control was fine. You hit the target in the center where I asked you to. Lessen the force and you lessen the destruction. The bolt will still travel true.”
“Let’s try some more,” Lyra suggested. “I will use less power this time.”
LifeTender joined Lyra away from the target. Lyra tried various levels of power with the spell and LifeTender was satisfied with Lyra’s knowledge of the spell and her control. After two hours, LifeTender called the lessons to a halt and Lyra returned to the palace. Mekin was waiting outside for her.
“I trust your practice went well?” questioned Mekin.
“Yes,” Lyra replied distractedly. “I may actually learn something here in StarCity.”
“How about that walk?” smiled Mekin. “You were going to show me the city. Perhaps we can visit one of the wonderful gardens I have heard so much about.”
“Sure,” Lyra responded, her mind still pondering the force of her practice spells. She snapped out of her musings and saw Mekin staring at her. “Sorry,” she said. “My mind was elsewhere. Yes, let’s go for a walk and I will show you what I can.”



Chapter 19



Guarding the Sakova


An eerie dense mist covered the forest floor and the Sakovans advanced warily. Goral and SkyDancer split off to the right, while MistyTrail and StormSong went left. StarWind maintained her approach steadily and HawkShadow disappeared completely. StarWind sensed that the fog was unnatural and dismounted, leading her choka slowly.
“Hail Sakovans,” emanated a voice from the fog. “I come in peace and wish to talk.”
“Then disperse your fog, wizard,” called StarWind. “Identify and show yourself or pay the consequences. Your mist will not save you.”
“It was not meant to,” smiled Temiker as he walked out of the mist. “It was only meant to stop your swiftness in killing me. I am Temiker of Alamar.”
“You are bold, Temiker,” StarWind replied, “but I admire your caution.”
StarWind signaled the other Sakovans as the fog melted into the ground. “We have been expecting you, wizard. Why do you seek entry into the Sakova?”
“I saw your spy birds,” Temiker stated as he approached StarWind. “I knew a party would be waiting for me. I wish passage across the Sakova. I will cause no harm, but I fear that there is a party following me and they will not abide by your laws. I am sorry to bring this trouble to your door, but my options are limited.”
“It is not you that they want,” StarWind declared. “They search for your niece, Lyra.”
“Lyra?” Temiker queried. “I am on my way to her father’s academy. What is Lyra doing in the Sakova and why would these raiders be looking for her?”
“Master Malafar’s academy no longer exists,” informed StarWind as the other Sakovans gathered around. “It was attacked by assassins some time ago. Master Malafar was kidnapped and Rhodella was murdered with the rest of the inhabitants.”
Temiker sank slowly to the ground, a look of pain and anguish on his face. Tears welled up in his eyes as StarWind slid down and sat next to him. “Who caused it?” Temiker asked with a trembling voice.
“We are not sure,” StarWind stated calmly. “I am sorry for you. I know your brother must be close to you.”
“It is not my brother I weep for,” Temiker stated as he steadied himself. “That old grouch can take care of himself, but Rhodella was a slice of sunshine for me. I cannot believe that I will never see her again.”
The other Sakovans, sensing an end to any threat from the mage, pulled the packs off the chokas and set up a temporary camp while their leader spoke with Temiker. StarWind placed her hand on Temiker’s arm gently. “Then I am doubly sorry for you, mage,” she soothed. “I never knew WinterWind, but I know those who did and all miss her sorely. Lyra is in StarCity. She and two friends escaped the massacre at the academy and entered the Sakova. Only fate saved her life and we took her to the city.”
“I must talk to her,” demanded Temiker. “I know your laws forbid me entrance to the stronghold, but surely you can bring her to me.”
“These are strange times, Temiker,” StarWind responded. “You have never violated our trust in the past and I find no reason for your character to change. RavenWing has allowed your entrance into StarCity. You shall see Lyra soon, but first we have to deal with those who try to snare her.”
“I am greatly honored,” Temiker replied. “I will never violate your trust. I promised Rhodella that her secret would remain behind my lips and I shall never break that promise. Why do you feel these raiders are after Lyra? They tried to capture me in Alamar, but I escaped. I thought I had lost their trail, but they are following me.”
“I am not aware of your problems in Alamar,” StarWind said, “but there were others to the west chasing Lyra. We dispatched them and found orders on their bodies. The orders indicated that forty of them were to penetrate the Sakova from the east as well. It is those forty that we go to fight. Are you saying that there are others? The orders did indicate another group, but not where they were.”
“I can not be sure,” conceded Temiker. “I guess it does not matter who they are after. They must die in either event. If you will allow it, I would like to aid in the attack. I am not without resources of the type you can use.”
“As long as you follow my instructions,” smiled StarWind, “we would welcome your help. I had rather hoped that you would feel this way. In fact, we have brought a spare choka for your use.”
“A choka?” cringed Temiker. “Rhodella told me of the giant warbirds. I am not sure that walking would not be a better path for me.”
“WinterWind appears to have told you much,” frowned StarWind. “That was not very prudent of her.”
“Rhodella trusted me a great deal,” Temiker stated. “She was a good judge of character, as the last twenty years of my silence has proved.”
“You make a valid point,” nodded StarWind. “In any event, you will need to ride to keep up with us. The choka will not harm you as long as you are following our instructions. Let us eat and then we must travel to intercept the assassins.”
Temiker and StarWind rose and joined the other Sakovans for a meal. StarWind introduced the mage to the rest of the party and they talked for a while about their strategy for the assassins. Temiker was soon accepted as part of the group, although he realized that they would always keep an eye on him. He understood their need for security and did not mind the scrutiny.
Within an hour, the Sakovans and Temiker were mounted and riding towards the assassins. StormSong led the group, while HawkShadow went searching for the right place to stage an ambush. It was dark by the time HawkShadow returned from his scouting mission and called the group to a halt.
“They have already stopped for the night,” he reported. “They do not appear to be in a hurry to follow the mage. I did count forty of them and they ride very cautiously. They keep scouts front and back as well as on their flanks. We may be able to take the scouts easily, but not without alerting the main body of assassins.”
“How far away are they?” StarWind asked.
“Two leagues,” HawkShadow answered. “These men are behaving in a more professional manner than the others we encountered. Hit and run may be our best option.”
“I like the hit part,” interjected StormSong, “but I am not much for running.”
“Hit and run may spook them,” added SkyDancer, “but it may also harden them and make our attack more difficult.”
“Let’s take that chance,” decided StarWind. “How many flankers do they use?”
“One rear and one front,” answered HawkShadow. “They also have two riders on each flank. Six outriders in all.”
“I want them all to disappear at the same time,” ordered StarWind. “Can we do it, HawkShadow?”
“It will require some fancy work,” HawkShadow replied after a moments thought. “I can think of two places between us and them where there is the proper concealment for it.”
“Good,” StarWind declared. “Temiker, you will stay with me. We will take the front rider. HawkShadow will direct everyone else to a rider. As soon as we hit, we leave. HawkShadow will assess the damage while we regroup.”
“If you and the mage can hide the body of the rider and his mount,” added HawkShadow, “it will take them some time to realize that their outriders are gone.”
“I would prefer that they know right away,” insisted StarWind, “as long as our people withdraw properly. Each day they get closer to StarCity, and I am anxious to get back. Let’s finish them as quickly as possible.”
“I could get a head start,” HawkShadow grinned. “They will have sentries on duty at the campsite tonight.”
StarWind thought a moment before replying. “No, it is too risky and that might change their formation tomorrow. I want to see how they react to losing their outriders.”
“I do not think there are magic users among them,” interjected Temiker. “Perhaps we could attack their campsite tonight and finish it.”
“How?” asked StarWind.
“A ring of fire,” offered Temiker. “They would not be able to escape as it closed in on them. Any that try to jump free get cut down.”
“We will not scar the land if we can avoid it,” StarWind shook her head. “I am open to other suggestions if there are any, however.”
Nobody had any further suggestions and the camp turned it for the night. StormSong had the last shift of sentry duty and woke everyone at dawn. After a quick meal, the Sakovan hunting party set out to intercept the assassins. HawkShadow selected the ambush spot and everyone took their positions.
“What spell do you plan to use?” Temiker asked while he waited with StarWind for the lead rider to appear.
StarWind merely smiled and held up a Sakovan Star. “I will not need magic for this assignment,” she smiled. “We may need it if something goes wrong though. Your fog will come in handy to hide us if they charge, and force bolts will take out any that reach us.”
“Very well,” frowned Temiker, “but I feel like extra baggage on this trip.”
“Your skills will be useful,” promised StarWind as the lead rider came into view.
StarWind waited until she was sure of the shot and then sent the star flying through the air to land in the rider’s forehead. She knew that the other five riders would die within seconds and she led Temiker in the retreat. Moments after they left the area of the attack, they heard the shouts of the assassins as they stumbled upon the body of their slain scout.
Temiker hung on tightly and kept his legs back as the choka carried him behind StarWind. They rode for half an hour and dismounted at the meeting site selected by HawkShadow. Within moments the others arrived, except for HawkShadow. There was no talk as the group waited for the Sakovan assassin to return.
HawkShadow rode in and swiftly dismounted. “Strange,” he reported. “They have adopted a formation that I have never seen used before. They ride in the shape of a triangle. There are no flankers now. Anywhere we try to attack them, we will alert their entire force. They can quickly turn to meet an attack from any side.”
“Then we attack from every side at once,” StormSong reasoned.
“Too risky,” StarWind declared. “These are trained men. They might succeed in overrunning one of our groups. It is a loss I would find unacceptable. I would not trade their forty lives for any one of ours.”
“Thirty four,” corrected MistyTrail.
The air sang as Goral whirled a Sakovan Star into a tree. Everyone turned to stare at the giant.
“See how the star twirls as it flies,” Goral said softly. “Attack one side of the triangle and quickly withdraw. Immediately attack an adjacent side and withdraw. Then attack the last side and start over again. Their forces will twirl like the star, except they will be confused and tripping over each other.”
HawkShadow stood with his mouth agape. Like most who knew the quiet giant, HawkShadow never attributed brilliance to him, but the giant’s plan was just that – brilliant.
StarWind smiled and nodded approvingly. Goral often traveled with StarWind when she went to Omungan cities and she had learned to expect the unexpected from him.
“Who told you to say that?” chided MistyTrail. “I seem to remember that your style of attack is to walk in and just hit anything that moved.”
“Well hitting things usually solves the problem,” admitted Goral.
The whole party laughed as HawkShadow gathered them around to discuss the battle plan. The assassin again chose the site of the battle and, half an hour later, the Sakovans waited in hiding for the enemy. Temiker and StarWind again took the point. Theoretically, the assassins should not try to counterattack in that direction and the pair of mages were set to ensure they did not. The Sakovans were set to use bows on the first round of attacks to start the triangle spinning. As they moved in closer, they would switch to Sakovan stars.
StarWind and Temiker dismounted and secured their chokas. There would be no running from this fight and the chokas would not be engaging in battle. HawkShadow had selected a fairly open area for the attack and StarWind placed herself and Temiker so they would be easily seen. They did not have long to wait. StarWind heard them coming before they were visible and alerted Temiker.
The assassins appeared like a black cloud emerging out of the woods and StarWind held her hand out firmly, clearly an order for the enemy to halt. She had no thought that they would actually stop, but it did cause them to slow as she had hoped. She figured that they would be cautious after the previous attack and she was right. She heard murmurs of conversation as the group of assassins spotted her and the mage. That was precisely the moment HawkShadow opened fire from their rear, unleashing three arrows in swift succession before disappearing. Shouts rose through the assassins and the rear of the group started to turn around when StormSong and SkyDancer attacked from the left.
Those in the rear of the assassins’ ranks could not find the enemy. The cries from the left kept them turning, looking for something to attack. StormSong and SkyDancer withdrew and MistyTrail and Goral immediately hit from the right, arrows flying into the knot of dark-clad assassins. If the assassins had chosen any direction to counterattack, they would easily break free of the trap, but the confusion kept the group turning, bumping into each other and preventing any unified response.
The leader of the assassins realized what was going on and tried to rally his troops, but he could not be heard over the shouts each time a new enemy was spotted. Clearly frustrated, he rallied the three men closest to him and broke out of the trap. The leader charged directly at the two mages, shouting for his men to follow. The bulk of the Sakovans kept the triangle turning as the number of assassins dwindled with each turn.
“Now,” ordered StarWind.
Temiker smiled as he cast his spell. He marshaled the calm winds of the forest and sent them as a torrent towards the leader of the assassins. The wind howled past StarWind and Temiker and hammered into the charging enemy. StarWind sent a force bolt into the chest of the leader as the wind defeated the charge, leaving the four assassins standing still. She chose another target for her force bolt as Temiker joined in with force bolts of his own.
StarWind could no longer hear the sounds of battle as the roar of the wind filled her ears. She also could not see the battle for the wind was blowing dirt and leaves through the air. She could see that the four who had charged were down and she signaled for Temiker to cancel the wind.
The wind died instantly and the cries of the wounded and dying filled the void. StarWind stared towards the triangle and saw only horses bumping into one another. Two of the charging assassins were moving on the ground and StarWind drew her sword and strode forward with Temiker close behind. She glanced again at the triangle and saw her people checking the bodies of the assassin group. The cries ceased and the forest became deathly still.
StarWind approached the four fallen assassins. Two were obviously dead, but the leader and one other were still alive. The two men rose as StarWind approached and she stopped a short ways from them.
“Who are you and why have you violated our laws by entering the Sakova?” she demanded.
Neither man answered and StarWind noticed that while the leader’s hands were visible and empty, the other man’s were not. StarWind started to ask the question again when the assassin with the hidden hands screamed and sank to his knees. He tottered for a second and then fell down face first, crashing to the forest floor. Both of his hands held throwing stars and a large knife was firmly planted in his back.
“I would advise you to answer the lady,” HawkShadow growled from behind the leader. “She doesn’t like to be ignored.”
The leader looked at the fallen body of his man and shook his head. “A group of assassins do not an army make,” he scowled. He raised his head and looked into StarWind’s eyes. “We are hunting for a fugitive. She entered the Sakova so we entered as well.”
“So you entered forbidden land with knowledge of what you were doing and without permission,” StarWind declared. “I am sure you know the penalty for such an offense?”
“I know the penalty plain enough,” the assassin growled. “What I don’t understand is why you are talking to me. Get it over with.”
“You seem eager to die,” StarWind commented. “I would prefer an explanation for your visit.”
“Nobody is eager to die, wench,” the assassin stated, “but I die whether you kill me or not. If I return without the girl I may as well slit my own throat. It matters little to me if you dirty your blade instead of mine.”
“Oh, it won’t be her blade,” grinned HawkShadow as he walked around to face the assassin. “It will be mine and I choose whether it will be swift or slow and agonizing. I am skilled, as you are, in many types of death. I would be merciful if you were to make the lady happy.”
The assassin’s eyes narrowed as he glared as HawkShadow with tightened lips. Slowly, he nodded his head. “Very well,” he agreed. “Ask what you will.”
“I know more about you than you think,” StarWind began, “so please don’t try to lie to me.”
“There is no gain for me in lying,” the assassin declared. “I have been sent on a fool’s errand with a bunch of fools instead of an army. I will tell you anything you want to know. I have nobody to protect.”
“Good,” StarWind said. “Why is the girl so important?”
“She is to be a hostage to get her father to cooperate,” the assassin answered. “We were ordered to capture her and to make sure she remained alive.”
“Who ordered this?” StarWind asked.
“We work for Klaarg,” the assassin leader replied. “I am not sure who he works for, but it is someone high up in the government. I do not know what they planned for the old man to do, but it had something to do with his magic ability. Klaarg did not confide in me.”
“How many men does Klaarg have and where are the rest?” the Sakovan spymaster asked.
“I only know about our group,” the assassin answered. “We are a hundred strong, or were,” he corrected. “There is another forty at the west end of the Sakova. The remaining twenty are trying to capture the brother in Alamar.”
“There are other groups besides your hundred?” quizzed StarWind.
“I am not sure,” answered the assassin. “Klaarg always has something going and he never lets any information out that he doesn’t have to.”
“How do you get in touch with him?” HawkShadow asked.
“We don’t,” the assassin replied. “We are to meet him in Gatong when we have the girl. If we don’t get the girl, we don’t return. It’s that simple.”
“What does this Klaarg look like?” queried StarWind.
“Big man,” smiled the assassin, obviously hoping that Klaarg would meet an end similar to his own. “Tall and heavy, but not fat. Bushy black hair with a weird scar in the middle of his left eyebrow. It is not easy to see though. It is shaped like a corner. You would have to get pretty close to see it and getting that close will be dangerous. He knows most of the barkeeps, so if you ask about him, he will know about it before you ever see him. I wish you luck with that one.”
“Just so you know,” StarWind stated, “you have betrayed nobody but Klaarg. The other forty men are already as dead as your own.”
“Thanks,” the assassin said. “The men were just doing their job and I am glad that I am not responsible for their deaths. As for Klaarg, he deserves whatever you give him.”
StarWind nodded as she turned and headed for her choka with Temiker close behind. The rest of the Sakovans were waiting for her.
“Another forty horses,” chuckled MistyTrail. “The horse gatherers are being kept busy this week. A few more parties of assassins and we can open up a horse market.”
“Careful, MistyTrail,” laughed SkyDancer, “if RavenWing hears of your good idea, you may be promoted to a horse gatherer.”
“Mount up,” ordered StarWind, cutting off the light banter. “I have a trip to make to Gatong. I want to get back to StarCity as soon as possible.”
***
Far to the west on the outskirts of Campanil, Harac lowered his torch to the watula field. The dry watula burned brightly as the flames raced through the field. Harac scanned the horizon and saw other fields lighting up in response to his fiery signal. Nodding in satisfaction, Harac tossed a star with his good hand into the back of one of his men. He mounted his horse and rode along the edge of the field. He killed four more of his men as he rode, each with a star in the back. He galloped to the next closest field and repeated the attack. He smiled as he remembered how he had ordered the men spread out so that they would not witness his killing of the others.
He stopped when he had killed fifteen men, half of those he had brought with him. There would not be time for him to kill anymore though. Lighting all the fields at the same time required that the men be too spread out for him to get them all. He would have to find some other way to eliminate his other partners. Not a problem, Harac snickered to himself. Harac was good at getting rid of people.
Harac turned at the trail leading into the city and pushed his horse hard. He could hear shouts coming from the direction of the city and grinned. Soon the city gates were visible and there was an obvious commotion around them. Harac whipped his horse faster as he sped down the trail.
As he neared the city gates, Harac started shouting. “Sakovan attack! The Sakovans are coming! Lock the gates! The savages are coming!”
Panic spread through the populace in the area of the gates. The Imperial Guards on duty at the gate tried to stop Harac, but he continued galloping into the city screaming about the Sakovan attack. Harac raced the length of the city shouting his dire warnings until he reached the waterfront area where he quietly cut down an alley and tied his horse. He walked down the alley to the rear entrance of the Hog’s Tail and pushed his way through the door. He casually made his way through the crowd to the stairs and climbed to the second floor where a series of tables had been arranged for his party. He sat at one of the empty tables and waited for the rest of his men to join him.
He waited a full hour, but only ten of the fifteen men who should have been left had arrived. The ten men had remained quiet during the wait, nobody wanting to ask where the rest of the men were.
“I guess this is it,” he remarked casually. “Lost more than I thought we would. Guess they couldn’t outrun the savages. Darn bad luck. Imagine doing a job and having those Sakovans attack at the same time. Guess we should be thankful we were so lucky.”
“What savages?” one of the men asked. “I didn’t see anyone out there.”
“You didn’t?” Harac retorted with amazement. “You sure weren’t at one of the fields directly east of the city then. Hundreds of them screaming out of the forest. I galloped so hard I thought I would lame my horse.”
“Oh,” the man cowered, “I was south of the city. I heard townspeople yelling about the attack, but I thought they were crazy. You think we will be able to get out of the city? I don’t want to be here if they are attacking.”
“Not to worry,” Harac smiled. “Harac always takes care of his men. I’ll get you home safely. You can count on that.”



Chapter 20



Tolling of the Bell


Lyra caught the shadow of MoonFlow arriving at the mage practice yard from the corner of her eye and slowly adjusted her spell allowing the clova to float downward, back to the ground.
“Well done,” congratulated LifeTender. “You are learning very quickly.”
MoonFlow nodded as she stopped, her long golden hair still swaying from her run. “Sorry I missed you at the midday meal,” she apologized. “I had to sift through some information arriving from our contacts in Omunga. I don’t know how StarWind keeps up with it and still have time for other things. You said you had something important to tell me?”
“I am not sure that it is important,” admitted Lyra. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your work, but there is something bothering me.”
“Actually I can use the break anyway,” smiled MoonFlow with an impish grin. “I miss getting out and I love the sunshine. What bothers you?”
“It is about Mekin,” Lyra began. “Something does not feel right about him. He acts nicely enough to everyone, but I feel as if he is always fishing for information. I have heard him ask about the spell that guards the stronghold with at least three people besides myself.”
“Perhaps he is just curious and very friendly,” suggested MoonFlow although she did not believe it.
“Perhaps,” murmured Lyra, “but he also thinks it is a portal of some type. He should know that it is an illusion if he is Sakovan by blood. He wears the ring and that should have allowed him to see through the illusion as it did for me. Shouldn’t it?”
MoonFlow’s face darkened. “Are you sure he thinks it is a portal?” she frowned.
“Yes,” insisted Lyra. “Twice he made reference to it as a portal. That is also strange terminology for someone to use that is not a mage. I think he is lying to us.”
“I agree,” scowled MoonFlow. “I should have been keeping a better eye on him, but there is always so much to do. StarWind will be very disappointed with me. I must discuss this with RavenWing immediately. Come to his office when your lesson is over. I am sure he will want to hear about your observations firsthand.”
“Poor girl,” sympathized LifeTender after MoonFlow had left. “StarWind handles the information so expertly that anyone who tries to fill her shoes feels inadequate. There really should be more people involved with the information gathering. It is too much for one person.”
“I just hope that I am not creating more work for MoonFlow with my suspicions,” sighed Lyra. “He just seems so phony to me. His father just died and yet he acts like school just got out, all giddy and carefree. I am sorry, LifeTender. My mind is just not on magic right now. I would like to go see RavenWing now and get it over with. Can we take a break?”
“Certainly,” smiled LifeTender. “I need to ask RavenWing about getting some more supplies in anyway. I will walk over with you. Help me straighten up this mess before we go though.”
“Sure,” Lyra replied as they started to clean up the debris left from their practice session.
“You really learn fast,” complimented LifeTender as she swept up some wood chips. “I think you must have learned a great deal at the academy without realizing it. The way you understand the subtle manipulations of variant spells speaks of good training.”
“I guess Master Malafar was a good teacher,” admitted Lyra. “I just didn’t understand what it was that he was teaching. I excelled at my studies, but everything seemed pointless and boring. I guess I never really thought about uses for the spells beyond what he taught.”
“Teaching actual spells is the easy part,” LifeTender pointed out. “Teaching control and concentration is harder. I thought you lacked control when we started training, but I was wrong. It was not a lack of control I was sensing, but distraction with all that was happening to you. Your control is excellent.”
“Thank you,” smiled Lyra, her blue eyes twinkling with the compliment. “I really appreciate all you are doing for me, LifeTender. If I ever gain RavenWing’s trust I will use these talents for the good of Sakova.”
“As a form of repayment?” questioned LifeTender. “Or are you really one of us?”
“I am Sakovan,” Lyra declared without hesitation. “Not just because Rhodella was Sakovan, but for the first time in my life I feel like I belong somewhere. I am ashamed of what the Omungans did to the Sakovans. That part of me that is Omungan is repelled by such behavior. The Sakovan part of me screams for revenge. I know that is not right, but that is the way I feel.”
“There will be a day of reckoning,” promised LifeTender. “It may not be in our lifetimes, but it is foretold in the Scroll of Kaltara that it will happen.”
“Why are the Sakovans rejected by Kaltara?” Lyra inquired. “Something must have made him angry to allow this fate for his people.”
“We rejected him by killing the Star he sent to guide us,” LifeTender explained. “Not once, but three times. The first time an ambitious rival who wanted to rule the Sakovans killed the Star. Kaltara smote him at his coronation. Several hundred years later, another Star was murdered. That time it was a jealous lover and Kaltara was angry. That night every member of the murderer’s family died in their sleep. Four generations of that family simply ceased to exist in the blinking of an eye. Every mention of their family name mysteriously disappeared from all journals and public records. It was as if they never existed.”
“I would call that anger,” Lyra agreed. “I could not imagine anyone daring to cross Kaltara after that.”
“Nor I,” LifeTender shook her head. “Yet there came a third time when Kaltara’s Star was murdered.”
“Just before the Omungan invasion,” Lyra said remembering the lecture StarWind had given her when they were captured.
“Yes only months before the invasion,” LifeTender continued. “The people had come to believe that our God, Kaltara, had abandoned us. People disdained the edicts of the Star and eventually a group sought to rid the Sakovans of his rule. Kaltara was furious. He stopped a priest on his way to the funeral and presented the Scroll of Kaltara to him so that the Sakovans would know what was coming. As a sign of his wrath, God raised his hand and rent the earth to show what he would do to the Sakovan people. The earth trembled and heaved and crumbled to dust along the banks of the Kaltara River, the River of God. The great gash is known to this day as the Wound of Kaltara.”
“I saw the Wound,” admitted Lyra. “I never imagined anything so large and deep.”
“Then came the invasion,” sighed LifeTender. “Thousands died the first day and still the Omungans continued to come. They destroyed everything in their path, man, woman, and child. Whole cities ceased to exist and the Sakovans were hunted like animals. Women were raped. Men were tortured. Children were slaughtered. Legends say the Sakovans thought they would be wiped out for defying God, but the leaders pointed to the Scroll of Kaltara, which foretold the coming of a new Star, and the people were heartened. The remaining Sakovans banded together in prayer and vowed to never forsake God again.”
“I am finished here,” Lyra stated.
“Good,” smiled LifeTender. “We can walk to RavenWing’s while I finish my telling. The people gave up their fishing. They no longer had access to the sea. They gave up their farming, as they no longer had fields to tend. The Sakovans learned to hunt and gather foods from the forest. They started learning to fight and trained their young to survive. The Omungans tried to eradicate them, but the Sakovans killed all who entered the wilderness in search of them. And so it remains to this day our way of life. We are still hunted and we will continue to hide in the wilderness until Kaltara sends us a new Star. When the Star comes, so too will come our chance for revenge. So do not feel that your feelings are wrong, Lyra. All Sakovans yearn for revenge. We desire to repay the Omungans for the thousands who were butchered and for the centuries of death that have been dealt to us. We strive to take back our land. One day the Sakovans will again stand in the good grace of Kaltara and shine as we did long ago.”
They had entered the palace and were approaching RavenWing’s office when they heard the scream. They ran towards the office and charged through the open door. Lyra stood shocked as she took in the sight. MoonFlow lay on the floor in a pool of blood, a dagger protruding from her back. RavenWing’s white mane was just visible on the floor to one side of his desk. He was groaning in pain. Mekin stood in the middle of the room, his right arm missing and his left hand fumbling for another dagger at his belt.
Lyra’s face twisted in rage as she finally realized what was happening. Her left hand rose automatically as Mekin grabbed his dagger and hurriedly headed for RavenWing to finish the job. The force bolt felt natural to Lyra as the power shot out of her fist and screamed across the room. Her mind barely registered LifeTender’s shout of “No!” as the force bolt slammed into Mekin. The killer’s body was lifted and thrown into the far wall and slid into an unrecognizable heap on the floor.
LifeTender ran to RavenWing and knelt beside him. “Check on MoonFlow and then get me some water. Quickly!” she shouted.
Lyra stooped and confirmed that MoonFlow was dead. She ran out of the room and swiftly returned with a basin of water. She carried the basin to the desk and set it down, her eyes straying to the form on the floor. “How is he?”
“Chill the water,” LifeTender instructed without turning her attention away from RavenWing. “I do not think I can save him. He is bleeding internally and I am not sure what is damaged.”
Lyra stuck her hands in the basin of water and cast a spell to chill the water, never taking her eyes off of the snow-white hair cascading over the floor near the desk. A brilliant flash of blue light struck the ceiling in the form of a star and Lyra’s eyes snapped to the basin and froze. Lying in the bottom of the basin was her ring that had slid off her icy fingers. She swiftly grabbed it and shoved it back on her finger.
“The water is cold enough,” she announced handing the bowl down to LifeTender.
RavenWing struggled to rise and LifeTender had to restrain him. “You cannot move,” she insisted. “I am trying to keep you alive and your struggling does not help.”
Lyra knelt to help LifeTender and RavenWing turned his head and stared at her. Strangely, he smiled at her. “Assemble the elders now,” he commanded in a weak voice. “Tell them to meet in the chapel. Tell everyone to meet in the chapel. Tell them to send someone to carry me. Go.”
Lyra looked at LifeTender for instructions and the healer merely nodded sadly, her cherub face stained with tears. Lyra ran out of the office and towards the central part of the palace. She had no idea who the elders were or where she might find them, so she ran to the only people in the palace she knew. She sprinted into the kitchen and told them what had happened and what her instructions were. The old cook spoke calmly to her and assured her that everything would be taken care of. Lyra heard the cook shouting orders like a military commander as she left the kitchen and returned to RavenWing’s office.
“You cannot move,” LifeTender argued as Lyra entered the office.
“Do not argue with me healer,” RavenWing groaned. “You have done what you can for me. Roll me over so I may present my good side to those who come to carry me.”
LifeTender mumbled under her breath as she complied with the order from the leader of the Sakovans. Lyra rushed to help her and they managed to turn RavenWing over as gently as possible.
“LifeTender,” smiled RavenWing, “you are a breath of heaven, but you cannot heal what is willed to be broken. Wipe your tears for this is a joyous day.”
“He must be delirious,” LifeTender sighed as she mopped the sweat from RavenWing’s brow. “He does not appear to be bleeding anymore although he cannot move his legs. The force bolt must have hit his spine.”
“But that should have killed him,” puzzled Lyra.
“Yes, Lyra,” nodded LifeTender, “but Mekin made the same mistake you did once. I told you that if you cast a force bolt without compensating for the ring that it would direct most of the force back into your body. It blew Mekin’s arm clear off. Still the damage to RavenWing’s spine is bad enough. I cannot say if he will live, but if he does, he will not have use of his legs again.”
“You need not talk about me as if I were already gone,” chided RavenWing. “I will not die yet. Not yet.”
“You live on will alone,” retorted LifeTender. “How you can find light in this dark day I do not understand.”
RavenWing reached up and grasped LifeTender’s hand. “You will see, LifeTender,” he smiled. “You will see.”
Two burly men entered the room with a stretcher and eased RavenWing on to it. “I want the two of you by my side,” instructed RavenWing to the Sakovan women.
Lyra and LifeTender nodded and followed the stretcher out of the room. They went along a series of corridors and up several flights of stairs to the roof of the palace. Situated in the center of the roof was a large roundish building with a finely polished stone exterior. A ring of stone columns surrounded the building and ornate multi-colored glass windows sat in the outer wall of the building between each of the pillars. Two huge doors marked the entrance to the chapel and they stood open. Lyra could see swarms of people already inside and others were spilling out of other stairways and heading for the doors. The people stood aside as the stretcher proceeded into the chapel. Many hands reached out to momentarily touch RavenWing as he passed by and Lyra saw the love the Sakovans had for their leader.
Once inside, Lyra saw that the building was not round but a pentagon. Each of the five sides was tiered with stone benches reaching half way up the wall with the only break being where the door was. In the center of the room was a large raised pentagonal platform with a ring of smaller pillars surrounding it. A ring of three stone steps leading up to the platform was broken only by the pillars. On the platform closest to the door was a semicircle of chairs facing the center of the platform. As the small procession wound its way around the platform, Lyra saw a lone chair facing the other chairs and a Sakovan priest standing next to it. The priest was colorfully adorned in a robe of purple and yellow and carried a large tome under his arm.
Lyra looked up as they reached the far end of the room and turned to ascend to the platform. The ceiling rose sharply from the tops of the window-clad walls and ended with a five-pointed star at its apex. The star was made of blue glass and Lyra could see the illumination of the sun shining through.
RavenWing demanded to placed in the lone chair and Lyra asked LifeTender what was happening.
“RavenWing feels that he can no longer lead the Sakovans,” she sobbed. “The other chairs are for the Council of Elders. They will choose a successor to lead the Sakovans.”
RavenWing heard LifeTender speak as the two attendants were seating him in the chair. “No they won’t,” he smiled. “While that is our custom, I will not ask the elders to choose a successor for me today.”
“I am sorry, RavenWing,” LifeTender blushed. “I thought that was the purpose of the gathering. Please accept my apologies.”
“You have nothing to be sorry for, dear LifeTender,” smiled RavenWing. “You do well to teach our new Sakovan the meanings of our rituals. I merely point out that is not the way things will go today. Both of you come and stand by my side. You are both precious to me.”
The priest walked to the center of the platform and stood in a small pentagon inscribed on the floor and a hush grew over the assembled crowd. Lyra could see people crowding around the open door and became aware that every seat in the chapel was filled. The priest began with a ritual reading of the Scroll of Kaltara and Lyra listened intently. Lyra began to realize the devotion of the Sakovan people as she listened to the tale. She now fully understood the absolute necessity for keeping intruders out of the Sakova. The pain and anguish depicted by the Scroll was what had come to pass upon the Sakovans and the thin thread of life they clung to was evident in the prophecy. She realized that the Sakovans had been living on the brink of extinction for generations and her heart hardened against the Omungan people.
The priest finished the reading and turned to face RavenWing. “RavenWing, selected leader of the Sakovan people, why have you called us together today?”
RavenWing spoke from his chair and Lyra marveled at the acoustics of the room. He spoke in a normal voice and yet it was clear that even those high up on the benches could hear him. “Sakovans, forgive me for not taking my place in the pentagon to address you. I have been stricken by an assassin and am unable to move under my own power. I have called you together today to talk about new leadership for the Sakovan nation. I have served you for many years and I hope I have done well. Before I continue, however, I would like to depart from the normal procedures of such an event. I would like LifeTender to enter the pentagon for a moment.”
LifeTender looked at RavenWing anxiously and moved to the pentagon at his smiling insistence. “LifeTender,” RavenWing continued, “helped save my life today. Her quick assistance after I was struck down is the reason that I am able to address you today. I asked her to enter the pentagon because I think her dedication and resourcefulness typifies our nation and I want one of my last acts as your leader to be to recognize her contribution to our society.”
Applause rang out through the chapel for several minutes while LifeTender blushed. RavenWing finally relented and allowed LifeTender to return to his side.
“Some of you may know,” RavenWing continued, “that I violated our laws recently by allowing some outlanders into the stronghold. I did so in the belief that it was in the best interests of Sakova to do so. I thought that as long as the outlanders were never allowed to leave StarCity that I would be upholding the trust bestowed upon me by my elevation to the position of leader many years ago. Well I was struck down by one of those outlanders today.”
Howls raged through the chapel and Lyra cringed in spite of her feelings that she was now Sakovan. Judging from the reaction to outlanders expressed in the chapel, Lyra knew that she would never be fully accepted here. In spite of the sadness she felt about that, she could not begrudge their feelings. She was an outlander and she knew that every life in this room, as well as those outside, depended on keeping outlanders away from the stronghold.
“This does not mean that all outlanders are evil though,” RavenWing continued. “A young woman was one of the outlanders I had brought into the stronghold. Some of you have met her and for those who have not, I will present her in a moment. Her name is Lyra and her mother was WinterWind. Lyra, please enter the pentagon.”
Lyra nervously entered the pentagon and stared at the mass of faces looking at her. She turned to scan them all before turning to meet RavenWing’s gaze.
“Lyra also saved my life today,” RavenWing declared. “She killed the assassin before he could finish me off. This young woman has not grown up as a Sakovan although she is the spawn of a very special Sakovan. Those of you who knew WinterWind know how special she was. Unfortunately, WinterWind died before she had determined that it was Lyra’s time to return to us. Thankfully, Lyra did manage to arrive here safely and if I had not broken the law, she would not have made it here at all. That would have been a great tragedy, not only for her, but also for us.”
Lyra grew embarrassed standing in the center of the room and longed for RavenWing to indicate that she could step out of the pentagon.
“You have heard the reading of the Scroll of Kaltara today as you always do at meetings here,” RavenWing continued. “I hope none of you ever takes the reading passively because our very lives depend on each of us revering its every word. As I lay dying just a short while ago, I saw something that brought tears to my eyes. Sakovans, I saw a reflection. I believe it was the reflection prophesized.”
Excited murmurs flew through the crowd and Lyra wondered if RavenWing had forgotten that she was still stuck in the pentagon while he had gone on to another subject. She thought about casually walking back to his side when his eyes smiled at hers.
“Lyra,” addressed RavenWing, “you wear the Ring of Sakova given to you by your mother, WinterWind. Remove it.”
Lyra froze. Her whole body blushed as she stood rooted in the pentagon. Every eye in the chapel bore into her and she knew she could not remove it and reveal her deformed finger. Frantically she searched for some way to refuse. She fumbled with her fingers but made no move to comply with the Sakovan leader’s order.
“Lyra, Child of the Sakova,” smiled RavenWing, “remove the Ring of Sakova.”
“I cannot,” Lyra whispered. “I cannot remove it. Ever.”
LifeTender looked at Lyra quizzically but nodded for her to comply. Buzzes and murmurs shot through the assembled Sakovans and RavenWing sat there and smiled. Tears started to well up in Lyra’s eyes and she wanted to run and hide. Finally Lyra thought to put her hand in her pocket and remove the ring. Then she could return it to the Sakovans with her other hand. No one need see her deformity. RavenWing read her intentions and smiled as he shook his head. Defeated, she slowly slid the ring off her finger.
As she felt the ring slide off her finger, a brilliant flash of blue light shot out of her finger and illuminated the room. The Mark of Sakova on Lyra's finger sent a stream of blue light in each direction, painting a blue star on each of the five walls of the chapel. She watched in amazement as the blue stars rose up the walls towards the ceiling. As the five blue stars converged at the apex of the ceiling, the embedded blue star of the roof burst into brilliance and started to resonate. The resonance built, rising in pitch as it grew in volume until the sound resolved into the ringing of a bell. The ringing was so clear and so loud, Lyra could feel its vibrations resonate through her body.
Lyra tore her eyes away from the ceiling and saw that everyone in the chapel had fallen to their knees. Only she was left standing and RavenWing sitting. Finally the ringing stopped.
“Forgive me, my Star,” RavenWing said quietly. “I fear that I cannot bow with my present body. I ask your forgiveness,”
“What?” Lyra asked as she looked around to find whom RavenWIng was addressing. “What is going on? What is happening RavenWing?”
“You heard the reading of the Scroll of Kaltara,” RavenWing replied. “It foretells of your coming, Lyra. The Star of the Chapel has verified your authenticity as I knew it would. Sakovans have waited for this day for centuries. Kaltara has returned to us and sent us his Star. The bell will tell the world of your coming.”
“No,” Lyra shouted. “I am not the Star. I am just Lyra. This is a mistake. I did not even know of Sakova until days ago.”
“God does not make mistakes,” the priest intoned from his kneeling position. “The bell rings as it has at the coming of a Star ever since the dawn of time. While you may not realize what this means yet, there is no mistake. You have been chosen by Kaltara to lead the Sakovan people. The fate of our nation is in your hands.”
“I am just a girl,” cried Lyra.
LifeTender looked at RavenWing questioningly and the stricken leader nodded to her. LifeTender rose and walked over to Lyra and put her arm around the girl’s shoulders. “You are just a girl,” soothed LifeTender, “but you have also been chosen by God to serve Him as our leader. Be strong. You are among friends and we will help you do what must be done.”



Chapter 21



The Star


SkyDancer halted the column as she heard the bell pealing. The Sakovans all sat with expressions of shock on their faces and Temiker rode up next to StarWind.
“What is it?” the old mage inquired.
StarWind blinked and turned to Temiker. “It is a prophecy fulfilled, wizard. It is a sound that I have hoped for every day of my life and yet one I never expected to hear. Kaltara has sent us a new Star. The Sakovans have a new leader.”
“No more hiding in the wilderness,” StormSong declared. “It is time for the Omungans to fear being caught.”
“We shall see,” StarWind cautioned. “If we had been minutes earlier, we might have seen the Star of the Chapel glow. Come, let’s ride.”
The returning Sakovan column was indeed just minutes short of the tunnel into StarCity and they galloped to the cave entrance. Once through the tunnel, they raced for the palace and noticed the streets empty. StarWind led the way onto the palace grounds and they abandoned the chokas to race up the stairs. They reached the roof only to find it mobbed with people.
“Whoever it is, he must still be in there,” SkyDancer suggested.
“It is not a he,” Jostin stated his red head poking out of the crowd before them. “It is that outlander girl you brought in, Lyra.”
“Lyra?” StarWind echoed with amazement.
“I told you she was special,” smirked MistyTrail. “Good thing I didn’t let HawkShadow kill her.”
“I’ll be damned,” HawkShadow shook his head. “Give that elf a clova chip.”
“I am not an elf,” MistyTrail insisted. “There are no elves.”
“Quiet back there,” someone shouted. “We are trying to hear what is going on.”
Because everyone could not fit in the chapel, news of what was happening was relayed back through the crowd and MistyTrail and HawkShadow ceased their bantering. Temiker, who had been left behind in the mad dash to the roof, finally arrived. StarWind heard his panting and turned to him.
“You niece is the new Star,” StarWind reported. “There is no way we can get into the chapel, so we will have to wait until it is over to find out what has happened.”
“Sounds like a mighty burden for a young woman,” Temiker stated, “but if she is as tough as Rhodella, she will do fine.”
“She’s coming out,” Jostin shouted.
The crowd parted and Lyra appeared with LifeTender at her side. The Sakovans dropped to their knees as she approached. StarWind and the rest of the Sakovan hunting party dropped to their knees with the rest of the people, but Temiker stood staring at his niece with wonder.
“On your knees Temiker,” StarWind ordered. “She be your niece, but she is our Star.”
Temiker got down on his knees and watched Lyra pass. Lyra did not notice him or anyone else. Her eyes were misted over with tears as LifeTender led her through the crowd.
As soon as Lyra passed them by and started down the steps, StarWind grabbed Temiker’s arm and indicated that he should follow her. StarWind ran down the stairs and saw LifeTender steer Lyra towards her room. StarWind followed and entered Lyra’s room with Temiker in tow before the door closed.
“Forgive my boldness,” StarWind apologized, “but I have brought your uncle back with me.”
Lyra spun and saw Temiker and ran to him and hugged him. “Uncle Temiker,” she cried.
Temiker comforted her and led her over to the bed and sat her down. “What is all this about you leading the Sakovans now?” he asked.
Lyra raised her right hand and showed her deformity. “It was an accident,” she explained. “I was trying to learn to cast a fireball and the ring interfered and scarred me.”
Temiker gently took her hand and looked at it while LifeTender and StarWind crowded around. “That was not caused by any fireball spell,” he declared. “I have never seen anything like it, but it was not caused by your spell.”
“It was,” Lyra insisted. “My hand burst into flames. MistyTrail had to heal me.”
Temiker ran his finger gently over the inlaid star on Lyra’s hand. “It shines like a gem and looks like a gem, but it feels just like skin. Lyra, I have practiced magic all my life and I have seen every kind of accident there is. This mark was not caused by your spell.”
“How then?” she asked.
“Kaltara chose you,” LifeTender interjected. “For whatever reason He has, He has decided that you are the person He wants to lead the Sakovans after centuries of abandonment. Perhaps He has been waiting for a person with your qualities. I cannot begin to suppose why He does what He does. We must accept what He gives us. You must accept it too, Lyra.”
“Lyra,” StarWind added, “you are special. MistyTrail sensed it and refused to kill you. RavenWing sensed it and sent me after you. He broke the law in bringing you here. That is how strongly he felt that you must come to StarCity. All of us have treated you differently from all other outlanders. Perhaps Kaltara has been guiding our thoughts to make sure that the Sakovans received their new Star.”
“But I am only half Sakovan,” Lyra protested. “Why should the Sakovans follow me? I don’t even know most of you. There must be someone better qualified.”
“Lyra,” LifeTender stated, “you heard the reading of the Scroll of Kaltara. Three times we refused to follow His Star and we have paid very severely for those failures. There is not a Sakovan alive who will not follow you. We have learned our lesson the hard way. Every man, woman, and child will die this time before we spurn you. We will never make that mistake again.”
“It would not matter if you were a clova,” StarWind offered. “Half Sakovan, full Sakovan. It makes no difference to any of us. You are a gift from Kaltara. Why would we care what your ancestry is?”
“But how will I lead the Sakovans?” Lyra asked. “I know nothing about leading people. It is fun to play at being a leader, but if I decide wrongly now, people will die because of it.”
“Kaltara would not send you to lead if you were not capable,” LifeTender answered. “He will guide your thoughts. You will also have the advice of anyone you wish. The combined wisdom of the entire Sakovan nation is at your command. I have tutored you for some time now. You are sensible and logical, perceptive and honest. We could hardly ask for more than that in a leader. You will do fine.”
“You need only to purge your own self-doubt,” added StarWind. “I should go and check with MoonFlow to see if anything important came up while I was gone. I will report to you when I am done.”
“MoonFlow is dead,” informed LifeTender. “She died when Mekin attacked RavenWing. I am afraid that RavenWing is paralyzed and may die.”
“Mekin?” StarWind asked with tears in her eyes. “The son of GoldenEar? When did this happen?”
“The same,” LifeTender said, “or least that is who he was posing as. Lyra stumbled onto his deception. MoonFlow was talking to RavenWing about him when he attacked. Lyra and I got there just in time to stop him from finishing the job. Lyra killed him before he could finish. It was RavenWing who noticed the Star’s reflection while I was tending to him. He understood what it meant.”
“So that is how he knew,” Lyra nodded. “My ring slipped off when I was chilling the water. I didn’t think anyone noticed. Why did you shout not to kill him?”
“Fear among other things,” LifeTender stated. “I saw his arm and understood what had happened. I was afraid that the same thing would happen to you. It was so quick that I did not realize you were using your left hand. I also thought we might find out who sent him if he was captured alive.”
“So I already made my first mistake,” frowned Lyra.
“Hardly,” smiled LifeTender. “If you had waited as I wished, RavenWing would have died. I had thought he was already dead when I shouted. As I said before, He will guide you.”
“I agree,” StarWind stated. “The only thing Mekin would have told us is who recruited him and I am sure that is not who we are after. We interrogated one of the assassins sent to capture you. Klaarg has been hiring them, but the real power is someone high up in the government.”
“The government kidnapped my father?” Lyra asked.
“Someone high up in it,” nodded StarWind. “I intend to find out who, but just knowing what we do now, I have a decent idea of where to look for Master Malafar. The Imperial Palace has holding cells that are magically blocked. It is the perfect place to hold a mage.”
“Perhaps you should check the intelligence reports now,” LifeTender suggested. “Let Lyra visit with her uncle for a while. We can come back later.”
StarWind nodded and rose and left the room with LifeTender right behind her. “Who would have believed it,” mused StarWind out in the corridor. “A young woman as the new Star. All of the Stars have been men so far.”
“About time Kaltara got sensible,” chuckled LifeTender. “She will do fine. I should have known myself I guess. I have never seen anyone with such power in magic. She sent a force bolt clean through a practice block, with her left hand at that. She put a like hole through Mekin too. I wouldn’t like to be the one to clean that up.”
“That is powerful,” StarWind agreed. “I mourn for MoonFlow. She was a close friend. I try to keep myself distant from my contacts to avoid this sort of grief, but I guess it is impossible to insulate yourself if the Omungans can come into StarCity and kill us.”
“She will be missed by many of us,” nodded LifeTender. “Too many die and I fear that number is about to increase. The Scroll says that we will retake our homeland now. I fear a great many will die.”
“The number of dead will depend on Kaltara,” StarWind stated. “May He be merciful. Where will I find RavenWing?”
“He will be in his bed,” LifeTender stated sadly. “I will see to having devices made so he can get as much mobility as possible, but that will be some time from now. His body has had quite a shock. He will never walk again if he does survive. Try not to bother him today. I want him to rest.”
StarWind nodded as she descended the steps and went to her office. She resisted the urge to stop in RavenWing’s office and see MoonFlow one last time. Better to remember her alive, StarWind thought. She unlocked the door to her office and sat at the desk. Quite a few messages had come in while she was off dealing with the assassins and MoonFlow had categorized them all efficiently. She berated herself and pushed MoonFlow out of her mind. She would deal with her loss tonight after her work was done.
Most of the messages were routine reports, but there was a disturbing theme running through them. Normally mention of Sakovans was only heard in official circles, but the new batch of reports indicated that the general population was talking about the Sakovans. StarWind knew that there was no reason for this unless someone was causing it. She had an ill feeling that someone was trying to direct Omungan public opinion regarding the Sakovans.
Then she came across reports from two different operatives in Campanil. Both reports described the burning watula fields and the general commotion in the city regarding a Sakovan attack. She shook her head and then pushed her wavy brown hair out of her eyes. There had been no Sakovan attack on Campanil. She knew that, but someone had obviously burned the fields and blamed it on the Sakovans. This was serious. She wondered if RavenWing had been apprised of this information and remembered LifeTender’s admonishment to let him rest. She decided that she would have to visit Campanil herself and see what she could find out.
StarWind spent several hours reviewing all of the reports and writing some messages to be delivered to agents. She locked up her office and went out to the perches to find Jostin. The red-haired boy was always around. He even slept with the birds. Jostin saw her coming and scampered over to meet her.
“That was some surprise today, wasn’t it,” Jostin cheerily greeted the Sakovan spymaster.
“Yes, Jostin it was,” StarWind answered. “It is exciting to be alive during the time of a Star. You will remember this day the rest of your life.” StarWind did not add that she would remember it for more than one reason.
“Even out on the roof we could see the flashes of blue light,” the boy ecstatically related. “The sound was deafening, but nobody minded. Everyone is so excited.”
“Times are changing,” StarWind nodded. “I have some messages that must go out tonight. If there are any replies before morning, I want to know about it immediately. I will be leaving in the morning, so if they come in later just …”
StarWind stopped talking and bit her lower lip. She needed someone to take MoonFlow’s place while she was gone and Jostin had to start sharing information with Lyra instead of RavenWing.
“MeadowTune will be my new assistant,” StarWind stated. “You will need to keep Lyra apprised as well. RavenWing should not be disturbed without LifeTender’s authorization. I am not sure how Lyra wants you to handle information for her. You will need to talk to her about it, but I would not do so today unless it is urgent.”
“Of course,” assured Jostin. “I already figured that I should go to Lyra if anything came up. I am sorry about MoonFlow. I liked her a lot and I know you did too. At least she is with Kaltara now. I prayed for her when I found out what happened.”
StarWind's throat constricted with emotion and she tousled Jostin’s red mop. “Thank you, Jostin. I know she will be happy.”
StarWind turned and strode away from the freckle-faced boy swiftly, holding her emotion down as she went in search of MeadowTune. She saw Goral as she was walking and signaled to him.
“I am going to Campanil in the morning,” she said quietly. “I would like you to go with me.”
“Then I shall,” the gruff giant replied. “How long will we be gone?”
“I need just one day there,” StarWind answered. “I will see you at first light.”
StarWind left Goral without waiting for a reply that she knew would not come. Goral never wasted words and he had never refused her request for help. StarWind continued looking and finally found MeadowTune in MoonFlow’s quarters.
“StarWind,” cried MeadowTune as she embraced the Sakovan spymaster. “I am so sorry for you. I know how close you were. I thought I would clean this up so you didn’t have to face it.”
“That was very thoughtful,” StarWind said quietly as she returned the slight woman’s embrace. “You may want to just leave it and move in. I would like you to take over MoonFlow’s job. I know you refused it before, but you are the best person suited for it and with the coming of the Star, we need your expertise.”
“I will not refuse this time,” MeadowTune agreed in her musical voice. “The last time you asked I refused because I knew MoonFlow really wanted the job and that she would be good at it. Now I wonder if I sent her to her death by my refusal.”
“You blame yourself as I do,” sighed StarWind. “We must not continue to do so. We lessen her memory by thinking that we controlled what she did. I was hoping you would agree. I am leaving in the morning for a short trip to Campanil. There are claims of a Sakovan attack being floated there and I must discover who is doing it. I have informed Jostin of your appointment with hope that you would accept. I will inform Lyra immediately. Here is a key for the office.”
“Have a safe journey,” MeadowTune called after her.
StarWind realized that she had missed the evening meal as she strode to Lyra’s room and knocked on the door. The door opened and Temiker stuck his head out to see who it was. When he saw StarWind, he opened the door and motioned her in.
“Thank you wizard,” StarWind said as she scanned the room and found Lyra sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace. She walked over and sat facing the new Star.
“I know this is all new to you, Lyra,” StarWind began, “but I must continue the work MoonFlow was working on and that requires me to leave StarCity for a while.”
“I understand,” Lyra replied softly. “I need your help as well, but I know I come after Sakova. What was she working on?”
“There are rumors circulating in Campanil about a Sakovan attack,” informed StarWind. “Someone burned all of their watula fields and blamed us. I want to find out who. I am also starting to see mention of Sakovans in the agent reports concerning the general population. You are not aware, but this is highly unusual. Most Omungans either do not know we exist or think we are dark creatures who never leave the Sakova. That attitude suits us and someone is destroying it around the country. I think the two are related.”
“Then we must find out,” agreed Lyra. “Who will handle things in your absence?”
“On the information end, I have asked MeadowTune to be my new assistant,” answered StarWind. “She is very capable. The boy Jostin handles the messages coming in and going out. He is very reliable and he may need contact with you if certain messages come in. He cannot depend on RavenWing to take the messages any more.”
“I understand,” smiled Lyra weakly. “My uncle, er, Temiker has been helping me cope with all of this. I am sorry for my weak start, but I promise I will learn what I must do and get it done. I value your input and would like to discuss things with you when you return. I am going to need a lot of guidance in this job and while Temiker is wise, I need a Sakovan’s input. I would like yours.”
StarWind noticed the switch from uncle to Temiker and smiled as she realized that the wizard was already advising her regarding how she should behave and interact with others. StarWind was beginning to take a liking to the old mage.
“There is nothing critical going on that I know of besides the Campanil thing,” stated StarWind. “Why don’t you continue your magic lessons and limit your audiences to a couple of hours a day? Use LifeTender as a buffer and get her to schedule appointments for people to speak with you. Most audiences will deal with good wishes to you and offers of support. If something important does come up, LifeTender will not let you miss it. In the meantime, she can also help familiarize you with our way of life and who everybody is.”
“That is sound advice,” Lyra smiled, “as long as I don’t get people angry with me for putting them off.”
“You will not be putting them off,” smiled StarWind, “LifeTender will be and she can handle it. Besides, people will understand that you need time to acclimate yourself to our way of life. Everyone knows you are new here and they will give you time to learn the ropes.”
“She speaks well,” Temiker interjected. “As I said, the Sakovans know that you have been thrust into this position. They will be patient with you. Never forget that you are Rhodella’s daughter. She has taught you to think clearly and logically. Learn the Sakovan way of life as you would study magic. Approach it in an organized manner and you will succeed beyond your wildest imagination.”
“Exactly,” StarWind agreed. “I am taking Goral with me to Campanil. We will return in a few days and I will put myself at your disposal when we return.”
“Thank you, StarWind,” Lyra said as the Sakovan spymaster rose and left the room.
***
To the southwest in Okata, a buxom young woman toyed with a strand of her golden shoulder-length hair as she sat on a stone bench in her private garden. She stared at the stone wall surrounding the garden, ignoring the multitude of flowers and bushes that she delighted in tending. She removed her gardening apron and stared at the small slip of paper one more time. She rose from the bench and walked to a small wooden building in the corner of the garden and opened the door.
Inside the small building were shelves with garden implements, pottery planters, numerous tins of various seeds, and bottles of liquids. She removed a small glass dish from the shelf and placed it on the work counter. Next she opened a small bottle of liquid and poured a tiny portion into the glass dish. She placed the little slip of paper into the liquid and watched as it hissed and steamed. Within seconds, the paper was gone as if it never existed. She took a small pouch of granules off the shelf and poured some into the dish and observed the interaction between them and the liquid. Within moments, the dish was again empty and she placed it back on the shelf and left the building.
The beautiful blond strolled through her private garden and opened the doors to the mansion beyond. She walked across the marble floor, ignoring the rich tapestries and marble sculptures and ascended the wide spiraling staircase to the second floor. At the end of the wide hall she opened the ornate double doors to her suite and went to her clothes closet. She removed a long tight-fitting black dress from the rack and laid it on the enormous bed. Next she went to the dresser and withdrew a pair of black hose. She stripped off her gardening smock and admired her tan body in the tall mirror. Subconsciously she touched the birthmark on her right arm and frowned slightly.
Shaking herself out of her pondering, she swiftly dressed and slid on a pair of black leather shoes. She wrapped a black kerchief around her golden locks and checked her reflection one more time. Satisfied with what she saw, she picked up a small black purse and returned downstairs and slipped out a side door to an alley. At the mouth of the alley, she stopped and checked the street for traffic before boldly stepping out and walking along the street past the fashionable shops of the wealthy district in which she lived. Nobody paid any attention to her as she continued walking out of the wealthy district into the more common part of the city.
A half-hour later, she slipped into another alley near the border between the common man’s section of town and the seedier waterfront area. She moved stealthily now, down the alley until she came to a small, unmarked wooden door. She reached into the small purse and extracted a thin piece of metal and applied it to the lock on the door. Within a scant few minutes, a snick indicated that the door was unlocked and she slid cautiously inside.
The main room was a shambles. Papers and drawers littered the floor. Furniture was knocked over and broken glass was everywhere. The woman in black ignored it all and went to the small door leading off of the main room. She silently turned the handle and crept into the small room. Two small beds and a small dresser were the only pieces of furniture in the room and the dresser had been ransacked. She moved to the bed along the far wall and pulled it into the middle of the floor. Walking around to the far side of the bed, she threw the covers on the floor and laid down on them. She wiggled her curvaceous body under the bed and felt along the inside of the headboard leg until she found a small hole. She stuck the thin piece of metal into the hole and worked it in a professional manner until a small compartment slid open. She reached into the compartment with two fingers and extracted a small book. With a click, she closed the small compartment door.
Squirming out from under the bed, she slid the small book between her breasts and threw the covers back onto the bed. She walked around to the other side and shoved the bed back against the wall. Easing herself back out the way she came in, the woman paused at the rear door and placed the thin piece of metal into her purse. With her hand of the doorknob, she heard a scuffing sound from the alley beyond the door. With the swiftness of a cat, the woman moved back from the door and flattened her body to the wall. The doorknob turned slowly and a slight shaft of light penetrated the dark room as the door eased open.
The woman sprang swiftly, throwing the door open and driving her stiffened fingers into the throat of the man entering the room. The man gurgled and clutched his throat as his knees buckled. Deprived of air, the man struggled to understand what was happening. He dropped to his knees and his hands came up to his throat. The woman viscously punched the side of his head and the man sprawled unconsciously to the floor. She stuck her head out the open door and checked the alley for any accomplices. Seeing none, she dragged his body into the alley and propped it against the wall. She slipped the lock mechanism of the door and pulled it shut. Moving quickly and quietly, the woman worked her way back up the alley and onto the street. She walked casually, but swiftly as she retraced her steps to her home.



Chapter 22



Campanil


Goral did not feel much better on a horse than he did on a choka, but at least the horse would not cause the Campanil residents to run screaming in fear of an invasion as he entered the city. The giant was clothed in dark pants and a garish red shirt that shouted for people to notice him. StarWind rode several distances ahead of him attired in a plain gray shift as they entered the city from the north. She passed through the gate without comment and lingered just inside to make sure Goral was not hassled too severely. She dismounted and tied her horse to a post and waited. As she expected, the guards could not let the giant pass without some challenge or comment. Two Imperial Guards approached Goral and blocked his path with pikes, ordering him to dismount. Goral dismounted and stood silently next to his horse. The white-clad guard asked him what business he had in the city and Goral cocked his head and stared at the man. Slowly, he brought his hands up and started moving them rapidly, making signs.
“He can’t talk,” surmised one of the guards. “What is he saying?”
“How the heck would I know?” retorted the second guard with skepticism. “If he can’t tell me his business in the city, then he isn’t getting in. State your business or be off with you.”
Goral stood staring at the man’s moving mouth with a puzzled look upon his face. For a seemingly endless moment, the three participants stood staring at each other. Only years of practice in shedding visible displays of emotion allowed StarWind to maintain a straight face as she watched her friend perform.
“I don’t think he can hear either,” the first guard finally said. “Maybe we should just let him pass. He hasn’t caused any trouble.”
“I don’t like it,” complained the second guard. “I think he is faking it. Either he tells me his business or he doesn’t enter the city.”
He watched Goral for signs of comprehension and was disappointed. A line began forming behind Goral as other travelers sought entrance into the city and their murmurs grew louder although nobody was going to openly voice displeasure with the Imperial Guards. With the patience of a rock, Goral stood fast and waited for the Imperial Guards to make up their minds.
The first guard grew nervous about drawing so much attention. The Watch Commander wanted visitors to the city challenged, but he also was known to be irritable when bothered by something trivial and the guard did not need a confrontation with the Watch Commander. “Let him go. He does not appear violent to me.”
“Not until he states his business,” reiterated the first guard, “and I do not intend to wait all day for it. Go on and get out of here,” he ordered Goral as he leaned his pike against the wall and reached for the reins of Goral’s horse to turn the animal around.
The giant’s hand streaked out and seized the guard’s wrist as he reached for the reins. Slowly, Goral shook his head in an exaggerated fashion and pointed towards the inner city with his free hand.
The guard struggled to free his hand, but Goral’s grip was solid and refused to yield. The act of touching an Imperial Guard was an offense and the giant could end up in jail for his insistence on entering the city, but Goral kept his resolve firm.
“Cut off his arm,” the bound guard ordered his companion. “He won’t let go of me.”
The nervous guard approached and stood next to his companion and whispered to him, “He would not act this way if he could talk. You are making us look like fools. The giant does not even exert himself holding you captive. If we continue this, the Watch Commander will be here and we will both be cleaning latrines. Just let the fool enter and he will be a problem for someone else.”
The captive guard thought for a moment and ceased struggling to free his hand from Goral’s grasp. As soon as he stopped struggling, Goral released his grip and the guard yanked his hand back. The guard’s hand hovered over the hilt of his sword threateningly for a moment, but finally the guard stepped back and waved Goral through the gate.
StarWind watched the guards carefully while Goral’s back was to them and as soon as she saw that they meant no harm to the giant, she continued on her way, meeting up with Goral down the street far enough to be out of sight of the gate.
“You took a chance back there,” StarWind whispered after they had rejoined. “Touching a guard can mean imprisonment.”
“Perhaps,” smiled Goral as he tied his horse to a post, “but public humiliation is a powerful incentive. My grip was tight enough that the guard had to doubt his ability to take me captive without harm to himself.”
StarWind shook her head mirthfully and said, “I have to go into the Imperial Guard headquarters. Go down to the waterfront and snoop around the taverns. Try not to get in trouble,” she pleaded humorously.
StarWind watched Goral leave. She smiled inwardly and turned to approach the Campanil office of the Imperial Guard located in the center of the city. As she passed through the market area, she perused the wares and halted abruptly in front of a grain merchant’s stall. She shook her head with wonderment as she read the sign denoting the price asked for watula. She turned slowly, scanning the marketplace, and started reading the prices of other foodstuffs posted at the market stalls. She frowned as she realized that it was going to be a harsh winter for the residents of Campanil. The prices were so exorbitant that many would starve for lack of money to buy food.
StarWind watched the people as she walked further into the city and tried to catch fragments of conversation as she passed. Most of the fragments were normal city talk, but she caught the word “Sakovan” several times, which was very unusual for Omungan conversation. Undoubtedly, everyone blamed the Sakovans for the charred fields she had passed on her way into town.
StarWind passed from the market area into an area of fine shops and government buildings. Imperial Guards, resplendent in their gleaming white suits, were plentiful in this area, while the rich and powerful people of the city went about their business. The Red River ran through the city and there were several bridges over it in the Central District. Two of the bridges were located in a large park with tree-lined paths, which sat directly in the center of the city, and StarWind steered towards it. On one side of the park sat the home and palace of the Mayor of Campanil, on the opposite side was the stark stone building of the Imperial Guard Headquarters for the Campanil District. It was this impressive fortress-like structure that was StarWind’s first stop.
The Sakovan spymaster steeled her nerve, marched up the steps, and into the lion’s maw. The entrance lobby was a large open area with guards everywhere. Citizens and merchants were crowded around a long wooden counter on the far wall and StarWind recognized it as the place to register complaints or ask about permission for some endeavor or just inquiries in general. She took her place in the line waiting to speak and let her eyes travel around the room while she waited. There were two large archways on each end of the counter and each of the other walls of the room had doors. The walls were stark and bare, devoid of any embellishments. The floor was stone, and like the walls, empty. Most of the Imperial Guard traffic went through the archways or out the front door. There were no benches or chairs for people to sit on, not that anyone would want to loiter here, StarWind thought.
The line moved fairly quickly and StarWind could hear the people in front of her talking to the clerks behind the counter. The bare room seemed to echo voices and the din was constant. Most of the people in front of her were registering complaints about other citizens or travelers. One old woman complained that Sakovans had stolen her cat the night before and a merchant was asking for compensation for his goods ruined when the Imperial Guard searched his wagon. The clerks scribbled furiously, but their standard refrain was that it would be looked into. Most people were sent away with little satisfaction.
StarWind’s turn arrived and she approached a young male clerk. “I am searching for my brother,” she stated. “He left home two weeks ago to seek work in the fields surrounding the city during harvest and I haven’t heard from him since. I heard that the fields were burned and people died in the fire. I should have heard from him by now and I fear he may have been one of those lost in the blaze. Can you help me?”
“The bodies have already been buried,” the clerk replied. “Unless he had some marks that were very distinguishing, I am afraid it is impossible to say whether he was one of those lost or not.”
“He did have a scar on his leg,” fabricated StarWind. “A nasty wasooki wound when he was helping a neighbor herd the animals.”
The clerk shook his head and continued to scribble. He handed StarWind a slip of paper and pointed to the door on the left wall as he signaled for the next person to approach the counter. StarWind tried to make sense out of the note as she walked towards the door, but the scribble was indecipherable to her. She approached the door and the Imperial Guard stationed in front of it extended his arm for the note. StarWind handed it to him and he stared at it briefly before returning it to her and nodding that she could proceed through the door. She opened the door and stepped into a smaller room with benches for sitting and many doors leading to small offices. Another Imperial Guard approached her and looked at the note before directing her to a wooden door. StarWind opened the door and stepped into a cluttered office with an old man seated at the desk. She walked over to the desk and handed him the note without speaking. He squinted as he looked at it and finally put it on the desk atop a mess of papers lying there.
“Never can read that scribble,” he stated distractedly. “What is it you want?”
StarWind reiterated her tale of woe to the old man and he shook his head. “Not much luck finding him in this mess,” the man mumbled. “A leg scar you say? Lots of scars on the bodies and even a few tattoos, but I do not remember anything that resembled a wasooki horn puncture. You did say it was a puncture, didn’t you?”
“I guess it was a puncture,” StarWind conceded. “The animals horn gored his inner leg.”
“Nasty that kind of wound,” the old man said, ruffling the papers on his desk in search of something. “How old was he? Was he tall? Short? Fat?”
StarWind smiled inwardly at the old man. “He was only two years older than me,” she stated. “He was average height and build. He had hair similar to mine but not as wavy.”
“Hair won’t matter much,” the old man said as he snagged a pipe from under the pile of papers. He procured a striker and struggled to light it as he continued, “Hair burns too easily and the bodies were found in the fields that burned. Some weren’t burned too badly because the fire was swift, but hair doesn’t last long in a fire.”
“How many were killed?” StarWind questioned.
The old man managed to get his pipe started and puffed furiously on it. “Lots,” he said. “Over thirty at least. All men. Most of them had those darn stars imbedded in their backs. All sorts of stars. Four-pointed, six, even some with seven points. Savages those Sakovans. Probably dipped them in poison too.”
“It was Sakovans that attacked,” StarWind asked surprisingly. “I hadn’t heard that. How do they know? Did they see them? What do they look like?”
The old man stopped puffing on his pipe and looked at StarWind quizzically. “I don’t know,” he finally answered. “Good question that. I wonder what they do look like. Never seen a Sakovan. Would be interesting to take one apart and see what is different about them.”
“Well, were all of them identified by someone already?” StarWind asked. “The victims, I mean. Are there any who were not identified? Perhaps that would narrow it down some.”
The old man walked to a cabinet and extracted a large folder and brought it to the desk. He opened it and shuffled through the papers. A frown marred his owlish face as he read. “Only three were identified,” he mumbled. “Pretty small number for that many victims. Guess they were drifters.”
StarWind worked her way around the desk as she spoke. “I imagine some might be like my brother,” she offered, “coming to work the fields during harvest, but I would not think that would apply to all of them. This shows marks on a body,” she commented as lifted a paper out of the folder. “Is there one of these for each victim?”
The old man looked absentmindedly at the paper StarWind was holding as he searched through the folder for something else. “Yes one for each victim,” the old man stated. “Ah here it is. A summary of the dead. Thirty three in all. Fifteen with star wounds. The rest were burnt pretty badly.”
“Perhaps these papers will allow me to identify my brother,” StarWind said. “May I look through this folder?”
“What?” the old man asked as he noticed that his pipe had gone out again. “Yes, of course. Go ahead. Don’t leave the office though. Papers can’t leave the office.”
StarWind took the large folder and found a clear spot on the floor to sit. She was vaguely aware of the old man flitting around the room, shuffling papers and mumbling to himself while she read. The information in the folder was very complete and StarWind began to get a feel for what happened that day. She absorbed the entire contents of the folder without interruption. She was stiff from sitting and wondered how long she had been reading when she rose and startled the old man.
“What are you doing in my office?” he asked reaching out and snaring the folder from StarWind’s hands. “That is my folder. You shouldn’t walk into people’s offices and read their papers. Go on. Get along and do your own business. Can’t you see I have work to do?”
StarWind smiled at the old man and apologized. She deftly grabbed the note she had been given by the clerk as she placed her hands on the desk to squeeze by the old man and slipped out of his office. She left the building purposefully and headed for the waterfront district.
The waterfront was shabby and smelled of fish, but it was also lively. People scurried everywhere, some gaily dressed in sailing attire, some in the drab grays of city folk. Merchants roamed the wharf looking for goods to buy or arranging for transit of goods they had sold. She stood quietly and scanned the waterfront for Goral, but could not see the giant with his loud red shirt. StarWind picked a direction at random and started walking along the waterfront peering into each shop and tavern as she passed. A few doors in front of her a man emerged from a tavern with a bloody rag wrapped around his left hand. StarWind stopped and watched him as he ran past her and then she headed for the doorway he had come out of.
The tavern was dark and mildly populated, but a roar of shouting came from the rear of the building. StarWind made her way through the room, dodging tables and errant chairs and came to a doorway with a large heavily muscled man blocking it. As she tried to get past him, he blocked her entrance with a large meaty arm.
“Only by invitation,” the big man snarled. “Go sell your wares out front.”
“I am looking for my brother,” StarWind snapped angrily. “Big man in a red shirt. Is he back there or not?”
“Can’t speak or hear?” the big brute asked.
“That’s him,” stated StarWind. “Let me by.”
“I didn’t say he was back there,” grinned the large obstacle as he continued to block the doorway. “If he is, then it is none of your business. Get out of here before you get hurt little girl. Or maybe you want to give out samples to the boys in the back, eh?”
StarWind turned as if to leave and then pivoted swiftly. She drove her fist into the brute’s hard abdomen and quickly followed it with a left punch to the man's jaw. She dropped to the floor and twirled her legs, pivoting on her hands, as she swept the man’s legs out from under him. He crashed heavily to the floor, his nose making an audible crunch as it struck the wood planking. StarWind leaped on his back and pulled a short dagger from her boot and held it the man’s throat as her other hand yanked back on his hair.
“I should cut your throat for your insults alone,” she growled at him, “but this is my favorite knife and I don’t want it contaminated by your filthy blood. Your attitude towards women is sickening. If you are still here when I return with my brother, I will soil my knife and you will have no further interest in women.”
StarWind let the man’s head drop harshly and bounded off him and through the doorway. Down the short hallway was an open door and StarWind headed straight for it. She poked her head in and saw Goral standing on the far side of the room watching the barbaric game of Digits where men try to sever their opponent’s fingers. She signaled him as she caught his eye and left the tavern by the rear door. Goral emerged seconds later and they headed down the alley to a quiet spot before talking.
“I had a hard time getting to the back room,” greeted StarWind. “I am afraid I made an enemy. Have you found anything out?”
“A little,” said Goral. “There was a group of around thirty men staying at the Hog’s Tail the night before the blaze. Only eleven of them stayed there the night following and they left the morning after. They were neither locals nor sailors. The leader had only three fingers on his left hand. That is why I was checking out that game back there.”
“That matches with what I found out,” nodded StarWind. “Several of the men murdered were also missing fingers.”
“A woman who frequents the Hog’s Tail mentioned the named Harac,” Goral added, “but she was not sure if that was the man’s true name. He mentioned that he was wealthy and from Okata. Not much to go on.”
“It is but another reason for us to go to the capital,” StarWind mused. “I am sure that is where Lyra’s father is being kept and I think he may be the key to everything that is happening.”
“We could make a stop at Gatong,” smiled Goral. “Catching up with Klaarg may shed a great deal of light on the problem.”
“Gatong is not on the way to Okata,” chuckled StarWind. “I may have to buy you a geography book.”
Goral smiled and shrugged and then tensed as he saw four men approaching from the end of the alley. “What exactly was the problem you had getting into the back room?” he asked.
StarWind whirled to see the four men Goral had noticed. “There are three more behind you,” she warned through clenched teeth. “We cannot use stars here, not with the current fuss over Sakovans.”
“I gathered the horses while you whittled the day away,” Goral stated. “If we can get past the three behind me, the horses are just off to the right.”
“I only have a dagger on me,” StarWind swore.
“Then we shall use their weapons,” grinned Goral as the men charged towards them. “I will take the four. You get the easy job.”
“Thanks,” smirked StarWind as she pulled her small dagger and positioned herself in the center of the narrow alley with her back to Goral.
Goral’s eyes scanned the alley for debris he could use as a weapon, but the alley was kept clean and there was nothing except a torn piece of cloth blowing along the ground. As Goral watched, the rag flew up and over his head and he nodded with a smirk. He left StarWind to her own devices and moved to the side of the alley where one of the buildings had a small porch with a balcony. The four thugs were getting close and Goral gripped one of the posts holding up the balcony and ripped it from the porch. The balcony wobbled as the post broke free and Goral held the huge wooden pole like a club. His four adversaries slowed and drew their swords.
Behind him, StarWind stood calmly, tossing the small dagger from hand to hand as the three avengers raced towards her. They raised their swords and crowded together as they all tried to be the first to fell her. She recognized the big brute in between the rotund sailor and the shirtless man as the human obstacle she had had the altercation with and smiled at him.
“Keep smiling little girl,” he yelled at her. “It is going to take more than your brother to save you this time. You are about to find out how useless that dagger of yours is.”
StarWind kept smiling as she used her magic to float the scrap of cloth high in the air. When the charging killers got close enough, StarWind sent the cloth flying down to cover the braggart’s face. When his eyes got covered he slowed and the other two kept coming. The Sakovan spymaster ran towards the three men and tossed her throwing dagger. The dagger struck the boaster’s throat and StarWind threw herself into a roll between the other two men. She grabbed the sword dropped by the dying man and continued the roll to her feet and turned to face the remaining two thugs.
“Rule number one,” she smirked as they slid to a halt and turned to face her, “never follow a fool into battle.”
The two remaining men charged StarWind and she showed them that she knew how to use the borrowed sword. She blocked the swing of the sailor on her right and used the force of the deflection to propel her sword across the other man’s bare chest. He staggered back in surprise and StarWind turned her attention to the fat man on the right again.
“Rule number two,” she panted, “never underestimate your opponent. I would explain rule number three but I fear you will never hear it.”
StarWind summoned a gust of wind and flung it into the sailor’s face as she lunged forward. The man’s hands went to his face to clear his eyes and StarWind pierced his heart. She pushed his dead body away and pulled the sword free in time to drop to her knees and swing the sword. The shirtless man with the gash across his chest had been in the process of charging the Sakovan spymaster again and her swing took his legs off at the knees. She rose and swiftly ended his suffering as she looked to see if Goral needed help.
Goral swung his huge club into the first man charging him and the man flew from the impact, colliding with the bald man next to him. Goral braced himself with the pole still extended outward and caught the third man in the stomach with it. Goral raised the pole swiftly upward, carrying the man with it, and let it slide through his hands as he reversed it and caught the fourth man in the gut with the end of it just before the hoodlum’s sword started to descend. Goral heard the thud of the third man landing behind him and turned his attention to the bald man who was knocked down by the first swing. He was the only attacker moving and he was moving quickly away, trying to reach the end of the alley before Goral could catch him. Goral shook the body of the fourth man off the pole and hurled the long post after the fleeing thug. The pole connected with the man’s back and he slid, face down, along the alley.
“You do fairly well without magic,” StarWind stated. “I just hope the owner of the balcony doesn’t come after us next.”
“Make sure they are all dead,” Goral said. “We may have to come back to this city someday and I do not want to be remembered.”
“Well the three I got certainly are,” noted StarWind, “not to mention the one you nearly dropped on my head. You nearly split him in two with that lance of yours.”
“I will try to perfect my thrust next time,” Goral mumbled as he checked the bodies. “We need to be moving along smartly now. I have grown tired of the city life.”
“The wild animals of the wilderness are more cordial than these city folk,” chuckled StarWind. “A lot smarter too. Lead the way my gentle giant.”



Chapter 23



Minister of Defense


His crimson robes flowed as Alazar strode down the corridor to the Mage cell block. The guard opened the door to the block and allowed the First Minister to enter. Inside the musty stone walls, Alazar met another guard and indicated for the man to follow him. The First Minister steeled himself for the talk with Master Malafar as he indicated to the guard which cell door to open. Alazar was growing impatient with the mage and knew he must avoid showing that impatience. The guard opened the cell door and Alazar swept into the cell.
“Greetings, Master Malafar,” smiled Alazar. “I trust you are feeling well. The guards inform me that you have not been eating well. Is the food not to your liking? I can order a change in menu if you wish.”
“Why do you bother me, Alazar?” Master Malafar scowled. “I have told you repeatedly that I will not do whatever you want. Kill me or leave me be.”
“I have no wish to kill you,” smiled the First Minister. “In fact, I am working on your release with the Katana. The task he wanted you to perform for your country is no longer needed. We found a very talented student who was quite capable of handling the job. It was not as difficult as we had thought.”
Master Malafar was torn between surprise and confusion and the confusion won. “I don’t understand,” he confessed. “I thought the task was so difficult that only a Master Mage could accomplish it. Isn’t that why I was kidnapped? How could a mere student succeed?”
“My dear Malafar,” Alazar sighed. “You still do not get it. I have told you repeatedly that the government did not kidnap you. I understand your skepticism and haven’t even bothered repeating it the last several times I was here because you refuse to see the truth, but the fact is that we sought to use your services because you were already here, not the other way around. I do believe that the kidnappers’ purpose was at odds with the services we needed and that is why we kept you locked up in here.”
“Just what services did you require?” quizzed a still skeptical Malafar.
“There have been several assassination attempts on the Katana,” confided the First Minister. “You many not be aware, but the Katana is magically shielded. The spells are ancient and after the last attempt, the Katana became alarmed. The last attempt, you see, almost penetrated the shields. We believe that the reason you were kidnapped was because you had the power to penetrate the shields. The service we wanted from you was to bolster those very shields.”
“Then why didn’t you just come out and say so,” growled Master Malafar. “I imagined many evil uses you might want my power for. Had you told me the truth, I would have complied.”
“Malafar,” Alazar sighed as he stroked his goatee, “you never gave me the chance. Every time I spoke with you, you refused to even hear what it is we wanted. That is of no consequence now though. The job is complete and the Katana is protected. I hope to have you freed in a matter of days. Unless you wish to stay that is. We still have not captured all of the villains that attacked your academy. I can release you because you are no longer a threat to the Katana, but they are still a threat to you. We have not told anyone else about the new shields so they will still plot to assassinate the Holy Katana.”
“The Katana saw me as a threat to his life?” Master Malafar asked with astonishment. “How could he even think that after Alfred gave his life to save the Katana?”
“I am afraid the Katana does not share your view of Alfred’s death,” the First Minister frowned. “The fact is, I was the one who sent the message to you detailing Alfred’s death. He did not die as I said he did.”
“What do you mean?” asked Master Malafar.
Alazar walked over and sat on the bed. “Alfred and I did not get along well,” he confessed. “He did not trust me very much and I cannot say that I blame him. When Alfred was first chosen for the Monitors, I gave my blessing to it. He came from a good family and his skills were extraordinary. He was a very promising young man and he served with distinction.”
“It is hard for me to believe that I am hearing this from you,” interrupted Master Malafar. “Of all the people in Okata, Alfred trusted you the least. Now you tell me that his mistrust was correct? Why are you telling me this? Am I still to die?”
“No, you are to go free as I said,” insisted the First Minister. “I am loyal to my country, Master Malafar, and Alfred was loyal to his. The problem lies in the fact that we are talking about two different countries.”
“What are you talking about?” growled the old mage. “Get to the point.”
“Very well,” sighed Alazar. “This is hard for me, because I am about to tell you something that you will not want to hear. Alfred did not die protecting the Katana. The Katana had him executed because he was a Sakovan spy.”
“Preposterous!” exclaimed Master Malafar. “Alfred was no more a Sakovan spy than you or I or the Katana himself.”
“When Alfred first came here, I would have agreed with you,” Alazar shook his head. “As First Minister, one of my jobs is to check out government employees of the highest level. The Monitors fall into this category. Do you remember a man coming to your home and asking questions about Alfred after he became a Monitor?”
“Certainly,” Master Malafar declared, “and I answered them all truthfully. It was about a year after Alfred joined the Monitors. The questions were not especially pointed in any event. Mostly it was about his training and grades and relationships with any groups.”
“Precisely,” nodded Alazar. “They are pretty much standard questions asked of all recruits. We send men out to talk to the families and people in the towns and villages where the recruits come from. The problem is that we do this right after or right before the recruit enters the Monitors, not a year later. Alfred was such a promising recruit that we did not really scrutinize his reports very well at first. After a while the Katana asked me to investigate him again. He was not specific with his reasons and I chose not to question the Holy Katana as to why he wanted it done. I went over the reports thoroughly and noticed the discrepancy in your report. Alfred was missing a year of his life.”
“That is not possible,” frowned Master Malafar. “Alfred joined the Monitors a year before I was questioned about him. We were all so proud of him.”
“Think for a moment,” suggested the First Minister. “You understand why we gather such information. Why would we wait a year to investigate? That would be putting the Katana at risk for an entire year because we could not afford the time of a clerk to go get the report? I personally found it hard to believe, so I started having him watched. He was always a very observant person and he knew he was being watched. He also knew it was my men who were watching him. Yes Alfred began to hate me and yes he had cause to. I was on the verge of having him arrested for discrepancies in his record when the Katana ordered his execution. I fought against it because Alfred had not actually done anything wrong, but the Katana did not care. He was sure that Alfred was a Sakovan spy and the execution was carried out before I could try to talk with Alfred to find out what he was doing for that year.”
“You mean he was executed without proof of the charges?” Master Malafar asked, his voice rising in pitch and volume.
Alazar nodded. “Without even the benefit of a hearing. I was disgusted. Not because Alfred was a close friend, because he was not. I was disgusted because the Katana, the holy leader of our country, would not even allow the boy to speak in his own defense. I was left to inform the family that their son was executed because the Katana wished it. It was a task I could not do. Another student died the same day in Okata. He died in a freak accident and I made up a story that Alfred had died saving the Katana’s life from an assassin. It is wrong of me to do, but I could not let anyone know that a heartless cruel man was running the country. I should have. There have been many more such deaths since Alfred. That is why I tell you now. Someone must know other than me.”
Master Malafar lowered his head and wept. His son. His only son. Purposely murdered to protect some old fool. He could accept the story that Alazar had created years ago. At least he had grieved with dignity when he thought Alfred lost his life serving his country, but to hear the real reason for his son’s death shot through him like the ice on a winter pond. All these years he had blamed his brother Temiker for Alfred’s death, only to hear that the story was fabricated.
“How could you have done that?” sobbed Master Malafar. “I have blamed my brother for Alfred’s death all these years because of your tale.”
“I am truly sorry,” Alazar stated. “I did not know the student was one of Temiker’s at the time. Afterwards, I could not change the false story I made up or the truth would have come out. I have devoted my life to protecting the Katana. I could not let everyone know that he was killing innocent young men. I do not know what to do now. I am sworn to protect the Katana and yet I cannot go on watching these senseless killings. I fear my only option is to resign and go into seclusion.”
“Running away from a problem never solved it,” lectured Master Malafar straightening himself and regaining his composure. “There must be something that can be done. There must be laws against such abuse of power.”
“The Holy Katana is above the law,” stated the First Minister. “Perhaps that is why there are so many assassination attempts these days. Of course, nobody will succeed. Weapons cannot be brought anywhere near him and his shields will protect him against even the most powerful wizard. He will go on killing until he reaches a ripe old age. No, I must consider running away, Master Malafar. I cannot watch the slaughter any more. I will work on your release as swiftly as I can,” he said rising from the bed. “I want you out of here before he thinks you are a spy as well. You have suffered more than any Omungan deserves to. I must go now.”
Master Malafar sat in a daze digesting the information he had learned as the First Minister left the cell. He had been a blind fool. Temiker and he had been close as youngsters. Even into their middle ages they had been more than brothers, they had been good friends. Malafar had destroyed that. He had cast Rhodella aside as well for she always tried to affect reconciliation between Temiker and himself, a reconciliation that he would have no part of. Now she was dead because of his foolishness. Dozens of people were dead because he had refused to use his power to stop the attack on the academy. Lyra was probably dead as well. Temiker too.
Master Malafar rose and started pacing his cell. All of this death because the Council had chosen a lunatic to run the country. So many lives ruined for no good cause. Well, enough was enough, he reasoned. He was prepared to die for his country when he was captured. He was no less prepared now than he was then. So the Katana had shields to protect him, did he? Reinforced by some student? Malafar laughed. There is no student alive that could produce a shield that he could not penetrate. Master Malafar still had a life to give to his country, but now he also had a plan to take one for his country as well. When Master Malafar got done with Okata, the Katana’s Council would be meeting to select a new Katana.
The First Minister walked into the Council Chamber and assumed his position to the right of the Katana. He smiled inwardly at the empty seat where the Minister of Defense normally sat.
“Ministers,” announced Alazar when everyone was seated, “the Katana’s Council is now in session. It is with profound regret that I must inform you that the Minister of Defense, Doharte, was murdered last night. As is the custom, this Council must choose a replacement. I open the floor for suggestions.”
The Minister of Agriculture, Asgarte, rose. “It has been quite some time since we have had to fill a vacancy,” the overweight man began. “I was not sure of the proper procedures so I invited General Didyk here to speak. I believe he will make an excellent replacement for Minister Doharte.”
There were murmurs around the table and Alazar fumed. It was not the proper procedure, as Minister Asgarte probably knew. The Council was to discuss the matter and select the individual without opportunity for outside discussion. Didyk was unpredictable and uncontrollable. Alazar could not accept him as a replacement for Doharte, but most of the other ministers would. The General had an excellent record and he was very aggressive. Alazar would rather have Doharte still alive than allow Didyk a seat on the Council.
“This is not the proper procedure,” announced the First Minister. “We do not allow the candidate to walk in and address us. This is a decision for us alone. The are many fine Generals in the army and to select one of them is hard enough as it is without you inviting one of them and not the others.”
“We cannot slight General Didyk now that he has been invited though,” declared the Katana. “We should invite him in to speak and then begin our own discussion after he has left. If we wish, we may decide to extend the same opportunity to the other candidates, or we may not.”
Alazar nodded and signaled the guard to let the General in. There was no point in asking anyone else’s opinion after the Katana decided. General Didyk marched stiffly into the chamber, his hat under his arm. His lips tried to form a smile, but his square face had more the look of rock than flesh. His hair was cut short and was black with a single streak of white running through it. He paraded towards the table and halted noisily behind Doharte’s empty chair, as if it was already his to occupy.
“General Didyk,” smiled Alazar, “thank you for coming to address the Council today. It is a sad occasion for all of us that we must meet to replace one of our own. Your record is excellent and this Council will take your advice seriously. We know that the army has many fine generals such as yourself and it is a credit to all of you that you work so well together. I would like you to recommend three people that possess the proper qualities to replace Minister Doharte.”
The only sign of distress from the general was a slight twitching of one eye, but Alazar smiled when he saw it. “Three?” Didyk questioned. “I feel that I am the obvious choice for the position. I thought that was why I was asked here.”
Asgarte cringed when Alazar glared at him. “General,” the First Minister smiled, “I am not aware of what you thought, but I am aware of the needs of the Council. You have the finest military record of anyone I have ever known, but the duties of the Minister of Defense are not of the same quality as war battles. I can assure you that we expect your name to be one of the three you recommend, but we do need two more.”
A slight hint of a scowl showed on Didyk’s face. “If I were to die today,” General Didyk stated, “only General Valdey or General Romero would be acceptable.”
“I see,” Alazar said. “Both of the General’s you mentioned also have distinguished careers. I feel that you have chosen well from the army’s viewpoint. Are there questions from the Ministers before we allow the General to leave?”
Nobody spoke and Alazar indicated that the General should leave. The First Minster waited until the door was closed before speaking. “I think General Didyk is a good choice,” he announced and saw Asgarte’s face smile. “I also agree with the General that Valdey and Romero are good choices as well. Together they are the finest Generals this nation has ever seen. I would hate to see them working at odds with each other. The pity is, that is what we may face if we choose one over the other.”
Asgarte’s face clouded with confusion, but it was the Holy Katana who spoke. “What do you mean?” asked the Katana. “Do you fear that whoever we choose, the other two may try to make him look bad?”
“That and more,” Alazar explained. “There are some important items to discuss today that will have an impact on our decision for replacing Doharte. While the items may be interpreted differently by others, it is clear to me that we may be going to war soon. If I am right, and you may say if, this nation is going to need the finest generals we can get out in the field. The duties of the Minister of Defense are much less demanding than those of a general. As long as the new minister reflects the needs of the army, he need not be one of our best generals.”
“You mean not to choose any of the three?” the Minister of Finance asked.
“Correct,” smiled Alazar. “We have many generals in the army. A great number of them would make an excellent Minister of Defense. They all know the army well. They all want to represent it fairly. Let’s face it, we do not pick the best farmer for Minister of Agriculture or the best merchant for Minister of Trade. We should choose a general who can fit in well with the rest of us and leave the battlefield generals in the battlefield.”
“I suppose you have already selected such a general?” posed Asgarte.
“Not really,” answered Alazar. “I have spent a great deal of time thinking about it though and reviewing their files. I am merely suggesting that we discuss them all and select one from the less distinguished ranks.”
The First Minister saw nods of approval from most of those present. He felt a shiver of jubilation race up his spine. The majority was ready to take the easy way out and the rest would follow their lead in a moment.
“Good,” declared the First Minister. “I have a list of twenty lesser generals whose appointment to this Council would fulfill our needs.”
“Twenty?” coughed the Minister Finance. “That could take all day. Why such a long list? Can’t you narrow it down?”
“If we are agreeing to choose a lesser general,” interjected the Minister of Trade, “why do we care which one it is? Just pick the first one. You said they were all qualified.”
“I agree,” the defeated Minister of Agriculture stated. “The Minister of Defense is only one seat on this Council and we have more immediate problems to discuss. If they are all qualified then it doesn’t really matter which one we choose. I vote for the first one on the list.”
Murmurs of assent spread around the table and Alazar reached over and picked up the list he had passed around the table.
“Very well,” he sighed. “I have tried to produce the best list I could, but I do agree that we have some pressing items to discuss. Let’s see. Kapla. General Kapla is the lucky man. All those in favor of selecting General Kapla, raise their hand.”
The vote was unanimous with the exception of the Katana. Many times the Katana chose not to vote and sometimes he did. The First Minister assumed that this was one of the times he chose not to and signaled the guard to summon General Kapla.
“I think we should start on the reports now,” Alazar commanded. “I know we have some disparaging news on all fronts. Minister of Agriculture, would you begin please.”
Minister Asgarte rose. “I am sure that most of you are aware of the devastation in Campanil. The watula loss there was practically complete. Just before harvest was the worst time that this could have occurred because it leaves no time for planting additional fields and supplies were already low. The Campanil area supplies over 60% of the watula in Omunga and the destruction will be felt everywhere. I am working now to have fields cultivated in other areas of the country in case the Sakovans continue to attack Campanil. The residents of Campanil are reluctant to work the fields for fear of more attacks.”
Asgarte glanced to the empty seat and shook his head. “I had planned to ask the Minister of Defense today to increase the troop strength in the Campanil area so that we could get workers back out to those fields, but I guess that will have to wait for the new Minister. We are reacting as swiftly as we can and I will have a more detailed report of our progress at the next meeting.”
The Minister of Finance rose next and detailed how the destruction at Campanil would affect not only that local economy, but the national economy as well. As the price of watula rose, other goods would rise with it as competition for food increased. He noted that tax revenues would be lost because of the destruction and the expenses would increase if they had to supply more troops to the area.
Towards the end of the Minister of Finance’s talk, General Kapla arrived and quietly took the empty seat. The Minister of Finance completed his report and then the Council welcomed its newest member. Minister of Defense, Kapla, nodded his thanks as the Minister of Trade rose to give his report.
The Minister of Trade reported that food shipments traveling the roads would increase dramatically and with that increase would come a greater risk of highway thievery. He cautioned that if they did not increase the military presence on the nation’s roads that food theft would become their biggest problem.
When the Minister of Trade finished, Alazar rose. “Ministers,” he addressed, “we have heard very disparaging reports today and they all point to serious problems facing this country if we do not increase the military presence at various points around the nation. I concur with these requests, but they do not address the real problem facing Omunga. The carnage at Campanil has hurt this country greatly, but I feel it is only the opening gambit for a much greater threat to us. With one single attack, the Sakovans have reigned havoc over us. They may try to attack Campanil again, or they may strike elsewhere without warning. Suppose they destroy the cornfields of Fortaka next? Or attack the wasooki herds around Breele?”
The First Minister glanced around the table at the assembled Ministers, gauging their level of concern and sensing for how far he dare push in today’s meeting. “The Sakovans, Ministers,” he continued, leaning forward and placing both fists on the table, “are the real problem. I think we need to discuss a better use for our troops than patrolling the roads or guarding the burnt watula fields. Minister Kapla,” Alazar said as he turned his gaze to the new Minister of Defense, “I fear you are coming onto this Council at a very crucial point in our nations history. I am getting reports from all over the nation about Sakovan sightings and I think it is only a matter of time before they strike again. I would like to propose to the Council that you work up a plan to counterattack the Sakovans.”
Protests and alarms spread around the table and Alazar held up his hand for quiet. “I am not asking our newest Minister to attack anybody,” Alazar insisted. “I am merely asking the Minister of Defense to draw up a plan for attack. I think it is prudent for Omunga to be prepared should we have to act. I know that we are loath to engage in a war if we can avoid it, but I also believe that the Sakovans will force our hand. Can any of you really state that we should not be prepared to defend our nation? Let us vote to have Minister Kapla draw up a plan and present it at our next meeting.”
The assembled Ministers looked towards the silent Katana for his opinion. The Katana had been adamant in the past that nothing be done to antagonize the indigenous inhabitants of the land and Minister Doharte had been his mouthpiece in resisting Alazar’s attempts.
The Katana sighed and nodded his head. “I guess there is no harm in being prepared,” he said. “I will remind the new Minister of Defense that he is only being asked to develop a plan. Under no circumstances are you to enter the Sakova or provoke the natives. I will not have a war foisted upon us by aggressive Ministers.”
Alazar was stung by the Katana’s comments, but he smiled inwardly as he made a note to have the mage cell block food preparers increase the drug dosage for Master Malafar. Soon the Master mage would be so confused he would gladly kill the Katana.



Chapter 24



SunChaser


The ballroom was huge and lavishly decorated with colorful banners hanging down from the balcony. Long banquet tables filled with exotic foods adorned three of the four walls and servants carrying trays of wine moved efficiently through the assembled crowd. The fourth wall hosted a raised platform with the Royal Throne of the Holy Katana. A dozen Monitors occupied the raised platform and a line of rich and influential citizens and government appointees waited their chance to wish the Katana well or seek a favor. Monitors were also posted at each of the doors to the ballroom, but the revelers paid no attention to their presence. Throngs of the wealthy and influential, dressed in the latest fashion, were scattered throughout the room, clustered in little groups or flitting from one group to the next.
Alazar stood off to one side, seemingly a part of a small group, but in reality using the group as a screen so he could observe things without appearing out of place. He had little use for these social gatherings, which the Katana enjoyed throwing at the slightest excuse, but he did like to see who was talking to whom. The excuse the Katana had given for this reception was the appointment of a new Minister of Defense and General Kapla seemed to be enjoying the limelight. He watched the General standing in the center of the room as people came up to him and introduced themselves, vying to court the favor of a high government official. The whole process disgusted the First Minister. He detested the spineless wretches who tried to gain something by humbling themselves before some bureaucrat who didn’t know his left foot from his right. Alazar shook his head and headed for the door. He had better things to do than to watch a bunch of fools spill wine all over the floor trying to gain some advantage for themselves. At the last minute, he swerved and headed for General Kapla.
“Congratulations, Minister Kapla,” Alazar smiled extending his hand. “I know you will do an excellent job.”
“Thank you, First Minister,” Kapla replied. “I will certainly try my best. I hope you are enjoying the evening.”
“Actually I have a bit of work to catch up on,” Alazar said. “I am afraid I will have to leave the celebrating to others, but I did want to wish you well before I left.”
Minister Kapla did not have a chance to respond as Alazar’s place in the circle around the General was filled as soon as the First Minister turned to leave. Kapla had never received this type of attention in all his years of government service and he was lapping it up. It amazed him how a change in his position could change how people perceived him. The last gathering he had attended of any size was the funeral of his wife over ten years ago and that gathering consisted of about twenty people. Now he was the center of attention for over a thousand.
He turned to grab another glass of wine from a passing servant and his hand brushed against the breast of a beautiful woman in a flowing red gown. Her face was that of an angel and her golden hair like a halo that fell down around her shoulders. She was tall for a woman, practically as tall as the General himself, and her body was so perfectly formed as to make him wonder if she were real. He stared into her brilliant blue eyes and shook his head.
“I am terribly sorry,” Minister Kapla apologized. “Guess it is pretty crowded in here. I was just trying to get a glass of wine.”
“It is much too crowded to get to know someone,” she answered in a voice that reminded the General of a soothing nighttime breeze. “I usually prefer a walk in the garden on a night like this,” she purred as she toyed with the medals on the General’s uniform. “Perhaps you should get two wines and join me for a stroll. You look like you need a break from the crowd.”
Kapla stared at the vision of perfection for an awkward moment as if expecting her to disappear if he glanced away. He shook his head again and grabbed two glasses of wine from the servant. “I do think I could use some fresh air,” he smiled as he handed one of the glasses to the buxom blond. “I am not that familiar with the palace though,” he stated. “I am not sure that I can find the entrance to the gardens from here.”
“That is no problem,” the woman giggled as she steered the General towards one of the doors. “I have been coming to these parties for years. They get kind of boring after a while, but then I have never met anyone with so many medals before. What are they all for?”
“They are given for a variety of reasons,” the General said, his chest billowing out with pride. “Mostly for excellence in some area. Over the years I have made many milestones in the army. The square ones are for engagements such as this one for destroying a smuggling operation. The triangular ones are for special contributions to the nation like designing a new training program. The large rectangular ones are recognition from the Katana himself.”
“Very impressive General,” she smiled. “I think it is wonderful that you can wear your accomplishments on your chest. It lets everyone know how much you have given to your country. I think they should do that for all people. My late husband gave everything to Omunga and never had any medals to show for it.”
“What did he do?” the General asked as she steered him into the garden.
“He was the Minister of Agriculture before Asgarte,” the woman replied. “He gave everything to the government. Well, I don’t mean everything,” she giggled as she twirled her long red gown and sat on a bench. “I meant his efforts and time. He never had any time to spend his money. He left all of that to me.”
“You are Minister Calix’s wife?” Kapla asked as he sat next to her. “I never even knew he was married.”
“Very few people knew,” she answered. “He thought I looked too young for him and he was always afraid someone would steal me away. He was very jealous. Now I live in that huge mansion alone. Life just isn’t fair sometimes.”
“You never remarried?” the General inquired thinking that with her looks and her money that he already knew the answer. Surely she must have married someone very important.
“No,” she smiled. “Oh, I had plenty of offers, but I am not interested in getting married just to have a husband. Most men are just after my money and influence with the Katana or they just like the way I look. I guess I am too demanding in what I want in a husband.”
Minister Kapla grinned. Money, looks, and influence all in one package. It had been a long time since he had had the pleasures of marriage. “Too demanding?” he asked. “You can never be too demanding when seeking a mate. What do you look for in an ideal mate?”
“Oh, the normal things a woman looks for I guess,” she smiled. “Intelligence. Patriotism. Someone who gives their all to their country and someone with potential. I expect that my next husband will be the future Katana of Omunga.”
“The Katana?” Kapla responded with a raised eyebrow. “That will be a hard person to find. Nobody knows who the next Katana will be.”
“I will know when I meet him,” she smiled. “The next Katana will be someone who has dedicated his life to serving Omunga,” she said as she toyed with his medals again. “Who knows? It may be you.”
The General shook his head slowly and stared at the angel next to him. Sometimes life plays mean tricks on you, he thought, and sometimes everything just falls into your lap. “I don’t even know your name,” he smiled as he put his arm around her.
“It’s Cherri,” she smiled as she nuzzled her head on his chest.
They sat silently for a moment and suddenly Cherri rose and kissed the General. “I have to be going now,” she cooed, “and you have to get back to your party. Perhaps we can talk again. I would love to hear about how you got each of those medals. I love a man who serves his country.”
Minister Kapla rose in a daze. Her kiss had awakened a desire in him that had been lost for many years. “I would like that too,” he smiled. “May I call on you?”
“Certainly,” she said with a warm seductive smile. “You must let me know in advance though. I am involved in so many charities and I spend a great deal of time in my garden. My servants do not allow anyone in unless I am expecting them.”
“Understandable,” Kapla said. “Perhaps we can have dinner tomorrow night?”
“That sounds like fun,” Cherri agreed as she kissed him one more time and pranced out of the garden.
Cherri continued out of the palace and swiftly walked to her mansion, which was not very far away. She opened the front door and called for the servants. When they had gathered, she told them to take the night off and waited until they had left. She moved through the large house to the door leading to her private garden and unlocked the door. The garden was the only place she owned where the servants were not permitted to go. She walked into the garden and walked through the flowers and shrubs until she came to the small gazebo at the rear of the garden.
“Don’t you look beautiful,” greeted StarWind. “I always wanted one of those dresses.”
“Thanks,” replied Cherri. “It has been a long time since we talked. Who’s the giant?”
“Sorry,” chuckled StarWind. “SunChaser meet Goral. SunChaser goes by the name Cherri in Omunga, Goral.”
“Hiyas big boy,” SunChaser smiled. “Have a seat. I didn’t know they made them that big,” she laughed.
“Tayo SunChaser,” Goral responded.
“Did you manage to get GoldenEar’s book?” StarWind asked.
“I got it,” SunChaser reported subconsciously rubbing the birthmark on her right arm. “Nothing in it to give a clue as to how he got caught. They had trashed the place looking for information and they had someone posted there to see if anyone showed up. I had to leave the body behind, but they will not be able to trace it to me.”
“I am sorry to have to activate you,” StarWind apologized, “but we really need to find out what is going on. Someone high up in the government is pushing for a war with us.”
“Not a problem,” SunChaser giggled. “Living the life of a rich widow is pretty boring. I welcome the chance to get involved again. I have a hook into the new Minister of Defense. That is why I am late. It may take some time to reel him in though, but I figure whoever is trying to provoke a war is responsible for the old Minister’s death. Ministers are not normally murdered in Okata. That person probably holds strings over the new one as well. I will find out who it is.”
“Just don’t blow your cover,” StarWind warned. “The reason we have kept you deactivated is so you would be available when all else failed. GoldenEar was our last consistent source in the capital. We cannot afford to lose you too.”
“I heard the bell,” SunChaser stated. “I never thought I would hear that in my lifetime. Who is the new Star?”
“A young girl raised in Omunga,” StarWind replied. “Her name is Lyra. She is the daughter of WinterWind. Her father was kidnapped in the raid on the Academy of Magic. He is Master Malafar and I think he is being held in the mage cells here. If you pick up anything on that, send it right away.”
“There was some commotion at the mage cells not long ago,” SunChaser said. “Two guards were murdered and a young wizard escaped.”
“Do you have a description of this young wizard or GoldenEar’s son, Mekin?” StarWind asked.
“No,” SunChaser answered.
“How about a man named Harac with three fingers?” inquired the Sakovan spymaster.
“Lots of men in Okata with less than a full hand,” responded SunChaser. “The sailors play a game called Digits here. Fools. Never heard of Harac though.”
“Sounds like another trip to the waterfront,” interjected Goral.
“So he does speak,” giggled SunChaser. “I have never known you to need a bodyguard StarWind.”
“I like the strong silent type,” StarWind laughed. “If there is nothing else to report, we will be back over your wall.”
“No need,” offered SunChaser. “I gave the servants the night off. I can let you out a door leading to the alley.”
SunChaser led the way through her mansion to the side door and StarWind and Goral slipped out. They proceeded down the alley to the main street and headed for the waterfront. When they reached the water, they split up. Goral went to find a game of Digits and StarWind lurked around looking for three-fingered men.
At first, StarWind walked the entire length of the wharf and found nothing. There were a few ships in the harbor, but the chances of her getting onboard were slim so she started checking the businesses. The Okata Waterfront hosted a long row of shops and taverns, mostly taverns, and StarWind decided to check them all and started at one end. It took her over an hour just to enter each tavern and look for a man matching Harac’s description. In the last tavern, the Dead Man’s Mug, she saw an Imperial Guard talking to the barkeep. She swiftly exited the building, hoping she had done so without drawing attention to herself. Imperial Guards were a rarity in the waterfront areas and she had no desire to run into one tonight. Her job required many trips to the capital city of Omunga and the less Imperial Guards she ran into the better.
StarWind waited in the shadows until the Imperial Guard in his shining white uniform left the tavern and headed back towards the city center. She realized that she was getting nowhere fast and decided to risk changing her tactics. She marched back down the row of businesses to the first tavern she had visited, the Bard’s Breath, and approached the barkeep. She asked if Harac had been in tonight and was met with a blank stare. She left the Bard’s Breath and tried the Whale’s Tail next. Again she got no response. Frustrated, She went down the street to the next tavern, the Hook and Line. She was in a foul mood when the third barkeep also said nothing in response to her question.
“Am I speaking a foreign language here or what?” she asked the barkeep of the Hook and Line. “You can talk can’t you?”
“When I want to,” the barkeep answered. “Right now I don’t want to. You want information, go to the library. You want to drink, put some coin on the counter.”
StarWind turned to storm out of the Hook and Line and saw a man quickly glance away from her gaze. She was sure she had seen him in both of the previous taverns and she didn’t believe in coincidences. StarWind calmed herself and walked out of the tavern. As soon as she cleared the door, she darted back towards the Bard’s Breath and melded into the shadows. The old man hobbled out of the Hook and Line and looked both ways. He stood tapping his cane for a few moments and then headed for the fourth tavern, the Broken Plank. She watched him enter the building and quickly thought about her options.
She wasn’t getting any information from the barkeeps and someone was following her. This Harac person was obviously known here or everyone she talked to would not be stonewalling her. Maybe the best choice was to grab the old man and find out why he was following her.
As she was reviewing her options, the old man reappeared. He stood for a long time tapping his cane and looking up and down the street. A sailor and a young woman walked past StarWind and glanced in her direction as they strolled. The old man caught their glance and started coming towards StarWind. She thought about slipping down the alley and avoiding him, but she quickly changed her mind. She would not underestimate the man because he was old, but she should be able to take care of herself in any event, so she decided that she would allow him to approach. Perhaps she would find out why he was following her.
The old man walked right up to her. “Why do you search for Harac?” he asked.
“Why are you following me?” StarWind retorted.
“Because you are searching for Harac,” the old man smiled. “Your turn to answer.”
“I wish to talk to him,” StarWind admitted.
“What about?” persisted the old man.
“That is no affair of yours,” she stated. “Do you work for him?”
“I do not work for him,” stated the old man, “but what you want to talk to him about might interest me. What I know about him might also interest you.”
“What kind of game are we playing here?” StarWind inquired. “Is it money you are after? Or something else?”
“It might be that we can help each other,” the old man smiled. “I am not with the government if that is what you are concerned with.”
“What makes you think I am concerned about the government?” asked StarWind, suddenly feeling very unprotected and exposed.
“A number of reasons,” noted the old man. “For one, you left the tavern too quickly when you saw the Imperial Guard.”
StarWind’s mind flashed back to the last tavern where the Imperial Guard had been. The old man had not been in that bar. She was sure of it. “Nobody likes to be around Imperial Guards,” StarWind pushed. “You said a number of reasons, what are the others?”
“I saw you perform in Campanil,” grinned the old man. “I know that you are not with the government or you would not have cleared out of that city so swiftly.”
A slight spasm of fear shot through StarWind as she wondered who this old man was. Her fear eased slightly as she saw Goral come up behind the old man.
“Tell your friend not to hurt me,” the old man said. “Neither of us will get the information we want that way.”
“How did you know?” asked StarWind. “How do you know all of this?”
The old man put his back against the building so Goral was not standing behind him. “Perhaps we should all stop playing games,” the old man suggested. “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk in private. I do not know who you are, but I am sure that you are not working at odds with me and I do think we can help each other. Will you at least try to cooperate?”
StarWind looked at Goral and the giant nodded. “Very well,” she agreed. “Where do you suggest?”
“I have a room above the Bard's Breath,” the old man offered.
StarWind and Goral followed the old man up to his room. He opened the door and let them in and then lit a candle. StarWind drew her sword when she saw the Imperial Guard uniform lying on the bed.
“Relax,” the old man chuckled as he ripped off his beard and threw it on the dresser. “It is just a disguise. That is how I knew you left the last tavern in a hurry.”
“Who in Kaltara’s name are you?” StarWind spat. “I want an answer now.”
“Well you have answered my question,” laughed the old man as he tore off the rest of his disguise and revealed a well-muscled body of not such an old age. “I guess I can answer yours. My name is Fisher and I am a spy.”
StarWind’s face was puzzled. “A spy for whom?” she quizzed. “And what do you mean I answered your question?”
“Please sit, Sakovans,” smiled Fisher. “You should not use Kaltara’s name. The Omungans do not worship him.”
StarWind mentally kicked herself. She knew better, but she had allowed Fisher to confuse her and that was not professional. “Who do you spy for?” she asked again.
“Lord Marak of the Torak Clan,” Fisher answered. “I am trying to find out if and when the Omungans plan to invade Khadora. As I said before, we may be able to help each other.”
“The Omungans are planning to invade Khadora?” StarWind repeated. “This is news to me. We are trying to find out when the Omungans are going to attack us. Perhaps we can help each other.”
“I would not have revealed myself to you if I did not believe we could,” declared Fisher. “My identity is one of the greatest secrets in Khadora. I know of the Sakovans and their plight. Lord Marak would sympathize with you. He seeks to restore Khadora to a fair and honest society as the Sakovans do here. It appears that someone in the government is planning war on both of us. Why should we allow them to pick on us one at a time?”
“How do you know war is coming?” Goral asked.
“We captured an Omungan spy last month,” Fisher stated. “He had maps of the Clans with indicated troop strengths on them. He also had a notebook with detailed information on mountain passes, roads, sea vessels, everything one would need to know before an attack. I was sent to find out what is going on. I just happened to be in Campanil on the way here when you had that altercation. I recognized you when I was portraying the Imperial Guard and decided to switch disguises and follow you.”
“That all makes sense,” StarWind agreed. “You are very good at your craft. I am called StarWind. My companion is Goral. You probably saw the charred fields at Campanil. Someone did that and blamed the Sakovans for it. We believe a man called Harac led it. We are trying to find him now to see who he works for.”
“Harac is dead,” Fisher declared. “He was murdered last night. I normally would not be interested in such local things, but I saw a man last night doing the same thing you were doing tonight. He went to each tavern looking for Harac. When Harac turned up dead this morning, I got interested. I posed as an Imperial Guard to question the otherwise silent barkeeps. They don’t like messing with the Imperial Guard much and I found out that the man who was looking for Harac had done this several times before. If Harac was hired to burn the fields, the trail is effectively dead. The man I saw was wearing a disguise and a poorly done one at that. I do not think we will ever see him again.”
“Harac had been bragging that he was going to be rich,” interjected Goral. “He was gone from the city when the Campanil fields went up and there was a lot of talk about Harac being the last of his group. Seems many of his friends have disappeared.”
“So our trail is at an end,” sighed StarWind.
“Perhaps for finding which official is plotting against you,” offered Fisher, “but I think your trip was still worthwhile. I think the Sakovans and Lord Marak should talk. You may find an alliance to your liking and I know that he would be sympathetic to your cause.”
“We know nothing of Lord Marak,” StarWind stated. “The Sakovan people cannot afford to rest our future on someone we do not know.”
“Then get to know him,” suggested Fisher. “If the Chula can trust him, I am sure that the Sakovans can too. What do you have to lose?”
“I did not think the Chula trusted any flatlander,” remarked StarWind as she remembered stories of the fearsome cat people of the North. They had always been friendly to the Sakovans until they too were driven to the point of extinction by invaders. “How would we contact this Lord Marak?”
“I can arrange it for you,” offered Fisher. “Select a spot along the east coast where your leader will feel comfortable and I will arrange for Lord Marak to arrive there at the appointed time. This way your leader will not have to leave the Sakova and Lord Marak will not have to enter it.”
“I will need some time to get you an answer,” replied StarWind.
“I have time to kill,” Fisher said. “You know where to find me.”



Chapter 25



Katana


Cherri sat alone in her large mansion at a loss of what to do with her time. She loved the exhilarating feeling that raced through her earlier in the evening when she had been back in her old routine of gathering information. The years of deactivation had been hard to bear. Now that she was reactivated, she was anxious to get the task underway and sitting around doing nothing was not on her agenda. True, she had obtained GoldenEar’s book and met with StarWind, and she had the Minister of Defense baited, but she yearned to do more for the Sakovans than just sit around.
She rose and strode to a large mirror, admiring her reflection and the beauty of the long, flowing, red gown. With a devilish grin, she decided to return to the party at the palace to see if she could uncover some more Omungan secrets. She fussed with her hair and straightened her dress and headed for the front door.
***
The three well-decorated generals stood off in a corner as they watched the icons of high society mix and mingle.
“I cannot understand how they came to the decision to appoint him as the new Minister of Defense,” repeated General Valdey as he looked at Minister Kapla standing in a circle of people.
“Perhaps Asgarte can inform us,” General Romero suggested as he adjusted the empty sleeve where his left arm used to be. The loss of his arm had happened many years ago, but the general was still conscious of its absence.
“It is simple,” declared General Didyk. “Someone did not want any dissenting voices on the Council. I am not sure whether it is Alazar or someone using him though. From his questions of me, it was obvious that someone took exception to Asgarte inviting me to speak. Kapla is easily manipulated. His selection was based on his gullibility.”
“Well if Kapla is so easily manipulated,” smirked General Valdey as he twirled his long mustache, “then we should have no problem dealing with him ourselves.”
“He will be dealt with,” assured General Didyk, “as soon as I find out who is pulling his string. Here comes Asgarte now. It is about time he showed.”
Minister Asgarte waddled over to the group of three generals. “I am sorry about the Council,” he smiled grimly. “I think offense was taken that I invited you without asking first.”
“Who took offense?” General Didyk inquired.
“Alazar was the one who spoke,” reported the Minister of Agriculture, “but I think that was because he does not like surprises. He actually made a good argument for not selecting one of the three of you. He presented a list of twenty less-distinguished generals and suggested that we vote among them. Kapla was just the default choice.”
“So he was already prepared not to choose one of us,” scowled the one-armed general.
“It would appear so,” nodded Minster Asgarte. “He said that the three of you were so distinguished that your skill in leading the armies would be sorely missed and that the Minister of Defense position was not as important to the country. He has been talking as if we are going to war.”
“He has been pushing the Sakovan threat for years,” General Valdey scowled. “That man does not understand that the Sakovans are too weak to threaten us.”
“Not when they start attacking the cities,” Asgarte interjected. “The Campanil attack will reign havoc all winter. There will not be enough food to go around.”
General Didyk snorted at the fat Minister of Agriculture, “You will not starve Minister. Do not tell me that Alazar has you convinced of the Sakovan threat.”
“Actually a majority of the Council is now leaning towards some action to teach them a lesson,” Asgarte stated. “They cannot be allowed to come down out of the Sakova and destroy our crops. The Katana’s resistance is probably the only thing stopping Alazar from bringing it to a vote. You will excuse me. I should offer my congratulations to our new Minister.”
General Didyk stared with disgust as the fat minister waddled towards Minister Kapla. “I cannot believe this country has survived so long with such soft rulers,” he spat. “We have the military might to crush any opponent we want and we are ruled by fools who worry about the Sakovans or their precious crops.”
“Careful General,” cautioned General Romero, “such comments can be considered treasonous.”
“And who would try me?” sneered General Didyk. “Together we have the three strongest armies ever amassed. A majority of the other generals would support us as well.”
“And what would you do with the country once you ruled it?” questioned General Valdey.
General Didyk snapped his head and stared blankly at Valdey. He had been angry and disappointed that he had been passed over for the Minister of Defense position and his talk had been that of rage and frustration, but the idea of running the nation suddenly intrigued him. Why shouldn’t the army run Omunga? The Katana and his Council represented an outdated and inefficient system. The army on the other hand was organized and efficient and it maintained strict discipline. The structure of the army was well defined and nobody ever questioned an order.
“Expand,” General Didyk finally answered with a smirk. “There is no reason for Omunga to occupy such a small land mass. Khadora would present a bit of a challenge, but Fakara would fall quickly,” he continued as he watched the expressions of his two comrades. He expected to find fear on their faces, but his colleagues were smiling and nodding.
“It would take a lot of planning,” cautioned General Romero. “Any attempt at a quick overthrow would not be accepted by the people. The armies would be spending their time quelling local disturbances and expansion would become a wisp of a memory.”
“Getting rid of the Katana would be no easy feat either,” warned General Valdey. “The Monitors are fiercely loyal to him. If they knew an attack was coming, they could defend the palace from the armies for a very long time. No matter how large an army you wield, the palace was designed to be defended like a castle. A long siege would defeat our chances of winning.”
General Didyk stared at Minister Kapla with hatred as he thought about what must be done to accomplish his new goal. His fellow conspirators had brought up valid points and the General’s mind whirled around a strategy to circumvent their objections. Suddenly, he cursed and his mouth hung open.
“It is happening now!” he exclaimed. “Someone is seizing power as we speak.” Seeing the confusion on the faces of the other two generals, he explained, “What if the people of Omunga were beset by Sakovan raids and the government did nothing? The people would demand order and reprisals. They would look upon the Katana with disdain. Don’t you see? Alazar is trying to use the Sakovans to gain power for himself. He doesn’t really care if the Sakovans are crushed or not, just as long as the troubles vault him into power.”
“Amazing,” commented General Romero. “We should notify the Katana right away. With Alazar out of the way, we can fill the void and complete his task.”
“The Katana would never believe us,” General Valdey interjected. “We have no proof.”
“It would also alert the Monitors to the possibility of an overthrow,” added General Didyk. “No we must plan and be prepared to move as soon as the Katana is removed and before Alazar takes power. If we are too slow and Alazar gains power then we face the same problem trying to get rid of him as we would with the present Katana. In any event, we do not want to disclose that we suspect anything. Gentlemen, I think it is time to abandon this celebration and retire to someplace where we can plan our moves.”
The three well-decorated generals headed for the door out of the palace. They stepped aside gentlemanly to allow entry for a beautiful blond woman in a flowing red gown. The woman smiled her thanks and headed directly to the line waiting to speak with the Katana.
Thankfully the line was short, Cherri thought as she scanned the room and saw Minister Kapla still encircled with his new admirers. She continued looking around the room, trying to remember the names that went with the faces she saw. She had not been attending court for some time, as her orders had been to maintain a low profile after Minister Calix’s death.
Time passed quickly and soon Cherri was kneeling before the Katana. “Your Holiness,” Cherri greeted the Katana.
“It is a long time since I have seen this angelic face in my court,” smiled the Katana. “Rise so I may look upon you and feast my eyes with your beauty.”
Cherri rose with a feigned embarrassed smile. “You honor me with your favor,” Cherri replied.
The Katana smiled and gazed around the room. He rose and two Monitors suddenly appeared behind him. “I feel the need for some lighter talk than is available here,” the Katana stated. “Would you do my the honor of a walk, Cherri?”
“Who am I to refuse the Katana,” Cherri smiled. “It is I who will be honored.”
The Katana made a small hand gesture and two more Monitors preceded the couple to the Katana’s private entrance. Cherri took the Katana’s offered arm as they strode from the room. The small procession proceeded through the halls of the palace with the two leading Monitors appearing to know the destination. The Katana did not speak during the short journey, which ended in the Katana’s private garden. Two Monitors took their posts outside the doors to the garden while the other two made a circuit around the garden before leaving.
“I can be more relaxed here,” smiled the Katana. “There was no need for you to stop attending court when Calix died, you know. I have missed seeing your cheery face and I am sure others have as well.”
“I guess I just felt out of place,” Cherri responded as the Katana led her to a bench and they sat down.
“And what brings you back?” asked the Katana. “Surely not our new Minister of Defense?”
Cherri felt slightly uncomfortable when she realized that her luring of Kapla had been so noticeable. The Katana had never really taken a personal interest in her before although he had always been friendly to her. “You are kind to take such an interest in the widow of an old Minister,” evaded Cherri.
“Widow?” chuckled the Katana. “Cherri, you must think me as senile as my Ministers think. The documents you presented after Calix’s death were obvious forgeries. I authorized the transfer of his assets to you because you are useful to me.”
Cherri tensed and started to rise, but the Katana placed his hand firmly on her thigh to indicate that he was not done with the conversation and that she would not be permitted to leave. “I like you Cherri,” he smiled. “Besides the obvious benefit you and your fellow Sakovan spies provide, I have always admired both your beauty and your dedication.”
“I do not understand,” squirmed Cherri.
“Then allow me to explain myself,” chuckled the Katana. “Our government, my government that is, is always tenuous. There are always ambitious people trying to claw their way to the top. Often the intrigues are well hidden, but sometimes they are obvious. The obvious ones are normally dealt with before they have a chance to develop, but the others are often hard to uncover. Your Sakovan spies help me find them.”
“How?” quizzed Cherri. “I cannot imagine you putting up with Sakovan spies if you know about them.”
“Your spies seek information,” answered the Katana. “You have never sent an assassin to kill the Katana. If we do not seek to have war with Sakova, then how can your spies hurt us? Instead you manage to find the weak and yet aggressive among us. Calix was one of those and by watching you I uncovered him. Now you grab on to Kapla. This is no small coincidence.”
“You think that and yet you let me go free?” questioned Cherri.
“Why shouldn’t I?” the Katana retorted. “You have caused me no harm. In fact you have aided my government.”
“Why are you telling me this now?” asked Cherri. “Have you decided that I am no longer an asset?”
“Quite the contrary,” frowned the Katana. “I think that I may need your help. In the past, the calls to war with Sakova have been transparent and easily ignored. I feel that the effort is being accelerated now and I am having trouble trying to find a way to stop it. When my ministers or generals push for war, I can overrule them, but when the Omungan people scream for it, I will be trapped. War between our two countries is in neither people’s interest.”
Cherri sat bewildered by the Katana’s frankness. She had prided herself on not being detected and it was a blow to find out that she had been identified early on. Yet the Katana was not indicating that anything would change. She would have to report the change in her status, but it did not appear that the Katana intended to expose her. Still, she could not continue her cover with the knowledge that everyone knew who she was.
“Offering to help prevent a war is my civic duty,” Cherri agreed, “but I do not see how I can help, especially when everyone thinks that I am a Sakovan spy.”
“Nobody knows except me,” declared the Katana. “The agent who uncovered you is long dead and I have no intention of exposing you. As I said, you have done me a great service.”
“What can I do to help?” Cherri asked.
“This problem in Campanil for starters,” explained the Katana. “This is the type of panic that we cannot afford. I cannot believe that it was the result of the Sakovans because it is not in their best interests. Still I have no one else to blame. I am hoping that your spies have some information that I can use.”
“I will have to inquire,” Cherri stated, finally giving up any pretense that she was not a Sakovan spy. She liked the Katana and she could tell that he was being sincere. “I do know the person investigating that incident and it is believed that someone high up in the Omungan government is behind it. We do not know whom though. It is the reason that I am trying to hook Minister Kapla.”
“A sensible starting place,” nodded the Katana. “I do not care for his appointment, but then I didn’t care for any of the replacements offered.”
“We are trying to track down a man in Okata,” offered Cherri. “His name is Harac and he has only three fingers on one hand. I think he is involved somehow. Please do not send men looking for him or you may endanger my friends.”
“I will leave your work to you and your friends,” agreed the Katana. “I am only interested in your findings. Will you keep me informed?”
Cherri thought for a minute about what he was asking. “I must report my discovery to my superiors,” she said, “but I am sure that they will agree to keep you informed. We both want the same thing for our peoples.”
“Fair enough,” smiled the Katana. “You may inform them that I intend you no harm as long as you intend me none. I know you are well trained in killing and I would not have left my Monitors outside the door if I thought I needed to fear you.”
“Thank you,” Cherri sighed. “As long as we are trading information,” she grinned, “can you tell me if Master Malafar is being held in your mage block?”
“Master Malafar?” questioned the Katana. “Here? That is not good news. Is he Sakovan?”
“No,” Cherri replied, “but we think his capture is related in some way although we do not know how. Why are you so concerned about him?”
“I will have an answer for you right away, Cherri,” frowned the Katana as he fidgeted on the bench. “I am concerned because Master Malafar is probably the most powerful mage in Omunga. I have been wondering who would kidnap him and why, but if he is in our mage cells and the culprit is someone high up in my government then I fear I know the answer. The only reason for such a coincidence is to assassinate me.”
The Katana slapped his palm on the bench and the door flew open to admit the two Monitors. He issued terse orders and the Monitors disappeared.
“You must excuse me, Cherri,” the Katana said as he stood up. “I must return to the celebration and feign illness until this matter is resolved. My Monitors will safeguard me until I find out who is behind this. If you must reach me, tell the Monitors to ask me for your admittance. You are the only person I will admit so do not betray me.”
Cherri rose to offer her assurances that she would not betray him, but the Katana was already on his way out the door.
***
“Greetings, Master Malafar,” smiled Alazar. “I have your release processed. All it needs it the Katana’s signature and we can have an audience with him right now.”
“Thank you Alazar,” the mage replied as he rose off the musty bed. “I appreciate the efforts you have put forth on my behalf. I never thought I would live to leave this place.”
“But I have told you all along,” protested Alazar.
“I fear I did not believe you at first,” sighed Master Malafar. “So many lies. So much deception. I am afraid I painted you as the villain in all that has happened. I hope you will forgive me,” he added as he stumbled into the table.
Alazar’s brow started sweating as he watched the groggy mage try to walk. Perhaps he had used too much drug or administered it for too long a time, he thought. If the old mage did not kill the Katana, Alazar would be in grave trouble. “Let me help you,” he offered.
“I am all right,” Malafar responded. “I am just still tired I guess. I never seem to get enough sleep.”
“There is a celebration going on tonight and the Katana is in attendance so we must hurry,” encouraged the First Minister. “I do not wish you to have to spend another night in this cell. Try to concentrate.”
Master Malafar did try to concentrate. This was the chance he had been waiting for and he would not get another. Reaching back to the early days of his magic lessons, he concentrated on his tutor’s face and mentally repeated the lesson. His step steadied and his mind cleared somewhat as Alazar led him out of the cell. He allowed the First Minister to lead him like a child as he focused on his lessons in concentration. He was only peripherally aware of moving through the corridor and the door leading out of the mage block. He sensed, rather than felt, the stairs as they climbed, all the time rehearsing his lessons. He opened his eyes and found the torches lining the stairs too bright. He squinted, but everything was still a blur to him.
Sounds penetrated his mind as he left the stairs and they intermingled with his lessons becoming a jumble of sounds that made no sense. Pinwheels of color paraded through his squinted eyes as figures floated before him and dashed away. He was aware of footsteps now and the voices were louder, hundreds of voices competing to be heard. A woman’s laughter and his mind flashed back to Rhodella. Tears welled up in his eyes obscuring his sight further. A man’s boastful banter and he saw Master Caulder stretched out on the floor dead. A young girl’s giggle and he saw Lyra sneaking off to play with the boys. Lyra. Sweet young Lyra. Had they killed her too? Why not? They killed everyone. Little girls weren’t meant to die! No one should kill little girls. Only a monster could do such a thing. A monster. A monster that deserved to die.
He was suddenly aware that nobody was holding his arm now. He wiped the tears from his eyes. People. There were people all around him. Some were staring at him. Others took no notice. Fine people. Rich people. They were smiling, having fun, enjoying themselves. Why? Rhodella was dead. Lyra was dead. Everyone was dead. He twirled around, unsteady yet on his feet. The room was familiar to him. He had been here once. Long ago. Yes. When Alfred invited them to a reception given by the Katana. The monster. The monster who killed Alfred. The Katana. Must concentrate.
The room slowed down and Master Malafar sought his bearings. He could see the people clearly now. So many people. The Katana’s platform. There it was. He moved closer. It was empty. The monster was gone. His chance to avenge Alfred was gone. And Rhodella. And Lyra. Gone. He twirled around again looking for Alazar. People were staring at him now, but he did not care.
The door at the back of the Katana’s platform opened. A figure entered with four Monitors. Monitors like Alfred. The figure was covered in white and gold. The monster. Malafar’s eyes narrowed on the figure shutting everything else out. Concentrate. Remember the shields. One chance. Concentrate.
Master Malafar raised his hands and pointed at the monster in white and gold. Concentrate. He delved deep inside himself and shut out the entire world except the tiny figure on the platform. He felt the power surge through him with the invigorating tingle he had not felt in years. Since Alfred died. Thunder clapped through the room and people screamed. A bolt of lightning flashed down and struck the monster. Flashes erupted all around the white and gold demon, tendrils of lightning flashing from one side to the other, and Master Malafar sneered as he saw the shields. Holding the Lightning spell, the old mage cast another spell and a high-pitched screaming honed in on the demon, battering the shields with a constantly rising frequency that drowned out the screams of the people in the room.
Master Malafar was aware of others on the platform now as bodies tumbled to the floor and writhed in pain. Monitors were running, but they moved in slow motion, their feet inching through the air as they ran. Still the demon stood. The lightning crackled again and the Master mage smiled as he saw the shields smaller than before. They were shrinking. Now they would shatter. Master Malafar cast another spell and the wind roared towards the platform. An icy wind that formed a frost on everything it passed. The wind struck at the demon and encircled him, his shields turning white and obscuring the monster inside.
Again the mage called up his power and felt the skin of both arms ripple as his hands curled into fists of death. Master Malafar released the power from both fists and sent the force hurtling towards the frosty cocoon on the platform. He smirked with malicious glee as the Katana’s shields shattered with deadly ice missiles flying off into space. The monster. Exposed.
The old mage saw the horror on the Katana’s face as their eyes met. “For Alfred,” Malafar snarled as he sent another force bolt screaming towards the demon. “For Rhodella,” he screamed as he unleashed another before the first even struck home. “And for Lyra,” he cried as he watched the monster’s body explode into a thousand bits of flesh.
Master Malafar’s legs wobbled and he felt the searing pain in his back as he sensed the magical projectile slamming into his body. He felt himself flying through the air and slamming down onto the floor face first. His reward. He knew he was going to die now. Another magical projectile screamed over his head as he still slid along the floor from the force of the first projectile. Without thinking, he flicked his wrist and a blinding flash of light erupted and the screams grew louder around him. The pain in his back burned with fury and he could see nothing. There had been no time to shield his own eyes and he was blinded like the rest. It didn’t matter. He knew he would die. It would just take them longer to get him. Long enough for him to say goodbye to his loved ones, he hoped. To Alfred. To Rhodella. To Lyra. He would join them soon.
“Master Malafar,” whispered the sweet voice, “can you walk? We must move quickly.”
Malafar cocked his head and listened. The angel had come too soon for him. He had not said goodbye properly yet.
“Hurry, Master Malafar,” the angel insisted. “I must get you to Lyra, but you must come now or it will be too late. More Monitors will be on their way.”
Angels should not fear the Monitors, thought the confused mage. He felt someone tugging on his arm. He smelled her sweet scent. He could still hear others screaming. He was not dead yet. Swiftly he struggled to his feet and the angel dragged him across the floor. He could hear people running now and she shoved him against the wall until the footsteps had passed.
“Who are you?” he asked. “Is Lyra really alive?”
“She is Master Malafar,” the angel whispered, “but you will not get to see her if we do not get out of here quickly.”
“Lead the way, my angel,” he whispered back, a thrill of hope filling his soul for the first time since the massacre. “Lead the way.”



Chapter 26



Dangerous Houseguest


“What do you mean you can’t find him?” demanded the First Minister. “He is here somewhere. He can’t just walk out of the palace. Have the city gates been closed?”
“Yes, First Minister,” the Monitor responded. “There is no way out of the city. I have men searching the entire palace again, but it appears that he left the palace somehow. Perhaps when the guests were leaving.”
“Very well,” growled Alazar. “Make sure he is found. Have all of the Ministers been assembled?”
“Yes, First Minister,” assured the Monitor. “They are in the Council Chamber.”
Alazar turned and strode off towards the Council Chamber. He silently cursed Malafar. He had not counted on the old mage surviving the attack especially when he was prepared to kill Malafar himself as soon as the Katana was dead. Unfortunately, Alazar was blinded like everyone else. It wouldn’t matter, Alazar assured himself. Soon he would be Katana and Malafar wouldn’t matter anymore. The Monitors continued their routines even with the Katana dead and they opened the door as Alazar reached the Council Chamber. He entered and took his usual chair, leaving the Katana’s chair empty.
“Sorry, I am late,” the First Minister said. “I was directing the Monitors to assure that the assassin does not escape. Ministers, while we all grieve the death of the Katana, it is up to us to keep the government running smoothly. Our first order of business is to choose the new Katana. Under the circumstances, it is imperative that we fill that position immediately, preferably before the news of the Katana’s death travels far.”
“Why rush?” asked Minister Asgarte. “The Council has never had to rush in the past. The search for a new Katana is always an exhaustive search. Every city in the country is normally polled and just the nomination process can take months.”
“We have never had a Katana assassinated before,” the First Minister lectured. “The assassination of the Katana indicates a weak government and we all know what happens to weak governments. We are especially vulnerable right now with the Sakovan attacks and the reports of troop movements along the Khadoran border.”
“Khadora has troops on our border?” asked the Minister of Finance. “Why have we not heard of this before?”
“The report came in this afternoon,” Alazar explained. “I reviewed it with the Katana and he had planned on calling a meeting tomorrow. He did not wish to spoil the party for Minister Kapla.”
The Minister of Finance merely nodded.
“Very well,” Alazar resumed. “We need to select a person who will hold this country together during this perilous time. We need to show some continuity as well so the change does not appear to be a dramatic shift in policy. Does anyone have any nominations?”
“General Didyk would make an excellent nominee,” offered Minister of Agriculture, Asgarte. “He would have continuity and it would send a message to the Khadorans.”
“I am sure that General Didyk would make an excellent choice,” responded Alazar, “but the Katana cannot come from the army. We must have another nomination.”
“I think I would make an excellent Katana,” declared the Minister of Trade. “Coming from the Katana’s Council will certainly provide the continuity you seek.”
“Someone from this Council certainly assures continuity,” the First Minister conceded. “We have a nominee in Larst, Minister of Trade. Are there any others?”
Alazar met the eyes of each of the Ministers as he looked around the table. He gave a slight nod when his eyes met Minister Kapla and the former General nodded back.
“I cannot think of a better person to become the next Katana then yourself, First Minister,” Kapla declared. “You are the second most powerful figure in Omunga now and you have dealt personally with the Katana for years. Already you have organized the search for the assassin and taken control of the Monitors so that the palace continues to run smoothly. Even if we had an exhaustive search for the new Katana, you would probably still be chosen.”
“I appreciate the kind words of the Minister of Defense,” smiled Alazar. “Without objection, I will place my own name in nomination.”
Alazar saw a frown come over several faces including Minister Larst and continued, “If I am chosen, I would of course expect Minister Larst to assume my position as First Minister.”
Larst raised his eyes with surprise. He had quite often been an adversary of the First Minister and had not expected such generosity. He also knew that if it came down to a contest between him and Alazar, he would lose. Grabbing the opportunity presented to him, Larst spoke, “I am grateful for the confidence shown in me by the First Minister. I think we could set aside our past differences and work well together to secure the continuity necessary right now.”
There was a general consensus of nods around the table and Alazar knew it was time to strike. “Very well,” the First Minster said, “It would appear that we can get this agenda item out of the way and start talking about what must be done. Let us vote. Everyone supporting me for Katana raise your hand.”
The vote was of course unanimous and Alazar kept on moving. “Thank you for your show of support,” he smiled. “Our next item is assuring that the assassin does not escape justice. I am having the palace searched for the third time, but it appears that he managed to slip out with the party guests. I have ordered the city sealed, but there is a small chance that he might have been quick enough to already be outside the gates. Minister Kapla, I would like to order the army to block the entrances to the Sakova to ensure that he never gets home. The Imperial Guard has let others slip through their fingers and we do not want to take a chance this time. I would suggest sending our best units to handle the job. General Didyk could handle the Gatong to Fortaka area. General Romero will cover Alamar and Tanzaba. That leaves Okata to Campanil for General Valdey. Does this sound reasonable?”
“It sounds like an excellent deployment, Katana,” Minister Kapla smiled. “You would have made a fine general.”
“Good,” Alazar said. “We will need to select a new Minister of Trade, but until that time, Larst, I want you to keep up with those duties. Your first task will be to manage caravans into and out of the city. We are effectively cut off from the outside world and could remain so for some time. You must work out an efficient means of getting goods through the gates while maintaining a security so tight that Master Malafar cannot get out. It will not be easy.”
“I will see to it, Katana,” nodded First Minister, Larst.
“Very well Ministers,” Alazar smiled grimly, “let’s get this country organized. The Sakovans are attacking our cities and have now killed our Katana. They will not be allowed to remain a threat. I want everyone to prepare plans for their areas based on a state of war. It is quite late tonight, so we will not meet in the morning, but the following morning we will. I want those reports ready by then. Meeting is adjourned.”
***
“The Katana has been assassinated,” stated Goral.
“That is why the city is sealed up tight,” frowned StarWind.
“It indicates that the assassins have not been apprehended yet,” pondered Fisher. “Okata is going to become a very uncomfortable place for us to be. They will be interrogating everyone and the chance of them discovering us has increased dramatically.”
Fisher looked around his room and started packing his belongings. StarWind smiled absently at the assortment of disguises the Khadoran spy carried, while her mind raced to find a way out of the city before the search tightened.
“We are not safe here,” StarWind stated the obvious. “I have a contact in the city who may be able to hide us. Will you come with us?”
“Yes,” nodded Fisher, “but only for as long as it takes me to find a way out of the city. I cannot afford to be bottled up here for long and this heightened security could go on for weeks.”
“Let us move quickly then,” StarWind suggested. “Goral round up our horses and meet us in the alley at SunChaser’s house.”
Goral moved silently out the door and StarWind waited until Fisher had everything packed and they left the room. She led Fisher along the city streets, keeping to the darkness and skillfully avoiding the ever-increasing patrols of Imperial Guards. The city was being locked up tight and, if StarWind guessed correctly, a house-to-house search would start in the morning. It took over an hour to travel to SunChaser’s via a circuitous route and they found Goral waiting with the horses when they arrived in the alley. StarWind tapped lightly on the door and got no response. She knocked louder and still there was no answer. Finally, she pulled out a small piece of metal from a pouch and began working on the lock. The door swung open before she could manage to pick the lock and StarWind’s hand went to her sword.
“Oh, it is you,” SunChaser sighed. “Come in quickly,” she said softly as she stared at the new member of StarWind’s party. Handing a key ring to Goral, she told him to put the horses in the stable and left the door cracked for him to get in afterwards.
“I am sorry to come unannounced,” apologized StarWind, “but we need shelter. Someone has assassinated the Katana and the city is being secured.”
SunChaser did not respond, but continued to eye Fisher with concern.
“Sorry again,” StarWind smiled. “This is Fisher. He is a friend and you can talk freely in front of him. He is from Khadora and we are trying to arrange a meeting with his Lord.”
“We are in trouble,” SunChaser announced. “I have Master Malafar upstairs. I had to give him something to make him sleep while I tried to find out where you were.”
“That’s great,” StarWind said. “How did you get him out of the mage block?”
“I didn’t,” SunChaser explained. “He is the assassin everyone is seeking. He was delirious when I found him only seconds after the assassination. He managed to blind everyone in the room. If I had arrived a couple of seconds earlier, I would have been blinded with the others. He was blinded as well. He is injured too. I am not sure what to do with him.”
“Where are the servants?” StarWind asked as she heard Goral close the door behind her.
“I gave them the night off,” SunChaser answered. “I spoke with the Katana privately just before it happened. He knew about me before Calix died. He let the Sakovan spies exist because he thought they helped keep his own people in line. He did not know about Malafar, but as soon as I questioned him about the mage, he knew the assassination was coming. I still have no clue as to who is behind everything.”
“That answer will be clear by morning,” Fisher interjected. “The new Katana will be your real enemy. Do you know of any way out of the city?”
SunChaser shook her head, “Going through the gates would be suicide. Likewise over the wall. I could go out and investigate.”
“No,” stated StarWind. “It is not safe on the streets now. We must worry about what to with all of us when they come searching.”
“You and Fisher could be my servants,” suggested SunChaser. “The real servants will not be coming back tonight and I doubt they will show tomorrow either. I do not know what to do with your giant friend though. He is so obviously tall that he will stand out in people’s memories.”
“Goral will have to stay with Master Malafar wherever we decide to hide him,” StarWind replied. “I should see what I can do for his wounds. Get the uniforms for Fisher and me. Goral, you might as well come with me. You will be in charge of the mage when he wakes up.”
“Make a left at the top of the stairs,” SunChaser called as she led Fisher off down a hallway.”
StarWind and Goral climbed the stairs and entered the room where Master Malafar was. SunChaser had already cut his shirt open and the wound was visible.
“Fireball,” noted StarWind as she felt the charred skin. “Must have been terribly painful. Get me some water Goral. See what you can find for bandages and get the healing salve out of my pack.”
Goral brought a basin of water and set it down on the bed. He was rummaging through the packs they had brought with them when SunChaser and Fisher arrived.
“I have bandages,” SunChaser offered as Fisher moved to the bed to examine the mage.
“I have something that may help,” Fisher said softly. “It is an herb ointment that the Chula use for burns. It will deaden the pain and moisturize the tissue. He will still be badly scarred though.”
“Get it,” StarWind ordered. “I do not think Master Malafar has to worry about scars. You said he was delirious, SunChaser?”
“Yes, SunChaser answered, still adorned in her flowing red dress. “He thought he was dead. He only responded when I mentioned that I was a friend of Lyra’s. If you had not told me about him earlier, I would have left him.”
“We will have to wait until he wakes to find out what happened,” murmured StarWind. “I have done all that I can for him. I think we should all get some sleep. We may need it soon. Goral you sleep in here. Do what you must to make sure he does not leave the room, although I doubt he could move if he wanted to. We will not be able to move him for at least a day so let’s hope the Omungans start their search in the seedier districts.”
SunChaser handed out the servant uniforms and showed everyone where they would sleep. Goral stretched out on the floor of Master Malafar’s room and slept lightly. When Master Malafar stirred shortly before dawn, Goral slipped out and summoned StarWind back to the room. StarWind examined Master Malafar’s back to see how it was healing.
“Darn!,” Malafar exclaimed. “What are you doing back there?”
“Sorry, Master Malafar,” apologized StarWind. “You have a nasty wound on your back and I want to see how it is healing. How are you feeling?”
“Like I was hit by a cannonball,” the old mage growled as he turned over and stared at StarWind. “Who are you?”
“I am called StarWind,” she answered. “You are safe for the moment in a house in Okata. They are searching the city for you and we cannot get out just yet.”
“Are you the one who led me out of the palace?” he asked.
“No,” the Sakovan spymaster replied, “that was SunChaser and this is her house.”
“StarWind, SunChaser, what kind of names are those?” Malafar asked as he tried to sit up.
Goral silently moved in to help the mage sit and Malafar’s eyes widened we he saw the giant. “And what is that?” he questioned.
“That,” chuckled StarWind, “is Goral. We are Sakovans which is why our names appear foreign to you.”
“Sakovans?” spat Master Malafar. “What do you want with me? I have already done your dirty work for you. Help me up. I want to get out of here.”
“You are too weak to move,” frowned StarWind. “You have an odd way of showing your appreciation. If SunChaser had not pulled you out of the palace last night, you would be dead now.”
“Dead is what I should be,” snarled Malafar. “I have no use for Sakovans and I certainly do not intend to be of use to them either. Help me get up.”
StarWind frowned at Goral as if he might know what Malafar was talking about, but the giant just shook his head. “Perhaps you are still groggy with sleep,” suggested StarWind. “You assassinated the Katana last night. The entire city is searching for you and they will not stop until they find you. If you were able to leave this house, you would be killed on sight. You have nowhere else to go.”
“Nowhere is better than being captured by the Sakovans,” growled Malafar. “I know how you operate and I will not play your game.”
“Why this hatred of Sakovans?” quizzed StarWind. “We have never done anything to hurt you. Your wife was Sakovan. I do not understand.”
“Do not speak of Rhodella as a Sakovan,” threatened the mage. “She was Sakovan once, but she rejected all of that revolutionary garbage. She was not a savage who kills for the joy of it. She doesn’t use people and throw them away like you do. I know about Alfred now. Alazar told me all about it. SunChaser said she was a friend of Lyra’s. I suppose you have her now and you will get her to do your dirty work as well?”
StarWind stared at Master Malafar in shock. She thought of a thousand retorts to his misguided statements, but she simply shook her head and said, “You need rest before you go anywhere. Contrary to what you think, the Sakovans do not need outsiders to help them against their will. If you want to leave when you are able to walk under your own power, I will hold the door open for you. Goral will stay and keep you company. If you need anything just let him know, although I am sure you would rather take care of yourself.”
StarWind did not wait for a reply, but turned and stormed out of the door. She returned to her room and put on the servant’s uniform before going downstairs to find something to eat. SunChaser and Fisher were already up and in the kitchen.
“Tayo,” smiled SunChaser. “I hope you slept well?”
“Sleeping was the best part of my stay so far,” scowled StarWind. “That clova chip has really set me off. Instead of gratitude for saving his hide, he is ranting about how terrible the Sakovans are and how he can’t wait to be rid of us. If he wasn’t Lyra’s father, I would have thrown him out the window.”
“Maybe I should have left him,” murmured SunChaser. “I was torn because he assassinated the Katana which hurts the Sakovans, but I knew he had to be Lyra’s father as well. I’m sorry StarWind.”
“It’s not your fault,” assured StarWind as she tried to calm down. “I would have done the same thing. Anyway, he has been talking with Alazar. That was about the only thing I learned from him. I had a lot of questions to ask him, but I could not remain in the same room with him.”
“It may not be him talking,” Fisher suggested. “If you noticed the yellow tinge to his skin, you would know that he has been drugged for a long period of time. The skin color is indicative of prolonged use of Quetara, which causes a thinking dysfunction. The person gets very confused and is susceptible to manipulation. I would be willing to bet that Alazar is the new Katana if this mage has been talking to him recently.”
“How long does this drug take to wear off?” StarWind asked.
“A lot depends on the individual and the dosage,” answered Fisher. “If this mage killed the Katana and that is the opposite of what he would normally do then I would suspect that the dosage was very high. It would be days at the earliest before he starts to think correctly again. There is also the possibility that he has been permanently damaged.”
“You mean he may never act differently than he does now?” questioned StarWind.
“That is possible,” nodded Fisher.
“Great,” sighed StarWind. “I need to send a message to StarCity and let them know what is going on and I don’t know what to say about Malafar.”
“Have you ever seen Malafar before last night?” Fisher asked.
“No,” StarWind responded with confusion. “Do you think he is an imposter?”
“That is not what I was thinking,” smiled Fisher. “Perhaps you should not mention that you have Malafar because you are not yet certain that is who he is.”
“Thanks,” smiled StarWind. “That sounds like the proper path right now. Can you let me use one of your birds, SunChaser?”
“Don’t forget the meeting details with Lord Marak,” reminded Fisher. “I would hate to have him show up for the meeting and end up being alone.”
“That is the main reason for the message,” StarWind stated as she tightened her apron over the pale blue servant’s dress and followed SunChaser into the garden.
It took StarWind almost an hour to properly word her message and then encode it because thoughts of Master Malafar kept intruding in her mind. She finally did decide to report everything including Master Malafar in her report. The situation was too critical to worry about hurting Lyra’ feelings. The old mage was definitely unstable and that could mean trouble for all of them. At any moment he might go running into the street screaming about Sakovans. While she had left Goral behind to watch the mage, she doubted that the giant could repel the type of magic she was certain Master Malafar possessed. Having the mage with them magnified the difficulty of the situation they were already in, StarWind could not imagine just turning him loose to be killed by the Omungans either.
She marched back into the kitchen and saw Fisher in his new pale blue servant’s suit preparing to take food up stairs to Malafar and Goral. “Let me take it,” she ordered. “There is no point in letting the mage know about you as well. I doubt he could stomach a Khadoran in his midst. Play the servant in front of him until we find out which way he is going to fall.”
Fisher handed her the tray without comment and she took it upstairs. Without a word, she deposited the tray on the bed and retreated downstairs. When she got downstairs, StarWind saw Fisher and SunChaser in the dining room and went in. SunChaser had the large table filled with maps of the city and the surrounding area.
“Maybe we can get an idea from these,” SunChaser offered. “We dare not go out today anyway so I thought it would be worth the effort.”
StarWind sighed,” Might as well do something. Maybe it will keep my mind off Malafar.”
The three of them pondered the many maps for long hours, ignoring the hunger pains as high sun passed by, and continuing through the afternoon. Just as they were gathering up the maps to attend to dinner, a loud knocking came from the front door. The three of them froze.
“Are you expecting anyone?” StarWind asked.
“No,” answered SunChaser. “Fisher, get rid of the maps. StarWind, answer the door. Remember you two are servants and nobody else is here. If it is Imperial Guards or Monitors, we are in trouble. Anyone else, get rid of them.”
StarWind slowly approached the front door, making sure that Fisher had time to get rid of the maps. She cracked the door slightly and peered out. The first thing she saw was the sparkling white and gold of a Monitor’s uniform. Her heart pounded furiously as she eased the door open. There were two Monitors outside as well as a fat man in a military uniform.
“Can I help you?” StarWind asked passively.
“This is the home of Cherri is it not?” asked the military man.
“Yes it is,” confirmed StarWind as she pondered whether is was better to say Cherri was sleeping or offer to summon her. If she said she was sleeping, they might go away. Then again they might demand to enter while she was wakened. “Should I get her for you?” StarWind asked.
The fat military man pushed the door open and stepped inside. “She is expecting me,” he stated. “I am General Kapla, Minister of Defense.”
StarWind’s mind whirled and she remembered SunChaser reporting that he was supposed to come for dinner tonight. “Oh, yes,” smiled StarWind. “Of course. Please come in.”
Kapla entered the mansion and waved the Monitors off as he handed his hat to StarWind. StarWind closed the door and hurried to get in front of the General and direct him to a sitting room. “If you will have a seat, General,” StarWind smiled, “Cherri is probably making herself beautiful. I will tell her that you are here.”
The General barely acknowledged her words as he scanned the room and finally took a seat.



Chapter 27



Message of Doom


The fog billowed around Lyra’s feet and continued growing in size until the sun overhead dimmed, blocking out most of the light.
“Send it off in the direction of the pens,” instructed Temiker.
Lyra felt a slight twinge of panic as she looked about for the pens, but could see only the fog. Instead she closed her eyes and remembered what the practice yard looked like and visualized where the pens should be. Slowly she sent the fog heading towards the pens.
“Excellent,” shouted LifeTender. “Temiker, that spell will make a great addition to our list.”
“Well done, Lyra,” congratulated Temiker. “You learn quickly. What I would have given to have had a student like you.”
“You have me now, Uncle,” Lyra smiled as the fog rolled off towards the pens and Lyra felt the sunshine on her again.
“But for how long?” frowned Temiker. “Your duties to the Sakovan people grow daily. Already the other tasks are interfering with your lessons.”
“Bah,” Lyra chuckled. “Meeting with the elders only took an hour and I had my meal at the same time. I am learning several new spells a day and that makes the Academy look like playtime. I wish I had gotten this type of training from Master Malafar.”
Temiker turned serious and his face lost its smile. “Master Malafar taught you well, Lyra,” he stated. “Without the basic control and concentration he pounded into you, none of the learning we are doing now would be possible. Ask LifeTender how many Sakovan mages could learn at the rate you are. The point is though that you will have less time for training in the future. Your new life carries many weighty duties and they will be time-consuming.”
“I know,” nodded Lyra. “That is why I am spending every free moment learning. I did not mean to imply that my father’s teaching was not good. What I meant was that I could have learned so much more than what he taught me. And Rhodella, I never knew she was a mage. She could have been teaching me too.”
“Rhodella promised your father that she would not use her magic,” Temiker explained. “Malafar has a strange outlook on life. We were raised in Okata as the children of a Minister in the government. Patriotism to Omunga was drilled into us during our childhood. I discovered early that being Omungan did not make you right. I am afraid that Malafar never outgrew it.”
“What does that have to do with Rhodella practicing magic?” questioned Lyra.
Temiker seated himself on a log and patted it to indicate that Lyra should sit next to him. “Your father fell in love with a beautiful young girl,” Temiker began. “Only later did he learn that she was Sakovan. He was furious. People in Okata are taught that the Sakovans intend to drive them out of the country. The history books we used to learn from omitted how we slaughtered the Sakovans when we arrived here. We were taught to fear and hate the Sakovans. I was always a skeptic, even in my young days, but Malafar believed what he was taught as a child. So it came down to what he would do with his newfound love. He didn’t want to lose her, but he wished that she were not Sakovan. Rhodella was very adept at reading people and she sensed what the problem with Malafar was. Eventually she agreed not to practice magic, because it was the magic that gave her away, and she would adapt to being Omungan. Malafar accepted her assurances.”
“WinterWind could never give up being a Sakovan,” interjected LifeTender. “I cannot believe it.”
“No she couldn’t,” agreed Temiker, “and she didn’t promise to, although Malafar assumed she had. She promised to adapt to Omungan life. Those were her words and that is what she did, but she was always Sakovan.”
“Did you know she was a Sakovan?” asked Lyra.”
“Oh, yes,” smiled Temiker. “As I said, I was always more open-minded than my brother. I knew well before Malafar found out and kept it secret. I also know why she chose to live among the Omungans.”
“You did?” Lyra asked with shock. “She told you that?”
“Yes,” laughed Temiker. “Rhodella and I got along very well. I guess I became her Omungan confidant. I won’t say that she confided everything in me because I do not know what everything entails, but whatever she did tell me I kept secret between the two of us. When your father broke off relations with me, it hurt me more because I would miss Rhodella than I would miss him.”
“Did you know about Alfred then?” inquired Lyra.
“Of course,” answered Temiker. “She sent him to me before he came here. I traveled with him to the border of the Sakova.”
“You went along with this even though he was going to be a Sakovan spy?” questioned Lyra.
“Why not?” retorted Uncle Temiker. “I would like to see the Sakovans and the Omungans live together as Malafar and Rhodella did. It is not the Omungan people who are the enemy of the Sakovans. It is the government that you must be wary of. If Alfred could learn something of the government’s plans by being a spy then I think that is healthy. You must put this in perspective, Lyra. The Sakovan people do not raid the Omungan cities. They do not wage war. All the Sakovan people have done is try to survive. It is the Omungan government that keeps trying to eliminate the Sakovans.”
“But Alfred was going to spy on your government,” Lyra pointed out.
“Not my government,” Temiker protested. “I am just a person and I accept other people by their actions, not by what someone else tells me. Rhodella was the first Sakovan I had met and I sure didn’t want to hurt her, so why does the Omungan government want to destroy all Sakovans? I’ll tell you. They use the supposed Sakovan threat to accelerate their own personal goals like politicians use everything. I have a general distaste for people of that ilk, so no, I did not take offense at what Alfred was going to do. In fact, I supported it.”
“Why can you think so enlightened and my father not?” Lyra asked. “You both grew up the same.”
“Every person is an individual, Lyra,” reasoned Temiker. “Master Malafar changed a great deal after Alfred’s death. It was more of a change than just breaking off relations with me and refusing to teach offensive magic. Something inside him snapped. Rhodella feared that his mind might have been damaged in some way because he didn’t act the same afterwards. His mood swings were erratic and he had temper tantrums, which were so unlike him. I do know that Alfred meant a great deal to him. He was so proud of his son.”
“After listening to you, I doubt he would be so proud of his daughter if he knew I was the leader of the Sakovans,” frowned Lyra.
“But he should be even more proud of you,” smiled Temiker. “I know I am. I have missed seeing you grow up. All of those years without seeing you just because Harcad was my student. I still cannot believe that he killed Alfred. The boy had a good heart. He was not an assassin.”
“What did Harcad have to do with it?” interrupted LifeTender.
“Harcad was a student of mine,” replied Temiker. “I taught him the spell he used to kill Alfred. That is why Malafar does not speak to me anymore.”
“Harcad did not kill Alfred,” LifeTender said. “He couldn’t have.”
Both Lyra and Temiker looked up at LifeTender with puzzled looks. “Why do you say that?” Temiker asked.
“I was with StarWind and some of her friends when the message came in about Alfred,” LifeTender explained. “Harcad, as you call him, was one of those friends. In fact, he volunteered to go to Okata to find out what happened to Alfred. He never came back.”
“Harcad was Sakovan?” questioned Temiker. “One of my students was Sakovan and I didn’t know?”
“Many of your students have been Sakovan,” LifeTender chuckled. “You are a very good teacher I hear.”
Temiker just smiled and shook his head.
“Then who did kill Alfred?” Lyra asked.
“I would guess that someone in the government discovered that he was a spy,” offered LifeTender.
“So they made up the story about Alfred being killed while protecting the Katana?” quizzed Lyra.
“Probably,” mused LifeTender. “We may never know what really happened, but he was not killed by Harcad. Of that I am certain.”
Lyra rose and turned as she heard a sweet melodic voice calling her. She watched as MeadowTune ran across the field towards her.
“Lyra, we just received a message from StarWind,” panted MeadowTune as she handed it to Lyra.
Lyra read the message and shook her head. Slowly she started over and reread the entire message and then handed it to Temiker.
“It doesn’t make any sense to me,” she frowned. “Why would Master Malafar kill the Katana?”
“The Katana?” gasped LifeTender. “If the Omungans find out that he is your father, they will have their armies on the way here.”
“Their armies are already on the way,” indicated MeadowTune as she handed another message to Lyra. “This came in almost at the same time. One of our agents saw the three largest of the Omungan armies breaking camp this morning. I asked HawkShadow and MistyTrail to join us, Lyra. They need to set up a careful watch and have troops ready to move. We also need to alert the other camps.”
“The other camps?” inquired Lyra as she read the second note. “What other camps?”
“This is not the only Sakovan stronghold,” explained MeadowTune. “There are many more Sakovans in the mountains. They are mostly nomadic so that their location cannot be determined. Over the years we have grown too populous to live in this one valley.”
“Shouldn’t they be brought into the valley now?” the Star of Sakova asked.
“RavenWing had a plan for when we were attacked,” offered MeadowTune. “He felt it would be better for them to remain outside for two reasons. If we are wiped out, the Sakovan race will still exist in the outlying nomads. Also, they could attack the enemy from the rear if we thought it would break the siege.”
Temiker took the second message from Lyra’s hand and read it. “This does not say for certain that the armies are coming here,” the old mage declared. “Perhaps the new Katana fears his own people and just wants them away from Okata.”
HawkShadow and MistyTrail ran across the field and joined the small circle. Temiker handed the two messages to the tall blond-haired Sakovan assassin.
“I think your course of action is solid, MeadowTune,” Lyra reasoned. “We need to be prepared for the worst. Who is in charge of our army?”
“We do not have an army,” MistyTrail interjected. “We are an army. If we are attacked, we will all fight.”
“What the little elf means,” interrupted HawkShadow, “is that we have no formal army. Every Sakovan contributes whatever skills they have and that is how we have filled positions in the past. As we have never had need of an army before, we have no general.”
“I am not an elf,” MistyTrail scowled. “There are no elves. How many times must I tell you?”
Lyra could not keep a smile off her face, as she thought frantically about how she should act. “Okay,” she finally said, “then who has the best skills to lead an army?”
“Perhaps RavenWing can answer that,” offered Temiker. “There are other problems noted in these messages as well. You still have people hiding in Okata and it looks doubtful that they will get out without help.”
“I am also worried about that,” agreed MeadowTune. “StarWind is not someone whom we can afford to lose.”
Lyra was about to snap that her father was also important, but she realized that MeadowTune was thinking about the safety of the Sakovan people and not just because she liked StarWind. Slowly she nodded and bit her lower lip. “How is RavenWing feeling today?” she asked LifeTender. “Is he well enough to see me?”
“I think so,” LifeTender answered, “but it would not matter if he were not. This is too important for him to put his own condition in the forefront. He would see you if he were dying.”
“What about this Lord Marak?” asked HawkShadow. “This does not appear to have any bearing on the other problems.”
“We need to find a way to get a message to him and tell him to cancel his trip,” Lyra stated. “We will not have time for meeting with Khadorans until we solve our other problems.”
“If possible,” interjected Temiker, “I would try to meet with him. He may be able to help.”
“I do not even know who he is,” declared Lyra. “I can’t imagine why StarWind would set up a meeting with him.”
“I don’t know who he is either,” offered MeadowTune, “but StarWind would never have suggested a meeting if she did not think it would be helpful to us.”
“Lord Marak has made a name for himself in Khadora,” explained Temiker. “He is not like the other Khadoran lords. In fact, he is much the outcast up there, but has managed to unite five small clans into one and that one borders on Omunga.”
“The Khadorans are no better than the Omungans,” HawkShadow sneered. “He probably would march his armies against us as quickly as the Omungans.”
“I don’t think so,” Temiker said. “From what I have heard of him, he favors the small people over the lords. That is why he is an outcast. There is also a rumor that he has good relations with the Chula, the indigenous cat people of Khadora. If the rumors are true, then he would be more likely to march against the Omungans in support of us.”
The Sakovans started laughing and Temiker looked puzzled.
“Welcome to the Sakova, uncle of the Star,” chuckled MistyTrail. “It is said that people’s true feelings often slip out in casual conversation.”
Temiker’s bearded face broke out in a wide grin and his skin flushed right up to his bald head. “I guess they do at that,” he chuckled. “Do the Sakovans accept converts?”
“If they don’t,” smiled Lyra, “they will make an exception for you. I will take your advice and meet with this Lord Marak.”
“I must argue against it,” HawkShadow objected. “Whalebone Cove is too great a distance from the stronghold for the Star to be when the Omungan armies are on the march. You must appoint someone else to parley with him.”
“I think that would be a mistake,” argued Temiker. “This man is also a leader and he risks his life to travel far into unknown lands for this meeting. The message says that he will have only two men with him for protection and I have heard that many Khadorans would like to see him dead. He risks a great deal to meet with you. To refuse to meet with him or to send someone who cannot make assurances for the Sakovan people would be an affront.”
Lyra looked at Temiker and then at HawkShadow and shook her head with indecision. This was not a job for a young girl untrained in leading people she thought. She felt beads of perspiration gathering at her brow and wished she could just dump all the problems on somebody else and run away. She turned as she felt the soft touch upon her shoulder and saw LifeTender smiling at her.
“He will guide you,” soothed LifeTender. “I know what you must be feeling right now, but Kaltara has sent you for a reason and He will guide you. Do not despair.”
Lyra tried to return a smile of assurance, but the result came out more like a grimace. She looked once more at HawkShadow and Temiker and weighed their contradictory advice and took the two messages from HawkShadow’s hand. “Very well,” she stated. “Lord Marak will meet with me then, but he will meet me here in StarCity.”
She held her hand up to hold off the objections she saw forming on the lips of her fellow Sakovans. “MistyTrail will meet with Lord Marak and bring him to StarCity,” dictated the Sakovan Star. “She has shown that she is a good judge of character and this will give her the chance to find out more about this Khadoran Lord before they arrive here. HawkShadow and StormSong will accompany her. If MistyTrail decides that this man is a threat to us, I am sure the three of you can dispatch some old Lord and his two bodyguards. Any problems with that?”
“HawkShadow and MistyTrail know the Sakova better than anyone,” MeadowTune said. “Their skills are really needed to check for the advance of the Omungan armies.”
“The armies can not move that swiftly,” stated HawkShadow. “SkyDancer can handle the Okata section with a little help and we should be back in plenty of time. I think the plan is a good compromise. I think we should leave as soon as possible so that we arrive before he does.”
“I am leading this expedition, HawkShadow,” beamed MistyTrail, “and I will decide when we leave. Go tell StormSong to get her gear together because we are leaving as soon as possible.”
Lyra laughed along with the rest of the Sakovans as they watched the smile fade from HawkShadow’s face and then reappear in a wide grin. “It appears I have created a monster,” she chuckled. “I must see RavenWing now,” she said turning to MeadowTune. “Will you join me?”
MeadowTune nodded and strode with Lyra towards the palace leaving LifeTender and Temiker to talk about magic. Maybe LifeTender was right, Lyra mused. Perhaps Kaltara would guide her actions and she would do all right. At least she was surrounded by people who could be counted on and who worked together well. Somehow she would learn to rule people the way she learned magic, with help and practice. She just hoped that her mistakes would be small ones.
MeadowTune opened the door to RavenWing’s chamber and Lyra strode in and went to his side and took his hand.
“I am sorry to bother you,” she said, “but I need your wisdom.” She handed RavenWing the two messages and gave him time to read them.
“The worst is coming, I fear,” sighed RavenWing. “There is nothing you can do for StarWind and her people, including your father, I’m afraid. If it were possible for you to get someone into the city, they would already be out. Her skills are best for getting out of that situation. The armies are what bother me the most. The generals who lead the biggest armies are the most skilled the Omungans have. Their movements must be reported and anticipated. We have to find out why they are moving and where they are going. We cannot wait until they enter the Sakova to start preparing though.”
“Who is best suited to lead our army?” Lyra asked.
“You are,” RavenWing declared. “The Sakovans have no need of any leader other than you.”
“I cannot lead the army,” protested Lyra. “I have no skill at all in that area. I wouldn’t even know what to do.”
RavenWing smiled and nodded. “It will take time for you to understand our way of life, Lyra,” he soothed. “We do not have an army as the Omungans do. When we fight, every Sakovan will fight to the death. I am not suggesting that you lead a military charge into the Sakova. You have many brilliant and talented people around you and they are all available for you to use. You do not need to appoint a general. Work with your fellow Sakovans and decide what must be done. You may appoint someone for each task or to lead a small group, but you are the only leader we have. You will make the final decisions.”
“Shouldn’t I at least name someone who can issue orders in my absence?” insisted Lyra. “What happens if I die and there is nobody to take over making the decisions?”
“If you die,” frowned RavenWing, “then Sakova dies with you. Kaltara has given you to us. If He takes you back then we shall deserve to die because we will have offended Him again. I know this is hard for you, Lyra,” he smiled as he griped her hand, “but you will make the right choices. This does not mean that you should spurn the advice of others, rather you should seek it, but in the end, it will be your decision to make and it will be the right one.”
“I wish I had your faith, RavenWing,” Lyra sighed. “I am so afraid of making the wrong decision and costing people their lives.”
“If people die, and I am sure that they will, it is because Kaltara has called them home,” smiled RavenWing. “Sakovans have been dying needlessly for centuries because we spurned our God. Now we know that when we die, we will do so in His favor. Do the best that you can, Lyra. It will be enough.”
“What about this Lord Marak?” inquired the Sakovan Star.
“Last year I would have said not to meet him,” admitted RavenWing, “but times are not the same as last year. I trust StarWind’s judgement a great deal. If she feels that this is in our best interest, then I would agree to the meeting.”
“I have done so,” nodded Lyra as she watched RavenWing’s face, “but I am having him brought here instead of meeting him at Whalebone Cove.”
“That has long been against our laws,” stated RavenWing, “but those were laws made by us, not Kaltara. You are the law now, for you speak for Kaltara, and if you think he should come here, then it will be so. The Scroll tells us that you will lead us to retake our land, so the Sakova will no longer be our hiding place. Perhaps the secrecy we have maintained will not be necessary much longer.”
“Have you heard of this Lord Marak?” she quizzed.
“I have heard some rumors about him,” admitted RavenWing. “He is Khadoran and as such has never been important to us, but what I have heard indicates that he may be good for Khadora. He does not appear to be fighting for power for himself, but to wrest control away from the powerful lords who use people up there. If the rumors are true, then he shares some of our ideals, but they are just rumors. It is possible that his own people have spread the rumors and he seeks to rule both Khadora and Omunga. You will have to decide which he is, friend or foe.”
“Thank you for seeing me, RavenWing,” Lyra said as she squeezed the old man’s hand in farewell. “I know you are still in pain. Is there anything we should be doing for you that we are not?”
“Hardly,” grinned RavenWing. “Your two friends, Syman and Antello, have been spoiling me rotten. They make sure that the cooks make everything just as I like it. They remove the bland paste that LifeTender has made up for me and sneak in the good food. They even smuggle me outside once a day so I can feel the sun on me. Don’t tell LifeTender. She will have a fit with them. She thinks the food I eat is too spicy and that moving me is out of the question, but if I am to remain alive, then I want to feel alive.”
“Your secret is safe with me,” assured Lyra, “other than some ribbing with Syman and Antello. I haven’t spent much time with them lately. I really should.”
“They are good boys, Lyra,” added RavenWing. “I am glad that I had the three of you brought here. It must have been Kaltara directing me.”
“Well I hope he directs me as well,” Lyra said as she bid farewell to RavenWing.



Chapter 28



The Search


“Help me get into this quickly,” whispered Cherri as she picked up the long slender dress.
StarWind looked at the blue garment covered with tiny blue gems and shook her head at the narrowness of it and the plunging neckline. “There is no way that you are getting your body into this,” she remarked.
“I only need to get most of me into it,” Cherri replied as she rolled her eyes. “I had forgot that he was coming tonight.”
“At least the Monitors did not stay with him,” added StarWind. “Use the visit to your advantage. See what you can find out about the coup.”
“I will,” sighed Cherri as she struggled into the blue dress with StarWind’s help, “but I must be careful with this one. The Katana did not approve of his appointment and thought that someone was using him. If he is one of the conspirators and I sing the praises of the Katana, it could place me in danger.”
“You know more about this type of spying than I care to know,” StarWind said. “I trust your judgement. If something goes wrong, signal and we will do what we have to.”
“Just make sure that Malafar remains hidden and silent,” ordered Cherri. “We will all die if they find him here.”
Cherri saw StarWind nod in the mirror as she adjusted the dress and then headed downstairs. She slowed as she reached the lower portion of the stairs and acted as if she was not in a hurry as she entered the dining room.
“Minister Kapla,” Cherri smiled, “I wasn’t sure if you were still going to come or not.”
Kapla rose and gazed at the beautiful woman and flushed with embarrassment as he realized that he was staring at her. “I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to dine with you even if it was I who was to be the next Katana,” he blurted out.
“Perhaps you will be,” cooed Cherri as she allowed the Minister of Defense to seat her at the table.
Fisher appeared from nowhere and held the Minister’s chair out for him and Kapla sat down without a glance towards the servant. “Not this time,” Kapla smiled. “First Minister Alazar has been selected as the new Katana. He will do well for the nation.”
“Alazar?” Cherri mused. “I don’t believe that I ever actually met him and that is quite strange. I have met most of the Ministers at one time or another.”
Minister Kapla cocked his head as if contemplating some inarticulate thought and finally met Cherri’s gaze. “I do not believe that I have ever seen him in the company of a woman, now that you mention it,” he frowned. “He certainly has a flair for running the government though. I have heard that he has actually been running it for sometime now. The Katana merely okayed his decisions, so one step in the process has been eliminated.”
“Well I hope you are on good terms with the new Katana,” Cherri smiled. “You should be groomed as his replacement should anything happen to him.”
“I am on excellent terms with Alazar,” Kapla stated proudly. “In fact, it was I who nominated him, so I think he will look out for me.”
“Great,” grinned Cherri as Fisher poured wine for his Master and her guest. “Did they catch the assassin yet?”
Minister Kapla’s eyes shifted to watch Fisher before answering and Cherri understood his reluctance to speak. She waved Fisher away and explained, “There is no need to worry about him, poor lad. He is deaf. That is why I originally took him on as a servant. Sort of pity I guess, but he has turned into a most efficient servant. I wouldn’t think of letting him go now.”
“Ah,” nodded Kapla. “You are a very generous woman. Most employers would not accept less than perfection in their domestic servants.”
“Actually,” chuckled Cherri, “I find his inability to hear very beneficial at times.”
“I can imagine,” Kapla smiled with raised eyebrows. He sipped the wine and nodded. “Excellent wine, Cherri,” he declared as he placed his glass on the table. “I am afraid that the assassin is still at large, but he will be found soon. The whole city is sealed tight and the Monitors are helping the Imperial Guard with house-to-house searches.”
“Oh my,” inflected Cherri with surprise. “I imagine he will be found soon then. Who was it? How did it happen?”
“He is a Sakovan,” Kapla spat. “His name is Master Malafar and he is a renowned wizard. I was in the ballroom when it happened. I still shake when I think about it. Not with fear, you realize, but with astonishment. It was so quick that nobody had a chance to do anything except Alazar himself. He just walked into the ballroom and cast all sorts of nasty spells at the Katana before anyone knew what was going on. One minute the Katana was there, the next minute his body parts were flying all over the room. Alazar was quick and sent a flaming ball of fire into Malafar’s back, but then everything flared into brightness and we all went blind. The Sakovan must have been immune because he was gone when the Monitors arrived.”
“Wow,” sighed Cherri. “With magic like that, I’ll bet he is not even in the city anymore. He probably made himself invisible or walked right through the city wall or something. I can’t imagine how people can do magic like that.”
“Even if he did make it out of the city,” Kapla boasted, “he will not get far. The three largest armies are sealing off every entrance to the Sakova right now. Malafar will be caught, I promise you that.”
“Surrounding the Sakova? You mean we are going to be going to war?” asked Cherri.
The Minster of Defense twisted his neck and searched for servants before answering, “Not just yet, but soon. Alazar does not want to start the war until people are properly aroused, but it doesn't hurt to have the troops already in place, he grinned.
“You are a sly one,” chuckled Cherri as she signaled for Fisher to serve the dinner. “I told you that you would make a good Katana. I can tell, you know.”
Cherri’s mind reeled as Fisher served bowls of turtle soup, but she waited until he left before continuing her probe. “I guess we will be safe enough here in the city when the war comes,” she mused, “but I have property in the country as well. Do you think I should sell it before everyone finds out that we are going to war?”
Kapla stopped slurping his soup and looked up. “That depends,” he murmured, “on where it is. If it is along the coast it will be fine.”
“Actually I have more than one estate,” she grinned, “but one of them is in the mountains up north and not along the coast.”
“Where in the mountains?” Kapla asked as he wiped the soup off his chin with a napkin.
“Close to the Khadoran border,” Cherri stated. “It is not an area near the Sakova so I guess it will be all right.”
“I would sell it,” Kapla said while shaking his head. “You will be better off with the gold.”
“I hardly have a lack of gold,” laughed Cherri. “You don’t think the Sakovans will attack way up there do you?”
Minister Kapla laid his spoon down and pushed the empty bowl to one side. He sat there for a moment fondling his lower lip while Cherri nonchalantly finished her soup. Kapla’s eyes widened as Cherri finished her soup and looked up to meet his gaze. He started fidgeting with the dinner utensils and smiled boyishly.
“The Sakovans are not likely to cause trouble that far north,” admitted the Minister of Defense, “but the Khadorans might. I fear that there may be a war up there soon as well.”
“Oh my,” Cherri frowned. “I guess gold is looking better all the time, or maybe a new mansion on the beach instead. How much time do I have to get rid of it?”
“It’s not certain,” confided Kapla. “I would guess no more than two months. You must not repeat any of this Cherri,” he added with an apprehensive voice.
“Silly boy,” laughed Cherri. “Do you think I would want anyone to have the advantages that I have? I didn’t get all of my gold by spreading news around you know. I wouldn’t share this with anyone.”
Kapla sighed, obviously relieved, and Cherri signaled for the next dish. Fisher rolled out a cart loaded with vegetables and fruits and a large succulent meat roast in the center. He rolled the cart to Cherri first and she pointed to the section she desired and watched silently as Fisher carved the meat and set pieces on a plate for her. Fisher repeated his chore with the Minister and then set the plates of fruits and vegetables on the table and departed. Kapla poked at the meat and then cut a small portion and shoved it into his mouth.
“This is excellent!” he exclaimed. “Never tasted meat like this before. What is it?”
“It is not the meat that you savor,” grinned Cherri, “but the way it has been prepared. Another reason why I would never part with my servants. Anytime I find foreigners in town, I arrange for my servants to spend time with their cooks. They learn many delicious ways of preparing food and all about herbs and spices. I figure the day away from here is a sound investment.”
“You have strange ideas for a woman,” smiled Kapla. “You think of everything as an investment. Do you look at me as an investment too?”
“Of course,” laughed Cherri. “I intend to invest a lot of time in you too,” she grinned. “I intend to marry the next Katana, and I do not mean Alazar.”
Kapla laughed and then turned deadly serious. “You do not want to cross that man, Cherri,” he warned. “Do not even think about it. He knows everything that goes on and what everybody is thinking. I wouldn’t mind being the next Katana, but I do not want to get involved in trying to depose this one.”
“I would do nothing of the sort,” assured Cherri. “I am a patient person. We may have to spend many years together waiting for Alazar to die, but when he does, we will be ready. That is, if you think you would care to spend those years with me.”
The Minister of Defense froze with a forkful of meat before his open mouth and stared at the buxom blond in the tight blue gown. Slowly he closed his mouth and put his fork down. “Do you mean it?” he asked. “Are you serious? We barely know each other.”
“I know ways that we can become better acquainted,” smirked Cherri. “I miss the days at court,” she pouted, “and you are a wonderful man. I have been watching you from afar for some time now. I knew that one meeting was all it would take to make sure about you. That is why I went to court last night, to see you. Do you not feel the same about me?”
Just then, there was a loud banging on the front door and Cherri jumped in her seat. She caught a flash of StarWind running from the kitchen to the front door and listened tensely. StarWind cracked the door and stuck her head out. She did not even get to finish her question before the door was flung open and six Monitors poured in. The lead Monitor shouted instructions and the invaders split up to search the house. It all happened so quickly that Cherri was frozen for a minute and then she leaped to her feet. Swiftly she tried to follow the departing Monitors as they started searching the house. She saw StarWind being held by a Monitor at the front door. StarWind did not resist, but appeared to be awaiting a signal to fight as the Monitor was looking around the room as he held her. Turning, Cherri saw another Monitor heading for Fisher in the kitchen. Nervously, she wondered if the Khadoran possessed any survival skills if it came to a fight for their lives.
Minister Kapla rose and wiped his chin with the napkin again as he stared at the commotion. Cherri heard someone trying to forcibly open the locked door to her private garden. She turned to Kapla and asked, “Why are you letting them do this?”
“They are just doing their job,” the fat Minister answered. “They must check every house in the city. They will be done quickly and we can resume our dinner.”
The lead Monitor and another entered the dining room and it was obvious that the leader recognized the new Minister of Defense. It was also obvious what he thought of Cherri as his eyes widened and one eyebrow rose dramatically. Cherri fought to keep track of the movements of the Monitors as they searched the mansion, bitter that Kapla had not intervened on her behalf. She had thought for a brief moment that Kapla’s presence would save her from the search, but neither Kapla nor the leader of the Monitors seemed to be so inclined. She tensed involuntarily as she tried to anticipate which of the Sakovans would be the first to attack. She even thought that Malafar might start blasting magic around or Fisher might try to break free and run.
Cherri knew the location of five of the Monitors and listened intently for sounds of the sixth. All she could hear was the Monitor still trying to gain access to her private garden. Then she saw the last Monitor heading for the staircase to the rooms upstairs. She watched in slow-motion horror as the Monitor climbed step after step, knowing that when he reached the top, Master Malafar would be found.
Cherri looked quickly at StarWind and saw the Sakovan spymaster ready to spring into action. A quick glance at Fisher showed that he was calmly leaning against the wall as if casually waiting for a signal for the next course of the meal to be served. She envied his calmness as she tightened her hands into fists and felt stark terror rip through her body.
Just as the Monitor placed his foot on the top step of the stairs, Cherri could hold it no longer. “Stop!” she screamed.
Everyone turned towards her and she strode out of the dining room, pushing the lead Monitor out of her way. She halted in the entryway and pointed an accusing finger at the Monitor at the top of the stairs.
“You,” she shouted, “get down here. And you,” she swiveled to the Monitor trying to break open the door to her private garden, “Get away from those doors before you break them.”
Nobody moved and she turned furiously to face Kapla who had followed her out of the dining room with the two Monitors in tow. “I will not be treated like some common tramp in my own home,” she shouted caustically at the Minister of Defense. “If this is an example of how much I mean to you,” she berated, “then take your men and get out. I will not have my integrity questioned by being forced to submit to a house search against my will.”
Kapla started fidgeting and the Monitors looked to their leader for guidance while he was looking at the Minister of Defense for instructions. Cherri did not give them time to think.
She spun around to the Monitor holding StarWind and pointed at him. “Get your hands off my servant,” she screamed. “If you need to molest women, go down to the docks where the rest of the dirt resides.”
The Monitor reflexively released his grip on StarWind, still holding his hands next to her arms. Kapla’s hands were shaking as he approached Cherri to try and soothe her. She spun away from his grasp and folded her arms around herself and pouted. Kapla turned to the lead Monitor with a shrug, but the leader was already walking towards the man holding StarWind. The two men conversed quietly and then the leader returned to the Minister of Defense and whispered something to him.
Cherri fought down the fear that they might have already been discovered and continued her charade. “Get the Minister’s coat,” she ordered StarWind. “I wouldn’t want him to unintentionally leave it behind.”
Minister Kapla stepped alongside Cherri and held up his hand to halt StarWind. “That will not be necessary,” he instructed. “The Monitors will be leaving without me. I am sorry, Cherri. I had no idea that you would be this upset. You should have said something to me.”
The leader of the Monitors signaled his men and they gathered at the front door. He walked over to Cherri and stood before her. “I am sorry Cherri,” he apologized. “We take our job very seriously and we are searching for a very dangerous man. Perhaps our manners should take into account people that are above suspicion, but it has been a long day for my men and all I can do is apologize. I hope you will accept it.”
He stood in front of Cherri waiting for an answer and Cherri forced tears to her eyes before looking up at him. “I guess I understand,” she sobbed, “but I felt so violated. It was like I had lost control of my very self, that I did not matter anymore and anyone could come in anytime they wanted.”
“I understand,” consoled the lead Monitor. “I am sorry for interrupting your dinner.”
He spun on his heels and led his men out the door. StarWind quietly closed it and locked it. Kapla put his hands on Cherri’s shoulders and she cringed at his touch.
“I didn’t even think it would disturb you,” the Minister explained. “It is a very normal procedure. I just thought everyone would know to expect it. I will make it up to you somehow. Please do not be upset with me.
“I have to clean my face,” sobbed Cherri as she pulled away from his hands and ran upstairs.
StarWind glanced at the Minister and hastily followed Cherri up the stairs and into her bedroom. “That was close sweetie,” StarWind said. “You would not believe what saved you.”
“I thought my performance saved me,” grinned Cherri.
“Not really,” StarWind stated. “The Monitor holding me told the leader that we should leave you alone.”
“Why?” questioned Cherri. “Monitors do not tell their leaders anything.”
“He was one of the Monitors who escorted you and the Katana last night,” StarWind explained. “He told the leader that it was you who alerted the Katana to the threat from Master Malafar. To the leader, it made no sense that you would then be hiding the assassin. That is why he agreed to end the search.”
“That fat slob could have ordered them out,” complained Cherri. “Instead we were saved by a weird quirk of fate. I will make him pay for that.”
“If it is any consolation,” grinned StarWind, “I loved your performance. Still that was too close to disaster. We have to get out of here.”
Cherri splashed water from the basin on her face and dried with a towel. “From what I am hearing so far,” she replied, “that is not going to be easy. Did you hear about Khadora and the armies surrounding the Sakova?”
“Yes,” answered StarWind. “I will need to get another bird off tonight. You are not intending to let him spend the night I hope.”
“Are you serious?” chuckled Cherri. “Never, never give them what they want. As soon as they are satisfied you are worthless to them. No, I will keep him on the hook until I have no further use for him and then I will pick a fight with him so that he is glad to leave.”
StarWind shook her head and smiled. “I can see that you are not only good at what you do, but you love your work,” giggled StarWind.
“Yes and I better get back to it,” she sighed. “That clova is excellent by the way. Where did you get the recipe?”
“I didn’t,” laughed StarWind. “Fisher cooked it.”
“Incredible,” she chuckled as she opened the bedroom door.
She composed herself on the way down the stairs and quietly took her seat at the dinner table. “I am sorry Kapla,” she apologized. “I have not had a man order me around in my own home since Calix died. “I guess I just couldn’t handle it. The thought of some man going through my personal belongings really disturbed me. And that fool trying to break into my private garden didn’t help. No person other than myself has stepped foot in my garden since It was built. I did not even allow Calix or the servants in there. It is my personal sanctuary.”
“I must confess that my actions tonight were callous,” admitted the Minister of Defense. “These searches are routine for someone in my position and I never thought how someone might react to them. I figured that people would be glad to know that we are performing our jobs. I will make sure that it does not happen again. I hope you can forgive my shortcoming in this matter, but it happened so quickly. What can I do to make it up to you?”
“I will think of something,” Cherri smiled weakly. “Let’s finish dinner before it gets cold.”
She signaled for Fisher and he brought the meat cart back out and sliced new hot portions for the Minister and Cherri and disappeared again. They ate in silence for some time before Kapla finally wiped his lips with the napkin and threw it on the table.
“That was the finest meal that I have had in years,” he declared. “You have such a fine staff here that I look forward to more of these comforts in the future.” Cherri smiled slightly but didn’t respond and the shadow of a frown fell over the Minister’s face. “Were you really going to throw me out?” he asked.
Cherri quietly put down her fork and pushed her plate to one side. “Yes,” she replied solemnly. “I expect my man to do whatever he can to make life easy and wonderful for me and I will do the same for him. Surely you must have known that I was getting tense at their intrusion? You should have used the power of your office to make them go away. Then I wouldn’t have had to get upset and spoil my dinner.”
“But they are looking for the assassin of the Katana,” argued the Minister. “Surely you can understand that everyone must comply with the searches?”
“I understand no such thing,” retorted Cherri. “I am not everyone. I am special and the rules do not apply to me. Don’t you think that I am special?”
“Of course you are special,” agreed Kapla.
“All of this is very distressing to me,” confided Cherri. “You asked before if there was something you could do for me to make up for tonight. I have thought of something.”
“Just name it,” smiled the Minister of Defense.
“I want to leave the city,” Cherri declared. “I think I will go sell my estate up north before the market drops up there.”
“Impossible,” pleaded Kapla. “The city is sealed. Nobody can leave.”
“I am not nobody,” smiled Cherri sweetly. “I will be taking four servants with me. The two you have already seen, my old tutor who is infirm and will have to be carried and my stable boy. Of course he doesn’t look much like a boy because he is huge, but that is what I call him.”
“Cherri,” Kapla pleaded, “Alazar would have my head if I let anyone out of the city. It is my responsibility to make sure nobody gets out.”
“Then make sure that he never learns of it,” demanded Cherri. “We will leave at night if that will make it easier on you. Am I special or not?”
Kapla fidgeted with his hands and Cherri rose and walked over to him and stood close to him. He turned his head and stared at her body, his eyes rising until they met her smiling face.
“Be ready to leave in four hours,” he conceded. “I hope you will not be away long.”
“I will be back before you know it,” grinned Cherri as she hugged the overweight Minister of Defense.



Chapter 29



Lord Marak


It was the middle of the night when StarWind answered the gentle tapping at the door. She eased the door open to find Minister Kapla standing alone in the darkness with a black cape around his shoulders.
“Is she ready?” the Minister of Defense asked.
“Yes,” StarWind replied softly as she signaled to those behind her. “The stable boy will bring the horses around with the old tutor. Cherri is on her way right now.”
Cherri pulled the door open and walked out with StarWind and Fisher right behind her. Gone were the pale blue servant uniforms and dark travelling clothes were in their place. Cherri wore a long animal fur robe over her travelling clothes.
Kapla’s eyes widened when he saw Cherri. “Are you going to wear that expensive robe?” he asked. “The trail dirt will ruin it.”
“It is only gold,” smiled Cherri. “You do want me to look the part of an important diplomat, don’t you?”
“Well, yes,” responded the Minister, “but it is such a fine robe. Well, I am sure you know what you are doing. I hope you will take care of your business and hurry back soon.”
“I will,” promised Cherri as she hugged the overweight Minister. “Here come the others now.”
Goral appeared around the corner of the building leading five horses, one of which had a litter attached. Kapla’s jaw dropped open as he stared at the giant leading the horses.
“That is your stable boy,” he sputtered.
“Yes,” chuckled Cherri softly. “I told you he was huge, but he has the mind of a child, poor thing. Don’t let him notice that you think he is tall. He is very self-conscious and may start to cry. I’m afraid the other children gave him such a terrible time when he was younger. We just treat him like a little boy and he is happy.”
Minister Kapla shook his head without comment and leaned to see who was in the litter. An old bear of a woman lay sleeping in the litter with a basket of sewing items next to her. She had a large gaudy necklace, which lay between her obviously uneven breasts and the stable boy swiftly covered her with a blanket and tucked it all around her.
“A good idea,” commended Cherri. “I wouldn’t want her to catch a cold in this night air. It may be fair to us, but she chills easily. I think we are ready to go, Minister. Lead the way.”
Kapla shook his head and turned to the rest of the party. “Okay,” he instructed, “I have papers identifying you, Cherri, as an important envoy to Khadora. If anyone asks what your mission is, just be vague and say that it is none of their business. If they need to know they can ask me, and only me, directly. That is pretty much what the papers say, so don’t stray from that line.” After a short moment he shook his head again. “I am afraid your travelling companions do not look much like an official escort, but the papers ought to hold. Try to avoid everyone you can. The less questions asked, the less risk for all of us. Only two people here in Okata know that this is happening and they are the men I had posted at the closest gate, so let’s move quickly.”
The Minister of Defense led the small procession through the dark city streets with Cherri at his side holding his hand. As they approached the gate, he signaled to the two guards and they swung the gates open for him. He gave Cherri a kiss good bye and then went to distract the guards so they would not see who was in the party, more out of embarrassment than a need for security as these two men were extremely loyal to him.
Cherri led the group along until they were outside the city gates and she waited while the gates were closed. Upon her signal, everyone mounted and Goral held the reins to the horse with the litter. Without a word, the small group moved down the road and out of sight.
***
“Why do you suppose he picked this spot on the coast to come ashore?” asked MistyTrail as she sat near the rim of the tall cliff looking out over the vast expanse of the sea. “I wouldn’t want to have to climb this cliff if I didn’t have to.”
“He didn’t pick it,” HawkShadow explained as he threw a small rock over the edge of the cliff. “StarWind chose it so that whoever met him would be safe. Nobody is going to make it up here to the top if we don’t want them to.”
“Sounds like StarWind didn’t trust this lord either,” snipped StormSong.
“StarWind trusts Sakovans,” responded HawkShadow. “It is not that she mistrusts this Marak, but she is right in taking every precaution where the Star’s life is concerned.”
“I don’t think he will even show,” added StormSong. “We haven’t seen a decent ship anywhere near land all day. They all travel well offshore in this area.”
“That is another reason that I think StarWind chose this spot,” stated HawkShadow. “The less people who know about this meeting the better.”
“What about that boat?” chirped MistyTrail. “It has been hugging the coast and it is getting closer to us.”
“That is an old fishing scow,” answered StormSong as she shook her head. “No lord would ride for hundreds of leagues in something like that. The stink of dead fish would permeate his clothing for days.”
The three Sakovans lapsed into silence for a time. HawkShadow sat throwing small pebbles over the cliff and watching them fall far below. StormSong sat leaning against a tree while she sharpened her blade and MistyTrail sat cross-legged, fiddling with the tall strands of grass. Through each of their minds paraded the thoughts of the strange events that were happening, or soon to happen, to disrupt the normalcy of Sakovan life.
“I am not so sure,” HawkShadow suddenly said. “The people on that fishing boat appear to be looking at the coast and they aren’t doing any fishing that I can see. I’ll bet they have been hugging the coast because they are not familiar with this area.”
“That’s what I think too,” grinned MistyTrail. “An old fishing boat is perfect cover. We didn’t even think it would be him so nobody else will either.”
StormSong sheathed her sword and crawled to the edge to watch the boat. “Maybe,” she conceded, “but if it is, I am sleeping on the other side of the camp from him.”
MistyTrail watched the boat carefully. It was an old vessel with a small cabin and a single mast, its sail fluttering slightly in the light breeze. One man handled the tiller while two others sat watching the coastline as they mended nets. One of the men mending the net suddenly stood and pointed. The man at the tiller nodded his head and turned the vessel towards the cove, the sails luffing slightly as he did so.
“They are turning in,” MistyTrail said excitedly. “It must be them.”
“Perhaps,” cautioned HawkShadow as he watched the progress of the ship.
The fishing boat continued and ran up on the beach. The two forward men jumped off and set an anchor in the sand as three new men appeared from the cabin. The men were dressed entirely in black, but HawkShadow’s eyes went to the tall blond man with the black cape.
“Pretty young to be a lord,” he said softly.
“They are probably just the guards,” surmised StormSong.
“No,” contradicted MistyTrail shaking her head vigorously. “See how the others defer to him. The one with the cape is obviously the leader.”
“There are supposed to be only three of them,” added HawkShadow. “I think MistyTrail is right this time.”
The tall young man with the cape leaped to the sand and shouted something to the man on the boat as his two black-clad companions jumped down beside him. The fishermen picked up the anchor and boarded the boat as they pushed it off the sand. Within a few moments, the ship was setting a course back to sea, leaving the three black-clad men stranded on the shore.
“Pretty lax with their security,” frowned StormSong. “His guards did not even take a defensive stand around him when he got off the boat and he dismissed the vessel before finding out if anyone was here to meet him.”
“I suppose that they are who we are waiting for,” HawkShadow stated as he retrieved a long rope from his choka. “At least we will find out when they climb the rope.”
StormSong rose and took an end of the rope and secured it to a tree as HawkShadow coiled it so it would not snag when he threw it over the edge.
“They disappeared,” called MistyTrail from her perch at the rim of the cliff. “I can’t see them anymore.”
StormSong and HawkShadow exchanged puzzled glances before they both dropped the rope and scrambled to the edge of the cliff.
“They are probably so close to the cliff wall that we cannot see them,” guessed HawkShadow.
“Careful,” cautioned StormSong, “the assassins were dark-clad as well and there are still twenty of them unaccounted for.”
“They can’t attack us any more than we can attack them now,” frowned HawkShadow. “It appears that they are not as lax on security as we thought.”
The song of a bowstring being released startled HawkShadow and he immediately flattened his body to the ground and pushed MistyTrail’s head back from the edge. He caught the sight of an arrow flying past him on its way skyward and scrambled back away from the edge. The arrow fell back out of the sky and thudded harmlessly to the ground some distance away. He glanced at it curiously and saw that it had no point on it, so he crawled over to it. Wrapped around the arrow, secured with a piece of thread, was a small slip of paper. He broke the thread and pulled the paper free of the arrow.
“It is Marak down there,” he declared as he read the note. “He wants to know the name of the person who met with his man in Okata.”
“How did he know someone would be up here?” asked MistyTrail.
“He was told that someone would meet him,” StormSong said. “We weren’t down on the beach, so he figured we must be up here. “I’ll tie the answer to the rope and we can throw it over the side.”
HawkShadow nodded as he rose, handed the paper to StormSong, and picked up the rope. StormSong scribbled StarWind’s name on the back of the slip of paper and tied it to the free end of the rope. When she had the note secured, HawkShadow threw the coil of rope over the edge and they waited with swords drawn. They watched as a lean, muscular man reached the lip of the cliff and pulled himself up. He was dressed completely in black except for silver wristbands, headband and waistband, each of which had the symbol of a sinuous sword stitched on them.
“I am Halman,” he proclaimed, “and I am escorting Lord Marak. May I ask who you are?”
HawkShadow stared at the man for a moment, studying his obvious military posture, before responding, “I am HawkShadow. This is StormSong and the little one is MistyTrail. We have been sent to meet you.”
“I am the leader,” chirped MistyTrail, shooting a look of annoyance at HawkShadow. “Tell the others to come up so we can leave quickly.”
“I understood that we were to meet Lyra here,” Halman objected. “Are there others nearby?”
“No,” answered MistyTrail. “We are going to take you to see her.”
“This is not what was arranged,” the Khadoran stated. “Why was a change made?”
MistyTrail looked puzzled and HawkShadow interrupted. “The Omungan Katana was assassinated after this meeting was arranged,” he explained. “I objected to our leader leaving the stronghold for safety reasons and she agreed that it would be safer for all if the meeting were held in StarCity. I hope this is not an inconvenience for Lord Marak.”
“I will find out,” Halman nodded as he grabbed the rope and disappeared over the edge of the cliff.
“Sorry, little one,” HawkShadow apologized after Halman left, “but we cannot keep an eye on the other two as long as we are distracted by this one. Better for all of them to be in the same place.”
“At least you didn’t introduce me as the elf,” smiled MistyTrail. “They certainly do appear to be cautious.”
“More so than I gave them credit for,” admitted StormSong. “That Halman just walked into the jaws of death for his lord. He makes me appreciate the fact that this lord is taking quite a risk as well by coming here.”
Within moments, Halman returned up the rope and waited while the other two black-clad figures ascended. The tall blond man with the cape stepped forward and held out his hand to MistyTrail.
“I am Marak,” he smiled. “I understand that you will lead our escort to StarCity, MistyTrail. I am pleased with the opportunity to see how the Sakovans live rather than meet in the wilderness.”
MistyTrail blushed slightly and straightened her posture as if suddenly aware of her short stature. “We are pleased to be given the honor of escorting you, Lord Marak,” she smiled.
“You must be StormSong,” Marak smiled as he extended his hand to the tall female Sakovan.
StormSong took his hand but merely nodded at the introduction and Marak turned towards HawkShadow and introduced himself.
“You have already met Halman,” Marak continued. “This is Gunta, my other escort. Are we going to ride on the famous Omungan birds?”
“Omungan?” spat StormSong. “An Omungan would not know a choka until it had ripped his throat out.”
“Sorry,” Marak apologized. “I guess the books that I have read tend to call everything on this side of the Kalatung Mountains Omungan. I would appreciate it if you would enlighten me whenever I chose the wrong words, StormSong. It would not speak well of me to make such mistakes when talking with your Star.”
StormSong’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out if Lord Marak was sincere in his comments or making fun of her. In either case, she was not his tutor or babysitter so he would have to learn on his own. She wondered briefly about the books Marak had read and smiled when she thought about the difference in reading about something and actually confronting it. The choka might very well be Lord Marak’s first lesson on Sakovan hospitality.
“The trip to StarCity will require a longer stay for you, Lord Marak,” declared MistyTrail. “We should leave immediately so that you can return in time for your appointment with the boat.”
Marak nodded and followed MistyTrail through the trees to where the chokas were left. He stopped as soon as he sighted one and stared in wonder. He had read descriptions of the giant warbirds but had never seen one before. His eyes scanned the features of the ten-foot tall bird, especially the sharp claws at the end of its short forearms.
“Those claws look very sharp,” he noted. “How do they know friend from foe?”
“They know us,” HawkShadow answered. “They can also sense how we are feeling towards others around us. They will let you ride them because that is why we brought them, but if you were to try to steal one, it would kill you.”
“I will definitely not try to steal one then,” chuckled Marak. “Lead the way.”
HawkShadow held a choka while Marak mounted and then did the same for Gunta and Halman. Marak’s two escorts had not said a word since the Lord had reached the top of the cliff. They were silent shadows, observing everything and giving nothing away as their faces remained expressionless. MistyTrail signaled for StormSong to lead and rode alongside Lord Marak. Gunta and Halman followed closely with HawkShadow bringing up the rear. MistyTrail fought the urge to ask the thousand questions she had bundled inside as she observed the rules of trail silence and the column moved swiftly and quietly throughout the day.
Lord Marak also fought the urge to ask questions, questions that had been bottled up inside him since he had first read about Omunga. He had jumped at the chance to meet with the Sakovans, in part, to learn more about them. The books that he had read never spoke of the Sakovans, but Marak was beginning to think that the tomes were attributing the characteristics of the Sakovans to the Omungans. Before the trip was over, he would know the differences between the two peoples.
Sometime after high sun, Marak began seeing some of the huge ancient fargi trees that in Khadora were only found in the areas occupied by the indigenous Chula. Most Khadorans had never seen a fargi tree, but they were indirectly responsible for Lord Marak’s rise to power when he was given control of an estate where the previous leaders had been massacred for trying to clear a fargi forest on Chula land. By sunset the sevemor trees had vanished completely and the group rode through a dark and ominous forest populated with the old giants. That was when MistyTrail called for camp to be set up.
“May we help with the duties of setting up camp?” Marak asked as he dismounted his choka.
“We make a simple camp,” MistyTrail answered, “and I have stopped early tonight because I thought you would be weary from your long day of travel. StormSong and HawkShadow will have everything set up in no time, but thank you for asking. What did you think of your first ride on a choka?”
“It was thrilling,” beamed Marak. “If they are as good in battle as I have read, they would easily be my choice of a mount instead of a horse.”
“They are very much like having a partner in battle,” smiled MistyTrail. “You do appear to be enjoying yourself on this trip. I guess it is like a vacation for you.”
“Hardly,” Marak frowned. “I mean I am enjoying the trip and I anticipate learning a great deal about the Sakovans, which excites me, but it is hardly a vacation in which I can enjoy myself without thinking about the problems I have left behind. As much as I would have taken this trip just to learn about your people, my real reason is to discuss our mutual problems with the Omungans. Your news that the Katana has been assassinated disturbs me. Can you tell me if it was a Sakovan who killed him?”
“It was not,” frowned MistyTrail without her perpetual smile. “It is being portrayed as such though and there is really little difference when it comes right down to it. The Omungan government will use the excuse to wage war upon us. We should leave such weighty discussion to the Star though. It is not my place to speak of such things and I am curious about your homeland. Can you tell me what it is like?”
“I can try,” offered Marak. “I am not sure anyone can offer a short discussion of Khadora because the culture is so complex but I will do my best if you will reciprocate.”
MistyTrail nodded and smiled and Marak began describing Khadora to the young woman while StormSong and HawkShadow set up camp and Halman and Gunta tended to their weapons. The discussion was interrupted by a simple meal of fruits and dried meat and afterwards everyone sat around the small campfire HawkShadow had started. Marak and MistyTrail continued to share cultural experiences and trade humorous stories. HawkShadow, Halman, and Gunta listened to the conversation, but StormSong wandered off into the woods tired of the parlor talk about lords and ladies and wondering why her time was being wasted escorting some pampered youngster while the armies of Omunga were gathering to attack her home.
After a while, Marak rose and excused himself and strode out of the campsite. He heard rustling in the woods and stealthily moved towards the sounds. He stopped when he saw StormSong with her sword unsheathed going through the movements of battle. He stared at her for a while, watching her graceful but efficient movements, with admiration. Eventually, StormSong stopped dancing and Marak walked towards her. Her sword came up reflexively and angled towards his chest.
“Isn’t it a little early in your trip to be spying?” she snapped.
Marak raised his hands and backed up a few steps. “My apologies,” he offered. “I did not think admiring a warrior’s dance was considered spying in Sakova. In fact, I have never known anyone to shadow practice other than myself. You are very talented.”
“Well thank you my Lord,” she snapped sarcastically. “I don’t practice as a form of entertainment though. I practice to perfect my skills, not for some display of false ability.”
“As you should,” Marak sighed. “Have I offended you in some way, StormSong? I have detected your hostility since we met and if I have erred in my behavior, I would like to apologize and understand what it is that I have done.”
“Your behavior has been impeccable,” stated HawkShadow as he stepped out of the dark shadows. “StormSong probably just has a lot on her mind.”
“Do not apologize for me, HawkShadow,” berated StormSong. “I merely want to practice in peace without babysitting some youngster whose daddy made him a lord for his birthday.”
Marak smirked and shook his head. “Shadow dancing in a great way to stay in shape, StormSong” he said, “but it is more efficient to practice with a partner. Perhaps you will let me practice with you. A vigorous workout will peal that anger out of your system as the perspiration cleanses your pores.”
“Lord Marak,” HawkShadow interjected quickly knowing what it could mean to the upcoming meeting to have the Khadoran guest show up in bandages, “it is not a good idea to practice with StormSong. If you wish lessons, I will gladly offer myself for your training.”
“No, I might enjoy ridding myself of my anger,” sneered StormSong. “Better it be at night when the shiny hilt of your unused sword will not blind me by reflecting the sun.”
“Excellent,” smiled Marak as he removed his cape and tossed it aside. “What are the rules?” he asked as saw the rest of the party gathering around.
“There is only one rule,” snarled StormSong. “The match ends when you cry for mercy.”
“I will make a point of crying loudly then,” chuckled Marak as he drew the Sword of Torak, its long sinuous blade as black as the hilt that had been hidden under his cape.
HawkShadow’s face frowned at the sight of the ominous sword, but StormSong did not appear intimidated. She waited impatiently for the pampered lord to come at her. Marak held his sword awkwardly, as if he was not used to its feel in his hands, and moved towards StormSong. The Sakovan warrior lunged at him and Marak twirled his black blade upward deflecting his opponent’s sword. StormSong moved immediately to her left and spun, bringing her sword around in a deadly waist-high swing. Marak swiftly dropped to the ground and pivoted so that his feet swept into StormSong’s legs and she tumbled to the ground. StormSong jumped to her feet as swiftly as the Khadoran Lord and smiled at him.
Both warriors feinted and attacked, probing the other for weaknesses, for a while and then settled into a brutal match of clashing blades and amazing acrobatic displays. The match dragged on with Marak and StormSong perspiring heavily and still neither party seemed to gain the upper hand.
“Why is he holding back?” MistyTrail heard Halman whisper.
MistyTrail smiled as she heard Gunta reply, “He is accomplishing the mission at hand, which is breaking her anger without breaking her spirit. She is really a fantastic fighter. She may be holding back herself.”
After a grueling two hours, MistyTrail ordered a stop to the fighting. “As much as we are enjoying this display of fighting prowess,” she smiled, “we must get an early start in the morning.”
Marak and StormSong needed little excuse to stop as both of them were dripping wet and fatigued to the point of exhaustion. StormSong held her hand out to Lord Marak and he shook it firmly.
“You are a mighty fine warrior, StormSong,” congratulated Marak. “That was the best spar I have had in a long time.”
“You dropped your pampered Lord act too soon,” laughed StormSong. “I really enjoyed that fight. I would like to do it again before you leave.”
“As would I,” agreed Lord Marak. “Preferably somewhere where a bath is available afterwards though.”
Everyone laughed and the group moved back to the campsite where Marak and StormSong sat together with their backs against a huge fargi tree and talked for a while before turning in for the night.



Chapter 30



Convergence


“Where are we?” growled Master Malafar. “What happened to my clothes?”
“We are several leagues outside Okata,” answered StarWind, “and your clothes will be here shortly. We could not smuggle you out of the capital dressed as yourself.”
“So you drugged me?” accused the Katana killer. “What gives you the right to do whatever you wish with me? How dare you presume to know what is best for me.”
StarWind shook her head and bit her lower lip. “Look,” StarWind spat, “we risked our lives to get you out of the city and it was not to hear you act like a child. If you are so determined to commit suicide there is little I can do to stop you, so when Goral brings your clothes, you can get dressed and march back into town.”
“A child?” raged Malafar. “I should blast you so hard that the rest of your merry little band can fit in the crater where you stood.”
Goral came into the clearing carrying a bundle and looked quizzically at StarWind. “I hid the litter where it will not be found for some time,” he reported. “Is there a problem here?”
“No, Goral,” she sighed. “Give Malafar his clothes so he can leave. I will leave so he can get dressed.”
StarWind spun and stomped out of the clearing and Goral watched her leave before giving Malafar the bundle of clothes. “You were not very nice to her,” he said softly to the old mage.
“And what business is it of yours?” scowled Malafar.
“She is my friend,” Goral declared. “Have you never had a friend you would die for?”
“What are you talking about?” murmured Malafar as he shed the womanly disguise and started dressing.
“You threatened to kill her,” Goral frowned. “That is not a nice thing to do. Then I would have to kill you and that would make me sad because of Lyra.”
Malafar stopped dressing and stared at the balding giant. “What makes you think you would live long enough to kill me?” quizzed Malafar. “And what does this have to do with Lyra?”
“I did not say that I would survive when I killed you,” clarified Goral, “I just said I would have to kill you. Neither of us would probably survive.” He walked closer to Malafar to sit on a stump and the old man backed away nervously. “You do not need to be afraid of me,” he stated, “unless you kill my friends. We smuggled you out of the city to take you to Lyra. I thought you would be happy, but that just shows how smart I am I guess.”
“Where exactly is Lyra?” Malafar asked as he continued dressing.
“She is in StarCity,” Goral responded. “Don’t you want to see her?”
“Is she well?” inquired the father of the Sakovan Star. “Is she a prisoner?”
“She is very well,” smiled the gentle giant. “She is not a prisoner and free to leave whenever she wants, but I do not think she wants to leave.”
“And what makes you think she would be happy with a bunch of killing savages?” snarled Malafar.
“I don’t think she would be,” admitted Goral. “Is that what you thought of Rhodella, that she was a savage?”
Malafar whirled with his teeth bared and his hand started to rise, but he caught himself at the sight of Goral sitting casually on the stump and merely clenched his fists. “If you are trying to anger me,” growled Malafar, “you are doing a good job of it.”
“I am not trying to anger you,” assured Goral. “I am trying to understand you, but I cannot. I am afraid that I am a little slow with such complicated things. Your wife was a famous and well-respected Sakovan and I heard that you loved her deeply, so I cannot understand how you can hate Sakovans so much.”
“Because they are dedicated to destroying the government,” Malafar hissed through clenched teeth. “Rhodella gave up those revolutionary ideals when we married. ”
“I am sorry Master Malafar,” pleaded Goral, “but that makes even less sense to me. If being Sakovan means that you are a savage, can you just renounce being a Sakovan and then not be the same person you were before? I mean does wanting to hurt the Omungan government make one a savage and when she didn’t want that anymore then it was okay?”
Malafar sighed and shook his head. Why was he wasting his time talking some half-witted thing that was twice as tall as anyone should be? “Yes, Goral,” he said calmly. “She didn’t want to hurt the government anymore so it was okay. Don’t you have something to do?”
“No,” Goral shook his head, “but I still don’t get it. I am Sakovan and I have no desire to hurt any Omungans, but you are Omungan and killed the Katana. Does that make me okay and you a savage?”
Malafar stared at Goral and raised his eyebrows. Slowly his eyes fell to his feet and he mechanically finished dressing, his mind whirling with the simplicity and truthfulness of Goral’s statement. He had killed the Katana, the Holy Leader of Omunga. But the Katana had Alfred killed. But Alfred had chosen to become a Sakovan. He shook his head and slumped to sit on the stump across from Goral.
“I don’t know, Goral,” he admitted. “Did you know my son, Alfred?”
“Yes,” smiled Goral. “He was a great person. I only knew him for a short time, but he was my friend. I liked him as I like Lyra. I would like to feel the same way towards their father, but I get easily confused. You have so much hostility towards the Sakovans, but I do not think you even know them.”
“I don’t need to know them personally,” Malafar snapped with renewed irritability. “I know the things they have done and that is enough.”
“You don’t know anything about what I have done,” frowned Goral. “Does that mean that you can like me even though I am Sakovan?”
Malafar met Goral’s gaze and pressed his lips together tightly. “What is the point in this Goral?” he asked. “I have killed the Katana and you would only be a friend of a dead man for it will not take them long to find me.”
“They will never find you in the Sakova with Lyra,” cheered Goral. “The Omungans don’t come into the Sakova much anymore except for the groups of assassins that were chasing Lyra.”
“Assassins?” questioned Malafar. “They followed her into the Sakova?”
“Yes,” nodded Goral, “but they didn’t get her.”
“Well at least I know it wasn’t the Sakovans who raided the school then,” mused Master Malafar.
“Oh no,” protested Goral, “it was someone high up in the Omungan government. HawkShadow made one of the assassins talk.”
“Someone in the government?” echoed Malafar, his eyes closing as the words kept repeating. “The Katana, I bet.”
“No,” assured Goral. “SunChaser spoke to the Katana just before he died. We are sure it wasn’t him.”
“One of your spies spoke with the Katana?” asked Malafar with an incredulous tone. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m sorry,” frowned the giant. “You know her as Cherri, but her real name is SunChaser. The Katana knew she was a Sakovan spy, has for years.”
“Then why didn’t he have her arrested?” questioned Malafar.
“He said we provided a good service to him,” explained Goral. “He was more afraid of people in his own government than the Sakovans because we only wanted information and his people wanted power.”
Malafar clasped his hands and wrung his fingers as he shook his head. “This doesn’t make any sense,” he sighed. “Goral, I do not mean to be rude, but I cannot believe what you are telling me. It is incomprehensible that the Katana knew about one of your spies and did nothing about it.”
“I though so at first too,” confided Goral, “but just look at what happened.”
“What do you mean what happened?” inquired the mage. “I killed the Katana is what happened. What does that have to do with his people?”
Goral’s eyes widened with the thought that he had said too much. He was not sure what Malafar would do if he knew the truth and having him run back to Okata to try and kill Alazar would not do anyone any good, so he didn’t answer the question.
“Goral,” prodded Malafar. “You know something you are not telling. I want to know what it is.”
“I can’t,” refused Goral. “You might do something wrong.”
“Goral,” insisted Malafar, “I am not a little …” He stopped and remembered StarWind’s words to him not long ago. He was acting like a child she had said. He had been, he admitted to himself. A little child throwing a tantrum and he was about to do it again with Goral. He inhaled deeply and calmed himself. “Goral,” he said softly, “I must know what you were going to say. What did my killing the Katana have to do with anything else?”
Goral shook his head and fiddled with his beard. “Will you promise me something if I tell you?” Goral finally asked.
“What do you want me to promise you?” Malafar asked skeptically.
“That you will go with us freely to see Lyra before you do anything else,” Goral blurted out.
“Into the Sakova?” cried Malafar. “If she is free to leave, why can’t she come to me?”
“Would you endanger her by having her meet you while you are being hunted?” questioned Goral. “You do not have to be afraid of the Sakova, I will protect you.”
“Protect me?” laughed the Master mage. “There is nothing in the Sakova that frightens me.”
“If you do not fear the Sakova then you have no reason to refuse to go,” smiled Goral. “Your daughter will be relieved to see you again.”
“You suckered me,” pouted Malafar shaking his head in disbelief. Finally he smiled at Goral. “Very well,” he agreed, “I will go see Lyra before doing anything else. Now that I have made your simplistic self happy, enlighten me about what it is that I should not know.”
“Have you ever heard of the drug Quetara?” Goral asked.
“Quetara,” mused Master Malafar. “I have heard the name before, but I cannot place it.”
“It is an evil drug,” Goral explained. “It causes one to become confused and susceptible to manipulation. You were under the influence of this drug when SunChaser rescued you after the assassination. You have been under its influence for some time.”
“Preposterous,” challenged Malafar. “I don’t use any drugs, especially ones that could affect my magic skills.”
“I didn’t say you took the drug,” continued Goral. “I said you were under its influence. It was administered to you while you were in the mage cells.”
“But that means,” Malafar began and stopped abruptly.
“Did you know that Alazar is now the Katana of Omunga?” asked Goral.
“Inconceivable,” growled Malafar. “He is the one who set me free.”
“Free to kill the Katana,” informed Goral. “The wound in your back was from Alazar as well, but he only cast it after the Katana was dead. If you had not blinded everybody, he would have been the hero for killing you.”
Malafar leaped to his feet and started pacing furiously. Could the giant be right? He could be lying. He is Sakovan after all, but why would he? What would he gain by divulging such nonsense and passing it off as truth? And how would the Sakovans know about such a drug if they didn’t use it themselves? What game were they playing with him?
“How do you know Quetara was used on me? He asked the giant.
“We didn’t,” admitted Goral. “It was Fisher who noticed the symptoms. It leaves the skin with a yellow hue and the subject does things that are out of character, such as a mage who has vowed never to use offensive magic using it to kill someone.”
“Fisher is one of you isn’t he?” Malafar asked trying to clear the confusion about whether the Sakovans knew or not.
“No,” replied Goral. “He is Khadoran. He just happened to be talking to us when they shut down the city. We could not leave him to fend for himself so we took him with us to SunChaser’s house where we found out about you.”
“A Khadoran,” mused Malafar. “It makes sense they would know about such things. Why in the world would the Sakovans be talking to a Khadoran?”
“That is hardly relevant to what we are talking about,” sighed Goral as he questioned how much he should be saying. He had already divulged more than he should have, but he did not want Lyra’s father going back into Okata. “The short answer is that Fisher believes that Alazar plans to attack Khadora after he wipes out the Sakovans. He came down here seeking information that would confirm it.”
“I agree,” sighed Malafar. “We do not need to muddy the waters further by bringing Khadora into this. So you are saying that Alazar drugged me and used me to kill the Katana so that he could become the ruler of Omunga?”
“Yes,” confirmed the Sakovan giant. “The Katana is shielded from magical attacks, but your powers are so strong that you were capable of breaching them. Alazar could not do it without you, or someone like you, which is why he also was hunting for your brother, Temiker.”
Temiker thought Malafar. He hadn’t spoken to his brother in years because of Alfred, but was that right. Alfred was killed by Temiker’s student when he was a Monitor, but Alazar said that was a fabrication he made up. He also said Alfred was a Sakovan spy and killed by the Katana, or was it a Sakovan assassin? He was confused. Did Alazar say all three things? His son could not have been killed by Temiker’s student and the Katana, so one of the stories was a lie. Which one? Either he wrongfully shunned his brother for years, or he wrongfully killed the Katana. Either way he had been wrong.
“Was Alfred a spy or an assassin?” he asked Goral.
“He was a spy and a Monitor,” Goral answered. “Alfred did not see a conflict between the two. He could live to serve the Katana, who he never expected to harm Sakova. You should ask StarWind about his beliefs.”
“StarWind?” scowled Malafar. “She wouldn’t give me the right phase of the moon. Why should I ask her anything?”
Goral stood and started to leave the clearing, but Malafar raced after him and grabbed his arm. “Goral,” he insisted. “Stop making me plead for information. Alfred was my son, my dearest possession, my greatest accomplishment. Why do you refuse to tell me about him?”
Goral turned and stared down at the old mage for a moment. “She was to be your daughter,” Goral said sadly. “Alfred and StarWind were to be wed. Do not hurt her with this information, wizard. I like you, but I would do anything to keep StarWind from pain. You are correct that you have a right to know, but that right does not include hurting her. I have said too much already and I think it is time for us to be on our way.”
Master Malafar stood with his mouth hanging open as the giant left the clearing to return to the other Sakovans. He had never even known that Alfred had noticed women, yet he had planned to marry and not spoken of it. Why? He should have been elated and bursting to tell someone.
Malafar suddenly beat his closed fist against his thigh. Should have been elated. He surely was, but he couldn’t tell his father because the woman he loved was a dreaded Sakovan. Rhodella must have known. Alfred would have told her. And Temiker as well. Everyone but him because of his diatribes about Sakovans. Darn! Could he really have been such a fool all of his life? Could the Sakovans really be blameless for all of the things he was taught? He could never have accepted that thought before, but everyone he knew and loved appears to have sided with the Sakovans. It was time he found out for himself. He had promised Goral that he would go see Lyra and he would, but he would also find out what the Sakovans really were like while he was at it.
He picked up the female costume he had discarded and strode off to join the others. They were all waiting silently for him and he wordlessly walked through the group and mounted his horse.
***
StormSong returned to the campfire panting from exertion and sat down with the others assembled there.
“Where is Lord Marak?” HawkShadow questioned. “You didn’t kill him did you?”
StormSong shook her head and everyone waited until she caught her breath. “No,” she stated, “he is off to the stream for a quick dip. “I think I will take one too before we turn in.”
“Who won?” asked MistyTrail.
“It was not a contest of winning or losing,” StormSong explained. “Sparring with a good opponent is the best way to sharpen your skills. I do think that he is holding back though,” she admitted. “I have never fought anyone with such skill and I intend to learn every one of his tricks before we are done.”
HawkShadow stared at StormSong with his eyes wide and his mouth open. He had never seen anyone who could match StormSong’s skills with a sword nor had he ever thought he would hear her say that such a person existed. “Are you feeling all right?” he asked sarcastically.
“Yes,” StormSong exhaled deeply. “Pretending that I am better than him does not make it so, HawkShadow. I do not believe in fooling myself so. If I did, I would fear practicing with him and that would deprive me of the chance to better my skills.”
“I didn’t think you could get any better than you already are,” MistyTrail complimented seriously.
“A warrior can always better his skills,” offered Gunta, “and StormSong is right about an honest evaluation of one’s own skills. Only a fool places pride above truth.”
“I agree,” added Halman, “and StormSong has provided Lord Marak with more of a challenge than any one person ever has that I know of. He usually spars against four or five of us, if he can find those willing to take the bruises. StormSong has come out of the spars intact and that speaks highly of her skills. The Sakovans are blessed to have such a warrior as her.”
“Thank you,” nodded StormSong. “How did Lord Marak get to be a Lord so young?” she asked. “Was his father a Lord?”
“No,” answered Gunta. “Marak was a soldier for Lord Ridak, a good soldier. Lord Ridak chose him to be Lord of Fardale because they needed someone who was expendable. There were some grave misdoings at the estate and the next Lord would most likely have been hung to appease the offended parties. Marak did not know that he was being sacrificed at the time and he did the best job that he could. He managed to turn the estate around and fulfil his contracts.”
“Yes so they had to try to kill him another way,” scowled Halman. “They never really meant for him to be Lord of Fardale and they wanted the estate back.”
“They lost,” grinned Gunta. “Lord Marak formed his own clan and beat the armies of four others to stay alive.”
“Wow he must be lucky,” MistyTrail said.
“Luck had nothing to do with it,” insisted Halman. “Lord Marak’s skills and his treatment of his subjects won the day. He treats his people as they have never been treated before. They would gladly die for Lord Marak rather than fail at what they do. The other armies do not fight with the same conviction.”
“You mean that he is not indicative of a Khadoran Lord?” HawkShadow asked.
“No,” chuckled Gunta. “In fact the other Khadoran Lords would love to see him die or disappear. He threatens their way of life and they do not like that.”
“You mean they fear he will attack them?” inquired StormSong. “I could be wrong, but he does not appear to be the aggressive type.”
“They do not fear his armies, although they should,” responded Halman. “They fear the changes to their culture. Lord Marak does not buy into the Khadoran culture. The changes that he has made are revolutionary and threaten the Khadoran Lords.”
“Like what?” quizzed HawkShadow. “What changes could affect other clans?”
“He does not believe in slavery,” explained Gunta. “He has freed every slave in his five clans. You must understand that Khadoran estates are built on slavery. The Lords do not wish to pay for the services performed by their subjects when they can have them for free.”
“He has appointed women to positions of power and influence,” added Halman. “The Khadoran Lords scoff at the idea of a woman holding power. They tried to refuse to deal with the women that Lord Marak appointed, but he stood firm, even when it meant a great loss of money to him.”
“And he accepts the indigenous people of Khadora as equals,” Gunta pointed out. “The other Lords fear and despise the Chula. You can begin to see why the other Lords want Marak dead. They were quite happy with the way things had been going until Marak showed up.”
HawkShadow stared off into the forest in the direction of the stream and tried to visualize the culture these men had come from. He had never thought that the person coming for the meeting might have had a problem with the Sakovan leader being a woman, even though the Sakovans had never had one themselves. People were so thrilled that Kaltara finally sent them a Star that they did not question who it was. Yet there were some similarities between the two lands as well. The Chula had been driven from their land much as the Sakovans had and they also fled to the interior of the country and guarded it tenaciously. Small wonder the other Lords wanted him dead.
“Is that why you came in that old fishing boat?” HawkShadow asked. “Will there be problems if Marak is discovered out of Khadora?”
“Yes,” sighed Gunta. “If they find out he is gone, I would expect them to attack in his absence.”
“They will also send an army down here to kill him if they know he travels with only the two of us for an escort,” added Halman.
“There are not just two of you escorting him anymore,” assured StormSong. “We will be entering the mountains tomorrow morning and be in StarCity before nightfall. Let their armies come. They will not leave the Sakova alive.”
MistyTrail smiled inwardly. She had approved of Lord Marak from the first day, but StormSong had always despised anyone not Sakovan. To hear the female warrior stick up for the Khadoran Lord was the best recommendation any outlander could have. Still, she had to wonder what the purpose of the meeting was. Lord Marak’s holdings in Khadora were small and he had problems of his own up there. His armies, no matter how skilled and dedicated, would be of little help in Omunga, far from his home. In fact, he dared not remove his armies from Khadora or he would not have a home to go back to. She shook her head in dismay as she realized that there was little help to be had from the enigmatic Khadoran Lord.
She looked up as Lord Marak entered the campsite whistling a merry tune and smiled at him. He walked as if he belonged in the Sakova, cheerful, carefree, and happy to be among friends. His coming to the Sakova may not aid the Sakovan people in their troubles with the Omungans, but MistyTrail was very glad that she had had the pleasure of meeting him.
“Let’s turn in,” she ordered. “I would like to be on the trail before first light.”
HawkShadow bowed to her and issued a mock salute as he sauntered off to bed with the others.



Chapter 31



Delusions of Doubt


MeadowTune walked into the empty dining room and veered towards where Lyra, LifeTender, and Temiker were sitting. She brushed at her short crop of black hair absentmindedly as she crossed the room and sat next to LifeTender.
“You should be moving into RavenWing’s office,” she said to Lyra. “Not everything we talk about is good for everyone to hear.”
“There is nobody in here at this time of day,” nodded the Star of Sakova. “Besides, I do not feel as though RavenWing’s office is appropriate for me. Every time I go in there, I feel like I am trespassing.”
“Nonsense,” contradicted MeadowTune, her melodious voice smoothing the edges of any harshness evident in the statement. “MistyTrail will be back with Lord Marak this morning and it would not seem proper to greet him in the dining hall.”
“I will try it again,” conceded Lyra. “What news this morning?”
“Nothing good I’m afraid,” the resident spy frowned. “The Mayor of Campanil is calling for government action to invade the Sakova because of the watula field incident. He has a rather influential voice in Okata and our agent in Campanil thinks the government will oblige, especially after they have labeled the assassination of the Katana as a Sakovan act.”
“Great,” Lyra said softly, her lips pressed tight with nervousness. “Any more on the whereabouts of the armies?”
“Yes and it is not good either,” sang MeadowTune. “They are spread out around the Sakova inside the coast road. It appears that they are attempting to surround us, although access is still open in the North and there are pockets where we can still get through. If you are worried about StarWind, she will get everyone through the army blockade.”
That was a concern,” Lyra admitted, thinking as much about her father as StarWind, “but I am also concerned with their intentions and how we defend against their attack.”
“Perhaps a meeting of our best strategists would yield some answers,” suggested LifeTender. “Let everyone know what the problem is and see what suggestions they come up with.”
“Would outlanders be allowed in such a meeting,” questioned Temiker with a sick look on his face.
“You are not an outlander as far as I am concerned,” responded Lyra. “Besides we need all the suggestions we can get and I am not fussy where they come from. There is something bothering you Temiker. Something other than the Omungan armies. What is it?”
Temiker met Lyra’s eyes and toyed with his beard. “I am worried about Malafar,” he finally admitted. “StarWind’s last message said they were going to drug him to sneak him out of Okata. I wonder how he will react when he wakes up.”
“You are also worried about how he will react to finding you here,” realized Lyra. I am also worried about that and more. It sounds as if his dislike of Sakovans has turned to hatred and he is still a very powerful mage. I wonder if I am making a mistake by allowing him to come here.”
“But he is your father,” interjected LifeTender. “How can you refuse to let him come here?”
“I am also the Star,” reminded Lyra, “and like it or not, I am responsible for everybody’s safety here. I should not let my personal desires interfere with the safety of StarCity.”
“Kaltara will protect us,” retorted LifeTender. “Even a powerful mage cannot stand up to God.”
“Perhaps,” Lyra said, “but Kaltara wants me to make the decisions, otherwise He would be leading the Sakovans Himself. I do not intend to just go through life making decisions with the attitude that Kaltara will not let me make a wrong one. When will StarWind return, MeadowTune?”
“I can not tell for sure,” MeadowTune stated. “She will probably push hard just in case the armies start inland. She would not want to get caught in the fringes of the Sakova. With horses instead of chokas, she could still be here by tomorrow or the next day.”
“Do you mean the birds haven’t spotted her?” Lyra asked. “I thought they were able to find any intruder.”
“The Sakova is large, Lyra,” MeadowTune answered. “They can not possibly find every intruder. That is why we always have patrols out as well. Besides they would not alert us to StarWind as they know her. She belongs in the Sakova. We could send a message to her though and the birds would actively look for her.”
“Do it,” ordered Lyra. “If you find her, send someone out with chokas for her party. I will feel better when she has returned to StarCity. I like the idea of a meeting and I want her input at it.”
Temiker smiled as he watched Lyra assume the heavy burden of being the Star with a healthy attitude. She was not afraid to make a decision, but she did not leap blindly into making one either. With experience under her belt, she would make a fine leader, he thought with pride.
“Before I go, there is another report with bad news,” continued MeadowTune. “Someone had been killing wasooki around Breele. They have been using Sakovan stars to kill the animals. As happened in Campanil, the Mayor is calling for help from the army. It is but another piece of proof to them that the Sakovans are getting aggressive. Pretty soon the entire country of Omunga will be screaming for our death.”
“We cannot continue to do nothing,” murmured Lyra. “If we do, Omunga will definitely attack and soon. MeadowTune, let me know the minute you can accurately estimate StarWind’s return. I want that meeting as soon as possible and I want her there.”
“Should I put that in the message I send to her?” inquired MeadowTune.
“Yes,” Lyra replied. “Temiker, you will have to decide how to react to Malafar soon. I want very much to see him, but I do not want him disrupting things here. I am counting on you to make sure nothing happens.”
“I will do my best,” the mage from Alamar sighed. “What about Lord Marak?”
“Lord Marak will have to wait,” Lyra decided. “As much as I would like to talk with him, our survival comes first.”
“I do not think he will appreciate that,” MeadowTune stated.
“Let him attend the meeting then,” instructed Lyra. “I am sure when he grasps what we are up against, he will not feel slighted at taking an inferior position to our survival.”
“I do not think he would react that way,” chirped MistyTrail as she crossed the dining room. “I am sure that he would understand the problems of ruling and handling emergencies.”
“MistyTrail!” exclaimed Lyra. “You made excellent time. I didn’t expect you until later in the morning.”
“I was anxious to return and our guests obliged me an early departure this morning,” she smiled.
“What is he like?” asked Lyra. “The fact that he made it to StarCity at all is promising. ”
“You will like him,” grinned the short Sakovan with pointy ears. “He is not what any of us expected. I have StormSong showing him and his men to their quarters.”
“StormSong?” quizzed LifeTender. “We probably don’t have to worry about them then. She will lock them in their rooms.”
Lyra dismissed the light-hearted banter. “It suddenly occurs to me that I have no idea how a Star is supposed to act,” admitted Lyra. “Everyone here just accepts me as I am, but a foreign Lord surely will not and he is probably anxious to see me.”
“I didn’t want to mention it before,” interjected LifeTender, “but some of the seamstresses have been making you a formal gown to wear at ceremonies. Perhaps I can inquire if it is done yet.”
“I do not think this Lord stands on ceremony,” MistyTrail interrupted. “We had trouble believing that he was a Lord. I would suggest just talking to him as you would to one of us. If the timing is bad, I can take him on a tour of StarCity. That would gain you some time, but I do not think he requires a formal dress.”
“A good idea, MistyTrail,” agreed Lyra. “I will see him in RavenWing’s office at high sun. Can you keep him busy until then?”
“Not a problem,” grinned MistyTrail. “He is very curious about everything and that small amount of time will go quickly. We will take turns escorting him so that we may all brief you on what we know of him from the trip. That way you will not be surprised by anything.”
“Excellent idea,” complimented Lyra. “I think you do well as a group leader, MistyTrail. Were there any problems?”
“No,” beamed MistyTrail. “It couldn’t have gone better.” Even if HawkShadow had been leader, she thought to herself with pride.
“Good,” Lyra said with finality as she rose and ended the meeting. “I will be in RavenWing’s office when anyone needs me.”
Lyra turned and walked out of the dining hall and maneuvered the corridors to RavenWing’s chambers. She did not bother knocking as she knew he could not rise to answer the door since the attack by Mekin had left his legs useless appendages that no longer functioned. She opened the door and strode in and stopped abruptly with a grin on her face. Antello and Syman were scurrying to get RavenWing back into bed and under the covers.
“Caught you,” she laughed.
Her friends' faces turned beet red with embarrassment while RavenWing joined her in laughing at their reaction. “We thought it might be LifeTender,” sighed Syman. “She would skin us alive if she caught us.”
“She probably would at that,” nodded Lyra. The boys stood to leave and Lyra signaled for them to wait. “I have something I want you two to do for me, but I wish to speak with RavenWing first. Can you wait outside for me?”
“Certainly, Your Holiness,” smiled Antello.
Lyra turned with a scowl on her face that could have frozen the sun. “I can still whip you two in a fair fight,” she growled at them. She could not contain herself for long however and broke out laughing again. “One more Holiness out of you and I’ll prove it,” she chuckled.
She shook her head merrily as they scampered out of the room and turned to RavenWing. “I have had a hard time getting used to using your office,” she admitted. “I guess I still look at it as yours and I feel as if I am trespassing. Would you be upset if I had the boys remodel it? Nothing major just moving the furniture and replacing the wall hangings. I guess if it looks different, I will feel better about it.”
“Your problem, Lyra,” nodded RavenWing, “is that you think of it as my office. It is the office of the leader of the Sakovans. That is no longer my task but yours. Certainly you should change it to suit your needs and desires. If there are things of mine in there you wish, you may have them with my blessing. I have no need for any of that anymore.” He squinted his eyes as he watched Lyra and frowned. “That is not the real reason for your visit,” he surmised. “What is really bothering you?”
Lyra sighed and sat on RavenWing’s bed by his feet. “Where do I begin?” she asked rhetorically. “It is almost certain now that the Omungans will attack us. There have been more incidents of carnage, which was supposedly Sakovan, and the general population is starting to scream for a military strike. The Khadoran Lord arrived this morning and Master Malafar will be here shortly. I just think that I am in over my head. I do not know how to handle all of this.”
“Tell me what actions you have taken,” RavenWing suggested.
Lyra closed her eyes briefly and calmed herself before turning back to RavenWing and smiling sadly. “I have MistyTrail and crew taking Lord Marak on a tour until high sun so that I can be prepared to meet him in your office. My office,” she corrected. “I have asked Temiker to keep a leash on his brother. I am sending chokas to StarWind’s party so they can get back here quickly because I want to hold a meeting and hear other people’s viewpoints on what we should do. That was my main reason for coming here. I would like you to attend. I know that moving is difficult for you but I value your advice greatly.”
“And you think that you are in over your head?” grinned RavenWing. “I was chosen by the people of Sakova to lead them, not by Kaltara as you were, and I could not do better than you are doing. Why do you doubt yourself?”
“Most of what I am doing is based on other people’s suggestions,” complained Lyra. “MistyTrail suggested the tour for Lord Marak. Using your office is being pushed by MeadowTune. The solutions so far are other people’s ideas.”
“Certainly,” agreed RavenWing. “What do you think a leader should do? Just because you lead does not mean that you possess all of the answers, although when Kaltara picks a leader that is possible I guess. It certainly was not the case for me. There are many talented people willing to offer suggestions to you. Listen to them. Your job is to pick the solution you think is best. That does not mean that it has to be one that you thought of originally. In fact, you do not care who thinks of the solution as long as you get to hear it and chose it.”
RavenWing struggled to sit up and Lyra jumped off the bed and helped him get situated. “You are doing the right things,” assured RavenWing. “The answers to these problems will not come easily. I would be remiss if I did not attend such a meeting as you have suggested. My personal discomfort means little in the face of the weighty decisions you face, but do not let them bring despair into your heart. Take them one at a time and seek whatever solution appears to tackle the problem appropriately.”
“I will try I guess,” responded Lyra with less than full confidence.
“You will not try,” corrected RavenWing. “You will do. Your first priority is to rid yourself of this destructive self-doubt. You do not have the strength to continue carrying it and still fulfil your obligations. If you are afraid of making a mistake, rest assured that you will make many, but not to make a decision is the worst mistake of all. The Sakovan people count on you to make decisions and they will follow you no matter what path you choose. Just do not let them wander aimlessly.”
Lyra started to leave and RavenWing gently grabbed her arm. “Lyra,” he smiled, “we are all so happy that Kaltara has sent you to lead us. He will not abandon you. I suggest that you spend time in the chapel talking with Him. You do not value how special a person you are as the rest of us do. I spent my life learning how to make the very decisions that you now face and your actions so far are just what I would have done. Does that not suggest to you that He is guiding you?”
Lyra’s brow creased with puzzlement as she dwelt on RavenWing’s words. After a brief moment she pressed her lips tightly together and nodded. “As always,” she smiled, “your words inspire me. I will visit the chapel and try to purge my doubts, but first I must get my office in shape for Lord Marak’s meeting. Thank you RavenWing.”
He smiled as he let go of her arm and Lyra walked softly out the door and gathered Syman and Antello and led them to her office. HawkShadow was waiting for her when she got there. She directed Syman and Antello as to what she wanted changed and then stood with HawkShadow by the door.
“I see you survived the mission with MistyTrail at the helm,” chuckled Lyra.
“She did very good,” reported HawkShadow. “She must have had a good teacher,” he grinned.
“I heard that she did,” agreed Lyra. “Tell me about this Khadoran Lord.”
“He is an interesting person,” HawkShadow began. “He is young, not much older than you.” He grimaced as he realized what he had said and Lyra chuckled at his embarrassment.
“I have no control over my age,” laughed Lyra, “and I am sure he does not either. Why is he interesting?”
“He was not born into ruling,” HawkShadow reported. “He is the son of a slave and worked his way up in the ranks of the army. He is a highly skilled warrior and extremely observant. He misses nothing. He is the only person I have met who understands why I rove my watch when I take it. I did not have to explain it to him, in fact I would not have, had he not commented on it to me. I believe he is a kindred spirit.”
“Oh,” Lyra commented surprisingly. “Why do you think that?”
“He is loved by his followers,” HawkShadow continued. “He accepts the indigenous Chula as equals and he frees slaves as soon as he gets them. He bucks the tide of Khadoran culture because he thinks it is wrong and immoral. With Lord Marak, there is right and wrong and wrong is unacceptable.”
“That only means that he wants to have his own way with things,” argued Lyra. “I would think that it is better to try and understand all sides of a problem rather than make people adhere to what he thinks is right.”
“I did not mean to imply that he is close-minded,” corrected HawkShadow. “He is anything but. He freely accepts other viewpoints on things, but refuses to ignore something that he knows is wrong just because it is convenient or profitable to do so. He has very strong ethics and stands by them no matter what the cost.”
“Ah,” nodded Lyra. “Is he picky about formalities or proper court procedure?”
“No,” HawkShadow stated convincingly. “If you are worried about how to receive him, do not. His men do not even use his title with any regularity and he does not seem to notice. In fact, he introduced himself only as Marak.”
“I take it that you do not deem him to be a security risk,” surmised the Star. “What about the men with him?”
“Gunta and Halman are very much like Marak in many ways,” HawkShadow declared. “They idolize their Lord and would not do anything to offend him or make him look poorly in the eyes of others. I would let the three of them roam freely without hesitation.”
“That is quite an endorsement from you,” remarked Lyra with obvious surprise. “I take it that you like this Lord Marak?”
“I like him and respect him,” acknowledged HawkShadow. “I am sure that you will too although I do not see what good he can do for us.”
“I didn’t agree to the meeting just because he could do something for us,” Lyra stated. “Mostly I agreed because StarWind thought it was a good idea and I value her judgement as I do yours. Thank you for evaluating him.”
HawkShadow nodded and left and Lyra remained by the door for some time dwelling on his words. Finally she shrugged off her thoughts about the Khadoran Lord as being a diversion that she did not have time to ponder. She turned and was pleased with the progress her friends were making on the room and decided to go to the chapel.
The chapel was empty and silent as she walked in. She stood for a long time at the entrance and memories flooded through her mind of the day she came here and was presented as the Star of Sakova. It seemed so long ago and yet she knew it was not. She laughed inwardly as she remembered her own pleas not long ago at the Academy that something exciting and interesting happen because she was so bored. Be careful what you wish for, someone had said to her once, because you just might get it. How true that had turned out to be.
Her footsteps echoed loudly as she walked towards the center platform and stepped into the pentagon inscribed on the floor. She was not practiced in talking to God and felt awkward at first, but her needs were strong and she knelt on the floor and closed her eyes. She wondered at first what she was supposed to say. Was there some procedure she was supposed to follow? She should have asked RavenWing what to do.
She fell back upon her mage training and tied together all of the stray thoughts bouncing around in her mind. Once they were properly tied, she shoved them off into a corner to be retrieved later and concentrated on what RavenWing had said she needed help with, her self-doubt. No longer caring about proper protocol or ceremony, she silently started talking with Kaltara. Within her mind, she called Kaltara and waited for an answer. Nothing happened. She tried again and a third time and sighed when she recognized her failure to reach God.
She started to rise and felt a hand upon her shoulder holding her to the floor. She tried to open her eyes and turn her head to see who was there, but her body refused to cooperate.
“You not only doubt yourself,” a voice boomed through her mind, “but you doubt me as well. You do not need to call me to get my attention, my little Star. I am always with you.”
“Are you…” she faltered verbally. “Are you Kaltara?”
“To the Sakovans I am known as Kaltara,” the voice answered. “Why do you doubt me, Lyra?”
Lyra’s mind raced with the question. Why shouldn’t she doubt Him? She had not been brought up to believe in Kaltara. She hadn’t even known he existed before coming to the Sakova. How was she supposed to answer the question?
“You were brought up to believe in yourself,” interrupted the voice, “but you do not believe in yourself either. What must I do to make you believe in both of us?”
Lyra tried to shake her head in confusion, but it wouldn’t move. How can God prove that he is God? Perform some magical feat? That would prove nothing but a skill in magic. Do something that cannot be done? No, then she would think she was mistaken about whether the task could have been done or not. Is there something about the Sakovan people that Kaltara would know that no other would?
Suddenly the room was bathed in bright light and it started spinning. It spun faster and faster and colors flashed past her and sang to her. Each color had its own song and they mingled together harmonically like different musical instruments mixing their own song to create a beautiful symphony. Lyra felt light and happy and she smiled.
Suddenly, the colors shifted and took form and she watched in amazement as the forms grew into people and places. They were primitive people and they slept in the open. They fished along the coast. They had children and the children played.
The images started changing rapidly and her mind struggled to comprehend what she was seeing. The people grew in number and made structures, crude lean-tos that changed into wooden huts and then mud-brick homes. The people appeared in clothing instead of the scraps of hide they had been wearing. Still faster the images whirled and she struggled to absorb it all, but is was spinning too quickly.
There were struggles between people and cities appeared. Thousands of people flashed by and farms sprung up instantly yet looked as if they were old and had been weathered for a long time. She saw a man lying on a bed with a dagger through his heart and thunder peeled loudly. A flash of brilliant lightning shot down and the earth peeled away from where it struck like the parting of skin from a deep slicing blade. A lone man materialized carrying a scroll. Then boats arrived in great masses and warriors swarmed ashore. She tried to put her hands over ears as the people screamed as they died to the warriors’ weapons, but her hands would not obey her. Blood flowed like a river and stained the sand of the beaches and the fields of the farms.
The images whirled so fast now that they blurred in her mind, but she could still understand them somehow. Thousands of people doing thousands of things flashed by instantaneously. People making boats, learning to hunt, casting spells, mending clothes, training chokas, all things and all people appeared and flashed by. Then the world went black and silent.



Chapter 32



Awakening


The world slowly stopped spinning and light penetrated the dark shroud of Lyra’s void. Birds chirped and sounds of the city filtered through the buzzing drone of nothingness. Lyra’s head throbbed and her mouth felt like the trampled mud of a springtime field. She opened her eyes with effort against the brightness of the stark white ceiling. She moaned as she turned her head to get her bearings and StormSong and LifeTender blurred into view, concern etched into their faces as hard as a chisel mark in granite. They rushed towards her as if in slow motion and Lyra closed her eyes and opened them again, trying to gain some sharpness to the images and focus properly.
“Are you alright?” thundered LifeTender as Lyra’s ears recoiled from the loud harsh noise of her voice. “What happened to you?”
StormSong said nothing as she faded into the background allowing LifeTender to get nearer to the bed. Lyra finally recognized her own room and struggled to sit up, but LifeTender firmly pushed her back down.
“You should not try to rise until we find out what happened,” lectured LifeTender. “How do you feel?”
“Water,” croaked the Star of Sakova.
StormSong moved swiftly and poured a mug of water from the pitcher on the dresser and handed it to LifeTender. The healing mage placed the mug to Lyra’s lips as she raised her head to drink. Lyra rolled the water around in her mouth before swallowing to rinse the mud feeling away and sighed as she felt the cool liquid cascade down her throat.
“I will tell the others that she has awakened,” StormSong said in a monotone voice.
“How did I get here?” Lyra asked as StormSong left the room. “What happened to me?”
“That is what we want to know,” frowned LifeTender. “You were found in the chapel unconscious. StormSong went to your office to report on Lord Marak and you were not there, so she went to RavenWing and he said you might be in the chapel. She found you and brought you here. She would not leave your side until you awoke.”
“I am afraid I was not good company for her,” Lyra smiled weakly. “I guess I just fainted. Let me get up so I can deal with Lord Marak before he becomes disenchanted with the Sakovans.”
“I don’t think so,” LifeTender said shaking her head. “One does not remain unconscious for two days from fainting, and Lord Marak has been kept entertained. He will not miss you until you are well enough to function properly.”
“Two days?” queried Lyra. “It can’t be two days. You said StormSong stayed by my side.”
“I did say that,” confirmed LifeTender. “She must be a wreck herself by now. She refused to sleep or even leave the room for meals. I finally had to send food up for her.”
“Why?” puzzled Lyra. “Of all people, I would suspect that StormSong cared the least.”
“Then you do not know her well,” smiled LifeTender. “She has admired you ever since you stood up to her when you tried to escape, well before you became the Star. She values honor and courage as much as she values skill and you impressed her that night. StormSong is not the issue right now though. I must know what happened to you if I am to heal you. Tell me what happened.”
Lyra gently pushed LifeTender’s hands away and sat up, rubbing the back of her neck which felt like it had been struck with a hammer. She blinked her eyes and tried to remember what had happened at the chapel, but the throbbing in her head was too great a distraction. “Have you anything for a headache?” she asked.
LifeTender rummaged through her pack and extracted a thin reddish root and handed it to her patient. “Chew slowly on this,” she instructed. “You do not need to swallow it, but it will not hurt if you do.”
Lyra stuck the root in her mouth and bit down on it. A moist bitter liquid escaped from the root and burned the tender insides of her mouth like lava running down the mountainside. She winced at the heat, but it dissipated quickly and the throbbing lessened somewhat. She bit off a small piece of the root and held it in her mouth, chewing gently whenever the lava receded and soon the pounding in her head ceased.
She quickly swallowed the small piece of root and reached for the mug of water in LifeTender’s hands and washed the bitter taste out of her mouth. “Pretty potent roots you carry,” Lyra smiled. “The headache is gone. Thanks.”
LifeTender just smiled and nodded as Lyra tried once again to focus on the events in the chapel. She smiled as she recalled her talk with Kaltara and frowned as she remembered the images that came afterwards. She nodded as she understood what Kaltara had been showing her with the images and suddenly she knew what He had done.
“I became the Star of Sakova,” she informed the healing mage.
“No,” frowned LifeTender with concern as she shook her head. “You were already the Star. Try to get some more rest,” she instructed as she rose from the bed.
“You don’t understand LifeTender,” Lyra said as she swung her legs to the floor. “It is all well and good for all of you to say that I am the Star and you are willing to die for me, but it is quite another for Kaltara to tell me who and what I am. I spoke with Him. I must talk to RavenWing.”
LifeTender stared at Lyra with wide round eyes and her mouth gaping open. She frowned again and shook her head. “No,” LifeTender stated. “You are not well enough to move yet. If you must speak with RavenWing, I will have him brought here.”
“You will not,” declared Lyra sternly. She bit her lip and immediately regretted using such a harsh tone with LifeTender. “I am sorry, LifeTender,” she apologized. “I know how painful it is for RavenWing to move and I have already requested his appearance at the strategy meeting. I am alright, trust me. I am no longer dizzy and your root has vanquished my headache. I understand what happened to me now and while I cannot easily explain it, I can assure you that it will not happen again. Have MistyTrail meet me in my office to report on Lord Marak. I will go there as soon as I see RavenWing.”
“What about StormSong’s report?” inquired LifeTender.
“StormSong needs rest more than I do,” answered Lyra. “Let her get some sleep.”
“You still need some guidance with her,” informed LifeTender. “Reporting to you is her duty and she will not sleep until she has fulfilled it. Can you see her before MistyTrail?”
Lyra paused as she tugged a plain tunic over her head and smoothed it down her body. “Certainly,” she agreed. “I want her fully rested before the strategy meeting and I would like to hold it as soon as StarWind arrives, so make sure she gets rest after she reports.”
“StarWind arrived yesterday,” LifeTender reported. “She has been up here several times to see how you are. StormSong would not let anyone but me and her enter, so your father has not been able to see you yet.”
Lyra inhaled deeply as she felt the first tremors of stress fighting for recognition and she banned the unhelpful feelings to a distant corner of her mind. “Very well,” she said calmly. “Have Jostin in my office as well as StormSong then. I will use him to schedule the sequence of interviews. You probably need some rest yourself. Grab it while you can.”
LifeTender nodded and left the room while Lyra finished dressing. Lyra grabbed the mug of water that LifeTender left on the dresser and drained it. She threw open her door and strode purposely down the stairs to RavenWing’s chamber. Without knocking she opened the door and strode in.
“Praise Kaltara!” exclaimed RavenWing. “You had us all worried.”
“Praise Kaltara indeed,” smiled Lyra. “It was Kaltara who caused my unconsciousness. Why did you not tell me?”
RavenWing’s brow creased with puzzlement. “Tell you what?” he quizzed.
“You were the one who told me to go to the chapel and speak with Kaltara,” accused Lyra. “You could have warned me what would happen.”
“I don’t understand,” replied RavenWing. “I told you to pray about your self-doubt. I merely hoped that Kaltara would hear your prayers and answer them. I meant no harm.”
Lyra cocked her head and gazed at RavenWing as if in a stupor. “Then you did not know what would happen to me?” she asked.
“Lyra,” he sighed, “I do not yet know what happened to you. Why don’t you tell me?
Lyra shook her head and sat on the bed at RavenWing’s feet. “He spoke to me,” Lyra explained. “Not just his voice, but sounds and images. So fast, so terribly fast, but I understood them. I knew what He was trying to show me. RavenWing, I was not the Star until He spoke to me. Oh, the mark is genuine, but that is just to let the Sakovan people know who He has chosen. He showed me everything.”
“Everything?” queried RavenWing. “What did he show you?”
“The whole history of the Sakovan people,” informed Lyra. “All of it. I saw the Wound of Kaltara being created. I saw the massacres when the Omungans landed and began slaughtering everybody. The land turned red with Sakovan blood. It was horrible.”
“I never knew there was a blessing from Kaltara required for a Star,” admitted RavenWing. “There is no mention of it in any of our books or scrolls. I want to say that I am sorry for sending you to the chapel to be put through that, but I am not. I am happy that you have received Kaltara’s blessing. Surely you can have no doubt anymore after such a blessing?”
“I have no doubt about Kaltara,” confirmed Lyra. “I still have some doubts about myself, but that is only human. I will deal with it.”
“What else did he show you?” RavenWing asked. “I should record it so the next Star will know what to expect.”
Lyra stared out the window for a long time without responding. Finally she rose and gently gripped RavenWing’s hand. “Record nothing about it,” instructed the Star. “I must go,” she added as she released RavenWing’s hand and exited the room.
When she arrived at her office, Jostin and StormSong were there. She nodded to both of them and entered the room and surveyed the changes that Syman and Antello had made. There were flowers everywhere and gay carefree paintings on the wall. The chairs were covered in a light breezy fabric and a large rug occupied the center of the floor. Only the huge wall map of RavenWing’s remained, as she had requested. She was pleased with the new look and slumped into the chair behind the desk.
“Jostin, I am going to keep you lean today,” she smiled. “I want to see MistyTrail next and then StarWind.”
“Yes, Lyra,” he grinned. “I will get MistyTrail now,” he added as he scampered out of the room.
“Sit StormSong,” Lyra said as she waved her hand towards a chair. “You look wrecked. Thank you for being there for me,” she smiled.
StormSong nodded silently and took the offered chair. Her eyes were dark hollows and her face was drawn and taut.
“I will not keep you long and then I want you off to bed,” opened Lyra. “Give me your impression of Lord Marak. Can he be trusted and do you think there is anything he can do to help us?”
“He is most extraordinary for a man,” reported StormSong. “He is the most highly skilled warrior I have ever seen and yet he is without pride. The title Lord means nothing to him and he will not even notice if you address him simply as Marak. He values honor and courage as I do, so I know he can be trusted. I would not have let him arrive in the city if I thought otherwise.”
“Good,” remarked the Star. “Other than a distant friend, is there anything he can do to help us?”
“I am not sure,” StormSong answered. “I believe his armies to be well trained, but they are very distant. I do not see how they can help, especially when his own footing in Khadora is so unsure. If the Omungans turned to attack Khadora before they were finished with us, then we could work together and attack from both sides, but I fear that will not happen.”
Lyra nodded solemnly and StormSong shifted in her chair. “There is one thing he could offer us,” StormSong suddenly suggested. “It is not much, but it may help. He has different fighting techniques than we do. I do not know how much time we can convince him to spare us, but if he could teach some of those techniques to our people, it would help.”
“Thank you, StormSong,” concluded Lyra. “I will see what I can get out of him. Get some sleep now and thank you again for standing by me. It means a lot to me.”
StormSong nodded perfunctorily and rose. As soon as she left the room, Jostin showed MistyTrail in. “Temiker after StarWind,” Lyra called to him and he waved and dashed off.
“You are feeling better,” chirped MistyTrail as she pranced into the room. “You had us all worried.”
“I am fine,” greeted Lyra. “I trust you have kept Lord Marak occupied while I rested?”
“Of course,” beamed the short Sakovan. “It was easy. He wants to know everything about everything. Even the smallest detail intrigues him. He spent the entire morning with the chokas today. He inspected the gear we use on them and their eating habits and how we groom them. Nothing was too small to catch his attention.”
“Is his inquisitive nature something that we should be concerned with?” Lyra asked.
“Oh no,” MistyTrail quickly responded. “If you mean could he be a spy, the answer is no. He is just a curious person. His mind is sort of like a sponge I guess.”
“So you trust him then?” the Star questioned.
“Oh yes,” MistyTrail nodded vigorously. “I like him. He is very handsome too. He would make good children.”
“Have you tried?” chuckled Lyra.
“No,” MistyTrail answered as her brow wrinkled and her eyes grew large with the shock of such a question. “Not me,” she continued defensively. “I was thinking what a nice couple you two would make,” she grinned.
“Thank you, MistyTrail,” laughed Lyra, “but I am not in the market for a family just yet.” The Star shook her head and waited for her laughter to subside. “Do you see any way he can help us in our conflict with the Omungans?” she inquired.
“Sure,” replied MistyTrail. “His people all adore him and would follow him anywhere. Get them all to move down here and our ranks would swell dramatically. The Omungans would not dare attack us then.”
“And we could make beautiful children together,” chuckled Lyra. “Nice try, MistyTrail. Go keep him occupied some more, but you can tell him that I will see him shortly.”
MistyTrail frowned as she rose. “You will like him,” she called as she darted out the door of the room and Lyra began laughing again.
“What was that?” StarWind queried as Jostin showed her in.
“Just an elf in heat,” laughed Lyra. Jostin hung at the door to find out who would follow Temiker and Lyra waved him away. “I am so glad you made it out of Okata, StarWind,” Lyra said as she motioned the Sakovan spymaster to a chair.
“Me too,” StarWind replied. “Nice touch with the room. I like it much better than how RavenWing had it.”
“How is Master Malafar handling the trip to StarCity?” Lyra asked skipping over the niceties.
“Not as bad as I feared,” StarWind responded. “Goral had a talk with him and gained his cooperation on the trip in, so that was not bad. It was touch-and-go when he saw Temiker, but at least they are talking now, although it is still strained somewhat. I cannot tell how much effect the drug still has on him. He is a very confused man right now and that is what bothers me the most. He is much too powerful to be an enemy to us and remain here.”
“I agree,” concurred the Star of Sakova. “I am seeing Temiker next. He should be able to judge how much of the old Malafar remains. I do not know what to do with him if remaining here is not an option though. I cannot just let my father be captured by the Omungans.”
“Perhaps that decision will not be necessary,” suggested StarWind.
“Perhaps,” mused Lyra. “I want a strategy meeting tonight regarding the Omungan problem. I would like you there to brief everyone on what has happened and where we stand. Can you do it?”
“Certainly,” agreed StarWind. “I think it is a great idea. We should invite the outlanders as well. Maybe their perspectives will let us see things from a different angle. I know that it will not hurt for Malafar to see things from our point of view.”
“Good idea,” Lyra said. “Can you get me the report to read before tonight? I want to make sure that I understand everything you will have to say.”
“I just finished it this morning,” noted StarWind. “I will see that you get it immediately. If you have any questions on the contents, send Jostin for me. I will just be relaxing this afternoon.”
“Good,” replied Lyra. “You deserve a bit of a rest after your trip. Have Jostin send in Temiker and tell him to wait outside. I am not sure who I will see after Temiker.”
StarWind nodded and left the room. Temiker entered immediately and helped himself to a chair. “What happened to you?” he questioned. “You had the whole city worried.”
“Nothing serious,” smiled Lyra. “How is Malafar?”
Temiker sighed and pulled on his beard. “He has had a rough time of it,” he finally said. “He is still as stubborn as a wasooki, but he is not sure what to be stubborn about. He finally believes that it was not my student who killed Alfred, but he cannot let go of the hostility he feels towards me because he had thought it true. Alazar fed him so many tales that he does not know what is truth and what is fiction.”
“Is he a danger to the Sakovan people?” Lyra asked pointedly.
“I don’t know,” sighed Temiker. “I have been trying to be his constant companion so that I can watch him, but he wants to be alone most of the time and does not welcome my company.”
“I don’t know what to do with him,” conceded the Star. “I wish I could put him back into his Academy and bring Rhodella back to life, but that is not possible. I can’t let him be taken by the Omungans and I fear to have him here. What can I do?”
Temiker nodded and stared at the floor. “I have been wondering the same thing,” Temiker admitted. “I thought about taking him back to Alamar with me, but they will be hunting him and that would not work.”
“Does he know about me?” Lyra asked.
“No,” Temiker answered. “He knows only that you are sick and nobody is permitted to see you except the healers. He argued at first, but we managed to make him see reason after a while. You should talk to him.”
“I will,” agreed Lyra. “I have been hesitant to do so, because I do not know how he will react, but it must be done and the sooner the better. Tell Jostin to fetch him.”
“Do you want me here for protection?” Temiker asked.
“No,” Lyra responded after a moment. “If he is inclined to kill Sakovans, then let him start with me.”
Temiker frowned as he rose and hesitated on his way to the door, but with a look back at Lyra, he continued out of the room. Jostin flew in and placed a stack of papers on Lyra’s desk and darted back out again. Lyra looked at the papers and saw that they were StarWind’s report. She sat scanning the papers while she waited for Master Malafar and didn’t get far before the door swung open. She looked up and saw Master Malafar standing in the doorway and she rose and went towards him.
“They told me that I was going to see the Sakovan leader,” Malafar said softly. “What kind of deception is this?”
Lyra halted on her way across the room and stared at him as if weighing her course of action. With an imperceptible nod, she continued across the floor and hugged Malafar’s stiff wooden body. After a few silent moments, Malafar softened and hugged Lyra back. With tears in her eyes she led him over to a chair and he sat down.
“You were not deceived,” Lyra said as she walked around the desk and sat down, “at least not by the Sakovans. I am the leader they promised you would see.”
Malafar’s body stiffened again and he sat ramrod straight in his chair. Lyra held her hand up in a gesture for him to let her explain, but the dark scowl on his face did not soften.
“This is not a decision that I made,” Lyra explained, “and do not blame Temiker, or Rhodella, or the Sakovans. Nobody made this decision except Kaltara.”
“Kaltara,” spat Malafar. “What nonsense have they been feeding you? Just how did some nonexistent deity make you the leader of the savages?”
Lyra found her fingers tapping rapidly on the desktop and she consciously calmed herself. She looked down at the mark on her finger and rose. Leaning across the desk she extended her hand towards Master Malafar. “See for yourself,” she said softly.
Malafar rose and took her hand, running his finger over the gemlike blue star fused with her skin. “What is this?” he asked.
“A good question,” responded Lyra. “I didn’t know what is was, but it was predicted in the Scroll of Kaltara. It is the sign of the Star of Sakova. I fought believing in it, as you do now, but I no longer have any doubt that it is genuine and that Kaltara has chosen me to lead the Sakovan people.”
“Preposterous!” exclaimed Master Malafar. “It is probably some freak accident. A reaction to something perhaps.”
“Father,” Lyra asked softly, “can you tell me of a single example of Sakovan savagery that you personally have witnessed?”
“I do not have to witness atrocities to know that they exist,” fought the old mage. “The history books are full of examples.”
“The Omungan history books are,” agreed Lyra, “but the Sakovan books tell a different story. Have you ever read anything that you did not believe?”
“Of course,” argued Malafar. “If I read your Sakovan history books I am sure they would be littered with lies.”
“Then perhaps the Omungan ones are as well,” Lyra pointed out. “Alazar lied to you. You know that, don’t you?”
A pall of confusion fell over the Master mage. “I was confused,” he finally responded. “He might have lied, but he also told me many truths.”
“You were confused because he drugged you,” Lyra said harshly. “He admitted that he lied to you when he said he made up the story about Alfred’s death. I have never lied to you, Father. Who do you choose to believe in now? Your good friend and confidant who tried to kill you, or your only daughter?”
I…I do not think you are lying to me,” stammered Master Malafar. “I am sure you really believe what you are saying, but it is all so preposterous.”
“Is it?” queried Lyra. “Perhaps I can see how preposterous it is if I allow myself to be objective about it.”
“Then do so,” commanded Master Malafar. “I have always taught you to be objective when considering things.”
“I will if you will,” smiled the Star of Sakova. “I am hosting a meeting tonight to present our situation to the Sakovan people and get their input on what we should do. I want you to attend and I will welcome your input as well. Will you come?”
Master Malafar stared at his daughter as if seeing her for the first time. She was not the little girl he remembered who tried to sneak out of his magic lessons. He saw Lyra for the first time as a woman, a woman who was capable of reasoning and turning his own words against him. The confusion came back to him and he found himself unable to comprehend what was going on. He nodded blankly and continued staring at his daughter.
“Good,” smiled Lyra. “There is one other promise I must have out of you. You are an extremely powerful mage and capable of massive destruction. I want your solemn oath that you will not harm the Sakovans while you are visiting with us.”
Malafar squinted and nodded slightly as if dismissing the topic.
“Not good enough,” insisted Lyra. “Whether you believe in me or not, these people do. I am responsible for you being here. I want to know for sure that you will not harm them. Swear to me on Alfred’s soul that you will not harm them.”
Master Malafar scowled when his son’s name was brought up and he rose to his feet, his hands shaking with anger. “How dare you invoke Alfred’s name in the same breath as the Sakovans,” he growled, his face contorting with rage.
“I dare because Alfred was Sakovan,” retorted Lyra, darkness enveloping her features as well. “I dare because Alfred would ask the same thing of you that I am asking. I dare because my mother would stand by my side in demanding the promise, if she were still alive to do so, if you had used your power to save her.”
Master Malafar and the Star of Sakova faced each other on the brink of a deep chasm, their faces matched in darkness and fury, their spirits determined to win their point or perish in the attempt.
“Swear it!” Lyra screamed. “Swear it or strike me dead!”



Chapter 33



Ancient Magic


Master Malafar shook with rage as his daughter’s words echoed through his mind. She challenged him! Taunted him and used the memory of Alfred to goad him into sparing the Sakovan savages. Even the memory of Rhodella was tarnished by the young whelp. Confusion whirled through his mind. Lyra shouted at him. No, it was the savage leader whom he confronted, not his sweet young Lyra. Where was Lyra? What had they done with her? The last remaining member of his family and he was not going to surrender her to the barbarians. It was a trick he was facing, an image nothing more. Well he knew how to shatter illusions, he grinned to himself. The savage mage would be sorry he had tried to trick Master Malafar. Or he would be except that the Sakovan would not be able to feel sorrow after he was dead.
Master Malafar’s eyes narrowed to slits and he zeroed in on the false image of Lyra as he prepared to strike. His hands started to rise and he felt the tremendous power surging through himself. He heard himself cackle, as if he were listening to another person in a remote place, as he rose to the challenge. Total annihilation, thought Malafar. Obliterate the barbaric mage and leave no trace of him for the Sakovans to scrape up.
He felt the power build to unprecedented levels and yearned to cast the spell off, but furrows creased his brow as his arms refused to rise. He shook his head wildly and gritted his teeth as he tried to force his arms upward and outward, but they would not move. His arms started shaking uncontrollably and he felt them being pushed downward against his will. He howled in frustration as his body refused to cooperate.
The door to the room slammed open and Temiker and StarWind, alerted by Lyra’s scream, raced in and slid to a halt. They stared open-mouthed at the confrontation occurring, each of them able to feel the enormous concentration of energy in the room. Master Malafar and Lyra stood facing each other and neither acknowledged their entry into the room. Lyra appeared glassy-eyed, standing stiffly, her hands at her sides. Her brow was creased and her lips compressed, her jaw set in determination. Malafar’s body, however, was contorted, slightly hunched over with his knees bent and his forearms extended slightly and he was shaking like a bush in a thunderstorm.
Temiker cautiously walked further into the room to look at Malafar’s face and gasped when he saw it. StarWind slid swiftly over to his side and her face fell in shock. Malafar’s face was a dark visage of fury and rage, his eyes barely open and his facial features contorted, his skin rippling back and forth.
“What is going on?” StarWind whispered.
“Damned if I know,” scowled Temiker. “I am glad I asked you to join me outside though. Something is happening and I do not like the possibilities I see forthcoming.”
“What can we do?” asked StarWind.
“I haven’t a clue,” replied Temiker. “It appears that they are battling. I cannot conceive of Lyra matching Malafar’s power though.”
“Perhaps his confusion has diminished his power,” suggested the Sakovan spymaster.
“No, look at his skin,” retorted Malafar’s brother. “He is tearing himself apart. His power is so great he will kill himself.”
“But if we get Lyra to stop,” StarWind argued, “Malafar will be free to strike.”
“I don’t even know what she is doing,” frowned Temiker. “I have never seen anything like it.”
“It seems to me that she is foiling his attempt to attack,” StarWind said. “There is no fury in her face, only concentration. Somehow she is hindering Malafar’s attempts to act.”
Temiker stood and pawed his beard as he watched the confrontation. He spun at the sound of a noise and saw Goral enter on the run.
“I heard a scream,” the giant explained. “What is wrong?”
“The best we can tell,” StarWind said rapidly, “is that Malafar is trying to attack Lyra and she has managed somehow to not allow him to. The problem is that Malafar will destroy himself trying to overcome whatever it is she is doing to him. We cannot figure out how to get them to stop. If we stop Lyra, Malafar will strike.”
Goral barely nodded and mumbled under his breath, “Mages!” He spun around and grabbed a chair and splintered it over Malafar’s head. The old mage collapsed to the floor, his body wracked with spasms as he writhed before the desk. “Get LifeTender,” Goral commanded.
Jostin was standing outside the room in the hallway and shouted that he would get LifeTender. Lyra snapped out of her trance and sank into her chair, exhaustion clearly evident in her face and StarWind raced to her side.
“Quick thinking, Goral,” complimented Temiker as he knelt beside his brother. “I still do not understand what happened here.”
“I tried to get Malafar to promise that he would not harm anyone while he was here,” Lyra answered weakly as she slumped into her chair. “I am afraid I goaded him too far.”
“Okay, but how were you stopping him from acting?” quizzed Temiker. “He was destroying himself trying to break your spell.”
“Perhaps that would have been best for everyone,” sighed Lyra. “I need to go lie down. Get some mage manacles on him before he wakes up and give Lord Marak my apologies.”
StarWind had to help Lyra out of her chair, but the Star of Sakova gently waved the spymaster away and retreated from the room. Jostin returned with the healing mage and StarWind sent him to fetch the manacles. LifeTender knelt next to Malafar and inspected him.
“He is close to dying,” she said softly. “What happened to him?”
“We are not sure,” answered StarWind. “He was trying to magically attack Lyra and she was using some spell to prevent him. He kept fighting the constraints imposed by Lyra until Goral hit him over the head with a chair.”
LifeTender looked up at the giant and nodded. “You probably saved his life, Goral,” she stated. “His heart is not beating properly. We need to get him to his room. Can you carry him?”
Goral nodded and bent down and scooped the old man up with as much effort as if he was retrieving an empty box off the floor. Temiker watched them leave and shook his head. “I still don’t get it,” he murmured. “Where would Lyra get such knowledge? Is there a Sakovan spell that does what she was doing?”
“Not that I know of,” admitted StarWind. “RavenWing would be the person to ask though. We can go see him after we get the manacles on Malafar if you wish.”
“I do wish,” nodded Temiker as Jostin came racing into the room with the magic-inhibiting bracelets.
StarWind took the manacles and led Temiker to Malafar’s room. LifeTender was still getting Malafar situated and Goral stood quietly in the corner observing. LifeTender did not object to the manacles being put on her patient, but she did appear impatient to be back to task of trying to save him. StarWind got the cuffs on quickly and left the room without comment. Temiker followed her and soon they entered RavenWing’s chamber.
“How is Malafar?” RavenWing asked.
“How the blazes did you find out already?” asked StarWind. “We just left his room.”
“Jostin did not know where to find the manacles,” grinned RavenWing. “Will he live?”
“Perhaps,” StarWind said. “LifeTender is doing what she can, but she said he was close to death. We wanted to ask about the spell Lyra used. Have you ever heard of a spell that can bind another who is trying to cast against you, even to the point of the attacker destroying himself? Is there such a spell?”
RavenWing tugged on his ear as he sorted through the volumes of information in his mind. Slowly he nodded his head. “There is,” he answered.
“Well that clears up the mystery a bit,” StarWind stated. “Someone must have taught it to her.”
“If someone taught her this spell,” RavenWing interjected, “they did it several thousand years ago.” He smiled at StarWind’s reaction before he continued. “There is recorded in our histories a tale about the mage contests of the olden times. The story tells of a practice the Sakovans used to use to select their mage leader. Those brash enough to think they deserved to rule would compete in magical warfare. They would alternately attack and defend themselves. The favored method of defense was the Holding Spell, but only one with enormous power would try to use it. If you were successful, your opponent would die trying to break it. If, however, he managed to break it, you would be left with no time to defend yourself because the spell effected a trance-like state on the caster. The success of the spell depended upon raw energy force. The stronger opponent always won.”
“What happened to the spell?” asked Temiker. “You said it was used thousands of years ago, but you indicate that it is no longer known.”
“Quite true,” validated RavenWing. “The spell lost its allure to the Sakovan people because they started losing a lot of mages in the contests. If a contestant was second best, he died. Then if the leader died, they no longer had their second choice to choose from because he had previously succumbed to the Holding Spell. In short, people stopped using it and teaching it. Remember, we were not a warring nation back then and there was no other use for such a spell.”
“But surely it was written down somewhere,” objected Temiker. “She could have read it perhaps.”
“No,” answered RavenWing. “Many libraries were destroyed during the Omungan invasion. All of them actually. Most of our history had to be rewritten from people’s memories. If that spell were written anywhere, I would know of it. I was the Head Historian before I became the leader, a task I would not mind taking up again.”
“No one has taken the job since you left it,” remarked StarWind. “You seemed to continue keeping the records yourself anyway.”
“Then how did Lyra know the spell?” inquired Temiker doggedly.
“Only Kaltara knows,” smiled RavenWing.
The three mages remained in silence for a long time, each pondering the resurrection of the Holding Spell. “Then Lyra has more raw power than Master Malafar,” StarWind said finally breaking the silence.
“Yes,” agreed Temiker, “and that means that we should be very careful with her training. “We must ensure that she does not harm herself trying to channel such energy.”
“She appears to be handling it quite well,” smiled RavenWing. “The measure of how much more power she has than Malafar can be measured by how long it takes for her to recover. She may be confined to bed for days if they were close in strength.”
“Then I should cancel the strategy meeting and find someone to talk with Lord Marak in her place,” reasoned StarWind. “Is that a task that you could do, RavenWing?”
“Only if the Star requests it,” RavenWing declared. “Do not make her decisions for her just because she is in bed. You need to consult with her first.”
“You are right,” nodded the Sakovan spymaster. “I will speak with her now so that she need not be disturbed anymore today.”
RavenWing stared out the window lost in thought and did not reply to StarWind’s farewell as she left the room with Temiker in tow. She moved leisurely through the corridors and up the stairs, pondering the puzzle of Lyra’s knowledge of the ancient spell. They stopped outside Lyra’s door and StarWind knocked softly. When there was no reply, she knocked harder.
“Open the door,” suggested Temiker. “Let’s make sure that she is all right.”
StarWind nodded and eased the door open. Temiker heard StarWind’s deep gasp and pushed past her into the room. “She’s gone!” he exclaimed.
“I do not like the looks of this,” StarWind stated as she entered the room and checked the corners and even opened the hanging closet in search of the Star.
Temiker spun and raced out of the room, calling to StarWind as he left. “I am going to check with LifeTender. Perhaps she put her in another room.”
StarWind ran after the mage from Alamar and caught up to him before he reached Malafar’s room. Together they opened the door and barged in. LifeTender turned to stare at them as they entered, but they did not see her as their eyes were focused on the bed. They halted abruptly with Temiker bumping into StarWind as the shock of what they were seeing rattled both of them.
“He is dying,” LifeTender frowned. “I cannot get his heart to beat regularly.”
StarWind and Temiker did not respond to LifeTender. Their eyes were fastened on Lyra as she sat on the Malafar’s bed with her hands on his chest.
“You should be resting, Lyra,” Temiker scolded. “Let LifeTender do what she does best and get back to bed.”
Lyra did not acknowledge the presence of the new arrivals and StarWind started towards her.
“It is her father,” cautioned LifeTender. “Let her spend his last moments with him.”
StarWind stopped and nodded resignedly. “She must rest though,” she stated to LifeTender.
“She looked well enough to me when she came in,” LifeTender replied. “I think she was just a little faint in the office. Who can blame her after such a confrontation?”
“No, you don’t understand,” Temiker interrupted, but stopped when Malafar thrashed about on the bed.
“What is going on?” Master Malafar growled. “How dare you put the manacles on me.”
Lyra rose from the bed silently and turned to look into Malafar’s eyes. “They were put on you for your protection as well as ours,” she said softly, “and they will stay on until I am satisfied that you are no longer a threat. You have hurt many people with your magic, Father, but most of all you are hurting yourself. I will not allow you do that anymore.”
“Not allow?” stormed Malafar. “Who are you to allow me anything?”
Lyra shook her head sadly. “Probably the only person left in this world, who still loves you,” she said with tears in her eyes. “Rest now. I still want you at that meeting tonight. You will attend, and you will listen,” she emphasized. “You may speak if you wish, but I will not dictate that to you. Rest,” she concluded and turned to leave.
“I thought he was dying?” asked StarWind. “You still want to hold the meeting tonight and have him there?”
Lyra seemed to notice StarWind and Temiker for the first time since they entered the room.
“Of course,” she said to StarWind. “It will be good for him to hear the truth finally, instead of the lies he has been taught since childhood. He may even have valuable input after he realizes that we may all die because of his aggressive countrymen.”
“But what of his health?” argued Temiker. “And your own?”
Lyra shook her head in puzzlement. “I am fine,” she declared, “and Malafar only needs a bit of rest. The meeting is not until tonight and he will be rested by then. StarWind, ask Lord Marak to meet me in my office please. I have kept him waiting long enough.”
Lyra strode out of the room leaving StarWind and Temiker looking at each other with puzzled expressions. LifeTender raced to the bed and started examining Master Malafar over his strenuous objections.
“I have finally gotten the chance to know Lyra,” Temiker sighed, “and the longer I am with her, the less I appear to know her.”
“I thought you said he was dying?” StarWind said to LifeTender, ignoring Temiker’s self indulgence.
“I don’t understand it,” frowned LifeTender. “He was dying. I am sure. Now his chest is hot to the touch, but his heart is beating healthily. She did something to him, but what she did I have no knowledge of. He is as healthy as she said. He just needs some rest.”
“I have to go get Lord Marak,” StarWind reflected. “Temiker, stay with him. Perhaps he has some idea what happened today.”
StarWind hurried downstairs and outside. Lord Marak was not hard to spot with his black and silver cape and she hurried over to the practice yard where he was watching a match between two Sakovans.
“The Star of Sakova would like to see you now,” StarWind said to Marak.
Marak nodded cheerfully and followed StarWind into the palace where she led him through the maze of corridors to Lyra’s office. She opened the door and waited for Marak to enter. “I will wait for you here,” StarWind said.
Marak nodded and walked into the room and smiled at Lyra as he approached the desk. “It appears you are feeling better,” he opened. “I am glad that you found the time to speak with me, but if your time is short today, I do not mind waiting longer. I find your city very interesting and warm.”
“No, I have kept you waiting far too long already,” she smiled back. “I am pleased that you have not taken offense at the long wait. My people speak very highly of you.”
“Then the feeling is mutual,” assured Lord Marak. “I am impressed with the skills of your people as well as the way they pull together to get things done. I am learning much that I may use when I get back home.”
“Please have a seat,” offered Lyra, thankful that someone had cleaned the office after the confrontation with Malafar. “I am not sure where to begin,” she confessed. “StarWind was impressed by your man, Fisher, and set up this meeting but I am not sure what it is we are supposed to accomplish.”
“Perhaps just getting to know each other is enough,” suggested Marak. “I have as much faith in Fisher as you obviously do in StarWind, so I decided to take his advice and make the trip. I am glad that I did.”
“We do have a common enemy,” Lyra pointed out. “Have you thought about how to deal with them?”
“Somewhat,” Marak stated. “My need for strategy is not as immediate as yours of course. I did hear about the strategy meeting tonight and I would like very much to attend if that is possible.”
“I would like that very much,” Lyra agreed. “Perhaps you will have ideas that we lack. Can you think of any way that your armies can be of assistance to us?”
“My armies are far away,” frowned Lord Marak. “I would not hesitate to offer what I could of their number if I could see a way that they could tip the balance for you. That is one of the reasons I wished to attend the meeting this evening. You must understand that my security in my own homeland is tenuous and that I cannot commit my entire armies to the Sakovans.”
“Understandable,” nodded Lyra. “I will not ask for help unless it appears that I must have it, but it is assuring to know that you consider our cause worthy of the commitment.”
“As I said,” smiled Lord Marak, “your people have impressed me. I appreciate a society that values the skills of citizens without regard to their sex or social standing. I fear that the one I live in does not.”
“And I hear that you are trying to change it,” retorted Lyra. “The Sakovan people will help you as you have promised to help us. We appear to share similar goals and have the makings of a perfect union.
Marak smiled inwardly at Lyra’s words as he thought of MistyTrail’s subtle hints that he and Lyra would make a perfect union. He looked at the young woman across the desk from him with her blond hair and blue eyes and dressed in a plain brown tunic. She appeared much too young for the position of leader of a nation, but then the same was said about him. Her actions so far had showed nothing but calm determinedness and her people adored her. Shaking his head, he pushed the thoughts out of his mind. Despite the suggestions from the little elf-like Sakovan, Marak had no interest in starting a relationship with anyone.
“Fisher has told me of the events in Okata and the burning of the fields in Campanil,” Marak said as he returned his thoughts to the purpose of the meeting. “Have there been any more developments since then?”
“A few,” admitted Lyra. “Wasooki have been killed in Breele, supposedly by Sakovans using stars, and the armies appear to be attempting to surround us, but the worst development is the mood of the Omungan people. We do not think the Omungan government would attack if the people were against it. Clearly the new Katana is trying to gain that support by arousing anti-Sakovan feelings.”
“That would make sense from his point of view,” agreed Marak. “In that regard, the Omungans are not much different than the Khadorans. Can your stronghold withstand an assault from the Omungan armies?”
“I don’t know,” Lyra frowned. “As far as we know, they are not yet aware of where the stronghold is. We can last indefinitely in the face of a siege as we have more food grown in the valley than we can consume.”
“I have seen the storage facilities,” remarked Lord Marak. “It looks like you could store three years worth of grain alone. The founders of StarCity are to be complimented. You could not ask for a better defensive position than the one you have here. You would run out of meat though and you should consider stocking some.”
“We are loath to kill more than we can eat,” replied Lyra, “but it might become necessary. You have offered a good suggestion already.”
“I am sure that your people have already thought of it,” smiled Lord Marak. “Not much seems to escape them. I did not mean my words of admiration as a flippant compliment. I truly admire their efficiency. You have a tough job ahead of you, Star of Sakova, but you also have people who can make it happen as you wish. That is an enviable position.”
Lyra smiled genuinely, “Lyra is fine. As you can tell by my apparel, I do not stand on formalities. I have heard that you care little for them as well.”
“Quite true,” Marak chuckled. “The appearances are good when dealing with those outside my own clan though. You should do the same when you deal with the Omungans. While appearances matter little to us, Khadorans and Omungans are impressed by such things.”
“I will keep that in mind, although I do not expect to be meeting any Omungans I would want to impress,” grinned Lyra. “Do you have any questions about the Sakovans that I can answer while you are here?”
“Your people have been great at answering my never ending stream of questions,” stated Marak. “There are two requests I would like you to consider though.”
“Oh,” responded Lyra. “What might those be?”
“I would very much like to buy a breeding pair of chokas to take back with me,” requested Lord Marak. “They are a fantastic animal and I would like to try raising a herd of my own.”
“Nobody owns chokas but the Sakovans,” frowned Lyra. “It would lessen our advantage over the Omungans if they ever managed to gain some. While I would like to honor your request, I must discuss it with my people before I can answer. What was the other request?”
Marak nodded sadly, but he was not offended by Lyra’s refusal, for refusal was what he knew it to be. He had half expected to be turned down, and rightly so. “The only place that I have been refused entry since my arrival has been the mage practice field,” explained Lord Marak. “I would very much like to see a demonstration of Sakovan magic. I have mages on my estates, but I know that magic varies with different peoples. I am curious what Sakovan magic is like.”
Curious was the word to describe the Khadoran, Lyra thought. Still it was very unlikely that they would ever be enemies. Even if Lord Marak turned out to be a pretender, rather than an ally, the distance between the two peoples negated the possibility of conflict. “I see no problem with that request,” Lyra smiled. “I could use some practice myself. Will you accompany me to the practice field?”
“I would love to,” grinned Lord Marak.
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“It is said that all mages in Khadora are female,” Marak stated as he walked to the mage practice field with Lyra. “They are divided into four types, Air, Soil, Water, and Sun. My Mother is a Soil Mage.”
“I heard that your mother was a slave,” Lyra said.
“She was,” Marak admitted. “I freed her as well as the other slaves I have obtained. Slavery is an abomination. No person should be owned by another. It is one of the practices that I hope to rid Khadora of. Does your magic have varieties similar to Khadoran magic?”
“Not that I am aware of,” answered Lyra as they entered the mage practice field. “I have been schooled in Omungan magic mostly. I am just learning Sakovan magic so maybe it would be better for me to find someone else to demonstrate Sakovan magic for you.”
“Let’s proceed,” Marak shook his head. “I am not familiar with Omungan magic either. Perhaps later in my visit you can arrange someone else to demonstrate for me?”
“Certainly,” Lyra smiled. “How long do you plan to stay?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it,” laughed Marak. “My intent was just to meet with you along the coast and return the same day, but I find the trip much too intriguing to return just yet. Of course if you wish me to leave,” Marak quickly interjected realizing that he might be overstaying his welcome, “I would certainly honor your wishes.”
“Not at all, Lord Marak,” Lyra replied quickly. “Your presence here is welcome as long as you wish to stay. I would like to visit your estates in Khadora sometime and see how you live as well and I wouldn’t want my stay shortened.”
Lyra proceeded to demonstrate some typical Omungan spells and Marak appeared attentive, but unenthusiastic. She tossed fireballs and force bolts, made Marak’s headache disappear with a simple healing spell, and made a clova rise with a levitation spell. Producing Temiker’s fog caught his interest though.
“Do you think you can explain that to me so I can carry the instructions back to my people?” Marak asked. My mages can create a large scale haze working in teams, but this fog would have more usefulness.
“I do not mind sharing it,” Lyra stated, “but explaining it to a non-mage is probably fruitless. I doubt you could remember the little nuances necessary for your mages to reproduce the spell.”
“I have an excellent memory,” grinned Lord Marak. “In fact, I will try to instruct you in how to use an Air spell that will prove to be extremely valuable in your upcoming conflict. I know that you use birds to communicate with your people, but there are times when that will prove impractical, like when your people are in an Omungan city.”
“And you can show me this?” Lyra asked.
“I can try,” chuckled Marak. “It will be a good experiment to see if you can then instruct one of your people to use it. It does require two mages to make it work over any distance.”
“I willing to give it a try,” shrugged Lyra. “What do I do?”
“The spell is called Air Tube,” Marak began. “It requires a mage on each end to maintain it, if it is used over a long distance, but one mage can use it for short distances. It creates a tunnel of calm air that you can control the pressure inside of. For example, if you wanted to hear what someone was saying over at the practice yard, you could create an Air Tube and lower the pressure on your end. The words spoken there would come through the tunnel with clarity. If you then wanted to speak to them, you would change the pressure so that is was greater on your end and they would hear your voice as if you were standing next to them.”
“At what distance would you need two mages?” inquired Lyra.
“That depends on the strength of the mages,” responded Marak. “There is no maximum distance though. The farther apart the two casters are, the longer it takes to establish the Air Tube, but you could converse with a mage in Okata if you wished.”
“That is worth knowing,” Lyra said, clearly impressed. “I wish you had brought a mage with you.”
“I haven’t failed to instruct you yet,” laughed Marak. “Let me try. I often carry spell instructions between mages so that I have become accustomed to doing it. First you have to try and picture the tunnel that I am speaking about. Imagine a tunnel running from here to the practice yard where StormSong is probably humiliating some poor guy.”
Lyra laughed. “You paint such a vivid picture that it is hard not to imagine it,” she laughed.
“Once you have the image clearly set,” Marak continued, “concentrate on manipulating the air so it circulates around the center of the tube, as it does in a storm. Begin at the nearest end. When you can actually visualize the swirling air, walk your concentration along the tube until it is fully formed all the way to the practice field.”
Lyra frowned and her teeth dug into her lower lip as she tried to visualize the picture Marak was painting. Marak remained silent as Lyra struggled to manipulate the air. She was close to admitting defeat when she suddenly smiled. “You forgot to mention how one manipulates the air,” Lyra said softly as she continued trying to make a circulation around the center of the tube.
“Sorry,” Marak whispered, “I am used to describing it to Air Mages who already know that technique.”
After what seemed an eternity of silence, Lyra grinned. “Damned if you are right,” she smiled. “StormSong is destroying the ego of yet another male warrior.”
“You’ve done it?” Marak asked excitedly.
“Indeed I have Lord Marak,” Lyra replied. “I would not have believed it possible. It makes me wonder what else can be done by manipulating air. I do want to come north and spend some time with your mages when this Omunga incident is over. Hang on. Let me try reversing the pressure.”
Lyra grinned suddenly and said, “Anyone who beats StormSong in combat today gets an extra helping at dinner.”
Marak doubled over with laughter and Lyra had to quickly shut the tunnel down before he was heard at the other end. “You spoiled my fun,” pouted Lyra.
“Sorry,” laughed Marak, “but your sense of humor sneaked up on me suddenly.”
Lyra joined in the laughter as the two leaders cast their glance towards the practice yard where everyone was looking about frantically to try and find out where Lyra was hiding.
Absolutely amazing, Lord Marak,” smiled Lyra after her laughter had died down. “How does one visualize it when it extends farther than one can see?”
“It doesn’t really matter,” Marak explained. “Visualize the tube going off to infinity. You will continue to extend your circulation around the tube until it finally reaches the other mage doing the same towards you.”
“Can the tube be obstructed or broken?” Lyra asked.
“Not normally,” answered the Khadoran Lord. “The tube will bend or wrap around obstacles, but it is possible to break it. A sudden shear in the wind is all it would take. A thunderstorm rolling through would certainly do it.”
A sudden thought caught Lyra’s attention. “Can it be used for spying?” she asked.
“It could under certain circumstances,” reflected Marak. “You have to have good airflow between the mage and the victim. It is not going to work through a solid object like a closed door or a wall. An open window would be fine though.”
“I must see that all of our mages learn this,” Lyra declared excitedly. “Now for my end of the deal,” she continued. “I will try to teach you the fog spell, but then I must get ready for the strategy meeting. If this does not work when you return to Khadora, I promise that I will teach one of your mages when I come up.”
“Fair enough,” Marak smiled.
The two leaders spent another hour in the mage field. When they left Marak could repeat the instructions for the fog spell back to Lyra as accurately as she had explained them to him. Lyra left Lord Marak to his own devices as she hurried back to her office and perused StarWind’s report again. Jostin appeared with a tray of food and she nodded her thanks without looking up. After some time, there was a knocking on her door and she gazed towards it as it opened.
“It is time,” StarWind announced. “RavenWing has already been brought into the dining hall. I took the liberty of saving seats near us for Lord Marak, Temiker, and Master Malafar. I hope that is acceptable.”
“Of course,” Lyra agreed as she rose from her chair behind the desk. “That is a good idea. Has anyone shown up yet?”
“The room is packed,” smiled StarWind. “People are lining the walls. They appreciate the chance to hear what is going on and the ability to offer suggestions. The biggest problem will be trying to get everyone who wants to participate into the room.”
“Any problem with getting Master Malafar to attend?” Lyra asked
“Surprisingly, no,” StarWind reported. “Perhaps he was bored in his room.”
“Perhaps,” Lyra replied distractedly while handing StarWind’s report back to her. “Okay, let’s go.”
StarWind led the way and the crowd parted as the Star entered the room. The dining hall was a huge room with a series of long tables with corresponding benches down each side of each table. The tables were interrupted every so often to allow people to pass between tables without having to go to the end of the room. It was a fairly plain room, used solely for what it was designed to do. This evening would be the exception as the Sakovans gathered to find out what was going to be done about the impending Omungan invasion.
Lyra stood at the end of one of the tables where StarWind had reserved seats. The outlanders were already there and RavenWing had been brought in a litter and placed in a bed at the end of the room near Lyra. The crowd quieted and she nodded her thanks for the silence.
“I am pleased to see such a turnout,” Lyra declared loud enough to be heard by all. “Tonight we will all find out where we stand. I have asked StarWind to describe the situation as we know it. If she does not describe something you have heard, then it is probably an unfounded rumor, but feel free to bring up whatever you want. There will be no formality here tonight. I ask only one thing; when someone is speaking, let them speak, regardless of whether you want to hear what they are saying or not. StarWind?”
“Thank you Lyra,” StarWind began. “Here is what we know so far. There is a movement in the Omungan government to wipe us out and then attack Khadora. The Omungan government in the past has been reticent to mount an offensive against an enemy they cannot find, and our strict patrols of the Sakova have managed to eliminate the spies they have sent in. But each time there is an incursion that we do not catch, the Omungans learn more about where we are not. Many years ago we started a campaign to make the Sakova sound like a nightmarish place. This was to keep innocent Omungans from travelling here and has worked for the most part, still the Omungan government gets closer to finding us every year. I state this so each of you is aware that this time our stronghold may indeed be attacked.”
StarWind sifted through her papers and continued, “There have been several events this year that are worth noting. The first was an event that did not appear to concern us, but I think we will agree that it does. The attack on the Academy of Magic brought Lyra into the Sakova, chased by forty Omungan assassins. RavenWing felt strongly enough about this episode that he requested that Lyra be brought here rather than killed as would normally be the case for an intrusion. I think it is safe to say that we are all happy he made that choice.”
Murmurs of affirmation flew through the hall and quickly died when Lyra frowned.
What we found out during the elimination of the assassins, StarWind continued, was that there were another forty to the East also trying to capture her. A party went out to confront them and one was captured. He told us that the leader of their group was a man named Klaarg who worked for someone highly placed in the Omungan government. Therefore, we became alarmed about the intentions of the Omungan government.”
StarWind shifted papers again. “The next episode,” she continued, “was the devastating fire at Campanil. Omungan watula production was destroyed in a deliberate blaze and it was blamed on Sakovans. I knew this was not true, but I went into Campanil anyway to try and find out who did it. I found out several interesting things. I read the official Imperial Guard reports on the incident. More than a few of the people burned in the blaze were not locals, nor were they Sakovans. In fact they suffered from a common malady. They were missing fingers on their left hands. Further investigation discovered that a common game played in sailors’ taverns in Omunga is game called Digits where opponents arm-wrestle each other with the goal of cutting off one of their opponent’s fingers.”
“Another item of interest,” StarWind continued, “was the description of Sakovan stars that were used to kill these people. None of them were five-pointed, which we all know means they were not real Sakovan stars. Further investigation revealed that nobody reported actually seeing any Sakovans, but a large party of Omungan strangers did come into town just before the blaze. The number that left the following day and the number who were dead and unclaimed by locals roughly matched the number that came into town. Their leader was a man named Harac from Okata.”
StarWind placed another paper on top of her pile and went on with the briefing. “Next we went to Okata to try and find this man, Harac. We did end up finding him, but he was dead, unable to lead us to the government official who was destroying his own country to rouse public opinion in support of a war against us. While we were in Okata, the Katana was assassinated. Many of you have heard the rumor that it was Lyra’s father who killed the Katana. The rumor is true.”
StarWind looked over at Master Malafar and he sat as in a daze staring down at his manacled wrists. “I should point out, however, that he was under the influence of a powerful drug at the time. Neither Lyra nor myself blame Master Malafar for the assassination, as we believe he was the unwitting tool of the First Minister, Alazar. Alazar has since become the new Katana and, after trying to kill Master Malafar to cleanse any attempt to indicate his coup, labeled the killer as a Sakovan.”
“It is now clear to us that Alazar intends to wipe the Sakovans from the face of the earth,” StarWind explained. “While we were in Okata, we met a representative from Khadora, a man who works for Lord Marak, who is sitting on my right. This man told us that the Khadorans had captured an Omungan spy up north who had revealed that Omunga plans to invade Khadora. We believe, therefore, that Omunga does not want the Sakovans at their back when they attack Khadora. This is the reason they seek war against us now.”
StarWind paused to drink some water before continuing and the silence in the room was tangible. “Since that time,” StarWind continued, “the three largest armies of Omunga have left the capital and are currently trying to surround us. While there are holes in their line, the only truly open area is to the North. Another report tells us that someone is killing wasooki in Breele, again using supposed Sakovan stars to indicate that is we who are perpetrating the ugly deed. Finally, the Mayors of these cities are now demanding government action to root us out and destroy us. That is the situation as we know it.”
StarWind sat down and Lyra rose. “Now that you know as much as we do,” Lyra said, “we solicit your opinions about how we should proceed from this point.”
Lyra sat down and there was a roar of individual murmurs throughout the room. A man far in the rear of the dining hall stood and the noise ceased immediately.
“What if we assassinate the new Katana?” he proposed.
The man sat back down and StarWind rose. “We have considered that, but I see a problem with that action. In the eyes of the Omungan people, it would just be one more aggression by the Sakovans. Even if Alazar was killed, and that would be an extremely hard feat to pull off, his replacement would surely continue with the plans for wiping us out.”
The man nodded and StarWind sat down. A woman rose next. “If the armies are strung out around the Sakova,” she asked, “couldn’t we attack them piecemeal? We could strike to the East and then withdraw and attack to the West.”
A man not far from her rose and cleared his throat. “Unless we completely wiped the individual armies out,” he stated, “they could follow our army and locate StarCity. I think whatever we do, we must maintain the secrecy of the stronghold.”
There were murmurs of agreement as she sat down. For the next two hours, the Sakovans put forth plans and promptly rejected them. Lyra was impressed with the diversity of thought present, and some of the plans were quite clever, but at the end of two hours, she was beginning to think that there was no good solution to their problem. Eventually, SkyDancer rose.
“I see that Lord Marak was invited to attend this meeting of Sakovans,” she began. “Does this indicate that he is our ally in this time of trouble?”
Marak nodded affirmatively and SkyDancer continued, “I know that bringing his armies all the way down to here is not practical, but suppose his armies were to stage an incursion into Omunga near his own homeland. Wouldn’t that draw the Omungan armies northward, allowing us to change the location of the battle. This would allow our people to attack their rear while Lord Marak’s armies would not have to stray far from their homeland.”
There was a general favoring of SkyDancer’s plan and many eyes were directed towards Lord Marak, waiting for him to accept the mantle of committing his troops to the Sakovan cause. Eventually, Lord Marak rose.
“I have listened to your discussion with great interest,” Lord Marak stated. “I want to affirm that the Torak Clan will aid the Sakovans in any way that we can, including the use of our armies, but,” Marak paused for effect, “I would like to talk about a different way to solve this problem. From what I have heard so far tonight, it appears that the key to staving off an Omungan attack, is the mindset of the Omungan people. Alazar is, as someone said tonight, destroying his own country to gain acceptance from the populace for a war with the Sakovans. What if we played the same game?”
Murmurs ran through the room despite the instructions for quiet while a speaker was standing and Marak waited before continuing. “What if we could convince the populace that the war is unnecessary, even undesirable? Would such a tactic be acceptable to the Sakovans?”
Marak deliberately sat down and the murmur almost rose to a roar. SkyDancer rose immediately. “If you have a plan for avoiding bloodshed,” she demanded, “present it. I think I can safely speak for all Sakovans when I say that we prefer peace over war.”
Lord Marak glanced over at Master Malafar and noticed the look of surprise on his face. The Khadoran Lord smiled as he rose, one victory already gained. SkyDancer had provided the true Sakovan mindset for Lyra’s father to hear first-hand.
“I have noticed that StarCity has a vast supply of watula in your storage facilities,” Marak declared. “The Omungans are suffering right now from a lack of watula because of the fires around Campanil. The shortage has also caused food prices in all of Omunga to skyrocket. It is little wonder that the Omungan people are unhappy and now they are losing wasooki as well. Come winter, many Omungans will starve to death because of Alazar’s ambitions. I suggest that you give your excess food to the Omungans.”
“Are you crazy?” someone shouted and quite a few people laughed at the break in decorum.
“I have been called that,” chuckled Lord Marak. “In this case I think my sanity will reveal itself soon. I am not suggesting just shipping the watula to an Omungan city and I do realize that if this plan backfires, that StarCity may end up short on food itself. What I am suggesting is this.”
Marak helped himself to a drink of StarWind’s water and continued, “I suggest that a small expedition go into Campanil to talk with the Mayor who has been so vocal in calling for a war. Present him with StarWind’s report so he has the same facts as we do. Convince him that Alazar is behind the death of the Katana and the rest of the tragedies foisted upon the Omungan people. To show that the Sakovans are serious and peaceful, offer to replace his lost watula harvest without cost. He will think you are crazy at first, but he will be convinced in the end. If cost is a problem, I will guarantee to replace the watula you send to Campanil from my own fields. I would also use my watula to flood the Omungan market, driving food prices down so the people are no longer hungry.”
Marak could see many heads nodding vigorously and he continued with his plan, “I can also replace the lost wasooki with a shipment to Alamar or overland so that the gift can come from the Sakovans. The plan is risky, but less so than a war. If this plan succeeds, there will be no bloodshed, but it only accomplishes one goal. There is still a need to deal with Alazar. I have not thought that far, but I think the Mayor of Campanil might be able to supply an answer to that part of the problem.”
Marak sat down and the room was abuzz with conversations. Lyra gazed over with a look of puzzlement and admiration on her face. StarWind’s face shone with acceptance.
Somebody finally rose and asked the obvious questions. “How do you propose that someone talk to the Mayor of Campanil and how do we get the grain shipments through the army blockade?”
“Two very good questions,” rose Lord Marak. “The first is pretty tricky but it can be done. It would take the skills of somebody such as HawkShadow. I offer my own services if they are desired. I have done this sort of thing in the past, but I must have a Sakovan with me to represent the Star. The second problem is solved by the first. Get the Campanil Mayor to divert the army while the food shipments pass through.”
The room full of people talked freely and loudly for some time and it was clear that they thought the plan was worth the risk. After a time, the room quieted and the Star of Sakova stood.
“I see by the general mood of the room that most of you are in favor of risking our food supplies in this gamble,” she stated. “I also think it is worth the risk. As for who will go on this journey, I do not think we should impose on Lord Marak to undertake such a dangerous mission. His offer to supply grain and cattle is already costing him a small fortune, should we choose to accept that offer. The Sakovans have people who can undertake the mission. Are there any other suggestions before I adjourn this meeting?”
Nobody rose and Lyra purposely walked away from her spot at the table, signifying an end to the meeting. She walked over to RavenWing and inquired of his health before returning to speak with Lord Marak. The hall was emptying and hundreds of conversations were creating such a high level of noise that it was difficult to talk.
“Lord Marak,” Lyra shouted, “would you meet me in my office please? StarWind, HawkShadow, please come as well.”
Lyra turned and fled the room and the three requested guests followed. The Star felt relief as she rounded the first corner and the noise level dropped dramatically. Within moments, she reached the office and slipped into the chair behind her desk. Lord Marak, StarWind, and HawkShadow appeared instants later.
“This is quite a plan you have laid out, Lord Marak,” she said. “What do you really think the chances of success are?”
“I think they are good or I would not have brought it up,” smiled Marak.
Lyra smiled and nodded. “HawkShadow,” she asked, “can you accomplish the task?”
“I believe that I can,” HawkShadow replied. “I think taking StarWind with me would be a good idea though. She has compiled the report and if there are questions concerning it, she should be there when it is presented.”
“I agree,” smiled Lord Marak. “You could not ask for a better team.”
“Thank you, Lord Marak,” smiled StarWind. “Not only for your vote of confidence, but for that play with SkyDancer during the meeting. I think Master Malafar might have a better appreciation of the Sakovan people now.”
“I didn’t think it was that obvious,” blushed Lord Marak.
“It wasn’t,” grinned StarWind.



Chapter 35



Mayor Ferde


“Ah, Lord Marak, come in,” offered the Star of Sakova from behind her desk in her office. “I do hope you are not going to ask permission to go along with StarWind and HawkShadow to Campanil. You have already risked too much to help us and I could not afford to lose my new ally.”
“Actually,” smiled Lord Marak as he sat in the chair Lyra indicated, “I am preparing to leave for Khadora and wanted to finish up a few things before I left. I thought perhaps that I could entice you into helping me.”
“I would help in any way that I can,” agreed Lyra. “What type of help do you need?”
Marak reached inside his uniform and pulled out a long, narrow pouch. “You will need someplace to store the grain at Campanil,” he declared as he emptied the contents of the pouch on Lyra’s desk. A dozen small sparkling diamonds reflected the light from the window, creating a mosaic of rainbow colors on the wall. “I would like to buy one of the farms that was destroyed in the blaze. These gems should more than cover the cost of a farm or two and you can use the buildings to store the grain rather than try to take all of your wagons into the city. StarWind can tell the Mayor where the grain is stored and make arrangements to distribute it.”
“An excellent idea,” remarked Lyra, “but you do not need to buy the farms. We have plenty of money.”
“I presumed as much,” nodded Lord Marak, “but I would like to make the investment anyway. If I ever get into a situation up north where my crops are destroyed, it would be good for me to have farms that my enemies do not know about. Use the name of the Ksaly Corporation as the owner. It will keep people wondering who owns it.”
“Ksaly?” chuckled Lyra. “What does a Khadoran know about one-legged birds?”
“I have a very resourceful young woman as my Bursar,” explained Marak. “The corporation has holdings in Khadora as well. We will also be setting up offices in Alamar to facilitate the grain shipments from Khadora. That is where I need your help. I want you to establish an Air Tube to Fardale so I can instruct my Bursar to get things going so that it does not have to wait for my return. I am afraid that I just missed the rendezvous with my fishing boat and it will be some time before another is scheduled. If I could purchase some horses from the Sakovan people, I would be most appreciative. I think it will be quicker to go overland for the return trip.”
“I will set up the Air Tube if you can direct me how to do it so that it connects with Fardale,” grinned Lyra, “but the horses are out of the question. I have decided to gift you with four chokas, two breeding pairs. Your journey back will be swifter than you had planned. They are young enough to accept you as their masters, but that also means that they are not well trained. I hope that is acceptable?”
“Acceptable?” echoed the shocked Khadoran Lord. “You have my undying gratitude. I will guard them well, Star of Sakova.”
“Wonderful,” smiled Lyra. “Let’s get your message off then.”
***
StarWind and HawkShadow sat on the bed in the small rented room in the Wayward Inn located in the Merchant’s District of Campanil. HawkShadow stripped off his multicolored robe and tossed it over a chair. “At least the purchase of the farms went without a hitch,” sighed the Sakovan assassin.
“Yes, but getting in to see the Mayor is going to be a bit of a problem,” countered StarWind. “I did not expect the increased security that we have found.”
“I guess with the Katana’s assassin still on the loose,” HawkShadow reflected, “the other officials are taking their security seriously. I hadn’t really expected him to see an unfamiliar merchant anyway. We will have to sneak into his mansion.”
“I don’t see how we are going to do that with it surrounded by Imperial Guards,” mused StarWind. “If we kill any guards getting in, I do not think the Mayor will believe that we are peaceful.”
“True,” frowned HawkShadow. “I do not see any alternative though. We are not going to get in through the front door. We have already tried that and been rebuffed.”
“Well we knew this would not be easy,” StarWind sighed as she stripped off her gray tunic. “Let’s get into some dark clothes and see what openings present themselves.”
HawkShadow nodded as he rummaged through his pack for the black clothes he had packed. “You know that if this attempt fails,” warned HawkShadow, “we will not leave Campanil alive.”
“That is the risk we accepted,” agreed StarWind as she pulled on black pants. “We never expected to live forever. Maybe Kaltara will throw a little luck our way.”
HawkShadow finished dressing and hefted a coil of rope and slung it over his shoulder. “If it comes down to discovery or killing a guard,” he stated, “you know what I will do.”
“The same as I,” agreed the Sakovan spymaster as she hefted a rope of her own. “Shall we?”
HawkShadow nodded and leaned out the window of their room, which faced an alley. He looked both ways before easing through the window and waiting outside for StarWind. She followed silently and the two Sakovans stole up the alley. It was well past bedtime for all but the most nocturnal of citizens and the streets were empty except for Imperial Guards. The patrols were sparse in the Merchant’s District with the majority of security centered around the government buildings. While this made their trip towards the center of the city rather uneventful, it also made entrance into the Mayor’s mansion all but impossible.
The two black-clad warriors reached the center of the city and halted in the darkness of a doorway. They looked out across the park and studied the movements of the patrols for a long time.
“There is a pattern,” offered HawkShadow, “but it does us no good. They have it arranged so that there is always a patrol visible. There is not a chance that we can make it across the park. We will have to work our way around to the other side and see what that looks like.”
“The other side has a high wall,” informed StarWind. “We will be blind to who is inside if we have to scale it.”
HawkShadow shrugged and nodded and led the way back out of the City Center. StarWind followed silently as they circled around the blocks of government buildings, keeping well away from the areas that were heavily patrolled. Eventually they came out to a broad avenue with large oak trees on one side and a high stone wall on the other. The solid expanse of wall was broken every so often by a stone pillar that rose slightly higher than the wall. HawkShadow scampered up a tree and peered in both directions for a time before dropping back to the ground.
“The patrols turn around at the ends of the wall,” he mentioned. “They do survey its length, but I do not think any of them will actually march down here unless there is a disturbance.”
“I am more worried about what waits for us on the other side,” whispered StarWind. “Once we drop into the grounds, we will be exposed if we try to climb back out. We could be trapped in there.”
“It is likely that there will be patrols inside the wall,” agreed HawkShadow. “That is probably why they don’t need a lot of scrutiny out here. Do you have a better idea?”
StarWind shook her head and lifted the coil of rope off her shoulder. With a signal to HawkShadow, she dashed across the avenue and placed her back to the wall alongside one of the pillars. HawkShadow darted over as StarWind tied a loop in one end of the rope and tossed it over the top of the pillar. HawkShadow grabbed the free end and tugged once before scampering up the rope. StarWind followed right on his heels and pulled the rope into the mansion grounds as she landed on the other side of the wall.
The two black-clad warriors crouched next to the wall and surveyed the estate. The ground along the wall was peppered with low shrubs, but nothing large enough that would impede the view of the patrols. The landscape between the duo and their target building was flat and open, broken only by a small grove of trees halfway across the broad expanse. A pathway ran between the grove and the building and another between the grove and the wall. HawkShadow peered at the mansion and tried to estimate how long it would take to dash across the open ground and throw his rope over the balcony railing and climb up. His estimate of their success was not good, but he tied a loop on his own rope anyway. Too much was riding on this mission for them to turn and run. A war could be avoided and they had to try their best to get to the Mayor.
With a sudden tap from HawkShadow, StarWind flattened herself to the ground alongside the Sakovan assassin as a patrol rounded the corner of the distant building. HawkShadow could see the two distinct paths the patrol could chose from and hoped they took the one closer to the building as the near one would bring them dangerously close to where the Sakovans were, almost assuredly leading to their discovery.
The patrol chose the path along the wall and HawkShadow cringed as he lifted several stars from his pouch. “We have no choice,” he whispered to StarWind. “If they get the chance to alert the others, we will be dead in minutes. I will take the lead two and you get the other two.”
StarWind did not reply as she extracted stars from her own pouch and prepared to kill the Imperial Guards. HawkShadow slithered away from StarWind to put some distance between them before the patrol arrived. He was just about to toss his first star when an Imperial Guard stepped out of the small grove of trees and called to the patrol. The patrol halted not twenty feet from the prone Sakovans and turned towards the Imperial Guard who had hailed them. The lone guard approached the patrol and started issuing terse commands, pointing and gesticulating towards the front of the estate. The patrol leader saluted and led his team on the run in the direction the lone guard had pointed.
HawkShadow slid back to StarWind and whispered to her, “That guard must have seen us enter from where he was in the grove. I do not understand what is happening or why he sent the patrol away. Should we kill him and make a dash for the building?”
StarWind studied the guard, who was standing on the path starring in their general direction, but not right at them. She squinted and cocked her head as she watched the guard smile broadly. He waved his hand to summon the Sakovans out of their hiding spot and StarWind stood up and walked towards him. HawkShadow’s eyes widened with shock and his mouth refused to close as he watched his partner give herself up to the enemy. His arm drew back, star in hand, to wipe the smile off the guard’s face as he watched StarWind approach.
“HawkShadow,” she called softly, “hurry up. There is no time to waste.”
HawkShadow’s arm froze before releasing the star. With a great deal of skepticism, he rose and followed StarWind towards the Imperial Guard. He heard StarWind speaking to the guard and hastened forward.
“I don’t know if I can divert them again when you are done,” the guard was saying, “but signal me and I will try. Don’t dally because that patrol’s confusion will only last for a while.”
“Get yourself out of here, Fisher,” ordered StarWind. “You are taking too big of a risk. Either the Mayor will give us safe passage out, or we will not be leaving.”
HawkShadow halted alongside StarWind and gazed at the Imperial Guard with shock. “Fisher?” he questioned. “How in Kaltara’s name did you get in here?”
“Why would anyone keep an Imperial Guard Captain out?” grinned Fisher. “Hurry along. Another patrol is due shortly and the first may return unexpectedly.”
HawkShadow nodded, pushed his questions out of his mind, and raced for the building with StarWind close behind. He swiftly tossed his rope over a balcony railing post and tested its firmness before climbing up. When StarWind reached the top, HawkShadow hauled the rope up and dropped it to the floor. Looking back towards the grounds, he noticed Fisher had already disappeared and he turned his attention to the door barring his entry into the building.
StarWind flashed a thin piece of metal, but HawkShadow shook his head as he eased the unlocked door open. The black-clad duo stepped into the room and slid the door closed. HawkShadow waited stiffly for a few moments as his eyes adjusted to the darker interior and then scanned what appeared to be a bedroom. A lone figure occupied the bed. StarWind shook her head and led the way to another doorway leading into the main part of the mansion.
Torchlight penetrated the darkness as StarWind cracked the door open. She peered into the hallway before easing through the door with HawkShadow right behind her.
“How do you know where to go?” HawkShadow whispered.
“I don’t,” admitted StarWind, “but I do know that the Mayor lives on the third floor. The first floor is for offices and the second hosts guest bedrooms. We have to find some stairs.”
HawkShadow nodded and swiftly led the way down the hall, his figure moving like the shadow of a hawk, giving credence to his name. As they reached the end of the hall where it intersected with another corridor, HawkShadow heard someone approaching and backpedaled to the nearest door and tried the doorknob. It was locked.
As he raced to try another, he saw StarWind produce a star and shook his head at her. The second door was also locked and HawkShadow sped back to the intersection of corridors, as the footsteps grew louder. He silently signaled his intentions to StarWind and waited until she acknowledged him before crouching down next to the wall. The Sakovans waited in silence as the footsteps approached. A shadow of the approaching figure, cast by the light of the torches, preceded the man and HawkShadow timed his lunge carefully. Just as the man reached the intersection, HawkShadow flung his body forward from his crouched position.
The man never saw HawkShadow and stumbled over the assassin’s body, crashing loudly to the floor. StarWind leaped to the fallen man and hit him over the head with the butt of her knife. HawkShadow jumped to his feet and ran to the nearest door in the new corridor and tried the doorknob. It was locked and he was about to try the next door when StarWind appeared at his side with a thin piece of metal and proceeded to pick the lock. HawkShadow left StarWind to her task and returned to pick up the unconscious man and carry him back to the door. StarWind had the door unlocked and was easing the door open when HawkShadow returned.
“It’s some kind of storage room,” she whispered as she looked at the stacks of furniture. “Just put him on the floor.”
HawkShadow deposited the still form on the floor and the Sakovans returned to the hallway and their search for stairs. The new corridor appeared much like the last and StarWind stopped to ponder which way would be more likely to contain stairs.
“At the end of this corridor will be the front of the building,” HawkShadow whispered. “We must have missed the back stairs somehow. Either that or there aren’t any.”
“There must be,” frowned StarWind. “Let’s head back the way we came. I do not want to risk the front of the building. There will surely be guards there even at night.”
HawkShadow nodded in agreement and they started retracing their steps back the way they had come. He moved swiftly but silently with StarWind right behind him. They passed the door of the room they had used to gain entrance into the hallway and continued along the torch-lit corridor. HawkShadow halted abruptly in front of a door and StarWind had to brace herself on the wall to avoid colliding with him. He reached out and turned the doorknob and eased the door open. With a grin he nodded to StarWind and proceeded through the door.
“All of the other doors were evenly spaced apart,” explained HawkShadow as he started up the stairs. “This would have had to have been a pretty small room if it wasn’t stairs.”
They reached the third floor and emerged into another hallway, but this one had fewer doors than the downstairs corridor. “Now what?” HawkShadow quizzed.
StarWind glanced in each direction. There were only a few doors along the hall facing the outside of the building and the inside of the building was void of openings except for the door they had exited.
“My guess is that his suite takes up most of the floor,” mused StarWind. “We need to find a door towards the center of the building. Do you want to split up?”
“No,” HawkShadow replied softly. “Pick a direction.”
StarWind nodded and headed in the same direction they had gone downstairs. Again they came to an intersection of corridors, but this new corridor halted abruptly at a door.
“This must be it,” she whispered as she tried the doorknob.
The knob turned and she eased the door open to reveal darkness. The corridor continued for a short distance, but no torches lit the way. The Sakovans crept forward in the dark and came to another corridor. StarWind led the way as they proceeded through the suite and came to a stop before a set of ornate doors. She looked to HawkShadow and he just shrugged. Silently her hand went to the doorknob and turned it. She felt a whisper of wind as she entered the large bedroom, which was illuminated with a pale light. She looked up and saw a skylight, its panes open to the night air.
“It might have been easier that way,” grinned HawkShadow softly.
StarWind shook her head and surveyed the room. A huge bed occupied the far wall and she could only detect one person in it. Two other doors led off from the room and they were both closed. She motioned to HawkShadow and he moved towards one of the doors while StarWind approached the bed. She studied the sleeping form briefly as she heard HawkShadow tapping wedges under the doors to make sure they remained closed. Finally, she looked around for a dark place to stand in. Next to a tall hanging closet was a patch of blackness and StarWind merged into it and nodded to HawkShadow.
HawkShadow circled the bed so that the Mayor was between StarWind and himself. With a sudden move, HawkShadow rolled the Mayor’s body to face StarWind and placed a knife to the man’s throat.
“Now that we have your attention,” HawkShadow whispered, “we want to talk with you. We do not intend any harm to you, but if you try to call the guards, I fear that we will do what we must to escape.”
“And will you do what you must when you are done talking?” the Mayor blustered.
“Actually,” HawkShadow smiled, “I was kind of hoping that you would help us leave after the talk. We have not come to do harm, rather we have come to avoid unnecessary bloodshed. We believe you would desire the same.”
“Who are you?” questioned the Mayor. “And what do you want?”
“If you agree to talk with us and to remain so that you cannot see me,” offered HawkShadow, “I will let you sit up without the presence of my knife at your throat. Are you agreeable?”
“I have little choice in the matter it would appear,” conceded Mayor Ferde. “Besides I am curious why someone would sneak into my house to speak with me. You have my attention and I will not call the guards unless I feel threatened again.”
“Fair enough,” StarWind stated from her position of concealment. “We really mean no harm to you. We tried to see you officially, but I am afraid we were denied.”
“The Imperial Guards have suggested that I see nobody who is unknown to me,” returned the Mayor as he tried to see into the darkness where StarWind was hiding. “There is a fear of assassination roiling through the country since the Katana’s death. It appears that the Sakovans will finally show their true colors.”
“You are quite correct,” chuckled StarWind, “but the colors you see will surprise you. The troubles in Omunga are not due to the Sakovans, Mayor Ferde. In fact, the reason for our visit is to explain just that to you. We are Sakovans.”
An audible gasp escaped from the Mayor’s lips and StarWind could see him quiver. “You and the rest of Omunga have been fed a load of clova chips,” StarWind continued. “The attack on the watula fields was the work of an Omungan, a man named Harac. He was merely a hired hand, but we know who hired him. His job was to make you believe that the Sakovans had burned your fields.”
“How do you know this?” asked Mayor Ferde. “Who is behind it and why should I believe you?”
“The proof resides in your own Records Bureau at the Imperial Headquarters here,” answered StarWind. “As for who is behind it, I am afraid that you will find the answer displeasing, for it is the same person responsible for the Katana’s death.”
“Malafar?” asked Ferde as he tried to peer into the darkness to see StarWind. “Why would he want our fields burned?”
“Malafar was a dupe,” explained StarWind. “He was forcibly abducted from his Academy and drugged until he could be controlled by the true aggressor.”
“You speak craziness,” Ferde said, shaking his head. “You expect me to believe that all of these things are somebody else’s fault? What do you hope to gain by this charade?”
StarWind tossed a folder onto the bed. “Read that,” she instructed. “The details of the raid on Campanil were copied from your own official reports. The proprietor of the Hog’s Tail can tell you about Harac. If you have enough clout in the Capital, you can inquire of the guards at the mage cell block about Malafar’s confinement and release.”
Mayor Ferde struggled to read the papers in the dim light and was slightly shaken when HawkShadow handed him a candle and allowed him to light it. For some time the Sakovans were silent while the Mayor read the reports. Ferde occasionally emitted grunts of surprise or shook his head with disbelief. Finally, he laid the papers on the bed beside him.
“A fairy tale,” he concluded. “Even if these facts are correct, you are expecting me to believe that the First Minister would destroy his own country to gain his advancement. It doesn’t make sense. We found people murdered in those fields with Sakovan stars. How do you explain that?”
The night air sang as StarWind’s star flew across the room and imbedded in the post of the Mayor’s bed. “Look at a real Sakovan star,” she suggested. “You read the report describing the stars found on the bodies. All Sakovan stars have five points, and only five points, because they represent the Pentagon of Life for Sakovans. Our religion is based on the five Principles of Kaltara. Harac was not very efficient in his masquerade.”
Ferde pulled the star out of the bedpost and examined it. “Alright,” he conceded, “suppose I buy into the fact that the fire was not set by Sakovans. It is still hard to believe that Alazar would do this. He is the Katana now and I could not go against him if I wanted to. What is it you expect me to do?”
“I am not sure,” admitted StarWind. “We do not want war with Omunga and we know that you are one of the vocal voices calling for it. Alazar is only too happy to hear you shout for war. We need to remove Alazar from power because he will not stop until he gets his war, but we need to do so in such a fashion that the Omungan people are not offended. Our war is with Alazar only and not the Omungans. Do you understand?”
“It is obvious that you believe the facts you have presented to me,” agreed Ferde, “and so I believe your intentions. I will not take part in killing the Katana even if you are right though. I still must check out these facts before I am convinced of the truth of what you are presenting.”
“Understandable,” nodded StarWind although the Mayor could not see her. “I ask for nothing more than your honest investigation and a halt to calling for war with us until you are satisfied with the results.”
“You have presented a rather compelling case,” admitted the Mayor, “and at great risk to yourself. I will check it out thoroughly.”
“Excellent,” smiled StarWind. “I have heard that you are honest and will accept you at your word. The Sakovan people have given a gift to the people of Campanil to help alleviate their hunger in the coming winter. We have brought forty wagons of watula to Campanil to replace what you have lost in the fire. We hope it will serve your people well.”
“Forty wagons?” echoed Ferde with obvious surprise. “How? Where?” “How much?” he added with a frown.
“There is no cost,” laughed StarWind. “It is stored in the buildings of one of the farms that was burned. I suggest you keep its location secret until you can safely bring it into the city, otherwise people may riot when they learn of it. I have a personal gift for you as well. There is man named Klaarg who has worked for Alazar doing his dirty deeds. We have heard that he can be found in Gatong. If you were to have him arrested by troops loyal to you, I am sure that he can tell you much more about Alazar’s plot than I can.”
Silence fell over the room for a while as the Mayor digested the information StarWind had presented. Finally he nodded his head in satisfaction. “Very well,” he stated. “I accept the grain with great gratitude on behalf of the people of Campanil. I will cease my calls for war and discourage others from doing so while I investigate your claims. I will have this Klaarg arrested and interrogated as well. If your story bears out, I will do whatever I can to see that war does not come, but I will not raise a hand against the Katana.”
“If you find our story true,” pushed StarWind, “will you call for war if we truly do assassinate the current Katana? If the Omungans refuse to remove him from power, then we must, for he will not stop his plans short of our annihilation.”
The Mayor shook his head vigorously. “I do not want to know of your plans for assassination,” he scowled. “I love Omunga and therefore must support my Katana. Do not ask these things of me because I cannot give them.”
“I am not asking your permission,” corrected StarWind. “You and the rest of Omunga have been fed a lot of nonsense about what the Sakovans have done. If the Omungans refuse to act against Alazar though, we must, and that will lend credence to the lies already spread. Those who seek war will have a stronger voice then. I would prefer that you remove Alazar yourself after you are convinced of his deeds, but at least do not allow a war to come out of it if we must do it. This man has stolen your country.”
“I need time to think on this,” frowned Ferde. “First I must verify your story. I warn you, if it is false, expect me to lead the charge to war. If it is true, however, I will lead the charge towards peace. As for Alazar, I do not know. If he has assassinated the old Katana, then he deserves to die, whether he used Malafar or not. Give me time to dwell on this.”
“Fair enough,” conceded StarWind. “You can get word to me through the bulletins. If you will help quell the calls for war afterwards, run an advertisement asking for a translator. If no advertisement appears, I will know your answer. Now can you help get us out of here or must we sneak out as we came in?”
“I will get you out,” Ferde stated as he scribbled a note on a pad he picked up from his nightstand. “This will explain that you were guests here and that you are leaving early to travel to Okata. It will get you past the guards out front. I trust they are all still alive?”
“Yes,” sighed StarWind. “There is a man on the second floor locked in a storage room, but he has nothing more than a headache. I apologize for hitting him, but we did need to see you.”
Ferde nodded as he handed the note and star over his shoulder to HawkShadow. “I would like to meet you in person someday when this is all over,” he said pleasantly. “You believe in Sakova as I believe in Omunga and your courage has been shown. There might be much we can share.”
“Perhaps that will happen,” StarWind smiled. “Please lie face down while we leave.”



Chapter 36



Into Thin Air


The spoon spun around swiftly, gyrating like a top, as it cast reflections of brilliant sunlight around the field and across the buildings near the practice field.
“Too fast,” cautioned Temiker. “You do not need that much energy. You are shouting at it; try whispering.”
Lyra pressed her lips tightly together as she eased the energy flow to the metal spoon that spun on the table forty paces away. Slowly the spinning subsided.
“Good,” nodded Temiker. “Hold that energy level and move the spoon to the edge of the table. Remember, whisper.”
Lyra did not acknowledge her mage uncle as she complied with his instructions. Slowly and smoothly the spoon slid towards the nearer edge of the table and hung precipitously at the edge.
“Now,” Temiker continued, “call it home, but gently.”
Lyra nodded and the spoon fell off the table as she interrupted her concentration. Realizing that she had allowed her thoughts to sway from her task, she tried desperately to correct the situation and summoned the spoon to her as she stretched out her hand to catch it. Temiker dove at Lyra and pushed her to the ground as the spoon came flying towards her like an arrow.
Temiker rose and helped Lyra to her feet and began brushing the dust off his robe. “Much too much energy,” he sighed. “That spoon would go right through your body with that much force. You must learn to use just enough energy to accomplish the task and no more. You are far too powerful for your own good.”
“Sorry,” Lyra replied sheepishly. “Guess I have too much on my mind. Let’s break for a while.”
“Definitely a good idea,” nodded Temiker. “This old body is not used to diving through the air anymore. I must learn to get more physical exercise if I am to keep dodging your mistakes.”
“You move pretty well,” chuckled Lyra. “Thanks, Uncle Temiker. You have the patience of Kaltara with me.”
Temiker smiled at Lyra and shook his head. “I would have loved to have you as my student all these years. I never knew the potential of your power. I doubt Malafar knew either.”
“How is he doing?” questioned Lyra.
“Good and bad,” Temiker replied, brushing the dirt out of his beard. “LifeTender has put him on a diet of swamp grasses and herbs to leech the drug out of his body. He absolutely hates it, but surprisingly he has accepted her direction. I think it is doing wonders for him. Some of that old sparkle is back in his eyes. He does not appear to be bothered by fits of confusion anymore and is actually quite lucid in his comments and discussions.”
“That is wonderful,” smiled Lyra. “I don’t see anything bad in that. What concerns you?”
Temiker motioned to Lyra and walked over to a bench alongside the building. Lyra followed him and sat next to him, trying to anticipate what was troubling her uncle.
“Now that he thinks clearly,” Temiker began, “he sees what a fool he has been. I think Lord Marak opened his eyes at the strategy meeting to the real character of the Sakovan people, a race he has been taught to hate since his youth. He knows now that the government lied to him. He knows that Alazar used him to further his own career and the burden of this knowledge is eating away at him.”
“Do you think he could possibly take his own life?” inquired Lyra. “Could he? Would he?”
“I don’t know,” admitted the old mage. “Malafar has always believed in one path to anything he has done, even when we were children. Once he sees a solution to his current dilemma, he throws all of his effort into it. There is never a second guess on his part; no reasoning once his mind is made up.”
“Should I assign bodyguards for him?” Lyra asked as she chewed absently on her lower lip.
“No,” Temiker answered quickly. “That would send the wrong signal and might give rise to thoughts that do not really exist. I do not know that he is contemplating suicide. I have been wracking my brain to figure out what he will do with this new knowledge. With Rhodella gone, I know him better than anyone alive and I cannot fathom what his reaction is going to be. That is what disturbs me.”
“And with Rhodella gone and his daughter anointed as the leader of a nation where he is not comfortable living, he has little to go back to in his life,” surmised Lyra. “I see where your apprehension is coming from. So how do we protect him from himself or even determine if we need to?”
“He is talking to me again,” offered Temiker, “but he still will not confide in me. I think that may take some time. Perhaps if you spoke with him at length, you could find out what he is thinking better than I.”
“Then I shall do so immediately,” Lyra decided. “Find him and bring him to my office. I think we should deal with this right away. There has been enough bloodshed in this family already and I am not going to lose my father again.”
“I will send him to your office,” suggested Malafar’s brother. “My presence at the meeting would be counterproductive.”
Lyra stared at Temiker for a moment and then nodded sadly. She abruptly spun around and marched off towards the palace. She ran into Jostin as she entered the palace and headed for her office.
“StarWind and HawkShadow are returning,” the freckled youth reported hastily. “They are just coming out of the tunnel.”
“Excellent,” nodded Lyra. “See to their mounts and send them to my office right away. I am anxious to find out how the Mayor of Campanil responded to them.”
The young boy grinned widely and bowed to the Star as he scampered off to greet the spymaster and the assassin. Lyra chuckled inwardly as the lad left. The Sakovans were not a formal people and nobody bothered to bow to the Star except at ritual gatherings. Nobody except Jostin that is. The red-haired boy delighted with any chance to bring news to Lyra so that he could be in the presence of the Star. Lyra smiled and continued on to her office.
She saw the ever-increasing pile of papers on her desk as she entered the office and a small sigh escaped her lips. She never knew that so much paperwork was demanded of a ruler. Everybody wanted her authorization to do something or purchase some item. She shuffled through the papers absent-mindedly and finally pushed them aside with a mental promise to appoint someone else to give authorizations for requests. She had not detected any dishonesty from the Sakovan people and she ended up approving all of the requests anyway. Why not let someone else handle the paperwork?
“Temiker said you wanted to see me,” Master Malafar said softly, interrupting Lyra’s thoughts.
Lyra looked and smiled at her father, “Yes I did. I am sorry that I have not had time sooner for this. I was just thinking of ways to free up more of my time. Please sit down Father.”
Malafar walked to one of the two chairs before the desk and sat down. “I hope I have not been too much of a problem for you,” he sighed. “I guess I have made a rather large mess of things lately. I do not understand how I could have been so blind. Rhodella must have laughed at me daily.”
Lyra sank into her chair and shook her head. “No Father,” she assured him. “Mother would never have laughed at you. You had reasons for your beliefs as she did for hers. Besides, you must not dwell on the past. We cannot bring Rhodella or Alfred back, so we must turn our thoughts towards the future.”
“The past looks better to me than the future,” frowned Malafar. “I had everything I could ever want and I threw it all away. The future holds nothing for me and that is what I deserve.”
Lyra bit down on her lower lip and frowned. Malafar was truly despondent. Temiker had been wise to tell her so that she could help before it was too late. Her mind whirled with thoughts, seeking direction for how she could best help her father forgive himself. Perhaps forgiveness should not be the goal, she reasoned. Perhaps a distraction would be better for a time.
“Father,” she smiled, “your knowledge of Omungan magic is unsurpassed in the world. Would you consider starting an Academy here in StarCity? I would fund any amount you might need to get it started.”
Malafar’s eyes sparkled briefly, showing the love he had for teaching his art to others, but it faded quickly. “It would not work, Lyra,” he sighed. “These people know all about me. They know that I have brought war and devastation to their doorstop. They know I have spent my life hating them and the god they pray to. No, I can never be accepted here and rightfully so. I have done a great disservice to Rhodella’s people. Each of their deaths will be on my hands. I cannot do it.”
“Father,” Lyra pleaded, “they will accept you. These are good people and they will understand. You will not have to teach anything offensive, I promise.”
“Bah,” scowled Malafar. “I never should have stopped teaching offensive magic. Perhaps the Academy could have defended itself if I had taught what I should have. I was too stupid to use my own magic even to save my wife. I have nothing to offer the Sakovans anyway. Temiker has always been a better teacher and a more powerful mage and he is not so full of himself that he demands people address him as Master. No, Lyra, I am not needed here or anywhere else.”
Lyra opened her mouth to object, but her father raised his hand to halt her interruption. “I am glad that I survived to see you again,” he smiled. “I am so proud of you. Rhodella would have been thrilled to see her little girl as the Star of Sakova. Maybe she still can.”
Lyra looked towards the noise at the door, wiping the beginning tears from her eyes.
“Is this a bad time?” StarWind asked. “Jostin said you wanted to see us right away, but we can come back later.”
“Yes, it is a bad time,” Lyra stated shaking her head vigorously, but Malafar rose out of his chair.
“Come in,” he commanded. “This news is important. I can wait off to the side while you report. After you are done, we can continue our family talk.”
StarWind looked back and forth between Lyra and her father, but HawkShadow strode in and took one of the available chairs in front of the desk. Malafar had already retreated to a chair in the corner by the door and StarWind finally stepped forward and seated herself in the chair next to HawkShadow.
“Very well,” sniffed Lyra as she lowered her head to wipe her eyes. “What did Mayor Ferde have to say? Did you get in to see him?”
“We did,” grinned HawkShadow. “A little help from Fisher didn’t hurt.”
“Fisher?” Lyra asked with surprise. “I thought he was on his way to Khadora with Lord Marak.”
“He probably is now,” chuckled StarWind. “He was on the palace grounds, dressed as an Imperial Guard Captain. He distracted the patrols while HawkShadow and I stole into the mansion.”
“Amazing,” commented Lyra. “How did the Mayor react to your file?”
“With a great deal of surprise and skepticism,” StarWind reported. “He said that he knew we believed it, but he will most certainly check it out himself. I threw him the bonus of Klaarg’s whereabouts. I figured getting Ferde to believe us is more important than any benefit we get out of capturing Alazar’s henchman.”
“Good choice,” agreed Lyra, “although I would love to repay Klaarg myself for the attack on the Academy. Do you think Ferde will help remove Alazar from power and end this war?”
“No,” interjected HawkShadow. “Even if he believes everything we have shown him, he will raise no hand against the Katana.”
“Are you sure?” Lyra persisted.
“We’re sure,” StarWind agreed. “He said as much.”
“Then the trip was wasted,” sighed Lyra.
“I don’t agree,” asserted StarWind. “Feeding the people of Campanil is victory enough to justify the trip. They are not our enemy and we should take solace that we were able to help them. Besides, Ferde will stop his call for war and try to convince everyone else that the conflict is not called for. That was the goal of our mission and I believe it was accomplished. There must be some way to either get Alazar out of power or at least hinder his ability to make war on us.”
Lyra pursed her lips in thought for a moment and then looked at HawkShadow. “Our assassin could visit Okata and relieve the Omungans of their new Katana,” she suggested.
“No,” StarWind nearly shouted. “That would be the biggest mistake of all. That would ensure that the Omungans need to wipe us out. We must find a way of dealing with Alazar that does not implicate us in the eyes of the Omungan people.”
Lyra nodded acquiescence and prodded the two Sakovans for a detailed report of their conversation with Mayor Ferde. Interrupted by questions from the Star, the report took over an hour. As StarWind and HawkShadow rose to leave, Lyra noticed that Master Malafar was gone.
“Darn!” exclaimed Lyra. “Did either of you notice when Malafar left?”
StarWind turned to gaze at the empty seat in the corner and shook her head. “Guess I was too absorbed in the meeting to notice,” she declared.
“Would you send Jostin to find him when you leave?” asked Lyra. “I need to finish that conversation with him.”
StarWind nodded and she left the office with HawkShadow in tow. Lyra fidgeted nervously around her desk for a long while and finally her patience ran out. She started to storm out of the office and almost bumped into Jostin as the young boy was charging into her office.
“Sorry,” Jostin panted as he bowed to the Star. “I have looked everywhere and cannot find him. He has disappeared.”
“I doubt that he disappeared,” Lyra said softly as she fretted about finding his body somewhere. “Tell Temiker and StormSong that I want to see them.”
Jostin bowed swiftly and took off at a run. Lyra returned to her desk and paced furiously back and forth until Temiker arrived.
“Trouble?” he asked looking around the office.
“Malafar is missing,” Lyra stated. “I think you may have been right about his suicidal tendencies. Temiker, I am worried about him. Jostin can not find him and I am afraid when we do find him, it will just be his body.”
“Calm yourself, Lyra”, soothed Temiker. “Even if he is thinking along the lines you are worried about, I am not sure that he will do it. Many people stop just before the deed is done and realize what they are doing.”
“Perhaps,” Lyra began to reply when StormSong came into the office. Lyra looked sharply at the warrior and thought briefly before speaking, “StormSong, I want you to organize a search for Master Malafar. Take him into custody when you find him, but do not harm him. Gather as many people as you need to search as quickly as you can. I want him found fast.”
“What is he resists?” StormSong asked.
“Do not harm him,” instructed Lyra. “He has done nothing wrong, but I want him in custody.”
StormSong nodded and spun out of the office.
“What did he say?” prodded Temiker.
“He is full of guilt,” sobbed Lyra. “I tried to talk him into starting an academy here, but he would have nothing to do with it.”
“Did he just leave?” questioned Temiker. “I mean did he just get up and walk out of the office?”
“No,” responded Lyra. “StarWind and HawkShadow came to report on their trip to Campanil and he ushered them in and sat in the back while they spoke. I am afraid that I got so wrapped up in the report that I forgot about him. When the meeting was over, I noticed that he was gone.”
“Maybe he just got tired of waiting,” suggested Temiker. “Was it a long meeting?”
“I am afraid it was,” admitted the Star. “I needed to know every little detail. Darn, I should pay more attention.”
“Easy, Lyra,” Temiker said as he put his arm around Lyra to comfort her. “He may have just gone to one of the gardens to think. Let them search before you get so riled up.”
“You are right of course,” sighed Lyra, “but I cannot help but think the worst. He was so remorseful and full of guilt. He blames himself so much that he could never believe that we forgive him.”
“That is easy to believe,” soothed Temiker. “Malafar has always been hard on himself, but that is nothing new. You are getting worried over nothing.”
“You are probably right, Uncle,” Lyra sighed. “You would know him best. Will you wait with me until the search party finds him? I would like you in on the discussion this time. Perhaps together we can get through to him.”
“Certainly,” smiled Temiker. “He will not be able to resist the two of us together,” he chuckled.
Lyra’s spirits lifted somewhat, but she still paced around the room with agitation. Suddenly, she stopped short next to the chair at the rear of the room and bent over to pick up a piece of paper that was lying on it. It was a very small piece of paper and she broke into hysterical crying as she read it. Temiker rushed over and pried the slip of paper out of her hands and read it. He stared at the three words for a moment and then turned the paper over looking for more. The reverse side was blank.
Lyra raced to the door of her office screaming for Jostin. Temiker moved up beside her and put his arm around her and she flung it off hysterically. Jostin came at a run and slid to a halt before the Star. He looked expectantly at his beloved leader and waited for her to stop crying long enough to give him his orders.
Lyra shook her head wildly as her whole body quivered. She finally managed to squeak out the words, “Tell StormSong to hurry. Now!”
Jostin took off like a rabbit and Temiker forcibly dragged Lyra to a chair and made her sit. With his strong hands on her shoulders he held her down until she ran out of tears and her body subsided.
“Why are you so upset?” he inquired softly. “I would think you would be happy to find such a note. It means that you must have gotten through to him when you talked.”
“No,” insisted Lyra, “it means he is going to kill himself.”
“Am I missing something here?” quizzed Temiker with a perplexed look. “The note merely says that he loves you.”
“Exactly,” sobbed the Star of Sakova. “My father has never told me that he loved me. Don’t you see?”
Temiker stared at Lyra with his mouth gaping open and nodded slowly as the realization of her words hit home. Malafar had never had an easy time of expressing his feelings, even as a child, unless the emotion was anger. Still, he found it hard to imagine that his brother would leave in the middle of a meeting and go out and kill himself. There should have been no urgency for his need and the note, and the fact he remained for part of the meeting, indicated that he wanted to finish the conversation with Lyra.
“What was the outcome of the trip to Campanil?” Temiker suddenly asked.
“What difference does it make now?” snapped Lyra. She shook her head and sat in the chair behind her desk. “I am sorry Temiker,” she apologized. “I know you are trying to distract me, but I guess I am not as easily distracted now as I am when practicing.”
“No,” Temiker said urgently. “That is not why I asked. Something made Malafar act as he did. I suspect the meeting with StarWind and HawkShadow may contain the clue we seek.”
“Clue?” a confused Lyra asked. “I do not understand.”
“Just tell me about the meeting,” insisted Temiker. “It will help as a distraction as well and that cannot hurt.”
Lyra nodded and started giving Temiker a summary of the conversation. She did feel a little better when she diverted her mind from Malafar and her shaking stopped completely.
Temiker listened to the narration and tried to put himself in Malafar’s place. He was sure that he knew his brother well enough to know that Malafar did not often act on impulse so he listened intently. Unexpectedly, he interrupted Lyra’s narration, “Darn.”
“What is it?” she asked immediately.
“He is not going to kill himself,” explained Temiker. “At least not the way we are thinking.”
“Temiker!” Lyra shouted with impatience.
“I am getting there,” frowned Temiker. “I think he is going to assassinate the Katana.”
“Why?” puzzled the Star.
“Because the Sakovans cannot and the Omungans will not,” offered the mage. “It makes sense. Malafar sees no future for himself and his hatred of Alazar must be intense for destroying his family and his life. Perhaps he sees this as the only way he can repay both Alazar and the Sakovan people. Ferde will explain that Malafar is not Sakovan after it is over and the war will be averted. Alazar will be dead.”
“So will Malafar,” Lyra snapped. “And Ferde may say nothing leaving us with a war.”
“True,” agreed Temiker. “He knows he will die in the attempt, but I am sure he figures that he will avert the war by killing Alazar.”
“Well at least we know what he is up to,” Lyra said calmly as she gathered her emotions, her face taking on a look of determination. “He forgot about my ability to command the Sakovan people. He will never be allowed to leave StarCity. That will make it hard enough for him to commit any assassinations.”
“Don’t rely on the defenses of StarCity to detain him,” warned Temiker. “I would wager that he is already out of the city and on his way to Okata. Any good mage could get out of here undetected and Malafar is a good mage.”
Lyra stood stunned as StormSong whirled into the office. “He is gone,” she reported. “He is not in the city. He has vanished into thin air.”
“He is on his way to Okata,” Lyra sighed. “I want patrols out as soon as you can get them ready. Block ever route to the Capital and stop him from getting there.”
“He will not let anyone stop him, Lyra,” Temiker interjected. “Once he has made his mind up about a course of action, nothing will sway him from his goal.”
“But he will die and give Alazar the reason he needs to attack us,” protested the Star. “He will not even be able to get into the city.”
“Do not underestimate my brother,” frowned Temiker. “Now that he is thinking clearly, he will be impossible to stop, not only for us, but for Alazar as well.”
“What can stop him?” Lyra pleaded. “Tell me what I must do.”
“Not what can stop him,” Temiker said with a darkness upon his face, “but who can stop him. You are the only one powerful enough to stop him. Perhaps he will even listen to you and you will not need to destroy him.”
“Destroy him?” echoed Lyra incredulously. “I cannot kill my own father.”
“You also cannot let him destroy himself and start a war,” reasoned Temiker. “Your choices are not good, but they are the only choices available to you.”
Lyra was speechless. Temiker thought she would start crying again, but her face clouded over with anger like a massive dark cloud blotting out the sun.
“Send out the patrols anyway, StormSong,” Lyra ordered. “Also find StarWind. Tell her we are going to Okata and that I want her to organize the group who will be going. Tell her to keep it small.”
“You can’t go into Okata,” StormSong protested. “The Sakovan people have been without a Star too long. They will never agree to it. Let me go in your stead.”
“I didn’t ask for anyone’s agreement,” snapped Lyra. “With or without the Sakovans, I am going. Carry out your orders.”
StormSong looked like she had been slapped, her eyes wide open with shock and her jaw hanging slack. Slowly, her mouth closed and her eyes glazed over with determination. She bowed to the Star of Sakova and silently slid out of the room.
“Why do I have to fight everyone to do what must be done?” sighed Lyra after StormSong had disappeared. “I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but only I can take care of this problem. Surely she must have surmised that from the conversation?”
“She did,” nodded Temiker. “What you don’t understand yet is that these people love you. They will die before they allow harm to come to you. StormSong will be in the group going to Okata or I am not a mage. StarWind’s problem will be in keeping people out of the group.” Temiker started to leave the room and turned when he reached the door. “I will be going as well, whether the Star of Sakova wants me to or not.”
Lyra looked up at the empty doorway and shook her head. Just what I need, she thought. Barely old enough to be thinking about starting a family and now I am going to be leading an army into the Capital of Omunga.
She shook her head again and pushed the thoughts out of her mind. She needed to get ready for the trip and figure out how to stop Malafar before the world collapsed on the Sakovans.



Chapter 37



Towards Destiny


Lyra moved swiftly down the stairs and out into the pre-dawn courtyard. The mountain air was crisp and cool and the blackness of the sky was fading to gray. She pulled her vest tightly about her and headed for the choka pens. She saw a crowd of people standing around long before she reached the pens and grumbled to herself. This was not going to be an easy trip she realized and finally sighed with acceptance.
She tossed her pack to Jostin as she got close to the pens and he scampered off to secure it on a choka. Lyra strode into the center of the group and surveyed those chosen for the trip. She stopped and stared when her eyes came to rest on Goral, StormSong, and MistyTrail. Great, she thought, a giant, an elf, and an overly tall female warrior with an attitude. The trio wouldn’t pass an easy inspection when it came time to enter the city. Perhaps they could pretend they were all part of a circus act.
Lyra shook her head and continued her observation of the group. StarWind, HawkShadow, Temiker, and SunChaser completed the party, eight in all. Too large for stealth and too small for any effective defense, she thought, but quickly decided not to argue anymore.
“Any word from the patrols?” she asked StormSong.
“Nothing,” declared the tall Sakovan. “SkyDancer will keep them looking even as we travel though. I can’t imagine how he could escape detection.”
“Let’s hope we are as good at it when we get into Omunga,” Lyra responded. “How do we enter the city with chokas?”
“We will switch mounts with one of the patrols,” StarWind explained. “StormSong sent one of them out with horses so we could make time with the chokas and then switch mounts with them.”
“Good idea,” Lyra nodded. “Are all of us necessary?” she asked StarWind, knowing the answer already.
“This is the smallest party I could put together,” the spymaster assured her. “We will be all right. StormSong and MistyTrail will split from us when we get close to the city. The rest of us will appear to be the same party coming back into the city that left under Minister Kapla’s authorization with the exception of you. SunChaser will be able to explain your presence somehow.”
SunChaser grinned as she looked at the Star of Sakova, “My younger sister perhaps. I will tell Kapla that you were living in my house up north and I had nowhere else to send you. He will not ask questions.”
“Very well,” Lyra sighed, “let’s get moving then. I want to be in Okata before Malafar gets there.”
***
“I see Okata is open for trade once again,” greeted Mayor Ferde.
“Welcome, Ferde,” responded First Minister Larst as he looked up from behind his desk. “It has been a long time. Yes, I finally managed to convince the Katana that we were only hurting ourselves by restricting access to the city.”
“And what of the assassin?” questioned the mayor as he sat in a chair across the desk from the First Minister. “Is there no longer any fear of him returning?”
Larst shook his head and sighed as he toyed with his long mustache. “The Katana still fears for his safety, but it lessens with each passing day,” replied Larst. “He is almost convinced that Malafar is probably dead. He did get hit in the back with a fireball before he escaped. Not many would even have had the strength to walk after such a wound. Besides, Malafar achieved his objective and there is no reason to believe that he would be foolish enough to try it again if he is still alive.”
“Why do you suppose he did it?” inquired Mayor Ferde.
“The Sakovans have always hated us,” answered Larst with a shrug. “The real question is why it never happened sooner. The Katana has had the palace mages working nonstop to strengthen his shields, so that the act cannot be repeated.”
The Mayor of Campanil crossed his legs, pulled out a pipe, and began stuffing it with bocco. The silence grew thick as the mayor grabbed a candle off the First Minister’s desk and lit his pipe.
“Larst,” Ferde said, finally breaking the quiet, “we have known each other a long time. As Minister of Trade, you were always reasonable and put the best interests of the whole country before anything else. I have admired that stance even when it meant a loss for Campanil. You have many years of service to our nation and you are knowledgeable in all areas. Why is it that you were not chosen to be Katana?”
Larst scrutinized his visitor with a puzzled brow trying to find a hint of a trap in the proffered question. It was treasonous to speak against the Katana and the mayor’s question could be posed to ensnare the First Minister out of his coveted position. Still, Ferde had always been friendly and courteous to him in the past, even when he had ruled against the mayor’s position. He pondered the implications of his answer before replying.
“The Katana’s Council voted for Alazar,” Larst finally answered. “He had more support than I did and contesting his election would not have been good for the country. We needed a new Katana quickly to bring order to the city and the government. While I am flattered that you think of me in such a high fashion, you must realize by my past actions, that I support the government without question and that includes the Katana.”
“So you did consider running for the position,” Ferde surmised. “How did you manage to become First Minister?”
The First Minister rose stiffly to his feet and glared at the mayor. “What is going on here?” he demanded. “First you favor me with your view of my patriotism and now you challenge my right to office. What game are you playing?”
Mayor Ferde waved his hand in a dismissive manner and smiled. “I do not question your right to office, my friend,” soothed the mayor. “I am merely curious about what transpired. You must understand that as mayor of one of the largest cities, I am privy to many things in the government, but the workings of the Katana’s Council is not one of them. I do not question your patriotism, as you should know from my earlier statements, but I also do not think that you blindly follow anyone, including Alazar. You are eminently qualified for the position, but I was under the belief that you held different views than Alazar and I am just curious why he selected you as First Minister.”
Larst’s glare softened slowly and he eventually nodded and sat back down. “I did try to become Katana,” admitted Larst. “It was clear that I did not have the votes and neither did Alazar. A long battle would have ensued if I had chosen to fight Alazar for the position. He knew this as well and offered me the position of First Minister to end the contest. The country needed leadership quickly and I accepted. It was more important to me to stabilize the nation than to advance my own agenda. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”
“Yes,” nodded Ferde. “I am sorry to seem to interrogate you, Larst, but I believed you to be a proud Omungan and not someone else’s dupe. I had to be sure.”
“Sure of what?” barked the First Minister. “You are beginning to sound like a conspirator and if that is where you are heading, I advise you to leave immediately.”
“I probably should do just that,” Ferde agreed, “but I care too much about our nation to ignore what I know. Frankly, I do not know what to do, which is why I came to you. I do not think our country has ever faced such a dilemma.”
“Once again I advise you to leave,” Larst stated adamantly. “I will not sit still for any treasonous talk and I do not wish to have you end your illustrious career in prison.”
Mayor Ferde frowned and rose from his chair. He turned to leave the First Minister’s office and suddenly sat back down in the chair. “There are other matters that I wish to discuss with you, if that is acceptable,” he stated.
Larst sighed and nodded.
“In fact, I have some good news,” smiled Ferde. “The people of Campanil will not starve this winter. We have more than enough watula to get us through until next harvest.”
The First Minister’s eyes widened in surprise. “That is wonderful,” he declared. “Where did it come from?”
“We found it stockpiled at one of the outlying farms,” Mayor Ferde replied without disclosing that he knew how it got there.
“Well make sure you guard it well,” cautioned Larst. “If the Sakovans find out about it, you may find your people hungry this winter yet.”
“I don’t think so,” Ferde frowned. “Our investigation indicated that it was not Sakovans who burned the fields.”
“What do you mean?” puzzled Larst. “I read the reports myself and it clearly showed that it was a Sakovan attack.”
“I had the case reopened,” explained Ferde. “I came across some disturbing information that did not mesh with the original report. When the new investigation was completed, it was clear that the attack was staged by Omungans intent on making it look like a Sakovan raid. I have a copy of the new report with me. You may have it.”
The First Minister took the offered report and read through it while the mayor sat puffing on his pipe, filling the room with a thick bocco scent. The First Minister frowned deeply as he set the report on his desk.
“You are sure of this information?” he quizzed the mayor.
“We are certain,” nodded Ferde. “Some of the blacksmiths even verified their marks on the fake stars.”
“This is vital information,” frowned the First Minister. “I must bring this to the attention of the Katana’s Council right away. We are poised to attack Sakova because of this tragedy and the assassination, of course the assassination is reason enough, but the Council must be informed.”
“I have long wondered about the assassination,” Ferde mused as he grasped the opportunity to manipulate the conversation. “This Malafar owned the Academy of Magic. How is it we think he is Sakovan?”
The First Minister looked up in surprise, his mind still processing the implication of the Campanil attack. “The Academy of Magic was just a front,” he murmured. “He used the school to train Sakovan mages.”
“I heard that accusation,” noted the mayor, “but his father was also a Minister on the Council. Was his father a Sakovan as well?”
“Malafar’s father was a Minister?” echoed Larst. “I didn’t know that.”
“Minister of Agriculture before Calix,” nodded Ferde. “Both Malafar and Temiker were brought up in Okata. I didn’t think a Sakovan could actually penetrate the Katana’s Council. How did we finally find out he was Sakovan?”
First Minister Larst sat toying with a mustache for a long moment. “I am not sure of the evidence,” he admitted. “He has been labeled as a Sakovan for so long that I guess I never thought about it. Not that it matters much because he showed his true colors by assassinating the Katana.”
“With the coming war and the report I just gave you on Campanil,” Ferde persisted, “I think it makes a great deal of difference. If Malafar is not Sakovan, then we are being manipulated into this war. Who was it that accused Malafar of being Sakovan? Perhaps we can ask to see the documentary evidence.”
The First Minster’s face paled as he rose to his feet once more. “Why do I feel as though you already know the answer to that question?” posed Larst. “I told you that I did not want to go there, Ferde. I suggest you leave now.”
“Go where?” Ferde asked innocently. “I haven’t mentioned anything treasonous, have I? I thought we were discussing the possibility that someone was trying to send this country to war based upon false assumptions. Surely such talk is patriotic, not treasonous.”
Larst chewed on his lower lip as he stared at the Campanil Mayor before him. He realized now how Ferde had directed the conversation and, although the words had not been spoken, Larst now faced a dilemma of his own. He either stood by his love of his country or his sworn loyalty to the Katana. Finally, he seemed to make up his mind.
“This conversation never took place,” the First Minister instructed. “If you try to indicate that it did, I will destroy you. Am I clear?”
Ferde frowned and rose while nodding his head in agreement.
“Sit down,” commanded Larst. “Do you have any proof regarding his involvement?”
Ferde was shocked at the realization that he had finally gotten through to the First Minister. “I do,” he assured. “I have a man in custody who worked directly for him. His job was to attack the Academy, secure Malafar, and bring him to the Okata. He was also supposed to track down Temiker and Lyra, Malafar’s daughter. If anyone finds out that I have this man in custody, his life is forfeit.”
“A criminal’s word is hardly anything worth talking about,” sighed Larst.
“True,” agreed Ferde, “but if Malafar was brought to the city and placed in custody, he would have had to have been held at the mage cells and we would know who had him incarerated. That is something you can verify without arousing suspicion.”
“You must know that I will not do anything to dethrone Alazar,” Larst declared. “I will check the mage cells for his confinement, but the information will do little for us. It still doesn’t explain the assassination.”
“It does if Malafar was drugged over a long period of time,” suggested Ferde. “Have you ever heard of a drug called Quetara?”
Larst nodded solemnly. “Still there is nothing we can do,” he sighed. “I will not help overthrow a sitting Katana.”
“Nor I,” agreed Ferde. “That is why I have come to you. I do not know what to do. At least you can try to diffuse the war. Short of war, Alazar cannot do too much harm.”
“You underestimate the power of the Katana,” warned the First Minister. “He does not need Council approval for a war. The Sakovans are not the only enemy Alazar sees as a threat either. There have been rumblings and rumors of Khadora being the real enemy and the Sakovans being portrayed as merely a thorn to be plucked before turning our attention northward.”
“Two wars would devastate this country,” groaned Ferde. “What can we do?”
“There is nothing we can do without breaking our allegiance to the Katana,” summarized Larst. “I will never do so, no matter how he came into power. If we were to act against Alazar, the time for it was before he became Katana. We could hope that the Sakovans would remove him for us.”
“I fear that will not happen,” Ferde shook his head. “They have said as much and I agree with them. Oh they want to, but if the Sakovans were to assassinate another Katana, war would surely follow and war is not what they want.”
“You have spoken with Sakovans?” Larst exclaimed, his eyebrows rising in an arch. “What would prompt you to undertake such a dangerous path?”
“I did not undertake it,” explained the Mayor of Campanil. “They came to me in my bed one night. They slipped past the Imperial Guard and my personal bodyguards. They could easily have killed me and been gone without capture.”
“What did they want?” quizzed Larst.
“They wanted me to reopen the investigation,” answered Ferde. “They do not want war and they had discovered who had really set the fires, which they were being blamed for. They provided the facts and I independently verified them later. Everything they said I have proved to be true.”
“So you believe them?” inquired the First Minister.
“Absolutely,” responded Ferde. “I did not at first, but there is no longer any doubt. It was the Sakovans who supplied the watula for Campanil. They managed to sneak it past the army and conceal it on one of the burned farms. They did not need to do this to get me to check out their story. I believe they really cared about my people starving. I think we have much to learn about our neighbors in the interior.”
“It appears that our greatest threat is among our own people,” frowned Larst. “If the Sakovans will not remove Alazar then we are in for a rough road.”
Mayor Ferde nodded and rose to leave, but Minister Larst called softly to him. “Do not repeat this conversation with the other Ministers,” he cautioned. “Most are in Alazar’s camp and you will be tried for treason. I need not mention the interrogation that you will go through before you die.”
“This conversation never took place,” assured Ferde. “If I am caught, I will die with dignity. You will be safe. Besides, like yourself, I will not act against the Katana. I just wanted another patriot to know the truth.”
First Minister Larst watched him leave. He didn’t know whether to curse the Mayor or thank him for sharing the information. He felt better knowing the truth, but his inability to act would surely plague him the rest of his life.
***
Lyra slept fitfully, the fatigue of the day’s journey sending her promptly to sleep, but a sleep fraught with visions and images of centuries gone by. The dreams had been frequent since her anointment as the Star of Sakova and always portrayed the defining moments of the Sakovan civilization, but they varied as well. Each dream seemed to branch off in a new and exciting way to divulge more of the culture of the people she had been chosen to lead. Each morning she awoke with a feeling of being more Sakovan than the day before, although she often could not remember the details of the dreams.
She had lived as a fisherman plying the seas in search of fish and discussing the best areas to find a particular species with the other fisherman. She had been a net-mender, chartist, historian, and even a priest. Always she knew exactly what to do and how to act. She saw the civilization through the eyes of the people.
Tonight’s dream was different though. There had been no Omungan invasion, no creation of the Wound of Kaltara, no bloody assassinations of the previous Stars, only blackness. But the blackness was alive with scents and sounds and Lyra struggled to make sense of them all. The scents came at her in a rush, sweet, pungent, moldy, and musty, all mixed together. The sounds were detached from the scents and made no sense at all, yet she perked her ears to listen to them all. They were not the noises of man or creatures, but rather the sounds of raw force, the sounds of power. Pinpoints of light penetrated the inky blackness and began to swirl and her focus blurred as she tried to watch.
She shook her head to clear her vision. The noise intensified dramatically and sounded like a roar, a roar of the earth tearing itself apart. She felt a great pressure building around her, from within her, and mentally tied the roar to the building pressure. The noise was her own. The building pressure was her soul and it yearned for release. She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the forces gathering around her, pushing outward, seeking freedom. The blood pulsed in her veins and rushed about seeking an exit from her body.
The roar burst into a thunderclap and her eyes snapped opened to see the tiny pinpricks of twirling light exploding outward, growing larger. A sense of escape fled through her as she watched the light of the sun spray over her and the cascading rock surrounding her. The sky appeared above her, bright and blue, as tremendous slabs of rock blew outward away from her. She stared in amazement as the mountain that was her, exploded and rained down the slope towards the valley far below.
The roar died and was replaced with the sound of giant chunks of rock falling down the mountainside and Lyra gazed at the world around her. She stood perched atop a tall mountain, its peak disintegrated to expose her previous prison. No longer incased in the solid rock prison of the mountain, Lyra inhaled the sweet air deeply and stretched her arms. Feeling a presence nearby, she turned swiftly and stood facing Kaltara.
“You have done well, my Star,” Kaltara stated with a smile. “You have thrown off the shackles of your earthly life. You are Sakovan now. No, more than Sakovan, you are Sakova. You are my child and I give my people into your care.”
Lyra’s eyes narrowed at the image of Kaltara as his words turned into the hoot of an owl. Her brow wrinkled with puzzlement as the hooting continued, but from more than one direction now. Suddenly, Kaltara faded and she felt a great weight on her legs as if the mountain was trying to reclaim her. She brushed absently at her legs and her hand felt a sticky, moist substance. Shouts filled the air now and she tried desperately to move her legs but they would not obey her. In frustration she screamed.
Lyra sat up abruptly and opened her eyes. She recognized the clearing where the party had made camp for the night. All around her people were running and shouting. She threw off her blanket, but it was stuck by her legs and she looked down to see a man’s body draped over her legs. The man’s head was bleeding profusely where a Sakovan star had penetrated his throat.
Lyra kicked the body away as she caught sight of Goral swinging his massive maul at the dark shape of a man. The maul connected with the man’s head and the attacker’s body went flying off into the trees. Not far from Goral, MistyTrail separated from the darkness to swing her sword into the legs of another dark shape. The shape fell to the ground and MistyTrail plunged the sword into the man’s chest.
Looking in the other direction, Lyra saw StormSong facing off against three attackers. She tried to rise to go to the proud warrior’s aid, but MistyTrail was by her side before she could get up.
“Stay down,” MistyTrail ordered. “They are using bows as well.”
Lyra started to object and rise, but MistyTrail swiftly swept her legs out from under her and the Star of Sakova crashed to the ground. She felt the weight of a body being thrown on top of her and caught sight of StormSong taking out two of the attackers with a vicious figure eight.
“Stay down or I will make sure that you do,” ordered MistyTrail.
Lyra watched as StormSong decapitated the third attacker and then the campsite turned silent. She felt MistyTrail’s presence behind her and then the feeling of the body being lifted off of her.
“I am sorry, Lyra,” MistyTrail apologized. “I had to keep you down. It was you they were after.”
Lyra picked herself up as Temiker, StarWind, and SunChaser entered the clearing. Lyra turned and saw StormSong and Goral before speaking. “Where is HawkShadow?” she asked, fearing that the Sakovan assassin may not have survived.
“He is checking the bodies,” StarWind reported. “He will be back shortly.”
“Are these the twenty assassins that were missing?” Lyra questioned.
StarWind nodded, “Yes, but not all of them. I think three of them got away. HawkShadow will know for sure. We will be able to track them so they will not get far.”
“Not unless they are headed towards Okata,” the Star shook her head. “I must get to Okata before Malafar.”
“That is the direction they fled,” HawkShadow declared as he entered the clearing. “If we still had the chokas they wouldn’t stand a chance. I will go on ahead. They will need to sleep sometime.”
“So will you,” Lyra objected. “Forget them for now. Let’s all get some sleep.”
The Sakovans nodded and started clearing the bodies out of the campsite while Lyra disappeared under her blanket. She lay awake for a long time pondering the attack and the strange dream, but what kept her awake was the frustration of not knowing what to do once they caught up with Master Malafar. She could not fathom killing her own father, and yet there appeared to be no alternative. She was the only who could stand up to Malafar’s power, if she could even do it again. He had been confused the last time they battled. What if he was stronger than she was? What if he wasn’t? It was not fair that one of them must die, she thought bitterly. Eventually Lyra cried herself to sleep.



Chapter 38



Needle in a Haystack


“Second floor facing the Palace,” Temiker reported as he strode down the stairs of the carriage platform at the side of the Palace Arms.
“Do you know if there are vacancies in the adjoining rooms?” Lyra asked.
“They are practically empty,” Temiker stated. “The city gates have only been open for a couple of days now. It will take a while for word to spread.”
“The merchants stay in the Merchant District,” interjected SunChaser. “The inns will be full down there pretty soon, but mostly visiting dignitaries stay here. Are you sure you don’t want to stay at my mansion? There is plenty of room to put everyone up.”
“No,” answered the Star of Sakova. “I do not want to compromise your cover in Okata, besides, Malafar may remember your mansion and I do not want him to know we are here.”
“I will get the next room,” offered HawkShadow.
“Let’s split up into pairs,” suggested StarWind. “We make too noticeable a group standing together. I will take Goral and get a room right after HawkShadow is done.”
“Good idea,” mused Lyra. “I will get a room for StormSong and MistyTrail. Either of them would be memorable to the clerk.”
“There is no reason why we cannot wait in the lobby if we are split up,” Temiker pointed out.
“True,” responded StarWind, “but let’s keep some distance between us.”
“I see no reason why I cannot go in with you, StarWind,” Lyra declared. “I do not want to risk getting rooms on different floors and two rooms for two women travelling together would not appear strange.”
StarWind nodded and the group split up. HawkShadow entered the doors at the carriage platform while Lyra and StarWind walked around to the front of the inn, leaving SunChaser, Goral, and Temiker to fend for themselves. They would filter in after a few moments had passed.
Lyra marveled at the grandeur of the city as they rounded the corner of the building. She hesitated at the front steps and gazed over the grand plaza that separated the inn from the palace. She smiled at the chirping birds and frisky squirrels that frolicked in the park, but her smile faded quickly. Okata was not going to be a peaceful city much longer, she knew. Her eyes passed over a group of children playing near a clump of trees in the park and she wanted to run over and tell them to go home. Shaking her head, she turned and followed StarWind up the front steps of the Palace Arms and into the plush lobby.
The lobby was huge and carpeted with couches and comfortable chairs spread throughout it. The walls to her left and right both sported huge fireplaces with clumps of chairs before them. There were about a dozen people in the lobby scattered about in small groups or sitting alone. Light music emanated from a doorway across from the main entrance and Lyra could smell meat cooking somewhere distant. She absently licked her lips as she thought about having a prepared Omungan meal for a change.
StarWind led Lyra towards the center of the room and they stood, seemingly in light conversation with one another, watching HawkShadow register for a room. Lyra caught sight of StormSong and MistyTrail entering the lobby cautiously and signaled StarWind with her eyes. StarWind nodded and Lyra caught the spymaster’s fingers moving rapidly at her side. StormSong gave the barest of nods and led MistyTrail away from the other groups.
Within a few moments, HawkShadow turned away from the counter and nodded absently. He moved swiftly off towards the stairs while StarWind led Lyra towards the counter. Lyra watched Temiker and SunChaser disappear up the stairs while StarWind waited for the clerk to finish some paperwork and look up at her.
“Can I help you?” the clerk said, finally finished with his papers.
“Yes,” smiled StarWind, “I want a room on the second floor overlooking the plaza.”
“Two actually,” Lyra chirped. “Together if that is possible.”
The clerk nodded and turned to see if the rooms were available.
“I hope you will pay a visit to my room later tonight young lady,” a male voice suddenly said from behind StarWind and Lyra.
Lyra whirled to face a tall thin man with a smile upon his face and saw StormSong over his shoulder, approaching with her hand on a belt knife and fury on her face. Evidently the man’s comment was not uttered as softly as he had thought and Lyra’s mind raced to prevent the coming confrontation. Suddenly Goral rose from one of the chairs and stepped in front of the approaching StormSong and placed his huge hand on her shoulder, shaking his head.
Lyra was vaguely aware of StarWind standing next to her with her mouth hanging open and the Star scowled at the thin man, “If I wanted such a vulgar display, I would be staying down by the wharf.”
The man looked genuinely confused as his eyes darted from Lyra to StarWind. His face reddened deeply and bowed slightly to Lyra. “I am sorry, young lady,” he apologized. “I was not talking to you, but the woman in front of you.”
“And that makes it any better?” Lyra growled. “Take your filth out into the streets and leave us alone.”
Lyra felt StarWind’s hand on her shoulder and saw Goral coming up behind the man.
“Do I know you?” StarWind asked the man, although she recognized him immediately.
“I never forget a voice,” the thin man smiled, his face still beet red. “I did not mean the invitation as vulgar. I merely would like the opportunity to speak with you again as we did in Campanil not long ago.”
StarWind nodded and smiled. “I would be pleased to speak with you again, Mayor Ferde,” StarWind declared. “I did not expect to see you in Okata.”
“Nor did I expect to find you here either,” grinned the Mayor. “My room is on the third floor at the top of the stairs or if you are more comfortable in public, we could have dinner together.”
“Let me dwell on it,” StarWind smiled. “I will let you know.”
The Mayor smiled and bowed slightly before leaving for the stairs. The significance of the man’s statements finally struck Lyra and she felt a chill between her shoulder blades. Discovery so soon after entering Okata could be disastrous. She knew that they had to find Malafar and do it quickly before anything else went wrong.
She turned to find the clerk trying to suppress a smirk. She swiftly finished registering for the room, and promptly went up the stairs. Temiker stood in the hallway outside his open door and Lyra entered the room and sat down. Within moments, all of the Sakovans were in the room and Temiker closed the door.
“What needs to be done with Ferde?” Lyra asked.
“I am not sure what he wants,” admitted StarWind. “I never expected to be recognized by my voice, but the fact that he didn’t shout for the Imperial Guard when he heard me is promising. I think I should meet with him as he asked.”
“Then do so,” commanded Lyra, “but do it in his room. Let’s not take the chance of someone else hearing us. I want the rest of you out looking for signs of Malafar. Search all the inns and anywhere else he might find a room to sleep in. See if you can learn anything about Alazar’s movements or schedule without being too obvious.”
“Perhaps we are here first,” pondered MistyTrail. “Should we watch the gates for his passage?”
“He is here already,” Temiker frowned. “I heard some of the Imperial Guard talking about a weird fog that developed this morning at one of the gates. I am sure that it was Malafar.”
“I have a few friends in the city who can be trusted,” stated SunChaser. “I will get them to help search for the mage. Should I warn Kapla? Maybe we can get the Katana to stay indoors.”
“No,” stated StarWind. “If they search the city for Malafar, none of us will escape this time. The result of finding a bunch of Sakovans in the city would be as disastrous as killing Alazar. We have to find Malafar ourselves.”
Someone must stay behind with Lyra, commanded StarWind. She should get some rest and must be protected while she does.
Can I keep watch for you? chirped MistyTrail. I will not let anyone disturb our Star.
Lyra smiled at the diminutive Sakovan. You can keep watch for me anytime, she answered.
Let's go to work then, ordered StarWind. Goral take the waterfront, StormSong the Merchant District, SunChaser the Diplomatic District, HawkShadow the trades area. Temiker, you know your brother the best. Search out those areas where he might have friends or acquaintances that we would not know about.
Where will you be? asked HawkShadow.
I have some people to talk to, starting with Mayor Ferde, frowned StarWind. Let's meet back here in four hours.
StarWind watched her small band nod and split up before ascending a flight of stairs and tapping lightly on Mayor Ferde's door. The door opened promptly and a smiling Mayor Ferde waved StarWind into his room.
Thank you for coming, he smiled. I apologize for my unfortunate display in the common room. Come sit down. We have much to discuss.
StarWind's eyes swept the room as she hesitantly crossed it and sat in a chair by the window, allowing her a view of the street below.
I am not trying to trick you, laughed Ferde. I am travelling alone and I have not alerted anyone to your presence here.
Why not? she quizzed.
Frankly, he admitted, I think I believe you. I am puzzled by some things though, like why you are travelling with Malafar's daughter?
A shiver of fear streaked down StarWind's back and her eyes narrowed to slits as her lips pressed tightly together. Her body tensed, a tight coil ready to spring at a moment's notice. Malafar's daughter? she questioned.
Ferde shook his head and smiled. Lyra's picture was posted all over Campanil when she fled the Academy. I do not forget faces either. Are you safeguarding her from the government? Or are you using her to track down Malafar?
StarWind silently cursed herself. She had forgotten about the wanted posters and now Lyra was deep in the bowels of the enemy capital. Regardless of their search for Malafar, they must get her out of the city immediately.
Ferde's eyes widened with surprise during StarWind's silence. Malafar is still in the city, isn't he? He is going to try to kill another Katana.
StarWind stared at Mayor Ferde as her mind raced. If the Campanil Mayor spread his suspicions to the Palace or the Imperial Guard, they were all dead. Lyra had to be their first concern and then Malafar, but the question that was most poignant was how far she should trust the Mayor. He could be a great help or the kiss of death. Yet, he had not revealed their presence so far. She could easily kill the Mayor and put her efforts towards getting Lyra out of the city, but that would not stop Malafar and he had to be stopped to avert the war. Swiftly, she calculated the risks and made up her mind.
Malafar is here as you suspected, StarWind admitted. We must stop him before he does something foolish.
Like killing Alazar? Ferde whispered as his head nodded slightly.
Yes, agreed StarWind reluctantly. I think that we can stop him, but if the Imperial Guard knows we are here, they can foil our attempt. I must insist that you remain quiet about our presence in Okata.
Mayor Ferde frowned as he watched StarWind. He knew that her request was more than a plea and that she was quite capable of killing him to guarantee his silence. Still, he had to stop the assassination if he was capable.
Why do you and Lyra have a better chance at stopping him than the Imperial Guard or the Monitors? he asked. Lyra dare not show her face outside her room and you can scarcely guarantee to stop a powerful mage by yourself. Convince me that you can avoid this despicable crime and I will remain silent.
I do not think you understand your position, frowned StarWind. We want the same thing. Do not make me do something I have no desire to do.
Are you so quick to spill my blood and still expect me to believe your good intentions? quizzed Ferde. If we both want the same thing, then why not work together?
I can stop you from going to the authorities without hurting you, smiled StarWind. I need not spill your blood, only detain you. The Imperial Guard is not going to work peacefully with Sakovans. If they learn of our presence here, they will spend their time rounding us up and Malafar will strike in the confusion.
Rounding you up? grinned Ferde. So it is not just you and Lyra. Good. Let us not bicker about priorities. As you said, we want the same thing. We both agree that Alazar must not be assassinated, although I have been checking up on your accusations and I am inclined to believe all you told me in Campanil. How can a handful of Sakovans accomplish more than thousands of Imperial Guards?
Did the Imperial Guards protect the last Katana? retorted StarWind. Did they stop Malafar from fleeing the city? Did they prevent him from returning? Did they stop Lyra, others, and me from entering the capital? If they start searching for Malafar, all they will do is find out that others are looking for him too. The threat of a Sakovan conspiracy will rage and they will shut down the city. That didn't stop Malafar the last time. We are the only hope that Alazar has. You could help us.
How could I help? inquired Mayor Ferde.
Get Alazar to avoid public appearances, answered the Sakovan spymaster. Invite him to Campanil and whisk him out of the city quickly. Buy us time to find Malafar and deal with him.
Ferde gazed out the window, looking at nothing in particular as his mind raced with options and questions. How will you deal with him? the Mayor finally asked.
We will do whatever must be done to avoid the assassination, frowned StarWind.
Ferde paced the room anxiously for a while and then turned abruptly to StarWind. The Imperial Guard failed to prevent the last assassination because they had no warning, he stated. I cannot fathom Malafar escaping again if they knew he was planning this foul deed. Besides, are you sure you even want to stop him? Perhaps it would be better for Omunga and Sakova if we let Malafar succeed. Why do you risk yourself to save Alazar?
You forget that Malafar is a potent weapon, StarWind explained. While it might be inconceivable for a mage to carry out the assassination and escape the Imperial Guard, Malafar has no plan to escape this time. He is despondent over being drugged into assassinating the last Katana. We think he plans to die along with Alazar. With his power and desperation, it is not safe to even be in the city when he attacks.
Ferde's eyes opened wide in horror. By the Holy Katana! the Mayor exclaimed. Is he powerful enough to destroy the entire city?
Truth be known, StarWind sighed, we do not know the extent of his powers. It would be better for both countries to be rid of Alazar, but as long as people believe the Sakovans have assassinated their Katana, the call for war will grow stronger. Even if Malafar fails. We will stop Malafar to prevent war, not for love of Alazar.
Mayor Ferde nodded grimly and sat on the bed. If it was just Alazar, we could cheer, he sighed, but not innocent people. I think I could quell the call for war if it happened. Perhaps. I have spoken to some officials and they are now aware of Alazar's deeds. Still, nobody will raise a hand against him. I will do what I can to get the Katana out of the city.
Thank you, Mayor Ferde, StarWind smiled thinly. Will you also remain quiet about our presence here?
Yes, Ferde replied. You have been honest with me and I cannot doubt your good intentions. As you are no threat to Omunga, you are no threat to me. What is Lyra going to say about your actions against her father? Will she reveal your presence? Does she know you are Sakovans?
StarWind stared at the Mayor as she contemplated her answer. She had been totally honest with him so far and she dare not break his trust. He was the only Omungan ally they had, and one that must be kept and cultivated if they ever hoped to end hostilities between the two peoples. Besides, with the number of Sakovan spies that Alazar had been capturing of late, the truth of her identity would not be secret for long. She decided at last to confide in him.
Lyra's mother, Rhodella, was Sakovan, revealed StarWind. Malafar was horrified to discover this and so Rhodella hid it and became the perfect Omungan wife and mother. Still, that makes Lyra Sakovan in our eyes. We sheltered her in Sakova for a time before learning the truth.
The truth? questioned Ferde. The truth of what?
Our god, Kaltara, has chosen Lyra to lead the Sakovan people, declared StarWind. Lyra is the Star of Sakova.
Holy Shades! Ferde gasped as StarWind's statements struck home. The daughter is the leader of the Sakovans and the father seeks to assassinate the Katana. Your dilemma becomes increasingly clear. Why would you ever bring her here? What is she going to say if you have to kill Malafar?
We did not wish her here, admitted StarWind. I tremble at the thought of her capture or death, but her word is law and cannot be argued. As for her father, we will do whatever she commands.
Surely she will not command his death, objected Ferde. There is no way you can succeed in your endeavors.
Do not underestimate our Star, StarWind stated. She is fully aware of the poor choices facing us and I am confident that Kaltara will guide her well. Lyra has given over her life to Kaltara and she will do what is necessary for the Sakovan people, even if it means her father's life or her own life.
The only course I see is to get Alazar out of the city, Ferde declared as he rose. Let me be about my task before Malafar strikes. I will seek you out when the task is completed. Perhaps I can help you get out of the city. You have never given me your name.
You are most kind, smiled StarWind rising. My Name is StarWind, but I am not registered as such. I will return here later and we can talk.
StarWind crossed the room and let herself out. Swiftly, she descended to the ground level and left the building. On the steps she stopped and surveyed the plaza before crossing it and heading to the Imperial Guard headquarters.
The building was a large four story stone structure with wide steps and columns on either side of the main entrance. Imperial Guards were stationed at the top of the stairs, but StarWind knew they were mostly for show and casually marched up the steps and passed between them. Inside the doors was a large room with a tiled floor and a large oval counter in the center manned with a host of clerks. A number of corridors led off the main room and dozens of Imperial Guards were constantly visible as they moved from one corridor to another or tended to whatever tasks or errands that had to do. Only two other civilians were present and both of them were at the counter, probably filing complaints or seeking information.
StarWind knew that each Imperial Guard post maintained a board with notices and drawings of criminals. She stood just inside the doors and scanned the room until she saw it on the wall to her right. She drew no notice as she glided over to the board and started reading the postings. There were descriptions of many wanted people, but few drawings. She found Lyra's likeness quickly. The drawing was yellowed and covered by other postings and she did not pause when she located it. She continued to read the other listings while casually scanning the room. While nobody was paying particular attention to her, there was no way she would be able to remove the drawing and get out unnoticed.
While her left hand moved over the board, as if to keep track of where she was reading, her right slid into her pouch and located a small tin. She popped the lid off the tin and dipped her finger into the sticky substance. Returning to the drawing of Lyra, StarWind raised her right hand and moved her finger over the likeness of the Star. With her left hand, she nonchalantly let the drawing on top of Lyra's cover the Star's face and pressed firmly on it, effectively gluing the two drawings together.
It might prove to be little help as each gate would also have a drawing, but any little precaution must be taken when it was available. There were many more recent postings than Lyra's and the guards at the gates would not bother them until it was time to leave.
She replaced the lid to the tin and turned to leave when an Imperial Guard stopped her. Did you find what you were looking for? he asked.
No, she sighed nervously.
I haven't seen you around here before, he stated as he looked her over. What were you looking for?
I was just checking on the descriptions of wanted men, StarWind lied. I am from Campanil and have been searching for a sailor who done my sister wrong. I thought I might check to see if he was wanted for something. That would explain why he never returned to marry her like he said he would.
The guards eyes brightened somewhat as he listened to her explanation. Well if your sister resembles you, I would count the sailor as dead, he smiled. The only accounting that would keep him away no doubt. I just got off duty and I could escort you down to the docks so we could search for him.
You are truly generous, StarWind smiled, but I think you are probably right. It was just a thought coming in here. I did not really have hopes of finding him and she is probably better off without him in any event. I should return to the inn and rest. Thank you for your kind offer though.
The Imperial Guard appeared ready to offer more assistance, but StarWind swiftly moved off in the direction of the doors and exited the building without looking back. She turned left and headed for the Palace merging with the flow of people. She spied a large crowd in front of the Palace and veered towards them. People were standing around watching the construction of a large platform and she moved closer to look at it. She stood staring at the platform as she listened to the buzz of conversation from the onlookers.
How many this time? she heard a man ask.
Three I hears, a woman answered. Sakovan spies they be.
Darn Sakovans, the man spat. It is high time the Katana finished them once and for all.
There will be war for sure, another man interjected. My son serves with the Guard and he says it's a sure thing. Our new Katana is a man of action.
Will he be here? asked the first man.
Never misses a chopping, laughed the woman. Even when he was First Minister he always came. Loves to see the heads roll I hears.
StarWind moved away from the platform and returned to the inn. She stopped at the desk and asked what time the executions would happen. Moving as swiftly as she dared without causing notice, StarWind raced up to Lyra's room.
We have a problem, she stated after MistyTrail let her in the door.
Lyra groggily sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. What kind of problem?
There is going to be an execution this afternoon, StarWind reported. The Katana will be there and I am sure that Malafar would not miss this opportunity.
Lyra rose and went to the window. Is that what they are building the platform for?
Yes, sighed StarWind.
MistyTrail, commanded the Star, round up the troops. Nobody is going to find Malafar in another part of the city now. We need to concentrate on the Palace and we do not have much time left. StarWind, split up the city with her. The sooner everyone gets back here the better.



Chapter 39



Death Throes


Lyra sat by the window of her room and stared out. The inn was too far from the platform to suit her, but occasionally she saw one of her people searching the gathering crowd. The Sakovans had been in place for hours trying to catch Malafar when he arrived for the execution, but the fear that they might fail to stop Malafar now screamed inside Lyra's head. Lyra's worrying was interrupted by a knock on the door. Leaving her seat, she crossed the room and opened the door for StarWind and Mayor Ferde.
Lyra, this Mayor Ferde of Campanil, introduced StarWind. Mayor Ferde, this is the Star of Sakova.
The Mayor seemed confused on how he should greet the young girl and finally managed a bow. It is a pleasure to meet you, Star of Sakova, he said.
Lyra will do fine, Mayor Ferde, the Star smiled tightly. Please come in.
StarWind closed the door and went to the window while Lyra showed the Mayor to a chair and then sat on the bed. I fear we are running out of time, Lyra began. Were you successful in getting the Katana to not appear today?
Unfortunately no, admitted the Mayor of Campanil. While he will consider my invitation to come to Campanil, leaving today is out of the question. I tried to stop him from attending the execution, but he would hear nothing of it. I have never been close to Alazar, nobody has, and I guess he little values my input. I fear that all is lost.
Not while Alazar lives and breathes, Lyra declared stubbornly.
But how could you stop Malafar now even if you did find him? questioned the Mayor. The execution is so public now that the crowds have arrived. Even if your people see him and try to stop him, it will be seen as a Sakovan assassination attempt.
He's right, agreed StarWind as she turned from the window. There are too many people assembled and too many Imperial Guards. Even if we stop Malafar, Alazar will have his excuse for war.
And all of you will be dead, Ferde added. Better to leave the city while all attention is on the execution. Slip away while you can. You tried your best and there is no reason for more people to die. I will try to stop the inevitable call for war.
Lyra closed her eyes and let their words echo through her mind. She knew that StarWind was not one to quit while any chance remained and Mayor Ferde's suggestion to leave did make sense, but…
No, she said opening her eyes. Kaltara would not send me on a fruitless journey. There is a way to accomplish our goal. We are just too blind to see it.
Forgive my ignorance of your ways, but perhaps you just think your god wants you here, suggested Mayor Ferde.
You are forgiven, smiled the Star. I am not mistaken though. Kaltara told me to come. It was a command, not a suggestion.
Your god speaks to you? he asked with an incredulous look.
And I to Him, nodded Lyra.
Ferde's eyes opened wide and his brows rose in wonderment. Then ask him what to do next.
I have, sighed Lyra. Kaltara does not affect my movements like a puppet, but rather guides me through difficult times. As I have faith in Him, so He has faith in me. I have the tools to achieve the end that I seek, but I must choose to act on my own as I see fit. If it were otherwise, there would be no chance for failure and no need for thought. Kaltara has no use for puppets.
But you said he commanded you to come here, argued the Mayor.
True, agreed Lyra, but I am free to do as I wish. I have come and fulfilled His command. I could leave now as you suggest and not be disobedient, but I will not. My purpose is to avoid a war and the slaughter of thousands of people. I will do whatever must be done to accomplish that end, even if it means saving the life of someone who dearly deserves to die at the cost of my own father. Oh, what a bitter remedy that would be.
Mayor Ferde stared at the young girl before him with awe and respect. Losing her mother at a young age and thrust into leading a country and now faced with killing her father to save that country, he thought. Not many people could face such tragedy and pressure without breaking. You still love him, don't you?
Dearly, Lyra sighed as she rose from the bed. I must go to the execution now. It is almost time for Malafar to appear.
No! exclaimed StarWind. It is not safe for you down there. We agreed that you would remain here. My people will take care of Malafar.
She's right, agreed Ferde. Let me at least escort you out of the city while there is still time. If Malafar does show, the city will be sealed again.
Lyra smiled thinly at Ferde and turned towards StarWind. They are not your people, but mine, she declared, and it was amongst you that agreement was reached on my actions. I never agreed to actions that I knew could not be. Will you come with me, or must I go alone?
StarWind was practiced in not showing her emotions, but Lyra clearly saw the fear etched in the spymaster's face. She reached for StarWind's hand and held it reassuringly. I will be all right, StarWind, the Star of Sakova proclaimed. Let us go see what test Kaltara has in store for us.
I will tag along and give what aid I can, offered Mayor Ferde.
You endanger yourself needlessly, cautioned Lyra. StarWind reminded me that my likeness is still posted in the city. If things go poorly, you will be convicted by your proximity alone.
Perhaps your willingness to face danger for the greater good is contagious, grinned Mayor Ferde. I am willing to do what I can to help you.
Lyra smiled at the Omungan Mayor and nodded. If things do go poorly, she said, distance yourself swiftly. Sakova needs you as much as Omunga now. Our peoples must learn to live together and only people such as yourself can make that happen.
The trio exited the inn and walked across the plaza towards the newly constructed platform. StarWind silently scanned the crowd and checked out each of the Sakovans looking to intercept Malafar. Lyra had ordered them to stop her father in any way possible if he was sighted, but the old mage had remained hidden.
The crowd was thick and loud around the platform and StarWind had her hands full just keeping Lyra from being jostled. Beads of perspiration formed on her brow as she sought to protect her Star from accidental harm as well as recognition by the authorities.
The Imperial Guard formed a human corridor at the rear of the platform that extended to the front of the Imperial Palace, but the other three sides were a teeming mass of people. Malafar could be anywhere.
After a time the crowd grew even louder and Lyra rose to her toes to see what was happening.
They are bringing the spies to the platform, Ferde explained. It will not be long now.
I need to get closer, Lyra stated. I cannot see anything from here.
StarWind bit her lip as she surveyed the crowd and shook her head. I don't see how you can get closer without being too obvious. People have been vying for good positions for hours and will cause a ruckus if you dart in front of them. We cannot afford that type of disturbance.
I may be able to help, offered Mayor Ferde. I see an old friend towards the front. Let me go greet him and stand by him. The crowd may make a minor disturbance when I do, but it will quell quickly. After I am place for a while, slip over and stand right in front of me. I will not complain.
StarWind nodded and watched the Mayor depart. She followed his progress and saw him move right up to the front. The crowd did indeed grow boisterous, but when he was recognized as a high government official, the crowd resignedly accepted it. The three spies were being brought up to the platform and StarWind grabbed Lyra's hand and led her forward. While everyone was watching the criminals climb the stairs, StarWind and Lyra slipped in front of Mayor Ferde.
The Mayor leaned forward and whispered between their ears. There have been a lot of Sakovan spies captured this year.
StarWind turned her head and whispered back, Those men are not Sakovan. Just another charade.
Another rise in volume emanated from the crowd as the Katana's Council came out of the Palace and marched down the corridor of Imperial Guards. Half a dozen Imperial Guards preceded them up the stairs of the platform and another half a dozen trailed them.
Is the Katana one of them? asked Lyra. I do not know what Alazar looks like.
Not yet, whispered Ferde. He will make his own entrance.
It was only moments after the Council was arranged on the platform when the horns sounded.
He is coming now, the Mayor stated.
StarWind watched as two dozen Monitors formed a protective square around the figure in the flowing white and gold robe as he marched down the corridor. The crowd unexpectedly dropped to their knees as the Katana mounted the steps of the platform. StarWind hurriedly sunk to her knees dragging Lyra with her, but not before she saw every one of her fellow Sakovans highlighted by being the only ones standing. She cursed inwardly for not minding the Omungan customs better, but nobody appeared to notice. She looked again and expelled her held breath as she saw that her cohorts had recovered quickly.
Another blaring of horns preceded the call to rise and Alazar began to address the audience. His speech was clearly hateful as he lectured about the evils of the Sakovans and the threat they represent to peace. He was barely into the speech when the flash of lightning shot down out of the clear heavens and struck the Katana. Pandemonium reigned as the crowd screamed in unison and panicked.
StarWind saw it all as if it was in slow motion, a second lasting minutes. Some people dropped to the ground and covered their heads. Others turned and tried to run away from the platform, only to be toppled by those behind them also pushing to flee. Screams were everywhere while people fell or stood dumbstruck and open-mouthed. Thunder boomed through the city as she scanned the crowd and sought out Malafar, but still she could not find him.
The lightning struck again and StarWind watched the Imperial Guard looking around in confusion. The Monitors converged on Alazar and surrounded him with their bodies as a high-pitched whine filled the plaza. The pitch increased and people started screaming. A commotion on the platform drew StarWind's attention and she was aghast to see Alazar pushing his Monitors away from him as he scanned the crowd himself.
Temiker suddenly appeared next to StarWind. He is using the same tactics as the last time, Malafar's brother declared. We will know his location when the Winter Wind comes. It is next.
What can we do to stop him? StarWind asked frantically as her hands rose to her ears.
The screaming of the crowd increased and people began to wriggle in pain as the pitch tore through them.
I have a filter over us, Temiker explained as he drew her hands down. The sound will not harm us. The only thing I can think of to stop him is to shield the Katana. Should I?
The howling wind came next, even as another bolt of lightning slammed into the Katana. StarWind watched in amazement as a frost blew across the platform creating thin ice on all it passed. She followed the path backwards and saw Malafar emerge, not from within the crowd, but from behind a pillar on the grounds of the Imperial Palace. Alazar saw him at the same time and the Katana's arm raised and pointed at the old mage.
Temiker's eyes narrowed as he surveyed the platform. The Katana's shields are not shrinking, he stated. The ice is not adhering either. Alazar has had his shields increased. I am not sure that Malafar can even get through them this time.
Everyone saw Malafar now and the Imperial Guards were rushing towards him even as Alazar unleashed his own magical attack. Rage formed on Malafar's face as he realized that the Katana's shields were not weakening.
Malafar will have to divert energy to protect himself now, Temiker said as Alazar's fireballs started hitting his brother. Tell me what to do, little Star.
The Imperial Guards were almost upon Malafar when Lyra spoke. Throw a protective physical shield around Malafar, she ordered. Keep it there no matter what happens. StarWind, gather our people and instruct them not to interfere. That goes for you double.
StarWind started to object, but when she turned, Lyra was gone. She swiftly issued hands signals and spun around to make sure that her people were coming to her, but she could not see which way Lyra had gone. She was searching the panicked crowd for her Star when she heard Lyra's voice booming across the plaza.
Stop! the girl demanded. Stop this madness.
StarWind turned in shock to find her leader standing on the platform between Alazar and Malafar. The high-pitched whine ceased immediately and the lightning crackled to a halt, while Malafar's face contorted in confusion. The Imperial Guards whirled as their sword blows bounced off some invisible shield surrounding Malafar, but Alazar's eyes narrowed as he viewed the obstacle blocking the view of his enemy. StarWind yelled as she saw the power building in Alazar and knew he was going to remove that obstacle and continue his attack on Malafar.
Lyra shook her head as she watched Alazar prepare to attack. She held her arms out to her sides and a blue cylinder appeared around her. It started at her feet and grew upward, stretching into the sky, turning transparent as it stretched. Alazar released his spell and a massive fireball streamed towards Lyra and slammed into the blue-tinged cylinder. The fireball did not bounce off of Lyra's shield, nor did it explode when it met the shield. It simply ceased to exist. In fury, Alazar cast another and another. His fireballs merely dissolved before reaching the young girl.
StarWind glanced over at Malafar and saw the old mage standing in silence as the Imperial Guards continued to try to hack their way through the shield that Temiker was maintaining. His hands were at his sides and he bore a look of utter failure on his face. He appeared to neither notice nor care about the men attacking him. Alazar stepped to one side of the platform, so he could see past Lyra, and cast a fireball at the old mage. It erupted on Malafar's chest, throwing the Star's father to the ground in a crumpled heap. The flames went out immediately, but Malafar did not stir.
Oh false Katana, boomed Lyra's voice as she turned to face Alazar once again. Oh assassin. Why do you seek to destroy the tool you used to kill the real Katana?
The people of Okata were rising up from the ground now and they turned their attention to the platform. Lyra had not raised a hand against the Katana and the Imperial Guard and the Monitors appeared unsure of what to do. Alazar stared at Lyra with contempt, knowing his fireballs would not penetrate her shields.
Guards, seize this traitorous daughter of an assassin, he shouted. This lowly being is Lyra, daughter of the Sakovan assassin Malafar. There shall be four executions today instead of three.
Stop, boomed Lyra as the Monitors started towards her. Do not make the god Kaltara destroy this city to protect a man who would seize control by treachery. Let me speak my piece and then I will lower my shield to accept justice.
The Monitors faltered and Alazar again ordered them to attack. You do not take orders from the young wench, he screamed. Seize her.
The Monitors closed on Lyra and the Sakovans started towards the platform. Stop, Sakovans, came Lyra's whisper, the sound so close and intimate that StarWind whirled to see if someone else had spoken. I commanded you to your tasks. Obey me, the whisper continued.
On the platform, the Monitors attacked Lyra. A sword struck the shield and the blade disappeared. The Monitor looked down at the hilt he held in his hand and shook his head as another Monitor swung another sword. Its blade also disappeared. A loud collective gasp emanated from the crowd, which had been watching the contest in absolute silence. A third Monitor attacked Lyra and disgustedly discarded his sword when the blade disappeared. In frustration he reached for Lyra and screamed in agony as his arm disappeared. His fellow Monitors swiftly grabbed him as he fell and dragged him away from Lyra. The remaining Monitors also backed away from the young girl in the blue cylinder.
Lyra turned towards the front of the platform and gazed over the shocked crowd before her.
The real assassin of your Katana stands before you today and he is not the one lying on the ground over there, she boomed as she pointed towards the still figure of Malafar. I am Lyra, daughter of Malafar and Rhodella of the Academy of Magic. It is my father who lies before you on the ground and he did indeed intend to kill Alazar today, but hear the truth of what I say. He came to kill a man who deserves to die, not a Katana, for this man who stands upon this platform in his flowing robe of gold and white is a false Katana. He is a murder and usurper of office. He is a despicable man who uses others to kill for him, whether they wish to or not. He drugged my father into killing the old Katana for him so that he might rule this nation.
Alazar was wringing his hands in frustration as he tried to think of a way to kill Lyra before she could say more, but she appeared to be immune to magic attacks as well as physical attacks. His only option was to flee. He turned to run and Lyra spread her arms again. Another blue cylinder formed around Alazar's feet and rose towards the sky.
Please stay and listen, oh false Katana, offered Lyra. The cylinder will protect you from all harm. I can not even attack you now if I wished to, which I do not.
That is one spell I want to learn when we get back to StarCity, whispered Temiker. You must have LifeTender teach it to me.
LifeTender knows no such spell, answered StarWind. I have never seen the likes of it until today. I do not understand where Lyra gets her power and her knowledge.
No person knows, chirped MistyTrail. Ask Lyra and she will tell you, only Kaltara knows.
The mage Malafar is…was my father, Lyra continued, but he was never Sakovan. I, however, am Sakovan. In fact, I am the Star of Sakova, leader of the Sakovan people and chosen by our god Kaltara. I swear to the people of Omunga that Sakova does not wish war with you. I swear by Kaltara that we have not attacked you. We have not burned your fields. We have not assassinated your Katana. I could do so today, but I will not. He is your false Katana and your problem to deal with.
You speak lies, shouted Alazar. You scheme with your father to rule Omunga as well as Sakova. We shall hunt you down and exterminate you along with the rest of your savage Sakovans.
You can never hurt me, Alazar, smiled Lyra as she turned to face the false Katana. I could remove this shield right now and you could do nothing to me for my god Kaltara will protect me. He protects me from evil and you are nothing if not evil. The shield is to protect me from your guards who are only doing their honest job when they follow your orders, because they know not that you are a false Katana.
Then lower your shields, smirked Alazar. Let us see how well your god protects you.
I could, smiled Lyra, but you will die if you attack me.
You said you would not attack me, reminded Alazar. You said your god alone would protect you.
As I say now, agreed Lyra. I have no need to attack you. I will take the body of my fallen father and leave your city. I leave your fate to the people of Okata.
Lyra smiled as she heard the murmurs of acceptance ripple through the crowd. She only hoped that the Imperial Guard and Monitors would react the same as the crowd of citizens. If she guessed wrong, she would die. Using Lord Marak's spell, she wove an Air Tunnel to Alazar's ear.
You do not have the power to kill me, oh false Katana, she whispered for his ear only. You will falter before you win. You are weak and the people here can see it.
Drop these shields, Sakovan, Alazar shouted in rage. I defy your god and your people and I alone will strike you dead.
You alone? she laughed. Against Kaltara? Thank the Heavens that you at least spare your men from God's death as they cannot legally attack me now as you have publicly forbidden them to do so. I do ask you not to attack me yourself though. Kaltara will forbid it.
Hoping to God that the Omungans would honor the words of the false Katana, Lyra dropped both of the blue cylinders.
Alazar sneered and immediately raised his arm to attack with a fireball. He must have been building his power while he waited for the shields to drop, Lyra realized. She stared at him as his face contorted with effort, but no fireball emerged. Murmurs ran through the crowd as well as the Monitors and Imperial Guard, but nobody moved towards her. That was fortunate as she had no physical defense and would easily be struck down.
Gasps ran through the audience as Alazar strained to get his fireball off. Sweat poured down his face accentuating the rage it held. Alazar's body shook noticeably and his head tilted to one side. His knees weakened but not his rage. Within moments, Alazar collapsed to the floor of the platform. A Monitor stooped to help him up.
He's dead, exclaimed the Monitor looking over at Lyra. The Katana is dead.
One should not spit in the face of God, Lyra declared. I warned him that Kaltara would not allow him to harm me.
Some of the Monitors scowled and headed toward Lyra. The Sakovans appeared ready to toss their leader's word away and storm the platform when one of the Katana's Council stepped forward.
Hear me Omungans, he shouted and the Monitors halted. I am First Minister Larst. The Katana is dead. The executions for today are cancelled pending a review by the Katana's Council. In fact, every action of Alazar's reign will be reviewed. Until a new Katana is chosen, the Katana's Council will rule.
The First Minister turned to Lyra. Lyra, Star of Sakova, he began. I give you safe passage back to Sakova and leave to take your father's body. I do hope that we may meet after you have taken care of your father and discuss the differences between our peoples in a peaceful manner. Are you agreeable?
I am First Minister, nodded Lyra. I will send word to you when I return home and we can arrange a meeting. The Sakovan people look forward to a neighborly relationship with Omunga and believe that it will benefit both nations. I thank you for your offer of safe passage.
As Lyra left the platform, Larst placed his hand on her shoulder to stop her. I really do wish to meet you, he whispered. Mayor Ferde has carried your cause to me in private. I will get some men to help with your father.
I am grateful, First Minister, she smiled, but I think it better not to use the Omungan military for my personal needs. I am sure that I can find some people in the audience to help me with the body. I am truly grateful for your timely intervention and I too look forward to our meeting. Let us make it soon.
She swiftly moved over to her father's body, the fatigue of battle falling quickly over her. Temiker was already there and lifting his brother into a cart that was nearby. As Lyra leaned over and kissed her father, Temiker handed a handful of coins to the cart's owner who was complaining about its use. Temiker turned and grabbed the tongue of the cart and started pulling it. A large giant-like man stepped up to Temiker.
Let me help you with the cart, Sir, grinned Goral. Show me the way to your stable, Sir.
The crowd parted to allow the cart to pass as the citizens stared at Lyra and her father's body. The crowd thinned as they crossed the plaza and rounded the side of the inn. By the time they reached the rear of the inn, HawkShadow stood with the horses. Quickly the Sakovans dispersed leaving Lyra and Temiker to proceed on their own with Malafar's body. Mayor Ferde arrived a moment later with six mounted Imperial guards.
Your escort, he smiled looking at Lyra.
Thank you Mayor Ferde, Lyra returned the smile, but I do not wish to trouble anyone. A guarantee of safe passage is all we need. An escort is hardly necessary.
Temiker watched as Lyra crawled up on the cart and lay next to her father. She needs to be with him in private for a while, I think, Temiker explained to Mayor Ferde. I will go slow with her. Thank you for your kindness.
Ferde nodded and smiled grimly. You must be the brother, he said. I see the resemblance. At least I know she is in caring hands. Travel safely.
Temiker climbed up on the cart and headed for the gate. When he looked back, Lyra was already fast asleep with her arm over Malafar. He knew the spell drained her and drove on in silence.
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