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Web of Deceit





Prologue


Khador walked to the edge of the cliff and gazed down upon the scraggly line of soldiers returning from the jungle. Even from his perch high above the headwaters of the Qu River, Khador could sense the humiliation the defeated army carried with it. His eyes focused on the small group at the head of the procession as he tried to find his brothers among the survivors. The noise of the reinforcements Khador had brought with him temporarily distracted him and he had to refocus on the small figures below him. Unable to detect his brothers from such a great height, Khador turned and strode towards his army to get them camped for the night. He did not want the tens of thousands of fresh troops he led to be infected by the mental despair of the returning army, so he ordered them to make camp in the pass while he descended to meet his brothers’ armies.
It took several hours for Khador and his guards to reach the returning soldiers and when he saw the column approaching he halted. The men of his brothers’ armies marched with their heads down and appeared weary and exhausted. Khador again scanned the column and spied his brother Omung. Just behind Omung was the body of a soldier being carried by others. Khador felt his heart hesitate, as he quickly looked for his other brother, Fakar. Knowing that only the body of a high-ranking officer would be carried out of battle, Khador fought back his tears as his search for Fakar proved fruitless.
Khador stiffened himself as Omung raised his head and noticed the party waiting for him. Omung turned and shouted for his men to make camp as he shuffled forward to meet Khador. No words were exchanged when the brothers embraced each other in ritual greeting, but as soon as the embrace was broken, Omung tore off his helmet and flung it against the wall of the pass.
“Where is Fakar?” queried Khadora.
Omung turned and signaled to the men carrying the body and they began to approach the brothers. Khadora felt a shiver course through his body as he realized his suspicions were correct.
“You were just supposed to probe their defenses while I gathered the rest of the force,” growled Khador.
“That is all we were doing,” spat Omung. “We saw no defenses at all. Then it happened. They were everywhere at once. We never heard them. Never saw them.”
Omung was visibly shaking and Khador turned as the bearers lowered Fakar’s body to the ground. He stooped next to his dead brother and unwrapped the blanket covering him. Khador gasped as he viewed the body. Fakar’s uniform was shredded and his body was covered with tears and open wounds. The skin had a pale bluish tint, but what made Khador gasp was Fakar’s face. The face was a mask of terror, eyes wider than should be possible, nostrils dilated to the maximum, and a mouth wide open as if in the middle of a scream for life. He quickly covered the body and rose to find Omung staring at him.
“What did this?” questioned Khador.
“I don’t know,” conceded Omung, his head hung low. “They are not human, these things we fight. They look human, but they are not. The ones who look human attacked us with the rest of the animals. Everything that lives in the jungle turned on us at the same time. One of my men found Fakar already dead. He grabbed the body and ran like the rest of us.”
“Well then we shall wipe out the animals with the rest,” scowled Khador. “Tomorrow we will destroy every living thing in that jungle.”
“No!” Omung nearly shouted, raising his head until his eyes locked with Khador’s.
The fear was evident on Omung’s face and Khador spat on the ground in disgust. “You know the directive,” stated Khador. “All indigenous humans must be killed. This must be done for us to survive.”
“Look,” pleaded Omung, “whatever the reason for this directive, we must not go into that jungle again. It has claimed Father and now it has Fakar. This was to be Fakar’s land, but he will not receive it now, no matter what we do here.”
“But our lands are all on the same landmass,” reasoned Khador as he tried to remember the purpose for the directive and failed. “There must be no natives alive to intermingle with.”
“Trust me brother,” argued Omung, “those creatures will never be attractive to us. No sane man would take one of those natives to be his wife. They are more animal than human. We each have our own lands to care for. This was to be Fakar’s and he will never possess it. If we lose all of our men to these creatures, then what purpose have we served? Our peoples are already decimated. We must rebuild our nations and we cannot do that by sacrificing more of our men.”
Khador stared at the remnants of the army. He nodded slowly as he surveyed the men. Despair filled the encampment. The spirit of the army was forever broken.
“Very well,” conceded Khador, “we turn around in the morning and head back to our own lands. The men of Fakar may join us or stay and live off the land east of the Fortung Mountains. Those who decide to stay will never be permitted to cross the Fortung Mountains.”
“What of the mages and their destruction of the land?” asked Omung. “Some land must be left tillable for the army that stays behind.”
“I will send runners to collect the mages,” agreed Khador. “It would be wasteful to leave them here for the years it would require to finish the job. We will have need of them in our own lands.”
Khador turned and reviewed the encampment again and gazed at the distant jungle below them. Whatever their need to conquer this strange land, he thought, he hoped it was achieved by his decision to forsake this jungle and return to their new lands.
“Tomorrow we return to Khadora and Omunga,” he declared to nobody in particular.



Chapter 1



The Village


Rejji gazed up at the sun’s first glint, as the top of the huge orb rose just high enough in the sky to crest the tall cliff surrounding him. He knew it was time to get his belongings together and head back to the village. He was excited as he surveyed the small pile of petrified shark’s teeth he had gathered this morning. Most people would not even stoop to pick up one of these fossils, which by some strange quirk of nature were only found on this small sliver of beach surrounded by tall cliffs. Rejji, however, had discovered the delight the traveling merchant had shown when he first saw them. Since that day several years ago, Rejji had spent every morning on the little sliver of beach gathering every tooth he could find. Brontos, the traveling merchant, would buy every one of them from Rejji and the boy used the money to buy items the villagers needed. The merchant only came twice a year and tonight he would be arriving.
The village Rejji lived in with his grandfather was very small and barely had enough to survive, so the teeth Rejji gathered was the only commodity the villagers had to bargain with. Still, Rejji never considered the fossils as his property, but something that was shared by the entire village, so the villagers all had a say in how the money was spent. Mostly the villagers voted to try different types of seeds in a search for some crop that would grow in the poor Fakaran soil, but nothing much ever grew. Mostly the village subsisted on a small flock of scrawny clova, a few chickens and the small fish that could be caught by string from the top of the cliffs. Even with such meager offerings, the bandits came once a year and demanded a tenth of what the village had. Soon the village would have nothing at all.
Rejji thought about what the villagers had decided to purchase and his face broke into a broad grin. He knew that the villagers didn’t really believe in his plan, but had voted for it because Rejji brought it up every time there was a vote. Still, he was very excited. Tomorrow after the merchant had had a good sleep, Rejji would order what he needed to make a small boat, including oarlocks, canvas for sails, nails and lead. When the merchant returned in six months, Rejji would build a boat and cast for larger fish offshore, which he hoped would feed the villagers and escape the tribute they had to pay each year.
If only there were some other young people in the village, Rejji thought as he dove into the surf to cool off before getting dressed and climbing the cliff to go home, he would have help with his project. There were no other young people though, as the village kept shrinking every year. The few young males who had lived in the village had joined up with the bandits, which seemed to be the only way to survive in Fakara. Rejji pondered whom the bandits would steal from when everyone became a bandit. Probably each other, he surmised, as he emerged from the surf and shook the water out of his hair.
Rejji took off his fingerless gloves and squeezed them dry as he strode over to the cliff and retrieved his clothes. Rejji dressed and put his gloves back on and glanced up at the sun again as it grew larger over the top of the cliff. A puzzled frown etched into his face as he saw the clouds of smoke wafting over the top of the cliff. The landscape around the village offered very little that would burn, mostly small brush. The only real source of any amount of wood was the village itself.
Rejji leaped up and grabbed the rocks of the cliff face. His muscular arms and legs thrust furiously as he propelled himself up the face of the cliff. He scrambled onto the top of the cliff and turned towards the distant village. A mighty fire was consuming the village and he saw a column of riders heading away from the village towards the distant hills. Rejji charged forward, his legs pumping as his eyes scanned the village for any sign of struggle. Rejji was at the age of being between boy and man, but his body was firm and muscled and he was determined to defend the villagers with his life if necessary. His mind raced swifter than his legs as he thought about how he could best combat whatever menace was harming the village. He mentally noted the location of items in the village he could use for a weapon. Images flashed through his mind as he raced. He clearly envisioned the metal ladle by the well, the hoe leaning against the last hut before the fields, and the axe behind his grandfather’s hut.
As Rejji reached the village, he saw there would be no struggle, no fight to save the villagers. The flames were already dying out as the meager supply of wood that used to be huts was consumed. Rejji’s eyes opened wide in horror and tears flowed freely as he raced into the village and saw the carnage. Bodies littered the lone street of the village. His head darted left and right as he sought anyone still alive, but eventually he halted outside the charred remains of his grandfather’s hut. He knelt next to the body of his grandfather whose chest was pierced by an arrow. Several feet away lay his grandfather’s severed arm, the hand still clutching the handle of the axe.
Rejji rose and started to methodically account for each villager, hoping against hope that someone had survived. In a few short minutes, he had found all of the bodies, many of which had been decapitated. There were no survivors or villagers unaccounted for. Rejji alone had survived the destruction of the village. In despair, Rejji slumped down on the dirt road with the village well at his back and gazed at his grandfather’s torn body. He remembered seeing the riders leaving and wondered why the bandits had come early and why they had decided to kill everyone this time. The village had always given the bandits their tribute and there had never been any violence before.
His eyes wandered towards the fields and a look of surprise lit Rejji’s face as he saw the scraggly clova still in the fields. The bandits had not even taken their booty. Why then the violence? It made no sense. Rejji rose, grabbing some small pebbles as he did. As Rejji pondered the attack he tossed the pebbles with increasing vigor, as if his body needed some way to react while his mind sought answers. But there were no answers coming to Rejji and his thoughts turned to what he must do for the villagers now that they were dead. It would be a long day of burials he thought as he tossed the remaining pebbles into the well.
Rejji heard several thuds from the pebbles and a grunt and he swiftly wheeled and grabbed the metal ladle.
“Who are you?” demanded Rejji, as he stood menacingly by the lip of the well with ladle ready to swing.
“Who are you?” returned a young female voice.
Rejji’s emotions were torn by fear of one of the bandits left behind and concern that someone was stuck in the well with no way out. The female voice tended to lead him towards the latter, but he knew she was not a villager.
“Can you get out of the well?” queried Rejji.
“I can,” assured the girl’s voice, “but I won’t until I know who you are.”
“I am Rejji,” he stated. “I live in this village and you don’t. Now come out before I fill the well with dirt.”
“You would just get tired,” answered the girl. “You certainly can’t shovel in dirt faster than I can climb on top of it and you would just spoil your well. Move away from the well and I will come up.”
“And run away no doubt,” scowled Rejji. “I don’t think so. You will come up slowly so I can see who you are and what you have in your hands.”
“Look,” pleaded the voice in the well, “I hid in here from the attackers. All I have is your word that you aren’t one of them and I don’t plan to die today. Back away from the well and I promise not to run away unless you try to hurt me. Besides, I need both hands to get out of here so you don’t have to worry about me holding a weapon.”
Rejji stared at the well for a few minutes and then silently backed away to a small pile of rocks. He hefted three rocks that were palm sized and called towards the well that he had moved away. He kept his eyes glued to the rim of the well as the girl shouted that she was coming out. He saw both of her hands grip the rim and he poised himself to throw a rock if she bolted. Quicker than Rejji could have imagined, the girl flipped herself out of the well and crouched behind it with a throwing dagger in her hand. She moved so swiftly that Rejji had not had a chance to react.
“Rocks huh?” she said accusingly. “So much for you not attacking me.”
“Is that a knife in your hand, oh defenseless one?” Rejji retorted. “You don’t look like a murderer to me though,” Rejji continued as he dropped the rocks back onto the pile. “Look I just want to know what happened here. This is my village and I came back from the sea to find out that everyone is dead. I need to know why it happened and who did it. Can we talk?”
The girl looked at the peasant boy appraisingly. He was handsome and muscular and around her age, she figured, but that was also the age when many left villages to join the bandits. His clothes were a clear indication of being a village boy though. His pants had been mended several times and his tunic was quite damp as if put on over a wet body. He wore fingerless gloves that many farm boys wear and there was no horse in sight.
“Okay,” she said cautiously as she slipped her dagger into a sheath at her belt, “but I don’t know very much about what happened. When the red riders started attacking, I headed straight for the well, so I didn’t see much.”
“Red riders?” mused Rejji. “They were not the local bandits then? Why do you call them red riders?”
“They all wore red scarves around their necks,” the girl responded. “It was like a uniform I guess.”
“Why hide in the well?” questioned Rejji. “Why not help defend the village?”
“They were carrying torches,” pouted the girl. “The well is the only stone structure around. Judging from the results of their attack, I would say I chose wisely. Besides, there was no defending to be done here. It was all over in seconds. The people couldn’t even have had time to run away.”
“You mean they didn’t even ask for anything before they started killing?” questioned Rejji.
“No,” responded the girl. “Not a word was spoken. It was as if they rode here just to kill everyone, to destroy this village. And they didn’t stay after it was done either. I heard them ride out, but figured I should stay hidden for a while in case they came back.”
“Are you sure no words were spoken?” asked Rejji. “I mean the well is far enough from the edge of the village that they might have said something when they first came in.”
“No,” repeated the girl, “I was behind the end building when they arrived. The man there asked them what they wanted and they slew him without an answer. That is when I ran for the well.”
“What were you doing behind that hut?” Rejji asked suspiciously. “In fact, what are you doing in this village? I know everyone here and you are not staying with any of them.”
“I was looking for something to eat,” answered the girl quietly.
“You are a thief,” Rejji accused loudly as he moved swiftly towards her. “You came here to steal from us.”
“What if I did?” answered the girl as she circled the well to keep it between them. “I only wanted something to eat. It might not be right to steal food, but I don’t like the thought of dying of hunger either.”
Rejji lunged for the girl and she moved so swiftly that he could not follow her motions. When he had reached where she should have been, the girl was a dozen strides away holding her dagger again.
“You keep away from me,” she demanded. “I know how to use this knife if I have to.”
Rejji sighed and slumped next to the ground with his back to the well. What did it matter if she was a thief, he reasoned. There wasn’t anything left in the village to steal. He gazed up at her as she stood watching him. She was a nice looking girl, dressed in animal skins. A little short, he mused, but she appeared to know how to handle herself well enough. Her ears were a little pointy and it gave an alien look to her face, but she really didn’t appear to be a threat to him. Perhaps she could even be a help to him.
“Look,” Rejji pleaded, “put the knife away. Please. I won’t try to harm you.”
“I will be the judge of that,” she stated sternly.
“Well if you plan to kill me,” smiled Rejji, “at least wait until we have buried the villagers. You will help me with that won’t you?”
The girl nodded solemnly and sheathed the knife. Suddenly, she turned to face the road leading out of the village and stared apprehensively.
“Company coming,” she said softly.
Rejji jumped to his feet and followed her gaze.
“It’s Brontos!” he exclaimed. “He isn’t due until tonight. He is a merchant and a friend.”
They watched silently as the small wagon made its way into the village and halted. Brontos was not a young man by any means, but Rejji thought he had aged ten years since his last visit six months ago. The look on Brontos’ face was a mixture of sadness and anger. The old man’s jaw was rigidly set as his head swiveled from side to side to take in all of the carnage. As he got down off the wagon and approached Rejji, he shook his head.
“Did any others survive?” Brontos asked.
“No,” Rejji responded. “I only survived because I was not here. I was getting a few more fossils before you were scheduled to arrive. The girl is not from the village and hid in the well. Everyone else is dead. Will you help us bury them?”
“What will you do now?” Brontos asked, ignoring the question asked of him. “Do you have anywhere to go?”
Rejji had not thought past burying the villagers and the question struck him like the fall off a cliff. He slumped back down against the well and buried his head in his hands. He had nowhere to go, he realized. No family. No friends. He felt the girl’s arm lay hesitantly across his shoulder.
“You can come with me if you want,” she offered softly. “I don’t have anything to offer, but I will be your friend.”
“Both of you will come with me,” stated Brontos. “At least until we are far enough away from this village that you will be somewhat safe so you can decide what you want to do with your lives. Scrounge what you can from the remains of the village. These poor people have no further need of whatever is here.”
“I can’t take things from the villagers,” Rejji shook his head. “Even with them dead, it would feel like stealing.”
“I’ll look around,” offered the girl as she rose. “There may be some things we can use for the journey.”
A slight smile rippled across Brontos’ lips as he nodded. “And Miss,” he stated sternly, “you take anything of mine when we journey together, and I will leave you strung up to a tree. Understand?”
The girl nodded slightly and went in search of salvageable items.
“How did you know about her?” asked Rejji.
“Lad,” smiled Brontos, “I have been a merchant all my life. If I couldn’t spot a thief when I see one, I would be out of business. I have a good feeling about her though. I don’t think she likes being a thief. I think she does it because she has to in order to survive. I can hardly blame her for that, but I can let her know that I won’t stand for it. Go give her a hand. You know this village much better than she does.”
Rejji ran and caught up to the girl and led her around. There was not much to be salvaged as just about everything burnable had burned. Rejji was able to gather the fossils he had been saving for the last six months, but he almost didn’t bother to collect them. His dream went up in smoke with the village. Many of the huts were still smoldering and the scouting expedition was over quickly. Rejji led the girl back to the wagon and handed the fossils to Brontos.
“You might as well have these,” Rejji offered. “We were planning on ordering parts for a boat so I could fish in the sea. We don’t need to order anything from you though. Just take them.”
“You two get up on the wagon,” ordered Brontos as he spurned Rejji’s offer.
“What about the burials,” asked Rejji? “We can’t just leave them like this.”
“We must,” responded Brontos. “I will explain why as we ride. You must trust my judgment on it until then.”
The girl hopped onto the seat of the wagon, but Rejji stood firm.
“I am not leaving them without a proper burial,” insisted Rejji. “If you are in that much of a hurry then go on without me. I can do it alone.”
Brontos bit his lip pensively before speaking. “If you bury them, lad, others will die. I have seen much in these last six months. Many things I would rather not talk about, but I will because you need to know. But we must move out now. If you bury these villagers, others must take their place. Get on the wagon and I will explain while we ride. If you don’t like my explanation, I will bring you back.”
Rejji was puzzled but he trusted the old man. He nodded his head slightly and climbed onto the seat and Brontos wheeled the wagon out of the village.
“These killings have been going on for close to a year,” Brontos began as they headed up the road. “At first they were rather random and bizarre events that nobody could make sense of. Lately though they have become more frequent and more is known about them. The started up in the Kramath River valley, as far to the northwest as you can get and still be in Fakara, so I avoided going there.”
“Is it always the red riders?” asked the girl.
“The Jiadin tribe,” nodded the merchant. “It is rumored that their leader has gone mad. They are the largest, meanest tribe in Fakara. The other tribes fear them and well they should. When I ended my last run through Fakara, there were villages in the Jabul River area that were wiped out too. I did a good business around Lake Jabul, so I was hesitant to make this run.”
“So it is spreading,” guessed Rejji.
“More than you can imagine,” nodded the merchant. “On this trip I have seen villages as far East as the south fork of the Meliban River devastated, which is about as far as I go into Fakara. There is no safe place in this country any more.”
“What does that have to do with burying the bodies?” questioned Rejji.
Brontos looked over at his passengers as if weighting his words and the effect they would have. Finally, he compressed his lips and sighed.
“Something is feeding on the bodies of the dead,” Brontos stated. “Wherever the bodies have been buried, a nearby village was destroyed the very next day. When there was nobody left to do the burials, the attacks stopped for a while. At least that is how it appears to me.”
“You mean the red riders are eating the dead?” quizzed Rejji. “That is crazy. If it were true, why would they leave after they killed everyone?”
“It is not the Jiadin that are feeding on the bodies,” answered the merchant. “The Jiadin are just doing the killing. I don’t know who or what is doing the feeding. There are rumors that the leader of the Jiadin is possessed by evil spirits. Maybe truth. Maybe not. I don’t plan to go there and ask him.”
“So by burying the villagers we would be causing another village to be attacked?” asked Rejji.
“I believe so,” nodded Brontos. “The tales told around the country are that the feeding takes place at night. That is another reason to be well away from the village as soon as we can.”
The trio rode on in silence for some time. After a while, Rejji turned to the girl.
“What village are you from?” he asked. “Aren’t you curious if it has been attacked?”
“It is a small fishing village on the other side of the Giaming Mountains,” she replied. “Brontos already said he doesn’t go that far. I don’t much care what happens to it anyway,” she added bitterly.
The merchant’s eyebrows rose as she spoke. “I have been over those mountains once or twice,” he stated. “Not in some years though. Tell me lass, what are you called?”
“My name is Mistake,” she retorted caustically.
“Mistake?” chuckled Rejji. “You aren’t serious, are you?”
“It is the only name I have ever known,” she replied. “I know it was intended to be cruel, but I can handle anything she can dish out.”
“You are indeed a tough lass to carry a name like that voluntarily,” agreed Brontos. “By she, I suppose you mean your mother?”
“She is not my real mother,” spat Mistake. “Her husband found me at sea and brought me home. He cared for me, but she always resented me and called me a mistake. After a while it became my name. I cannot remember her ever calling me anything else.”
“And what of the father who found you?” queried the merchant. “Did he call you anything else?”
“I don’t remember much of him,” Mistake admitted. “He died when I was still quite young. I do remember that he held me softly and smiled at me. He is the only person I have ever known to care for me.”
“So you ran away,” surmised Brontos. “Can’t say as I blame you, although you have set out on a rough course to steer.”
“I would rather be dead than to suffer in her house,” stated Mistake defiantly.
“But you have nowhere to go,” interjected Rejji. “What will you do?”
“I have a plan,” smiled Mistake. “What will you do Rejji? You are in the same boat now. You make fun of my name but how much better is Rejji? It is just a bunch of letters thrown together without meaning. At least my name is a constant reminder that I am someone other than her daughter.”
Rejji looked shocked as her words hit him. He was as lost and abandoned as she was.
“Actually,” smiled Brontos, “The name Rejji does have meaning. It translates from the old language to ‘Son of the Moon’. Tell me Mistake, what is your plan?”
“I plan to find the Sage of the Mountain,” she proclaimed. “It is said that he knows everything.”
“I believe that is just an old myth,” stated Brontos. “I have traveled most of this land and while I hear him mentioned often, I have never talked with anyone who has ever seen or talked to him. Not even anyone who knows anyone who has. What would you ask him if he did exist?”
“Who my real family is,” declared Mistake.



Chapter 2



Seeking the Sage


Brontos pulled the wagon into a spot near the river where a ring of stones testified to prior encampments. The old merchant moved slowly from the seat of the wagon and started to unhitch the horses.
“Can you cook, Mistake?” he asked as he locked eyes with the short thief.
“Of course,” frowned Mistake. “Why didn’t you ask Rejji though? I am not a housemaid you know.”
“Because I have eaten in his village before,” laughed Brontos. “I was hoping you might have more knowledge of spices. Besides, I am trying to discern your other talents. I probably should take you back to Khadora with me.”
“What is it like?” Rejji inquired. “Khadora, I mean.”
“Just inside the back flap is a tin with provisions, Mistake,” Brontos said. “Choose something that you can add flavor to. Fakaran food is the most bland food I have ever tasted.”
The merchant led the horses to the stream and Rejji followed him. Brontos looked at Rejji and sighed.
“It is much different than here,” the merchant finally said. “It is a well developed country with law and order. Bandits don’t survive very well there. Fakara is more like a wasteland than a country. There is no government, no laws.”
“Would you really take us with you?” questioned Rejji.
Brontos hesitated a moment as his eyes sought out Mistake at the rear of the wagon. She looked up to see Brontos watching her and scowled at him. The merchant shook his head and handed the reins to Rejji.
“When they are finished drinking,” the old man instructed, “tie them to that tree and get their feed buckets from the wagon. No more than a third of a bucket for each though.”
Brontos strode back to the wagon as Mistake closed the rear flap and carried the tin towards the fire ring. She glanced quickly at the old man and started preparing a fire.
“I don’t steal from friends you know,” she scowled.
“Well,” chuckled the merchant, “I would like very much to be your friend then. Let me help you with the fire.”
Brontos gathered the deadwood he could find easily and returned to the ring where Mistake was pawing through the tin and examining the small pouches of spices.
As Rejji returned from feeding the horses, Brontos lit the fire and sat on one of the larger rocks surrounding the ring. He pulled a pipe out of a pocket and filled it from a small pouch hanging from his belt. Rejji handed him a burning stick and sat on another of the large rocks.
“You never said if you would take us with you to Khadora,” reminded Rejji.
Brontos merely nodded and looked over at Mistake who was working some spices into the dried meat with her dagger.
“I don’t know what is best for you two,” the merchant conceded. “Khadora is a much safer place to live, but there are some things about it that you will not like.”
“Like what?” prompted Rejji. “What could be so bad in a civilized country compared to staying here?”
“Khadora is clan based,” Brontos stated. “Everyone belongs to one clan or another. You two do not belong to any clan. That makes you fair game for enslavement. Any clan could claim you and you would spend the rest of your days as a slave. Here it is more dangerous, but you can choose the path of your life as you will.”
“I will not be anyone’s slave,” Mistake hissed. “I can take care of myself just fine.”
Brontos looked at the girl and nodded sadly. “How long have you been on your own, Mistake?”
“A few years,” Mistake stated smugly. “I don’t need or want anyone looking after me. I am just fine the way I am. Besides, I am on a mission to find the Sage of the Mountain. I doubt he exists in fancy Khadora.”
“No, I am sure he doesn’t,” admitted Brontos. “I truly doubt he exists anywhere at all, but the decision is yours to make. You are not mine to care for, although if I were younger I might try to salvage you from your path to destruction. Thieves have very short live spans in any culture, Mistake. Think about what you really want to do with your life.”
Mistake huffed and returned to cooking the thin slabs of meat. “Your food supplies sure don’t offer much,” she complained. “There is only stale bread to go with the meat.”
“I am at the end of my tour,” sighed Brontos. “I usually eat in the villages I stop at, but this trip there were far too few of them left. What of you Rejji? What is your decision?”
Rejji looked at both of them for a long moment before answering. “I would like to see Khadora,” he answered, “but not as a slave. Besides, Mistake will need someone to keep her out of trouble. Maybe this Sage can tell me how to avenge my village.”
Mistake scowled as the merchant stiffened and stared at Rejji. “Do not be a fool boy,” he warned. “The Jiadin are not a tribe to be toyed with. They will cut you up in little pieces and feed you to their dogs. Travel with the girl if you will, but never even think of revenge for your village. There are forces that you have no knowledge of and those forces are stronger than anything you can ever imagine.”
Silence fell over the encampment as Mistake passed out pieces of meat and small slabs of stale bread. The trio ate in silence with the exception of Brontos who occasionally nodded and smiled as he ate. When the meal was over, Brontos picked up his pipe and relit it.
“Where did you learn about spices?” he asked. “That clova was very good.”
“I didn’t,” admitted Mistake. “I just tasted each spice to see what would taste better with the meat.”
“Well you did very well in any event,” the merchant smiled. “Rejji how many of those teeth do you have for me?”
“Do you still wish to buy them?” inquired the boy. “I have no need now for the parts I was going to order.”
“I not only want them,” smiled Brontos, “but I will pay you double for them. I think I have finally made my mind up that this will be my last trip to Fakara. It is a troubled land and getting worse. As nobody else will ever have a supply of the teeth again, I suppose I can name my own price for them back in Khadora. I will pay you in gold. Hopefully that will allow you to eat and not get Mistake killed while she tries to get food.”
“I have close to four hundred of them,” grinned the village boy. “That is very kind of you Brontos. Thank you.”
“You are one of the kindest boys I have met in this troubled land,” smiled Brontos. “While others run off to join the bandits, you looked after your entire village generously. Your father would have been proud of you.”
Sadness dampened Rejji’s smile as he asked, “Did you know my father?”
“Of course,” nodded Brontos. “I have been going to your village for over thirty years now. You grandfather and I had a very good relationship. Stopping in your village was like meeting with old friends.”
“What was he like?” Rejji inquired.
Brontos scratched his head and stared into the fire. “He was a quiet man. Quiet but strong. He wasn’t accepted well when he first arrived. The other villagers considered him an outsider, but your grandfather stood by him always. Over the years, I saw the changes in the villagers towards him. He was always the first to help a neighbor or to entice the village into trying something new. Purchasing different seed types was his idea, something that you continued to do by gathering the teeth. He would have approved of your boat plan very much.”
“It sounds like you liked him,” smiled Rejji. “Why did he decide to leave? Did the villagers chase him away?”
“No, no, no,” insisted Brontos. “He became very respected in the village. Nobody would have asked him to leave. The village came to depend on him. No, he left for your mother’s sake.”
“My mother?” quizzed Rejji. “I don’t understand. Whenever I asked grandfather about it, he just said they would be back soon and then wouldn’t talk about it again. They never returned though. I don’t think they ever planned to return.”
“There you are wrong, lad,” Brontos declared. “I was there when they left. In fact, I offered my wagon to transport your mother, but your father refused. It was the only time your grandfather argued with your father. Your grandfather didn’t want his daughter to leave, and if she had to, then he wanted her to ride in the wagon, but your father said it would only slow them down when they had to cross the mountains. They left the following morning on one of my horses. I had a devil of a time returning to Khadora with only one horse.”
“What was wrong with my mother that she needed to leave?” Rejji persisted. “Was she hurt? Why didn’t they take me with them?”
“You were just learning to walk at the time,” the merchant explained. “They did not plan to be gone long and your grandfather was willing to look after you while they were gone. Your mother was pregnant, lad, and it wasn’t going well for her at all. You father tried all sorts of concoctions to ease her pain, but none of them worked. Finally, he decided to take her to his own people, who had more experience with the problems she was facing. I’m afraid I don’t know much about these things, but your father was adamant that his people could help. Nobody knows why they didn’t return. It would not have been for lack of will though. They both loved you dearly and your grandfather too. Some ill must have befallen them.”
Tears started to form in Rejji’s eyes and Mistake rose and began packing the spices into the tin. There was an awkward silence broken only by the sound of Mistake’s packing and Rejji got up and walked down to the water’s edge.
“It might have been better for him not to know,” Mistake stated coolly.
“Perhaps that is why his grandfather said nothing,” agreed Brontos. “Still, I am the only person left alive that can tell him. A man should know who and what he is, and if that means he experiences some hurt along the way, then that will only make him stronger. I know you make light of the time you have spent on your own, lass, but I am not a fool. This is a dangerous world and deceiving oneself is not the way to survive in it. He will need your help as much as you need his. Be true to each other, for you are all each other has now.”
The merchant expected some bravado out of the young thief, but she merely nodded and gazed down towards the water’s edge. After a while she came over and sat next to Brontos.
“Who were his father’s people?” she asked.
“I have no idea,” admitted the merchant. “He was unlike any other villager I have ever met, but where he went I know little of. I know he was heading east and talked about crossing the mountains, so that must mean he was from the other side of the Giaming Mountains. I have only taken a trip or two that far into Fakara.”
“Perhaps the Giaming Mountains is where I should look for the Sage of the Mountain then,” smiled Mistake.
“There is life left in you after all,” grinned Brontos. “It has been many years though and you will not find a trace of his parents. Be cautious of raising false hopes within him. If they were alive today I am sure they would have come back.”
“Understood,” agreed the girl, “but we really have nowhere to go anyway. At least it is a goal we can achieve and it will keep his thoughts off of the Jiadin.”
“Make him understand that to seek revenge is to join his ancestors,” warned Brontos. “The Jiadin have long been a ruthless tribe, but the last few years have been worse. The other tribes that used to vie with them for power now run from the Jiadin. There is much talk of evil spirits and death magic. It is not healthy to get close to such forces.”
“We will be fine, old man,” Mistake stated. “There is something about Rejji that tempers my hurt. Perhaps it is his innocence.”
“Perhaps it is your longing to shed your lifestyle for one of honor,” smiled the merchant. “I have watched you move and have no doubt that you are good at thieving, but I find it hard to believe that you wish to do so all your life. With the gold I am giving Rejji you will have a chance at a new life. Try it before you decide to discard it.”
Mistake stared at her feet for a long while, mulling the words of the merchant. He had recognized her for what she was as soon as he laid eyes on her. If he could do so, then others could too.
“I will try it,” she declared. “I will hang up my ways and deal with my past honestly now. When the sun shows itself in the morning, a new Mistake will dawn.”
“Good,” smiled Brontos. “You will want to head north from here. The land between here and the Meliban River is parched and desolate, so I will give you what food and water I can spare before you leave. Ration it. You will see the trees along the Meliban long before you reach it. Once you are into the trees, be wary. Everything in this part of the country needs water, so everyone visits the river, including bandit tribes. Follow the river upstream and it will bring you to the Giaming Mountains. It will be a long and arduous journey, but there should be enough villages along the way for you to buy food. Do not cheat the villagers, but pay them a fair price for the food. You may pass that way again and need their help.”
Mistake nodded and looked up to see Rejji returning to the campsite. Brontos followed her gaze and stood up. He walked over to the wagon and grabbed an empty pouch and proceeded to fill it with gold coins from his own pouch. He walked over to Rejji and handed it to him.
“This squares us for the fossils,” the merchant stated. “In the morning we part company and both of us have a long journey ahead of us. I would suggest that we turn in now.”
Rejji nodded as he tied the pouch to his belt. Brontos crawled up into his wagon and Rejji and Mistake crawled under it. Rejji curled up into a ball to ward off the chill and let his mind wander to images of what his father must have been like. His thoughts soon took a turn to the events of the day and his eyes dampened when he pictured the remains of the villagers that he had known all of his life. He had trouble imagining people so cruel as to destroy a village for no reason and a rage started to build inside him. Just as his mind turned to ways to seek revenge upon the Jiadin, Mistake gently touched him on the shoulder.
“Don’t dwell upon it,” she whispered. “The past is behind us now. Let us focus on the future. Our journey tomorrow will be hard and you will need your strength. Go to sleep.”
“Where are we going?” Rejji asked, but the only reply was the sound of Brontos snoring loudly. Rejji concentrated on the snoring and was soon asleep.
***
Movement of the wagon wakened Mistake and she managed to crawl out just before Brontos exited the wagon.
“Should I make us a meal?” questioned Mistake.
“No,” replied the merchant. “Our journeys are long today and we should use the time to get started on them.”
Brontos slapped the side of the wagon with his large hand and Rejji jumped and hit his head on the floor of the wagon. Mistake stifled a laugh as Rejji’s eyes darted around seeking the source of the noise. Eventually it dawned on him where he was and he sheepishly crawled out from under the wagon. Brontos grabbed two small sacks from the rear of the wagon and handed one to each of the Fakarans.
“This is all I can spare,” frowned Brontos. “Ration it well. It will take me a few minutes to get the horses hitched, but that should not delay your departure. A little north of here is a ford where you can cross this stream. Do so. Try to keep your track due north or you will end up walking in circles.”
Rejji’s head was spinning as he tried to figure out what was happening when Brontos stepped closer and embraced him. The old merchant turned and embraced Mistake and whispered in her ear and she nodded. Brontos broke the embrace and turned around and marched off towards the horses.
“Let’s go,” prompted Mistake. “We have a long journey ahead of us.”
Rejji shook his head and stared at her. “Where are we going? What did he say to you?”
Mistake picked up the sack that Rejji had dropped and shoved it into his hands. “We are going to the Giaming Mountains to find the Sage,” she declared.
Without further word, she turned and strode northward out of the campsite. Rejji turned and looked at Brontos as the merchant was hitching his horses to the wagon and then he scampered after Mistake. As he caught up to Mistake he reached out to grab her to get her to stop and explain what was going on. His hand felt her muscular arm, but as it did, she leaped sideways so quickly that Rejji’s eyes could not follow her movements. She stood several paces away and faced him with her hands on her hips.
“Brontos is not good at farewells,” explained Mistake. “It is easier on him if we just go quickly. Besides, we have a long trek ahead of us.”
“What did he whisper to you?” questioned Rejji.
“He said to take care of you,” smiled the thief. “I believe he is quite fond of you. In fact, I would wager he loses a fair amount of gold on those teeth you sold him.”
Rejji shook his head and turned to look back towards the campsite. The merchant’s wagon was gone. Mistake turned and started northward again and Rejji put the merchant out of mind and caught up to her.
They crossed the ford as the first rays of sunshine sprayed over the land. As they continued north away from the stream, the short scraggly trees and small brush began to disappear. Within a few hours, the landscape was barren. There was not a plant or weed in sight. The soil was like baked clay occasionally broken by gullies caused by torrents of water that had existed at sometime in the past.
As the sun climbed higher in the sky, the temperature rose significantly and soon they both were drenched with perspiration. As the sun reached its zenith, Mistake halted. She raised a hand to her eyes and looked in each direction before sitting down on the baked soil.
“A little shade would have been nice,” she grumbled. “We should take a bite to eat though or our bodies will suffer for it.”
Rejji said nothing but pawed through his sack and grabbed the small flask with water in it. He raised it to his lips and started drinking.
“Stop,” ordered Mistake. “That is all the water we have. Save it for later.”
Rejji licked his lips and looked at her. “How long is this trip?” he asked.
“I am not really sure,” she admitted, “but Brontos stressed rationing our supplies several times. He knows Fakara fairly well although I doubt he has ever come this way. We have to act cautiously if we are to survive.”
Rejji nodded and placed the flask back into the sack. He nibbled on a loaf of stale bread and then tied the sack back up.
“Do you really expect to find this Sage?” he questioned.
“I don’t know,” admitted Mistake, “but I will not stop looking.”
Mistake rose and started walking. Rejji hurried after her and they walked in silence for the rest of the day. As the sun went down the heat abated and their bodies felt a tinge of regeneration as the surface of the desert cooled. They continued walking for several more hours until Mistake called a halt again.
“I thought it would be pleasant to walk in the cool of the night,” began Mistake, “but it is getting downright cold now. We should eat some more and maybe catch some sleep.”
Again they sat on the baked soil and nibbled on stale bread and drank sparingly from their flasks. They lay down on the ground and curled into balls in an attempt to stay warm, but the cold persisted and they ended up with their arms intertwined sharing what warmth they had with each other and drifted off to sleep.
Rejji woke first and rolled onto his back as the sun was showing its first threatening rays over the land. He sat up and gazed at the barren landscape. He turned to reach for his sack and couldn’t find it. Frantically, he leaped to his feet and looked all around for his sack.
“What is it?” murmured Mistake as she struggled into a sitting position.
“Our food sacks are gone,” sighed Rejji.
“What?” shouted Mistake as she leaped to her feet.
The two of them walked around in circles looking for the sacks, but the sacks were nowhere to be found. Rejji reached to his belt for the small pouch of gold and was happy to find it still there.
“Whoever robbed us last night missed the gold,” Rejji announced.
Mistake stooped to the ground and examined some tracks. “It wasn’t thieves,” Mistake concluded. “It was animals. They must have smelled the food. And we were doing so good at rationing that now our bodies will suffer for the lack of it.”
The two Fakarans followed the tracks for a while until they found the sacks. The sacks were torn apart and the only thing useful that was left was one flask. The other flask had been punctured by tooth or claw. Rejji reached down and retrieved the good flask while Mistake gazed at the landscape in every direction.
“There is nothing in sight in any direction,” she announced. “I fear if we have more than one day of this blasted desert left, we will not make it.”
“I am sure the end of today will find us in good stead,” Rejji stated with more conviction than he truly felt.
“Perhaps,” murmured Mistake, “but Brontos said we would see the trees along the river well before we came to them. There is nothing in sight. Nothing.”



Chapter 3



Zaldoni


Mistake stumbled and landed hard on the ground. Rejji, following close behind in a fog of confusion, tripped over her and also fell. For several minutes they both remained motionless and in silence. Eventually, Rejji pushed himself into a sitting position.
“Are you all right?” he croaked.
“I think so,” moaned Mistake without moving. “I can’t go any further, Rejji. I am sorry. I just can’t.”
Rejji peered up at the inky black sky and sighed. “We have to keep going, Mistake. Once the sun rises again, our bodies will lose the precious few fluids we have left. I am surprised we survived yesterday and this night, but I don’t think we can stand another daytime.”
“Can we rest just a little?” she protested.
“We will fall asleep and never wake up,” admonished Rejji as he slowly rose.
Rejji reached down and grabbed Mistake’s hand, somewhat surprised that she did not leap several strides away from him as he did so. He gently, but firmly pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arm around her waist to support her.
Mistake sighed and pushed Rejji’s arm away. “It will only be harder on both of us to walk that way,” she stated. “I don’t want to hold you back Rejji. If I fall again, leave me. I will have a better chance of you getting to the river and returning with water than I will at getting up again.”
“I will not leave you,” declared Rejji. “Stop talking and conserve your energy. Whatever we do, we do together.”
They lapsed into silence as they stumbled across the barren wasteland. Rejji took the lead and strained his eyes to pick out the aberrations in the contour of the land. Surprisingly, the concentration made him feel slightly stronger and the fog in his mind lessened. The night air was still cold, but his body was beyond the sensations that would cause him to care. He felt very numb all over and his feet methodically planted themselves, one in front of the other, as if they had minds of their own.
After an hour, his eyes started losing focus. He knew it was from straining them, but he dared not stop to close them for fear that Mistake would sit down and not get up. He started walking with one eye open and one closed to let it rest. Periodically he would switch eyes and gradually he felt less strain on his eyes. The problem with this method is that he stumbled more, but he had so far avoided any more trips that would land him on the ground.
Another hour passed and Rejji noticed the eastern sky was beginning to lighten. Daylight would soon be upon them and with it the burning sun. When daylight came, he knew their hopes would fade and their journey would end. Their bodies would not take another day of the heat without water. He glanced back at Mistake and she was just plodding behind him in a stupor. He felt sorry that she had gotten mixed up in the attack on the village. If he had not discovered her hiding in the well, she would have gone on her merry way, probably in a different direction.
Looking back at the thief distracted him from his job of watching the terrain and Rejji stumbled and fell. Mistake tripped over him and sprawled on her back. Rejji heard her grunt and then sigh. He rolled to his knees and looked down at the girl and her eyes were closed. He sat next to her in defeat and closed his eyes to rest them before continuing.
He was not sure what woke him but he quickly gauged that he had slept for about an hour. The first rays of the sun were just creating shadows in the uneven areas of the desert floor. With effort he rose to his feet and looked north. He blinked his eyes and rubbed them and looked again. Excitement rippled through his fatigued body as he saw the forest before him. He tried to shout in jubilation, but found he had no voice for it. His enthusiasm dampened when he looked down at Mistake. She had given all that she had to give, he realized. If he hadn’t stumbled in the darkness, they would already be in the shade of the trees.
He peered up at the rising sun and tried to estimate the amount of time he would have to get to the river and return with water before it got blistering hot again. He shook his head and stooped down next to Mistake. Gently and with great effort, he hoisted her body over his shoulder. Her slim body felt like the weight of the world on his shoulder, but he straightened his legs and put one foot forward. Slowly, he worked up a rhythm and started trudging towards the trees.
Before the heat of the full sun hit him, Rejji had made it into the shade of the forest. He knew he was running on reserve energies that could not be maintained, so he did not stop moving when he made the forest but kept heading north towards the river. His whole body ached as he moved deeper into the forest, but he ignored the pain and kept moving at a steady pace.
Eventually, he heard the sweet music of running water and he had to fight his desire to pick up speed. One more stumble, he thought, and it was all in vain. He kept his eyes on the forest floor directly in front of him and methodically plodded towards the noise. The noise grew louder with every step and soon it was so loud that he could not resist looking up. His parched lips cracked into a broad smile as he saw the river several hundred paces ahead. He spied a mossy spot under a great tree and gently lowered Mistake onto it. He ached as he straightened his body, but he headed for the river without the pain registering in his mind.
He reached the riverbank and stepped into the water. He walked until he was knee deep and then he sat down and let the cold water flow around his body. He shivered as he raised his hand out of the water and touched it to his lips. His lips stung with the touch and his tongue greedily stuck out and licked his fingers. He dipped his hand again and savored the small amount of cool liquid he could lick off his fingers. He was hesitant to indulge in too much water too quickly after having his body starved for it, so he kept dipping his hand into the water and pressing it to his parched lips. When the inside of his mouth felt functional again, he lowered the flask into the water and let it fill. He brought the flask to his lips and sucked in small amounts of water, letting it flow around in his mouth before swallowing it. He repeated this several dozen times until he felt energy starting to surge in his body. He wondered how close they had been to dying while he dunked his head under the water.
As his senses started to return, Rejji felt the exhaustion of his body setting in. He let his body float in the water for a few minutes before refilling the flask and heading back to Mistake. When he reached her, he stripped off his soaked tunic and spread it over her so the moisture would soak through to her. He opened the flask and sat down next to her. Using his finger as he did in the river, Rejji wet it and placed it on her lips. Soon her tongue came out to lick his finger as his own tongue had done. He repeated this until he felt she was ready for some water. He eased her head up and held the flask to her lips. He had to pull the flask away several times to stop her from gulping the water. Eventually her eyes opened and she looked around.
“We made it,” Rejji announced.
Mistake smiled weakly and reached for the flask.
“Take it slow at first,” he warned. “There is plenty of it here. I need to rest now.”
Rejji stretched out beside Mistake and closed his eyes.
***
Mistake surfaced, shook her head and gazed up at the sunlight filtering through the trees. With a smile on her lips, she swam to shore where she had left her clothes. The water felt more wonderful than any water had ever felt and she wondered if the trip through the desert had made her appreciate it more. She still hadn’t found out how they had made it. When she woke just before the first rays of the sun, Rejji was still sleeping and she didn’t want to wake him. However they got here, Mistake was sure she didn’t walk and that left few other choices other than Rejji carrying her. He had a right to be exhausted she thought, and if he wanted to sleep through another day that was all right too.
She reluctantly rubbed the water off her body and wrung her hair dry. She was getting dressed when she heard the riders approaching and she darted behind a tree. She counted six of them going by and they were heading towards where Rejji was sleeping. After they passed, she raced after them, keeping herself behind trees and out of sight. She heard the cry of discovery and knew they had seen Rejji. Stealthily she approached to find the riders in a ring around Rejji who was sitting up and rubbing his eyes.
“And what do we have here?” questioned a large man with a scraggly beard who appeared to be the leader. “Speak up boy. What are you doing on our land?”
“Your land?” repeated Rejji. “I didn’t know this was your land. I was just resting from a long journey.”
“Are you alone lad?” asked the leader. “Who are you traveling with?”
Rejji looked past the riders and saw Mistake with her hand on her dagger. He quickly shook his head and diverted his eyes in another direction. “I am alone,” Rejji lied.
“He must be a spy, Brakas,” one of the others declared. “Let’s gut him and be on with our business.”
The leader held up his hand and stared at Rejji. “How did you get here, lad? Tell the truth now or I’ll let Klavin have his way with you.”
“I came to join up,” Rejji blustered. “My village was wiped out by the Jiadin so I figured I would join you guys to get revenge.”
The leader’s eyebrows lowered as he stared at the young villager. “You did, eh? And how did you know where to find the Zaldoni? Who told you where we are?”
“Well I didn’t know exactly where to find you,” Rejji said. “Somebody just told me to head north until I reached the river and I would find you. Guess he was right.”
“Bah,” spat Klavin, “he trying to get us to believe he crossed the badlands to get here. I tell you he is a spy.”
Brakas dismounted and approach Rejji. He pulled his sword and held it towards Rejji. “Stand up,” he ordered.
Rejji rose, careful in his movements lest he skewer himself on the bandit’s sword. Brakas moved the sword to Rejji’s waist and with a flip, severed the string holding the pouch to Rejji’s belt and flipped the pouch into the air. One of the other riders caught it and hefted it appraisingly.
“A fair amount of gold on the lad,” he reported.
“Spy wages,” spat Klavin. “I say we gut him.”
“Shut up,” Brakas bellowed. “Where did you get the gold, boy?”
“I collect shark’s teeth and sell them to a merchant who comes by the village,” Rejji said. “I usually buy stuff from the merchant in exchange, but since the village was destroyed, I took the gold instead.”
“A lot of gold for some old fossils,” Brakas stated as he held out his hand.
The bandit who had caught the pouch tossed it to Brakas. Brakas held it for a bit and then stuffed it in his shirt.
“There are dues for joining the Zaldoni, boy,” Brakas grinned. “Where is your weapon?”
“I don’t have one,” admitted Rejji. “I was hoping the Zaldoni would have spares I could use.”
Brakas snickered and nodded at Rejji. “Get on behind me,” he ordered. “You make any funny moves and my men will slice you from seat to noggin.”
Rejji stole a glance towards Mistake as he bent down to retrieve his tunic. He mouthed the words to her to tell her go away and then rose and mounted the horse behind Brakas.
Rejji wondered about his strategy for dealing with the situation while the patrol turned and headed back the way they had come. He looked for Mistake but could not find her and smiled. He didn’t like leaving her alone, but these men certainly would have harmed her. Of that, Rejji was sure. He wasn’t sure why he had lied about joining them, but at the time it appeared that the lie was the only way he would survive. The bandits always needed recruits and if they didn’t need you, they killed you. Trying to hunt for the bright spot in his situation, Rejji wondered if he would learn anything from the Zaldoni that would help him get his revenge on the Jiadin.
The patrol of Zaldoni tribesmen rode slowly through the forest along the banks of the Meliban River. There was no chatter from the bandits, only the sounds of the horses making their way along the path. They rode for about an hour before Rejji saw a wooden stockade wall appear in the distance. At its appearance the men started chatting casually as if the need for silence had been extinguished.
As they got closer, Rejji spied men, all wearing the green scarves of the Zaldoni, along the wall of the fortress. A few shouted down greetings as the large wooden gate swung open to admit the returning patrol. Rejji felt the eyes of the men focusing on him as they entered the fort.
Once inside the gate, Rejji glanced around. They rode into a large open area and dozens of men were moving about. Far ahead of the patrol, Rejji could see scores of small huts with footpaths leading off in all directions. The inside of the wall had a platform along it with ladders, for gaining access to it, sprinkled along its length. There were weapon racks beside each ladder and small holes bored through the wall to allow people to look out.
Off to the left in the distance, Rejji could see huge stables and could hear the pounding of a smith. To the right, set back in a clump of trees, was a very large hut with steps leading to its porch. There were wooden rails outside it to tie horses to and that was where the patrol went. Rejji tried to get a feel for the size of the fort as they rode across the great square of barren dirt, but he could not see either end of the wall they had ridden through. He was awed by the immenseness of it all. He had thought of the bandits as small groups of riders as that was all he had ever seen visit the village, but this fortress clearly showed that the bandits were very numerous.
It was the greens who came to his village each year and he looked around to see if he could recognize anyone, but he could not. There were just too many faces there.
Brakas waved the other riders off as he ordered Rejji to dismount in front of the large hut. As Brakas landed on the ground, the other riders turned and headed for the stable area.
“Inside,” Brakas ordered brusquely as he tied his horse to the rail. “And don’t speak unless spoken to.”
Rejji nodded and mounted the steps and opened the door. He heard the heavy footsteps of Brakas behind him as he entered the large room. The room was the full width of the large hut, but not very deep. There were chairs to the right and a big desk to the left with a surly looking man sitting behind it. Brakas pushed past Rejji and approached the desk.
“Is he here?” Brakas asked the man.
“In the meeting room,” nodded the man. “He is alone though.”
Brakas nodded and shoved Rejji down a hallway leading towards the rear of the building. There were six doors off the hallway, three on each side, but the destination Brakas had in mind was obviously the doorway at the end of the hall. The smell of smoke hit Rejji before he even entered the room, so he was not surprised to see a fire smoldering in a pit in the center of the large room. The room was huge and must have occupied the whole back half of the building. There were wooden benches attached to each wall and a big circular piece of wood that Rejji figured was for covering the fire pit when they needed floor space. There were no windows in the walls and the only door was the one Rejji had just come thru. A lean man sat on one of the benches running a stone over his sword. He stood when Rejji entered the room. Brakas entered right behind Rejji and his big hand reached and grabbed Rejji’s shoulder as soon he entered the room, forcing Rejji to halt.
“What have you here, Brakas?” the lean man asked.
“Found him along the river, Wyant,” Brakas responded. “Claims he was coming to join us.”
“How did he make it to the river?” frowned Wyant. “Why didn’t our sentries spot him?”
“He says he came across the badlands,” scraggly beard replied. “Klavin thinks he is a spy.”
“Klavin thinks you are a spy, Brakas,” sighed Wyant as he approached Rejji. “He thinks everyone is a spy.”
Wyant reached out and grasped Rejji biceps. He ran his hands down Rejji’s arms and twisted his wrists so he could inspect Rejji’s hands. Rejji was still wearing the fingerless gloves he was so fond of, and Wyant frowned.
“Remove the gloves,” Wyant ordered.
Rejji removed his gloves and stuck them in his belt. He offered his hands back to Wyant and the Zaldoni leader examined his palms.
“You appear muscular enough,” Wyant stated, “but I doubt you have the makings of a warrior. A good swordsman is more than just muscle. It takes coordination and intelligence and practice. Mostly practice. What is that scar on your hand?”
Rejji gazed at the discolored crescent centered in his right palm. “I don’t know,” the boy admitted. “I have always had it. Some kind of birthmark my grandfather said.”
“Well at least it is not from an act of stupidity then,” smiled Wyant. “You can put the gloves back on if you wish. Have you ever handled a sword?”
Rejji donned his gloves once more and looked up at the leader. “No, I haven’t,” answered Rejji. “Nobody in the village owned a sword.”
“Then what are you doing here pretending that you want to be a Zaldoni?” questioned Wyant.
“He said he wanted to avenge his village,” offered Brakas. “He said it was wiped out by the Jiadin.”
“Is this true about the village, Brakas?” Wyant asked.
“It is,” nodded Brakas. “One of my men recognized this boy as the one who spends his time on the beach. The village was destroyed several days ago.”
Wyant turned and paced the room for a few awkward moments as if something was troubling him. He came back and handed his sword, hilt first, to Rejji.
“Kill Brakas,” he said to Rejji.
Rejji stared at the sword and then at the man who gave it to him, but he didn’t move.
Brakas laughed and Wyant shot him a foul look. “I just spent an hour putting an edge on that sword, Brakas. I don’t like wasting my time.”
Turning to Rejji, Wyant shouted, “I said to kill Brakas. I don’t like repeating myself. Do it now.”
Nervousness coursed through Rejji’s body as he awkwardly held the sword. He looked at Brakas who was standing there casually laughing. He felt he was being tested or being made fun of, but he couldn’t figure out which. Rejji gripped the sword tightly and lunged at Brakas. Brakas swiftly dropped to one knee and brought his sword around in a flash. The flat of Brakas’ blade struck close to Rejji’s hand and the leader’s sword flew from Rejji’s grasp. Rejji tried following it with his eyes and saw Wyant grinning as he caught his sword and sheathed it.
“Finish it,” Wyant said to Brakas.
Rejji turned to see Brakas approaching, his sword carving large swaths through the air as he approached. Rejji started backing away from the bandit, but soon felt the bench behind him, leaving no room to retreat further. Rejji looked at the snarl on Brakas’s face as he approached and thought of the cruelness of surviving the attack on the village only to die days later because he made a foolish gamble with false bravado. His mind raced to find a way out of the attack, while his body stood frozen. Finally, in desperation, he pushed himself off the bench and threw himself at Brakas. He dove with arms before him and aimed for Brakas’ ankles. His hands stung with the pain of impact, but he managed to topple Brakas. Rejji quickly rolled to his feet and tried to make it out the lone door to the room.
Wyant stood blocking his way and shaking his head, all the while grinning at the boy. Rejji turned and saw Brakas regaining his feet. Rejji tore across the room to the bench on the far wall. Brakas was swearing now as he approached and Rejji was sure that this was no longer a test of any kind. With adrenalin pumping through his body, Rejji eased his foot back and tried to move the bench. He nodded to himself as the benched moved slightly, knowing that it was not nailed to the wall.
A quick glance towards Wyant showed that the leader was enjoying the display of fighting and had actually moved closer to Rejji as if to get a better view of the killing blow. Everything seemed to Rejji to be happening in slow motion as his mind raced through observations and options, although Rejji’s options were pretty slim.
As Brakas charged across the floor, fury evident on his face, he held his sword high and screamed at Rejji. Rejji cowered by stooping down and turning his back to the charging bandit. Even facing away from his attacker, Rejji’s mind could still see him charging and the boy trembled as he waited.
When Rejji decided the time had arrived, he picked up the bench and swiveled as he hurled it in the direction of the charging bandit. Brakas had actually been closer than Rejji had anticipated and the end of the bench sailed easily into the bandit’s head. Brakas went down backwards in a heap, his sword clattering to the floor.
Rejji scrambled across the floor and dove after the blade before Brakas could regain his feet. He scooped up the blade while still sliding across the floor and when his momentum slowed, Rejji leaped to his feet and ran back toward Brakas who was still sprawled on the floor.
He skidded to a halt and towered over the bandit’s body as he brought the sword up and prepared to strike. Rejji felt a sudden smack on the back of his head and his vision blurred. The room started spinning and Rejji felt like he was falling. Then Rejji’s world turned to darkness.



Chapter 4



Bandits


Rejji woke with a splitting headache. He reached for the back of his head to feel for blood, but could find none. The room was totally dark except for the small amount of moonlight coming through the vent hole in the roof, which allowed the smoke to escape. He tried to remember what had happened through the haze of his mind and slowly it came back to him. In his fight with Brakas, he neglected to remember about Wyant. He shuddered when he replayed the scene in his mind and realized he had been about to kill a man. He wondered what had gotten into him. Killing Brakas would not have gotten him free of the camp. He speculated whether this is how all men reacted in a fight for their life. Did reason and negotiation take leave when a man’s back was up against the wall? He hoped he never had another chance to find out.
Slowly Rejji rose off the floor and tried to scan the darkness for the presence of anyone else in the room. The moonlight was dim and he could not see very far, so he made his way to a wall and started walking around the room to check it out. When he reached the only door to the room, he silently tried to open it. It was locked. He completed an entire circuit of the room and ended back at the door. He was the only occupant. He looked up at the hole in the ceiling again, but realized there was no way to reach it. Even if he tried to build something out of the benches, it would fall far short of reaching the high ceiling. He had never been in a room where the ceiling was so far off the floor. At home he could easily touch the ceiling without jumping.
Rejji heard footsteps coming down the hall and he eased himself along the wall and away from the door. He heard another door open and then some clatter through the wall where he had moved. Someone had entered the next room and was moving furniture around. More footsteps sounded in the hallway and they entered the next room as well. Rejji could here muffled voices through the wall and pressed his ear to it. The voices were faint, but Rejji could hear them talking.
“What was it?” inquired Wyant.
“Just a fire,” reported Brakas. “There was a large pile of leaves that went up, but there was no sign of anyone around. I think one of the returning patrols probably got careless with his bocco and it just took a while to ignite the leaves. It was right off the trail coming in.”
“How is your head?” Wyant asked.
“I’ll be fine,” Brakas grumbled. “The lad got lucky.”
“No, the lad fought as best he could with what he had,” laughed Wyant. “He was resourceful. Don’t feel too bad about it. His moves surprised me too. We are so trained to expect a certain type of fight that sometimes the unskilled can surprise us. Perhaps it was a lesson for both of us.”
“Easy for you to say,” retorted Brakas. “It was my face what got hammered. You at least got to hit him good.”
“I do believe he was going to kill you, or I would have let it continue,” declared Wyant. “It did prove one thing to me though. He is not a spy. I am sure if the Jiadin sent in a spy he would be prepared for the little game we play with new recruits. The lad really thought you were going to kill him and that means he had no idea we were testing him.”
“True,” conceded Brakas. “I did have men go back out there and check things out. There was nothing hidden. No water bag. No food sack. I really don’t see how he could have possibly crossed the badlands without provisions. It isn’t possible.”
“And yet the sentries never saw him,” Wyant stated. “There was nobody with him and no signs of him setting a horse free. I understand your concerns.”
“He doesn’t know about horses,” offered Brakas. “I could tell that by the way he rode with me on the way in.”
“It is clear he doesn’t know anything about weapons either,” added Wyant. “He is quick and strong though. And intelligent I think. It might take a lot of training, but he could become a good warrior, perhaps a leader over time.”
“Maybe,” Brakas said, “but there is something about him that doesn’t sit quite right, if you know what I mean. I think we should keep him locked up at night.”
“I agree,” Wyant said. “I think we should team him up with Klavin. The lad would not only learn, but will also provide us with some entertainment.”
“Why Klavin?”
“Because Klavin was sleeping the day they handed out brains,” Wyant chuckled, “and the boy is smart. It might be fun to see if brains or brawn is superior.”
“Klavin is a good warrior,” argued Brakas. “One of the best warriors we have.”
“Which is the only reason he is still with us,” responded Wyant.
“What about making the lad into a real spy?” asked Brakas. “You said he isn’t a spy because he doesn’t know how the tribes operate, but that very quality would make him the right person to send into the Jiadin camp.”
“I don’t know,” hesitated Wyant. “That could be sending the lad to his death. You said he wanted revenge on them. It is hard to believe that he could fake wanting to join them. That advisor Grulak has, Veltar, he scares me. There is something inhuman about him. I think he could read the lad’s soul the moment he entered their fortress.”
“What is more important to us?” reasoned Brakas. “They have raided a village in our sector. That is against the agreement we have with them. I think we need to know what they are up to.”
“That village was good for maybe two clova a year,” Wyant stated. “It certainly is no great loss for us, but you do have a point about the agreement. The Jiadin are up to something and we need to know what it is. Still, I think the lad would not succeed. I will dwell upon it. We have time yet to make that decision. For now, match him up with Klavin. At night we will keep him locked up until we are satisfied that he is what he says he is.”
Rejji heard the moving of a chair and the closing of a door. He waited until he heard the footsteps receding down the hallway before he moved away from the wall. He walked towards the center of the room and spread out on the floor in a patch of moonlight and closed his eyes.
***
Using the small flask she had cut open, Mistake carried the last two coals to the spot she had selected. When she reached the spot she had chosen, she let the coals slid out of the mutilated flask onto the heap of the other coals she had transported. She looked at the last rays of the sun and decided to wait a little while longer. She dropped her improvised scoop and the moss she had used to insulate her hand from the heat. It had been tedious transporting all of the coals over such a distance, but if her fire had been any closer to the fortress, she would have been noticed. As it was, it had taken her all day to prepare for this. She hoped it worked.
When she felt it was dark enough that the smoke would not be noticed, she piled armfuls of damp grass over the coals. When she had piled all of the damp grass over the coals, she started heaping the dry leaves on top of the pile. As soon as all of the leaves were in place, Mistake started running. She was still a fair distance from the fort and she had to approach it unseen. And quickly.
She rethought her plan as she ran. Following the patrol that had captured Rejji had been easy. They moved slow enough and seldom looked around while they rode. Figuring out where they had put Rejji would be a little harder. All she knew at this point was that they had turned right after entering the gate. When the gate closed, so did her opportunity to follow Rejji. The opportunity she did have, however, was to observe the guards that stood on the platform behind the wall. She had already chosen the section of the wall she would attempt to scale. Now she had to hope that her diversion worked like she planned it to.
The idea was a delayed fire. The hot coals would dry out the damp grass, sending off clouds of smoke, but it would be too dark for anyone to see the smoke. When the grass dried out, it would ignite and the dry leaves would create an instant fire, clearly visible from the fort. On a clear night, like it was, there would be no lightning to blame the fire on. The Zaldoni would have to figure out it was manmade and investigate it. Being nighttime, she assumed they would not send a small force to check on it. They would know that no large army could get this close without be spotted by a sentry and would want to overwhelm whoever it was quickly. At least that was the plan, she thought.
She managed to get right up to the wall without the guards seeing her. The spot she had chosen had large trees on the other side of the wall. There was no way for her to reach them from outside, but she was hoping that she could reach them from the platform on the other side of the wall. She took her dagger out its sheath on her belt and another dagger from her boot. She held one in each hand and shoved the left one into the crevice in the wall as high as she could reach. The right other she put between her teeth as she flexed the muscles in her hands. She knew this trick was going to require all of her strength and she would only get one shot at it.
It wasn’t long before she heard the first shouts. She resisted the temptation to turn around and admire her handiwork and instead concentrated on listening to the movements of the two closest guards. Initially, both guards tended to move along the platform towards the gate to get a better view, but the second guard had not moved far enough for her to make her entry unseen. She tensed as she felt the failure of her plan, fearful that the patrols coming back from the fire might see her. She had planned to be inside by then.
She heard the two guards exchange words but she could not make them out. What she did hear though was one of the guards scrambling down the ladder. She backed up slightly and peered upward to see which one left. Mistake felt a shudder of excitement as she saw that the second guard had left his post. She swiftly moved back to the wall and pulled the second knife from her teeth. Grabbing the knife already embedded in the wall with her left hand, she pulled herself upright with one arm. When she had raised herself as far as she could, she reached up and imbedded the second knife in the wall and hung on it as she pulled the first knife out. She repeated her movements by pulling herself upward on the second knife and embedding the first even higher. She continued this until she could grasp the top of the wall. She hung there and shoved one of the knives back into her boot. The other knife returned to her teeth.
She pulled her self upward until she could look over the wall. There was no guard visible to her right and the one to the left was intently watching the drama outside the fort unfold. She pulled herself up until she could lie atop the wall and then gently lowered herself to the platform. She couldn’t reach the tree as she had planned and the ladder was much too noisy to use, so she lowered her self to the floor of the platform and eased towards the edge. She bent her head over the edge and looked below. There was nobody in sight and she started to slide her body to the edge.
She froze when the nearest guard’s feet scuffed and she looked towards him and saw that he had just shifted his feet. Keeping her eyes on the guard, she slid her body off the edge and dangled from the platform. Still seeing nobody below her, she moved hand-over-hand away from the guard. Her arms grew tired and eventually she let herself drop.
Her landing was not as quiet as she would have liked and she heard the guard’s feet shuffle quickly to see what the noise was. Mistake swiftly backed under the platform and pressed her body against the wall. The guard moved towards her and leaned over to look below, but he soon grew disinterested and returned to observe the commotion outside.
Mistake moved quietly under the platform to the next ladder. There was a rack with weapons there and Mistake stole a coil of rope and slung it over her shoulder. She looked out across the compound and realized she was fairly close to the corner of the fortress. The only buildings around that she could see were a large, high-roofed building and some storage sheds behind it. Mistake stole across the open space to the first of the sheds. She tried the door and it opened. The shed was empty but there was evidence of it having been used for storing farm goods, probably plunder from the villages the bandits extorted.
Mistake decided to work her way down the row of sheds and then check to see what buildings lie beyond the large one. All of the sheds were empty except for the last two. She turned her attention to the large building and saw that it had a crawlspace underneath it. She slid under the building and realized that it was huge. The sides of the building had planks coming down over the crawlspace, but the front and back were open. The only obstruction under the building was a large round section towards the rear of he building that protruded through the floor into the ground. It was warm and smelled of smoke.
She crawled up to the front of the building and peered out. She saw men returning through the open gate and splitting up. She recognized one of the men as the leader who captured Rejji and he was walking straight towards her. She was tempted to start crawling backwards to get away from the edge of the crawlspace, but she realized that her movement would be detected more than she would, so she lie still.
The man marched straight towards her and mounted the steps above her head. She held her breath as he climbed the steps and slid backwards as soon as he passed overhead. She turned around and followed the sound of his footsteps towards the rear of the building. When he stopped, she heard muffled voices but could not make out what they were saying. Mistake removed the coiled rope and placed it on the ground. She crawled to the rear of the building and checked for anyone coming by, and then crawled out and decided to check further into the compound.
Mistake spent the next two hours surveying the entire fortress before returning to the only building that looked like it might be a place to hold Rejji. She gazed up at the trees and decided to climb one to get a better view of how things were laid out. As she worked her way higher into the tree, she noticed that they had cut the wall guard in half. Nobody was walking around the compound either, which probably meant they felt fairly safe here and everyone was sleeping except for the few wall guards. She looked down at the large building and noticed the hole in the roof to allow smoke to escape. She scurried back down the tree and under the building to retrieve her rope, figuring nighttime was the best time to go exploring inside.
The young thief picked a sturdy branch that overshot the roof and started crawling out on it. When the branch started to sag appreciably, she tied a loop in the rope and passed the free end around the branch and through the loop. She worked the entire rope through the loop and lowered the free end to the roof. She flattened herself on the branch and wiggled until her body dropped and she hung from the branch by her hands. She grabbed the rope and silently lowered herself to the roof. She walked a short distance to the large opening, dragging the rope behind her. She flattened herself to the roof and inched towards the hole and peered down into the large room to see if anyone would notice her entry.
She saw a body on the floor of the room and stared at it. A lump formed in her throat when she recognized the body and realized it was Rejji. She stuck her head in further and scanned the rest of the room. It was too dark to see anything past the patch of moonlight and Mistake decided to chance an entry. She slowly fed the free end of the rope into the hole until it was taut. She swiveled so that she was sitting on the roof with her legs dangling inside the room and grabbed the rope with both hands. She lowered herself almost to the floor before realizing that she was over an open fire pit, which explained the structure under the building. She twisted her body to make the rope swing from side to side. When the arc was wide enough to carry her over the pit to solid floor, she dropped down and held the rope to stop it from swinging back to the pit.
Mistake looked around the room again and swiftly moved to Rejji’s body. Rejji jumped when he felt Mistake touch him and she whispered his name. Rejji sat up and turned to face Mistake.
“How did you get here?” he whispered as he looked up at the rope hanging from above. “You should be long gone on your journey to find the Sage.”
“I am not going anywhere without you,” she whispered back. “I made a pledge to Brontos and I intend to keep it. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
“Go without me,” Rejji said. “Go find your Sage. I have to stay.”
“Are you crazy?” she scowled. “You are no more a bandit than I am a priest. Get on that rope or I’ll wrap it around you and haul you up.”
Rejji smiled strangely at Mistake and reached out and held her hand. “I believe that you would,” he grinned, “but I must stay. I must avenge my village and countless others that these people prey upon. To do that, I must learn their ways. Here they will teach me to use a sword, to ride a horse, to think like they think. I overheard them talking about me tonight. They plan to use me for their own ends, but that works both ways.”
“Rejji,” Mistake pleaded, “you are not cut out to be a bandit. You will die here. These people do not care about what happens to others. They care only for themselves. Trust me on this because I know. I used to be just like them. Brontos in his strange way made me see that. He knew right off I was a thief. He didn’t hate me for it. He was saddened because he thought I deserved better and he convinced me of it too. All my life I have been the object of hatred. You can’t imagine what that does to you. It makes you return the hatred, not only to people who despise you, but to everyone. I don’t want to live that way anymore. If you stay here you may learn to ride a horse, but you will suffer for it. You will become one of them. Don’t do it.”
“I can’t run and hide,” frowned Rejji. “My life has been turned upside down. It is not only my grandfather and the rest of the villagers, Mistake. It is everyone. If nobody takes a stand against these crimes, then how will it ever stop? Which village will be next to be slaughtered? We could probably run away now and maybe we would even survive the chase, but what then? What would we do on our travels every time we came to another slaughtered village? You just spoke how they think of nothing but themselves, yet you are asking me to be just like them and think only of us. I cannot do that. Somebody has to try and set things right. I may not be the person to do it, but I cannot fathom giving up without trying.”
Tears formed in Mistake’s eyes as she realized she was losing the argument. “Then I will stay too,” she declared.
“No,” pleaded Rejji. “You can’t. They will kill you on sight. Go find your Sage. Turn that new leaf and live a happy life. This is something I have to do. Not you.”
“You think you are better suited for this than I am?” she questioned. “I can ride a horse. I know how to use a sword and daggers. I bet I can beat most of these overweight braggarts right now. They move so slowly that they won’t even be able to strike me.”
“That is not the point, Mistake,” Rejji sighed. “You are a girl. Have you ever seen a girl bandit?”
“And just what do you think I have been doing all my life, Rejji?” she asked. “If the Greens don’t have woman bandits, maybe I should enlighten them.”
“You said you were walking away from all that,” Rejji protested. “Now you are eager to get back into it?”
“I don’t want to get back into it, Rejji,” she answered. “I want us to get out of here, but you refuse. I am merely stating that I am going where you are going. You can decide where that is to be.”
Rejji sat and shook his head. It was clear to him what he must do with his life, but he did not want to drag Mistake into it. He stared up at the dangling rope and realized what she must have gone through to get in to see him. It became clear to him that she was not just going to leave because he asked her to.
“Can you survive in the woods alone?” Rejji asked. “Without being seen or detected?”
“I have done so fairly well so far,” she retorted. “Why? What are you scheming?”
“Give me a couple of weeks here,” Rejji suggested. “Let me learn some basic skills and find out how they operate. I will try to learn as fast as I can and then maybe we can leave this place behind us.”
“Maybe?” Mistake questioned. “It sounds like you aren’t too sure that you will want to leave.”
“I do not desire to be a bandit,” Rejji declared. “You know what I am after. I just don’t know if I can learn enough in a couple of weeks. I will try to. But you must leave. I cannot have your capture on my mind.”
“You needn’t worry about me,” the thief protested. “I know how to handle myself. I will meet you half way.”
“Half way?” questioned Rejji. “How you can you leave half way? Either you leave or you don’t.”
“Not true,” grinned Mistake. “I won’t show myself, but I will always be here. While you are off learning to slay innocent villagers, I will be right below you.”
“Below me?” quizzed Rejji. “What do you mean?”
“There is a crawl space below this building,” explained Mistake. “I will stay right below you until it is time to leave.”
“You can’t get away with that for long,” cautioned Rejji. “Sooner or later somebody will notice you.”
“Then you had better study hard,” Mistake stated firmly. “The longer you dally, the greater chance of me being caught.”
Mistake rose and grabbed the rope with both hands and lifted her feet off the floor. She started climbing even as the rope swung from side-to-side. When she reached the roof, she let go of the rope and grabbed the roof with both hands. Just at that moment the door to the room swung open and Wyant walked in. Mistake froze and Rejji caught sight of the rope swaying above his head as Wyant walked towards him. Rejji did the only thing he could think of to distract Wyant. He charged across the floor and dove at the leader of the Zaldoni tribe.



Chapter 5



Vandegar Temple


The wind whipped his flowing red robe and threatened to push back his hood as Veltar stepped out onto the platform at the top of the pyramid. He scowled and pulled the red hood taut as he bowed into the wind and made for the edge of the platform. The wind decreased as he moved away from the doorway and when he reached the edge he stood erect and gazed out over the sacred Plains of Vandegar. It was on these plains, history told, that man had come together to defy the gods. The civilization of man had been grand then, thousands of years ago, thousands of years even before the invasion of the people who became known as the Fakarans.
Veltar looked out upon the huge semicircular section of the plain that was now part of the sea. The legends state that the gods in their anger caused the plain to buckle and the sea to turn upon the land, swallowing millions of souls in the blink of an eye, their souls forever captive under the waves of the sea. That day in history, it is said, the gods spat upon man and brushed away his aggressiveness as being insignificant. The remaining people fled to the far corners of the continent and hid from the gods. The pyramid Temple of Vandegar was abandoned and forsaken ever since. Until now.
The sound of footsteps caused Veltar to turn and see Grulak, leader of the Jiadin, approaching. Grulak’s muscles bulged beneath his red-dyed armor and his footsteps pounded loudly across the stones as he moved to the edge to stand beside Veltar.
“Greetings, Your Excellency,” bowed Veltar.
“Not quite yet,” scowled Grulak. “I thought I might find you up here.”
“It will be soon,” Veltar assured the leader as he waved his hand over the plain below. “See how your armies gather. Already you have amassed the greatest army and you have not even invited the other tribes to join with you.”
“The people recognize a great leader when they see one,” Grulak blustered. “Convincing the other tribes will not be so easy though.”
“You will prevail,” snickered Veltar. “I guarantee it. Has not my advice already brought you all of the new recruits each season? No longer do the young ones seek to join just any tribe, they now seek to join the Jiadin Tribe.”
“Yes, your advice has been good,” admitted Grulak. “That is why I have made you my most trusted advisor.”
“The only advisor you need,” Veltar pointed out. “The others trembled when you decided to move your forces here and reoccupy the sacred temple.”
Grulak looked down at the plain and saw his army encampments. From horizon to horizon tents were pitched and more men were arriving every day. Tens of thousands of men had rallied to him in the past few years.
“Are you sure these village slaughters are a good idea?” asked Grulak. “It may make the other tribes feel as if we are invading their territories. They might be less likely to join with us then.”
“On the contrary,” smiled Veltar, “it shows them the distance of your reach. The tribes only understand power. For years they have existed by displaying their power over the defenseless villagers. Now we are doing to them what they have been doing to the villagers. They will tremble and beg to give you allegiance. I do have a concern with the slaughters though.”
“Oh,” Grulak said as he continued gazing down upon his armies. “What is the problem?”
“My men are not treated with due respect,” declared Veltar. “Your patrol leaders will often do things that obstruct what my men are trying to accomplish.”
“Your men,” reminded Grulak, “are merely servants of an advisor. The patrol leaders are in charge of the raids. What part of that do your men not understand? You are the only advisor who has men going out on the raids. You should be satisfied with that.”
“I should be,” frowned Veltar, “but I am not. I want my men to be of a position over the patrol leaders.”
“Preposterous!” exclaimed Grulak. “You overstep your bounds. You cause me to suspect your desires for power, Veltar. You are but an advisor and one I can dispense with. Mark your territory wisely.”
“Of course, Master,” bowed Veltar. “Forgive my suggestions, but I am only trying to serve you to the best of my ability.”
“Well,” lectured Grulak, “just remember your place in things. My patrol leaders are well trained and suited for the positions I have given them.”
“I would not have even brought up the subject except for the welfare of Diakles,” smiled Veltar.
“Diakles?” queried Grulak. “What does my son have to do with the patrols?”
“I have had another vision,” Veltar reported. “I did not want to disturb you with it, but the problems with the patrols makes it necessary.”
“What was in the vision?” trembled Grulak. “Is there danger for Diakles? What kind of danger?”
“I saw a battle and Diakles was in the vanguard,” stated Veltar as he assumed a trance-like pose. “He was magnificent in his splendor and his men followed him with pride. They loved him almost as much as they love you. The battle was fierce, but Diakles easily trounced the enemy and declared victory. There was, however, one lone survivor amongst the enemy ranks. It was a young man around the same age as Diakles and this man looked not like a warrior.”
Veltar closed his eyes and stretched his hand to Grulak’s shoulder as if for support. “This man had a crescent mark in the palm of his hand and he held that hand up and demanded that Diakles put away his weapons or he would die. Diakles laughed and charged the man, but his weapons appeared to do no harm to the stranger. The vision grew dark at this point, but I heard the scream of death before it ended.”
“Whose death?” demanded Grulak. “Who died? Surely it was the stranger?
“I do not know,” Veltar said opening his eyes and removing his hand from Grulak’s shoulder. “This is strange in itself as my visions have always been clear when you were the victor. It has caused me great concern for Diakles’s well being.”
Grulak felt a tremor of terror race down his spine as he envisioned his son’s death. “I will keep him with me at all times,” declared the Jiadin leader.
“The vision clearly showed him leading the army,” Veltar pointed out. “You may try to alter the outcome of my vision, but things that are seen, will happen. Diakles will lead that army and he will fight that stranger, if that stranger still exists that is.”
“Yes,” nodded Grulak, “that is the answer. Find this boy with the mark on his palm and kill him now, before Diakles must meet him. That way we do not have to worry about the outcome that your vision did not show.”
“That is exactly what I have been trying to accomplish, My Lord,” smiled Veltar. “Yet you have just rejected my plans to do this.”
“Rejected?” questioned Grulak. “What are you talking about? You are to do everything in your power to find and kill this boy. How have I rejected your help?”
“The patrols, My Lord,” explained Veltar. “My men had located the boy and planned to destroy the entire village. The patrol leader, however, refused to wait until my men could verify that the boy was there before they attacked. The village was destroyed, but not the boy. He was elsewhere at the time.”
“Who is this patrol leader,“ fumed Grulak. “I will have him hung from this platform for all to see.”
“It was not the fault of the patrol leader.” Veltar pointed out. “As you have commanded, he took his orders from you, not my men. How can you fault a man for following your orders strictly? Had the patrol leader been told to listen to my men, the outcome would have been much different.”
“Or if the patrol leader had been aware of your vision,” suggested Grulak. “I should make sure that everyone knows of this boy.”
“Making them aware of the need to find this boy may be fine,” agreed Veltar, “but do not cause your men to think Diakles is weak and must be protected. He will follow one day in your footsteps and he must be loved and seen as strong. My men, on the other hand, know how to be discreet. I can explain the vision to them and they will never repeat it. So you see why I have suggested the arrangement I have. It is not for my own needs I have asked for this, but only to better serve you, My Lord.”
“Yes, I see that now,” nodded Grulak as he placed his hand on Veltar’s shoulder. “I should have known better than to suspect your motives. You have had only my success as your goal. I will issue the orders today making your men advisors to me. The patrol leaders will defer to them in the future.”
“Excellent, My Lord,” smiled Veltar as he changed the subject swiftly. “I think it is time to send out the couriers to the other tribes. They have had enough time to feel your reach, and yet, not so much time as to formulate any plans of joining against you.”
“You mean to call the meeting of the tribes so soon?” queried Grulak. “I thought we were going to continue putting pressure on them for a while yet?”
“That was the plan,” conceded the advisor, “but I have developed a better one. I think we can intimidate them into joining you now.”
“How?” questioned the Jiadin leader.
“We will move the bulk of your army into the pyramid,” detailed Veltar. “They will be out of sight there and yet ready to engage the tribes should trouble arise. Another large portion of troops will be on that peninsula,” pointed Veltar. “They will not be seen at ground level, but they will be able to see a flagman situated up here. If we need them, we will have only to signal.”
“Do you think the tribes will arrive with their armies?” asked Grulak.
“What would you do in their position?” Veltar asked.
“I would be cautious,” admitted Grulak. “I would bring my whole army but not display it. Perhaps I would station them along the lake and then proceed here with a smaller guard.”
“Precisely,” grinned Veltar, “except we will be able to detect their troops from up here. If it comes to a battle, we shall have a great advantage with the visibility this temple affords us. Plus, I will arrange for those tribes that are mostly likely to join us to be exactly where we need them.”
“You seem to have thought of everything,” complimented Grulak. “Let it be so then. The couriers shall be sent and the nation of Jiadin shall be formed.”
***
Rejji flew into Wyant and they both tumbled to the floor. Wyant was swift and rolled out from under Rejji and wrapped his arms around the boy’s neck. Rejji was relieved to see no sign of Mistake or the rope as Wyant twisted his head in that direction.
“Are you crazy, lad?” Wyant growled. “What was all that about? I don’t mean you any harm. I thought I heard voices in here and came to check.”
“No harm?” Rejji croaked. “You are breaking my neck.”
Wyant laughed and released Rejji. “Sorry, lad,” he chuckled. “I forgot the last time we met you thought we were trying to kill you. That was just a test to see what you would do. You did well for a lad with no training. Quick thinker you are.”
“A test?” Rejji asked. “Is Brakas dead?”
“No, lad,” Wyant stated. “He will remember the thrashing you gave him though so I would be especially nice to him. I’ve decided to accept you into the Zaldoni on a probationary basis. You have smarts and originality, but you have no skills that I can see. By day you will train with Klavin and by night you will be locked in this room. After a period of time, you will be given a hut to share with somebody, but until we are satisfied that you are what you say you are, that is how it will be. Now come along and I will get you something to eat.”
Rejji rose and followed the leader of the Zaldoni into the predawn night. Already men were starting to move along the pathways as Wyant led Rejji towards the village of huts. Rejji was impressed at the size of the village. He had already passed ten times the number of huts that his village had and there appeared to be no end of them in sight.
In what appeared to be the center of the village, there was a large open area with dozens of campfire rings. Several were already in use and men were waving and calling to Wyant as they entered the square. Wyant appeared to be very popular with his men and there were many invitations to have the morning meal with the warriors. Wyant joked about the men’s cooking and finally sat on a bench near a camp ring that had a large kettle suspended over the fire. Rejji recognized one of the men from the patrol that had captured him.
“Klavin,” Wyant called, “you have a new pupil. His name is Rejji.”
“I don’t cater to training spies,” Klavin growled. “What am I to make out of him?”
“A fine warrior like yourself,” grinned Wyant. “If you are really good at training the lad, I won’t put him in your hut.”
The other men roared with laughter and even Klavin smiled and nodded. “Alright then,” he agreed, “I’ll try to mold a warrior out of the toad, but I ought to be getting double rations for such an impossible chore.”
Wyant slapped Klavin on the back and grabbed a bowl of stew. He introduced Rejji to the men sitting around the kettle and then walked off with his bowl of stew.
Rejji ate silently and listened to the banter of the other men. If the slaughter of his village hadn’t been such a vivid memory, Rejji could almost have felt at home with these bandits. There was a bond amongst them and sitting there as one of them, Rejji almost felt like he was part of a brotherhood of some type. While he couldn’t condone the acts of the bandits, he was finally beginning to understand the allure such groups held for youngsters from the villages.
The morning meal was unhurried and then the group disbanded and went their separate ways. Klavin finally rose and nodded to Rejji.
“Come along then, squire,” he grinned. “It is time to see what you are made of.
Rejji rose and followed Klavin to a large field beyond the stables. He picked up a couple of wooden swords and tossed one to Rejji. Rejji grabbed the sword and stood there holding it with one hand. Klavin scowled and shook his head.
“By the gods, lad,” he growled, “have you no training at all?”
He walked over to Rejji and grabbed Rejji’s free hand and placed it on the hilt.
“Hold the sword with both hands,” he instructed. “It is the only thing between you and death so never let your grip on it go slack. Here hold it like this.”
Klavin always acted like teaching Rejji was a hopeless endeavor, but the giant of a man kept at it. He walked Rejji through a proper posture and ways to block attacks. The whole morning was spent on defensive maneuvering and Rejji was black and blue all over. As soon as Rejji learned to block one stroke, Klavin changed his attack to a different stroke. Rejji was sure the giant was having a great deal of fun bruising him, but he was determined to learn all that he could. Around high sun, they broke for a meal.
As they sat around the same kettle eating the midday meal, Klavin entertained the rest of the men with stories about how hopeless Rejji was. Rejji remained silent and ate his stew. Towards the end of the meal, a slight man came over to Rejji from another group.
“Take off your tunic, lad,” the man said softly.
Rejji looked quizzically at the man, but removed his tunic. The man ran his hands over Rejji’s chest and felt his ribs. He then tilted Rejji’s head back and felt around the boy’s puffed up eye.
“Nothing serious, lad,” the man smiled. “I am called Gregnic, the closest thing to a healer you are likely to find in these parts. Let me put some ointment on that cut over your eye and you will be fine.”
The other men around the kettle started to tease Klavin about not even breaking one of the boy’s ribs as Gregnic applied the ointment. The ointment stung, but Rejji remained silent. He was determined not to let the others know how much he was hurting.
“Thank you.” Rejji said when the healer was done.
“I live in the first hut by the command center,” Gregnic offered. “You might want to stop by after the afternoon session. I will see what I can do to ease the pain. Whatever you do,” he whispered, “don’t get Klavin mad. He’s a killer.”
As Gregnic rose to leave, Klavin called over to Rejji, “Remember his name, lad. You’ll be seeing a lot of him.”
The men around the kettle howled with laughter and Rejji put his tunic back on. He rose and put his bowl on the bench.
“Are we training this afternoon,” he called to Klavin, “or do I know everything already?”
“Why you little pup,” growled Klavin and then he broke out laughing. “So I am not teaching you fast enough, eh? Come along then little warrior and let us have some more fun.”
Klavin turned and headed down the path without waiting for Rejji. The other men had questioning expressions on their faces as Rejji rose and followed Klavin towards the field. Rejji could see that he might have been a little childish with his remarks in front of the other men, but Rejji knew he only had limited time to learn before Mistake pressured him to leave. When Klavin tossed Rejji the wooden sword, Rejji grabbed the sword and held it point down to the ground.
“Klavin,” he stated, “I know you don’t want to be teaching me, and I know you are taking that frustration out on me by punishing my body, but think about this. There may come a time soon when I am at your back in battle. It might be my blade between you and some opponent you can’t see. I don’t ever expect to be a warrior of your caliber, but I do want to learn to handle myself. I need your help to do that. Will you train me?”
Klavin stood for a long time staring at the boy. Finally, he nodded.
“Alright, lad, I’ll train you,” he said. “Don’t think that means the bruises will stop though. You aren’t going to learn without feeling your mistakes. If you are serious about learning, I will make you learn, but trust me, you will be sleeping well every night.”
“Thank you,” Rejji said as he picked up his wooden sword and held it before himself with two hands.
Klavin was true to his word and he taught Rejji until the evening meal. Rejji was bruised anew, but the new bruises represented Rejji’s mistakes and not punishment from Klavin. Klavin nodded approvingly when Rejji suggested more practice after the evening meal and they returned to the field and continued training.
By the time Rejji returned to the command center from the practice field, he was dead on his feet. As sore as he was, he did not stop at Gregnic’s hut, but went straight to the meeting room and stretched out on the floor. He was vaguely aware of Wyant checking on him and locking the door and he thought he saw Mistake again that night, but he wasn’t sure if it was a dream or not.
The days began to blur together as Rejji spent every free moment training with the giant. Klavin was indeed a good warrior and a good trainer. After the fifth day, Rejji was able to stay awake after he reached the meeting room and he found out that Mistake had been visiting him every night. He also found out that she was stealing food out of the storage sheds and had managed to acquire some throwing daggers with arm and leg sheaths. Before Rejji knew it, his two weeks had gone by.
“You said two weeks,” Mistake complained as they sat in the dark corner farthest from the door. “Now you want more time? I knew you would not leave.”
“Just a little bit more,” pleaded Rejji. “I have just started to learn to ride a couple of days ago. I could not acquire knowledge this quickly anywhere other than here. What is wrong with me learning to take care of myself?”
“It is not the learning,” Mistake stated. “I think you are beginning to enjoy your life here. Have you forgotten your pledge to help me find the Sage?”
“Of course not,” protested Rejji, “but surely that search can wait another two weeks. You have been looking for years already. What does it matter if we take a little bit longer?”
“And at the end of two more weeks, then what?” she pouted. “You will ask for yet another two weeks. No, Rejji, it is time for me to go. I want you to come with me, but I think you have found a new home here. Soon you will be pillaging villages with the rest of them.”
“That is unfair,” Rejji began, but he stopped when he heard footsteps coming down the hall. “Out quickly!”
Mistake swiftly climbed the rope while Rejji moved to the spot in the wall where he could listen.
“Are the preparations made?” Wyant asked.
“They are,” Brakas replied. “I still don’t like the idea of taking everyone with us. What if they decide to ambush us once we are on the road?”
“If they can ambush our entire tribe, then what does it matter?” retorted Wyant. “They are strong enough now to walk all over us. Our only hope of survival would be to band with the other tribes.”
“But here we have the fortress,” Brakas complained. “It is a very defensible place.”
“Yes it is,” agreed Wyant, “but it is not impregnable. And if we only took a portion of the troops we would be setting ourselves up for just that. I am already leery about the Jiadin holding this meeting on sacred ground. Something smells to me.”
“You think it is a trap?” questioned Brakas.
“I do,” answered the Zaldoni leader. “The Jiadin have broken every agreement the tribes have made. They have attacked villages in our territory as well as others. Now they appear to have set up camp in the sacred lands, where no tribe is to be. If this is not a ploy to put all tribes under the Jiadin, I’ll eat my horse.”
“Then why go at all?” asked Brakas.
“Because we need to show strength to the other tribes,” explained Wyant. “I am hoping to convince some of them to join with us in opposing the Jiadin.”
“If Grulak finds out about that he will attack us for sure,” commented Brakas.
“Then he had best not find out,” frowned Wyant. “By the way, Rejji is not coming with us.”
“So you do think he is a spy then?” questioned Brakas.
“No, I don’t,” answered Wyant. “He has trained hard to be one of us and Klavin says he has learned well and swiftly. It is his desire for revenge against the Jiadin that troubles me. To take him there would be too tempting for any man to resist and it would expose our entire tribe to danger. I like the young lad, but I am going to turn him loose in the morning when we leave. Perhaps he will rejoin us someday in the future.”
“Makes sense I guess,” Brakas responded. “Vandegar Temple is not the place for us to start a fight.”



Chapter 6



Rocky Road


“It sure would be nice to have that gold Brontos gave you,” needled Mistake, “or at least something other than my daggers to get food with.”
“The villagers gave us what they thought they could spare,” replied Rejji. “You are just looking for an excuse to start stealing again.”
“It would have been easy, Rejji,” she grumbled. “They weren’t even watching me.”
“We will find another village or some travelers we can ask for food,” Rejji promised. “Maybe I can find some work at the next village and pick up a few gold coins.”
“Maybe,” Mistake frowned, “but we have been a week on the road now and haven’t seen any other travelers and the villagers are suspicious of everyone.”
“Can’t say as I blame them,” responded Rejji. “If Wyant was right about the Jiadin gathering all the tribes together, Fakara is going to become a much more dangerous place than it has been.”
“It never has been safe,” Mistake pointed out. “You have lived in a idealistic world, Rejji. Outside your little village, people have been robbed and murdered daily. That is the way of this world. You take what you can get and guard it from others.”
“Well that is just stupid,” Rejji stated. “If people worked together, there would be more for everyone. Our village survived because we shared everything. Nobody was left to fend for themselves.”
“And where are they now?” Mistake blurted out and immediately regretted it.
Rejji halted on the trail and stared at Mistake. “The people who attacked our village will pay for it,” he promised. “If all the young men of the villages weren’t running off to join the bandits, the tribes would think twice about attacking the villages. Somebody has to stand up to them.”
“I am sorry, Rejji,” apologized Mistake. “I shouldn’t have brought that up, but you should not believe that everyone is good at heart either. While all of the tribes are bandits, not all bandits are members of the tribes. There are other bad people in this world. Someone will always be there to take what is yours, tribesmen or not.”
“There are a lot of good people too,” countered Rejji. “Those villagers this morning didn’t have to give us anything, but they did, and they don’t even know us.”
“True,” admitted Mistake, “but that has not been my experience in the past.”
“Of course not,” chuckled Rejji as he started walking again. “You never bothered to ask.”
“All right, Rejji,” she smiled, “I am willing to try it your way, but I am still hungry.”
As they rounded the next bend in the trail, four men stood blocking their path. Rejji and Mistake halted and gazed at the men who were brandishing swords. They wore no markings of any tribe, but they did not look friendly.
“You are trespassing,” declared a tall lean man. “Do you have gold to pay the fee?”
Mistake’s hand hovered near the dagger on her belt as she asked, “Do you have any food to spare, good sirs?”
The men laughed and Mistake heard laughter coming from behind her as well. She stole a glance behind her and saw two more men on the path they had just walked down.
“We have no gold,” Rejji stated. “We didn’t know we were trespassing and we offer our apologies. If you will point out the shortest path off your land, we will be gone swiftly.”
“Your hand goes any nearer to that dagger girl and you will have one less arm,” sneered the tall lean man. “Why don’t you remove it and drop it on the trail before one of boys thinks you plan on using it.”
Mistake looked at Rejji and when he nodded she dropped her dagger to the ground.
“That’s a good girl,” grinned the tall lean man, which Mistake now assumed to be the leader. “It’s a long ways off our land and would take you days on foot, so we will give you a ride so you aren’t tempted to stray further into it.”
Mistake sensed the men behind her coming closer and started to turn when she felt the blow to her head.
When Mistake came to, she was in a wagon made into a cage and Rejji was holding her. There were other people in the cage as well and Mistake could see three more such wagons behind them. There were at least twenty riders accompanying the wagons from what she could see.
“What happened?” Mistake asked.
“They don’t like us talking,” Rejji whispered. “I assume the men behind us hit us over the head. I woke up just a few minutes ago. I guess they found a lot of trespassers.”
“They are slavers,” whispered an old woman next to them. “You give them any trouble and they’ll cut you just as soon as look at you. They been working these trails for over a year, but I never expected they would come into the village.”
“How do you know they are slavers?” Rejji asked.
“My husband was killed by them,” the woman cried. “They said nobody would buy him cause he lost a leg a while back and they didn’t want no cripples.”
“Quiet in there,” shouted one of the riders. “Keep your traps shut or I’ll shut them for you.”
Rejji looked at the people in the cage with him. Most of them were old and over half of them were women. There was one small boy around ten years old and another that Rejji figured was a year or two younger than himself. The older boy had a wild, ragged look about him and he stared constantly out the back of the wagon. The boy intrigued Rejji because his clothes appeared to be all animal skins like Mistake’s. Everyone else was dressed like normal villagers with mostly clova wool garments. Many of the people appeared to be sleeping and nobody spoke.
Mistake caught Rejji’s attention and showed him that she still had the daggers in her arm and leg sheaths. Rejji looked around the wagon again to see if there was anyone else who might still possess a weapon, but he didn’t see anyone who was likely to.
The trail they followed was well used and they headed mostly westward. Several stops were made to add more people, but none of them were put in Rejji’s wagon. The caravan rode mostly in silence, but the driver of the wagon behind them cursed loudly at times and used his whip on the horses when they didn’t follow at the desired distance. He didn’t appear to know much about handling horses, Rejji judged. Rejji’s wagon always slowed smoothly for stops, but the wagon behind them often jolted with the horses continuing along until they almost bumped into Rejji’s wagon. The driver would then apply his whip and try to pull the horses back.
When they stopped at night, the slavers would take the prisoners out one at a time to relieve themselves and then pass out pieces of stale bread, a bucket of water, and a cup. It was the only time anyone was allowed out of the cages. Even if Rejji could get away, there was no way that he could do so with Mistake and he was not going to leave her behind. It was doubtful that he could even succeed at it in any event. What Rejji did discover was that there were only a couple of guards at night and they were usually too far away to hear people talking.
Mistake tried picking the lock on the cage door at night with one of her daggers but was unsuccessful. After a few days, the prisoners tended to stay awake and talk at night, while trying to sleep during the day. Sleeping during the day was difficult, as the trail grew rougher the closer they got to the Fortung Mountains.
One day they stopped to add more prisoners to the cages. As usual, the wagon behind Rejji’s had come too close while stopping. When the slavers brought an old man to Rejji’s wagon, the horses spooked and rose up. It appeared the horses would come down and crush the old man and the slavers dove out of the way. The old man stood there, frightened for his life. The older boy in animal skins, who had been silent the entire journey, started making strange noises. To Rejji’s amazement, the horses remained on their rear legs and actually backed up before coming down, sparing the old man’s life.
Nobody seemed to have tied the horses’ actions to the sounds the boy made, but Rejji knew there was a connection. That night he moved next to the boy and started to engage him in conversation.
“What was that you did today to save the man’s life?” Rejji asked.
The boy glanced at Rejji and then returned to gazing out the back of the wagon.
“I guess either you can’t talk or don’t wish to,” surmised Rejji. “I will respect your wishes, but I wanted you to know that I appreciate what you did for the man. You truly saved his life.”
Rejji patted the boy on the shoulder and was going to return to his spot next to Mistake when the boy spoke.
“Why do you care what happens to him?” the boy asked. “You do not appear to know him.”
Rejji stared at the boy and immediately sat down next to him.
“No, I have never seen him before,” admitted Rejji. “That does not mean I should not try to save his life as you did. Why wouldn’t I save a stranger if I could? We all need looking after at one time or another in our lives. I am just glad you had the ability to make a difference. I would not know how to do whatever it is you did.”
“It is bad enough the horses have to suffer the driver they have,” stated the boy. “He is a man that should not be allowed near animals. If the old man had died, they would have taken it out on the horses.”
Rejji’s jaw dropped as he realized the boy had acted to save the animals from harm and not the old man.
“You like animals very much I guess,” offered Rejji. “I guess I should be doubly thankful to you. For you not only saved the old man’s life, but you saved the horses too.”
“Animals are pure,” the boy declared. “They do not know greed and hatred as man does. When they must kill, they do so swiftly and efficiently and do so only for food or to protect their young. Man kills because he likes to.”
“Your words are sad but true, my friend,” nodded Rejji. “My name is Rejji. What are you called?”
The boy smiled at finding someone who understood things as he did. “My name is Bakhai,” he grinned. “You are not like the others. You understand the evil of man.”
“I have seen more of it than I care to,” agreed Rejji, “but there are many people who are kind and generous too. I guess you have not run into many of them though. Where are you from?”
“I lived in the Giaming Mountains mostly,” Bakhai said. “There are many animals there and it is peaceful. I should have stayed there instead of trying to become accepted by those who look like me.”
“You mean you live with the animals?” asked Rejji. “What of your parents?”
“I do not have parents,” Bakhai answered. “The animals are my family. It has always been so.”
“Then who taught you to speak?” inquired Rejji.
“I spent time in many villages,” Bakhai frowned. “I was trying to find others like myself. At first the people were friendly and took me in. They taught me their ways and language, but always they ended up chasing me away. They did not like me talking to the other animals. They said I was possessed, a spawn of evil. Then they would chase me with their weapons or their farm implements. Whatever they could find to hit me with. I do not like people.”
“This happened more than once?” questioned Rejji.
“Many villages I went to,” nodded Bakhai. “All were the same. I was going home when these people caged me.”
“Is that what you did with the horses?” Rejji asked. “You spoke to them? Did they understand you?”
“Of course they understand,” Bakhai stated. “Why would I talk to them if they did not understand me? Can you not talk to the animals?”
“No,” Rejji replied. “I wish I could, but I wouldn’t know how to begin.”
“You would really want to?” Bakhai grinned. “You do not think I am possessed?”
“Possessed?” Rejji asked. “Of course not. You have a rare talent and should be proud of it. We should all use the talents we were given to make things better for everyone. At least you know what your talent is. I have yet to find mine.”
“You are unlike any human I have met,” smiled Bakhai. “I like you. When we get out of this cage, I would like to come visit your village.”
Sadness fell over Rejji’s face as he thought of his village. He wondered if perhaps Bakhai had the truth of it after all. What other creature besides man would destroy a village for no reason?
“I have no village,” declared Rejji, “but I would love to see your home when we get free. Mistake and I were headed for the Giaming Mountains when we were captured. She seeks the Sage of the Mountain. Have you heard of him?”
“I have never heard of such a person,” answered Bakhai, “but you will like my home. The girl can come too. Why does she have such a strange name?”
“I guess because she has had experiences like yours,” sighed Rejji. “You speak truth about people being cruel. They really are not all like that though and finding a good one is worth the effort.”
“Well,” grinned Bakhai, “I found you and it makes me very happy. Animals are always friends, but they do not think much. There is not much to talk about with them.”
Rejji saw Mistake waken and motioned her over. He introduced his two friends to each other and they sat talking most of the night.
***
“As you had anticipated, My Lord,” smiled Veltar as he stood with Grulak and Diakles on the platform at the peak of the pyramid. “Most of the tribes have kept the majority of their men around the lake.”
“Of course,” stated Grulak, “they are not fools. I am sure they know why I have summoned them all here. The trick is to get them all to unite under me without too many losses.”
“Why do we even need them, Father,” asked Diakles. “We have more than enough men to overrun Khadora now. None of these tribes will dare stand against us here in Fakara.”
“You underestimate both Khadora and these tribes, Diakles,” scolded Grulak. “Look down there. Over a hundred tribes are assembled. None of them can come close to our strength, but together they could cause us to abort our attack on Khadora and end up defending our position here.”
“The Khadorans are a like problem, Diakles,” smiled Veltar. “They are broken into clans that hate each other and constantly fight amongst themselves, but if they were united, it would be a potent army.”
“You are too cautious, Veltar,” sneered Diakles. “I think you make my father appear weak before the tribes. We should not be asking them to join us. We should be demanding their obedience. If we brought out our reserves on the peninsula and surrounded them, they would fold in a minute, begging to serve my father.”
Veltar seethed as his jaw tightened and his veins grew large and visible. Grulak saw this and knew his advisor and his son were going to come to odds.
“Diakles,” Grulak commanded, “go down and make sure all of the tribe leaders are assembled. Tell them that I will speak to them within the hour. Go.”
“Maybe the boy has a point,” Grulak stated after his son had entered the temple. “I do not mean about the weakness of the tribes or Khadorans, but about a show of strength to the tribes. It appears to them now that we are of equal size to the largest of them, when in fact we have most of our men hidden.”
“The boy has much to learn yet,” Veltar said as he tried to calm himself. “While none of the tribes can match your strength, there are overly proud men who lead them. Some may be feared into obedience, but many will bolt if they feel threatened. I have such a demonstration planned for them, but one that will display our power in such a way as to not make them feel immediately threatened. It will be a show of power that will cause them to dwell upon the ill fortunes of opposing you, but not an immediate threat that they must counter or die.”
“And you are saving this as a surprise to me?” asked Grulak. “Why shouldn’t I know your plan?”
“It is something you will appreciate,” laughed Veltar. “Come I will tell you about it on the way down.”
The leader of the Jiadin and his advisor wound their way down the inside of the massive Vandegar Temple. The temple was filled with Jiadin troops so that they would be hidden from view of the gathering tribes. Another large detachment of Jiadin troops were hidden on a peninsula to the north of the temple and would only be used in the event that fighting broke out, which was not expected.
“Impressive,” grinned Grulak as they exited the temple and stood looking down the steps at the assembled leaders. “I wondered what all those carts arriving during the night were for. I meant to ask you about them. Will it really work?”
“Of course,” smirked Veltar. “After they are fully prepared to think about the lake lesson, we will have the men in the temple start marching out in an orderly and non-aggressive fashion. I have figured that it will take a full four hours for all of the men to get out. So while the leaders are thinking about my demonstration, they will be watching a show of your real might. Only a fool would choose to oppose you then. It is important that no aggression be shown them before that time though or they will bolt.”
“Your plan is excellent, Veltar,” nodded Grulak. “I approve of it. I think we should get this started right away. Where is Diakles? I want him to see the mastery of his father at work.”
“I am sure he is watching,” offered Veltar. “Nothing this big has ever happened in centuries. Nobody would want to miss it.”
Veltar moved away from Grulak as the Jiadin leader began his speech from the top of the stairs. He reentered the temple and climbed several stories to a balcony that overlooked the lake and the assembled leaders and yet offered a place to keep him out of sight while still allowing him to hear what was going on. He watched the faces of the most important leaders for signs of whether they would join or not.
Veltar felt that Grulak was excellent in his speech. He saw many leaders agreeing that the union of tribes would be best for all, but there was also a large number who recognized the power play Grulak was selling, that it would not be a union of equals. Veltar knew the time for his demonstration was fast approaching. He merely had to wait for one of the leaders to ask the right question, and he felt strongly that the leader of the blues would be the one to ask it. The Chadang were a very large tribe and had an ancient feud with the Jiadin. He would be surprised if their leader did not ask the question.
As expected Vrylok, leader of the blue tribe, the Chadang, rose and signaled a question and Veltar began the incantation.
“What if we decide we don’t want to be part of your army?” Vrylok shouted. “What then?”
A tremendous roar echoed across the plain as the water of Lake Jabul started boiling. Steam rose off the lake and the water roiled and spat up in spouts and geysers. The tumult increased and soon human body parts could be seen rising in the geysers of the lake. Everyone’s eyes were transfixed on the spectacle as the continent’s largest lake threw off huge clouds of steam into the air.
It ended as quickly as it had started and the steam drifted off with the wind. Left floating on the surface of the lake were hundreds of bodies, the bodies of the slain villagers that Veltar had arranged to bring to Vandegar Temple. The bodies were in various stages of decay and the smell of that decay carried on the wind.
When everything had subsided and attention was once again returned to Grulak, he spoke. “I am sorry,” he stated loudly. “What was the question?”
Vrylok was beet red and everyone could see the fury in his face, but they could also see his fear. He sat down in his seat silently and Grulak continued explaining how the tribes would conquer the continent.
Veltar knew that his lake trick had accomplished its goal, as fear was evident on most of the faces. The small knots of leaders who had obviously been talking amongst themselves about leaving had become silent.
Veltar looked curiously as a Chadang rider approached Vrylok and spoke to him. Vrylok shot a look of pure hatred toward Grulak and rose as if to speak. Whatever was said by the Chadang rider spread like a fire amongst the assembled leaders. Within moments, every assembled leader was on his feet and heading towards their own troops as vanguards of the tribes came forward to protect their leaders.
Veltar could hear Grulak screaming and cursing and ordering his men to attack. Veltar saw everything coming apart, everything he had planned so long for. His mind burned with rage as he tried to figure out what had gone wrong. Then out of the corner of his eye he saw movement across the plain. He turned and stared at the reserve army of the Jiadin that was supposed to be out of sight on the peninsula, except it was charging towards the temple. He narrowed his eyes and saw the banner of Diakles at the front of the charging army and knew what fool had spoiled his plan.
The tribes had somehow learned of the approaching Jiadin army and had reacted as Veltar had warned. He looked below and saw Grulak screaming at his army within the temple, trying to get them to come out and attack the tribes.
Veltar swore as his rage climaxed. He knew how long it would take that army to get out of the temple and by then the tribes would be long gone. Veltar entered the temple and tried to get to his quarters to plan the campaign of subduing the Fakaran tribes, which he had hoped would not be needed. The temple, however, was full of warriors trying desperately to get out. He returned to the balcony and stared at the approaching Jiadin army and vowed to himself that Diakles would pay dearly for his foolishness.



Chapter 7



Khadora


Despite the rule of silence in the slave convoy, there were muttered exclamations as the wagons descended out of the Fortung Mountains into Khadora. For the Fakaran prisoners who had spent their lives in a barren wasteland, the lush fields of Khadora were a sight to behold. The height of the mountains afforded a panoramic view of a nation blessed with fertile soil and thriving commerce. From their high vantage point, the slaves were afforded views of barges traveling down the Khadora River and colorful wagon conveys traversing the roads. The barges were loaded with livestock and produce and one could only imagine the contents of the wagons. Even the air smelled sweeter on the Khadoran side of the mountains and many of the slaves wore smiles of excitement and appeared to forget their bondage.
“With all of this wealth in Khadora,” Rejji whispered, “why would Brontos waste his time coming to Fakara? What do we have to offer that could not be found here?”
“I would suspect there is more profit in supplying things where the items are not plentiful,” responded Mistake. “The goods you see moving on those barges are certainly plentiful here. I guess they are also cheap here.”
“But not in Fakara,” Rejji added. “And the shark’s teeth from my village could not be found here at all I bet. So he makes his gold by transporting goods where they are plentiful and common to areas that lack them.”
“Makes sense,” Mistake agreed. “I wonder what our lives would have been like if we had been born in a paradise like this.”
“From what Brontos said,” Rejji replied, “not everything is paradise here. Do not forget that we are to be sold as slaves.”
“Not for long,” promised Mistake. “I will run away the first chance I get. I am sure I can make a living somehow on my own.”
“I wonder how,” frowned Rejji.
“I will do what I must to survive,” declared Mistake. “Would you do any differently?”
“I could envision myself as a merchant in this land,” sighed Rejji. “Remember what Brontos said though. Everyone belongs to a clan here. They will kill you if you are caught escaping.”
“They will have to catch me first,” retorted Mistake.
“Quiet,” shouted one of the slavers.
The noise from the slaves ceased but everyone clung to the rungs of the cage and peered at the landscape as the caravan progressed. The whole morning and most of the afternoon was spent traveling down from the mountains and late in the afternoon, the convoy turned off the road to enter an estate. Soldiers in white uniforms with blue waistbands, armbands and headbands stopped the wagons. After a short pause, the convoy continued down a smaller road with large fields of wasooki on each side.
Rejji watched in wonder as they continued down the road and fields, rich in the green splendor of some type of vegetable, replaced the fields of wasooki. Buildings started to appear after a while and people working in the fields. When the vegetable fields faded, smaller fields with clova in them appeared and Rejji shot a look at Bakhai who had moaned audibly. Rejji moved his seat to sit next to Bakhai as the caravan turned in front of a large mansion and stopped.
“Are you sick?” Rejji whispered. “I heard you moan.”
Bakhai shook his head. “The wasooki looked wonderful,” he said, “but those clova are dying.”
Rejji tried to look back at the clova fields, but they were no longer visible. The slavers appeared at the back of the wagon and unlocked the door and ordered everyone out. The slaves were ordered to stand in a straight line and Rejji ended up being separated from both Bakhai and Mistake. Slaves from the other wagons were also being lined up and three people came out of the mansion and greeted the head slaver. Rejji was close enough to hear the introductions. He learned that the name of the tall, lean slave master was Mulando. The man in the military uniform was Marshal Ulmreto of the Pikata clan and the other two were Bursar Wicado and Seneschal Trang.
Each of the Pikata people inspected the slaves. From their comments they were not thrilled with the quality of the slaves. They complained about the age and fitness of the slaves and generally acted disinterested. The only one to inspect Rejji was Marshal Ulmreto. He sized Rejji up as Wyant had when he joined the Zaldoni, but the Marshal was not impressed and moved on down the line.
Mistake was the only slave chosen when the Seneschal picked her out, after learning that the girl could read and write. The Seneschal and Mulando went off to one side and started bickering about the price for Mistake as the other slavers started putting the slaves back in the wagons. Rejji grew frantic at the thought of being separated from Mistake and tried to figure out what skills he could proclaim to have so that he would be chosen to stay with her. He hung his head in defeat as the slavers gathered up the slaves for his wagon and started to herd them back in.
As the slaver grabbed his arm to push him into the wagon, Rejji said, “Wait.”
The slaver hesitated a moment and Rejji turned to him. “I think I can sell a few more of us if you give me the chance.”
The slaver stared at him strangely for a moment and then started to push Rejji in, when another slaver spoke, “Why not give him a chance? The quicker we get rid of them, the sooner we can get out of this country.”
The slaver with his arm on Rejji hesitated again. He pulled Rejji back out of the wagon. “If you are thinking of doing something to make fools of us,” he warned, “I will make you very sorry.”
“No,” promised Rejji. “This place looks very nice to me and I think I can convince them that we have talents they can use. I am tired of living in a cage. I would rather be a slave here than continue riding. I promise I will try my best.”
“What talents do you have?” the slaver asked.
The commotion was starting to draw attention and Rejji looked around for the Marshal, but he had already left. He still hadn’t figured out what talents he could profess to have, but an idea popped into his head. He saw Bursar Wicado staring at him and the slaver and boldly walked over to him.
“Bursar, Sir,” Rejji said respectfully, “there is one in the wagon with me who can help you a great deal.”
The slaver Rejji had slipped away from came up behind him and Rejji could hear the man growling, but the Bursar looked amused.
“And you have great knowledge of what my needs are?” smiled the Bursar. “I suppose you ran an estate of your own in Fakara?”
Rejji shook his head. “No, Sir,” Rejji said, “but I know that your clova are very sick and in danger of dying. I also know one of the slaves who can help you with that problem.”
“Is that so?” the Bursar questioned as his eyebrows rose. “You are familiar with raising clova?”
“No, Sir,” smiled Rejji. “I am a merchant, but that doesn’t stop me from observing things. One of the slaves remarked on the good quality of your wasooki, but was astonished at the poor quality of your clova. He expects they will die if not cared for. He has a way with animals that is quite miraculous.”
“I am sorry Bursar for this display of rudeness,” the slaver behind Rejji intoned as he grabbed Rejji by the shoulder. “I will throw him back in the wagon.”
“No,” interrupted the Bursar. “I am interested in this animal healer. Leave this boy here too. I wish to learn more of him.”
The slaver looked genuinely surprised and asked Rejji whom the Bursar was requesting. Rejji described Bakhai and the slaver set off to get him.
“What type of merchant were you in Fakara?” the Bursar asked.
“I traded many things,” Rejji stated, “but I controlled the only supply of petrified shark’s teeth in Fakara. “I presume you have seen them for sale here in Khadora. I traded exclusively with Brontos of Khadora.”
“Hmm,” muttered the Bursar. “I am not into jewelry very much, but I do recall seeing those. Very expensive if I recall. How did you manage to get enslaved with such a lucrative business?”
“Bandits,” frowned Rejji. “They destroyed my entire village and my business with it.”
“Most unfortunate,” Wicado said. “Do you know how to read and write?”
“Oh yes,” smiled Rejji. “I know numbers as well.”
The slaver pushed Bakhai over to stand next to Rejji.
“I understand that you think our clova are sick,” the Bursar stated. “Why do you believe that?”
“I looked at them and heard them,” Bakhai answered.
“Heard them?” questioned the Bursar. “You can tell if an animal is sick by listening to it?”
Bakhai just nodded.
“Can you cure them?” Wicado asked.
“I don’t know,” Bakhai answered. “I would have to find out why they are sick.”
“And do you know how to determine why they are sick?” Wicado asked.
Rejji cringed and hoped Bakhai would not say that he was going to ask the clova what ailed them.
“Yes,” Bakhai answered. “I think I can figure it out.”
“Well if the price for you is not too high,” smiled the Bursar, “perhaps you will get the chance to prove your worth. I will go talk to Mulando.”
Rejji sighed as the Bursar stepped away and the slaver shoved him and Bakhai towards the wagon. He may have succeeded in getting Bakhai sold, but that only meant that he would be leaving both of his friends behind. The whole time he was selling Bakhai, he was trying to figure what skills he had that he could sell and had come up empty.
He saw Mulando looking towards the wagon and shaking his head as he spoke with the Bursar. Mulando called the slaver at Rejji’s wagon over and the slaver came back and fetched Bakhai. He took Bakhai over to stand next to Mistake. Rejji looked around hoping to see somebody performing tasks that he could do, but there had been only a limited number of skills needed in the village he grew up in. He could do almost any menial task, but so could all of the other slaves and that alone would not entice the buyers into choosing him.
While Rejji was looking around, he saw another traveling merchant with a wagon like the one that Brontos had. He saw the merchant staring at him, but the man looked away when Rejji made eye contact. It made him wonder if Brontos ever came to this estate. When Rejji returned his attention to Mulando, his heart sank. Mistake and Bakhai were gone, as was the Seneschal. The Bursar was heading towards the traveling merchant and Mulando was calling to his men to return to the wagons and prepare to leave. Rejji hung his head in despair and suddenly felt very lonely. He suddenly realized how much he enjoyed Mistake’s company and knew he would miss Bakhai as well.
The wagons started rolling and Rejji looked out to see if he could catch a last glimpse of his friends. Rejji’s wagon was first in the procession and it stopped alongside the merchant’s wagon. Mulando suddenly appeared at the rear and opened the door. He reached in and grabbed Rejji by the arm and motioned him out. He put his hand on Rejji’s shoulder and marched him over to the Bursar who was talking to the merchant. Without a word, Mulando turned and returned to the convoy and the caravan continued down the small road leading off the estate.
Rejji stood quietly as the Bursar and the merchant discussed the terms of a contract. Rejji did not pay attention to the conversation, but rather focused on the elation he felt at being left at the estate. Lost in his own thought, he did not hear the Bursar addressing him the first time. Suddenly the Bursar placed his hand on Rejji’s shoulder.
“What are you called?” the Bursar asked.
“I am sorry, Sir,” Rejji apologized. “I am called Rejji. Thank you for selecting me.”
The merchant climbed aboard his wagon and left as the Bursar led Rejji into the mansion. “We have strict rules here in Khadora that may seem foreign to you,” The Bursar said as they walked. “You shall never lie. If you do, you will die. If you try to escape, you will die. You are to speak only when spoken to, unless you and I are alone. I will allow you to speak in my presence. In fact, I would like to learn more about you. I am not sure why I purchased you, for you have no marketable skills that I can tell, but you intrigue me. You job here will be to do whatever I need done. I am sure I will find work for you.”
Rejji stared at the entrance hall of the mansion. The floor was polished stone and the doors off the hall were ornate wood. There was a large wooden staircase going upstairs with archways on either side of it. Rejji had never seen such splendor. Wicado led Rejji through one of the archways and halted a man wearing a brown tunic.
“Get this boy cleaned up, feed him and show him to his quarters,” he instructed the man.
The man nodded and grabbed Rejji’s arm and led him down a corridor and into a room with several large tubs in it. The man told Rejji to remove his clothes and started dumping buckets of water into one of the tubs. As Rejji climbed into the tub, the man grabbed Rejji’s old clothes and threw them in a basket of rags. As Rejji washed up, he watched the man, who he realized was probably a slave. The man went to some shelves and picked out new clothes for Rejji, brown like his own. Rejji wondered if the others had gone through the same procedure and what would be said when they found Mistake’s hidden knives. He wondered what her duties were going to be and if he would ever see her again.
After Rejji was dressed the slave took Rejji to the kitchen and gave him a bowl of stew. He also got a bowl for himself and sat next to Rejji.
“My name is Lam,” he offered. “If you have questions you can ask me.”
“I am Rejji,” smiled Rejji. “Thanks for helping me. I may need help understanding things, I am Fakaran.”
“You will do fine,” the man smiled. “Working in the mansion is not so bad. Those that work outside have it much worse.”
Rejji's thoughts turned to Bakhai and he wondered how the animal boy would adjust. “Do all of the slaves sleep together?” he asked.
“No,” Lam replied. “Inside slaves live in the basement. Two rooms. One for boys. One for girls. The outside people live in huts. They are crowded and leak when it rains. Much better inside. Food is better in here too.”
“What will happen to our old clothes?” Rejji asked while thinking about the animal skins his two friends wore.
“Rag pile,” offered Lam. “You won’t need them anymore.”
“Does anyone ever get out slavery?” Rejji asked.
“No,” Lam stated as he shook his head. “Some have tried escaping, but their deaths are made public to discourage others from running away. Do not even think of such a thing.”
“Nobody ever leaves?” frowned Rejji.
“Oh some are sold to other estates,” offered Lam, “but other than that, this is your home for the rest of your life. You would be wise to accept that and make the best out of it. I have seen many new people in my years here and those who have suffered the most are those who refuse to accept their lot in life.”
Rejji’s thoughts immediately turned to Mistake. He knew she could not accept her life here. Not that anyone would readily give up all hope of freedom, but Mistake’s very nature would cause her to fight it until she died.”
“Is it possible to talk to other slaves?” Rejji inquired.
“Sometimes,” Lam said. “It depends on their positions. If you live in the same hut as another slave, you can talk all night if you want, or if you are working a joint task that requires talking, like preparing meals. If you are caught talking when you are supposed to be working, the watchers will beat you.”
“What about downstairs?” asked Rejji wondering if Mistake was an outside or inside slave.
“It is possible here at night,” Lam nodded. “If you sleep in the same room, then nobody cares.” Lam smiled suddenly and continued, “If you mean a girl who works inside, it is still possible. While you cannot enter the girls’ room, there is a third room down there. It is a large room with benches that we can use for hobbies, like stitching or drawing. There is always a watcher there and they do not like large groups getting together, but they do not mind a boy and girl talking unless they think you are plotting something. If you get marked as a troublemaker, they will always watch you closely and you will not be allowed to speak to anyone. Let me show you where you will stay.”
Lam led Rejji downstairs to the slave quarters. He showed Rejji the large communal room with doors to the separate sleeping quarters. As he had been used to staying up nights talking and sleeping days, Rejji was exhausted. When Lam showed him the mat he was to use, Rejji curled up and went to sleep.
The slaves returning from their day’s work did not disturb Rejji, but the commotion in the morning as everyone scurried about to prepare for a new day brought Rejji wide awake. As everyone filtered out of the room, Lam was there to show Rejji to the Bursar’s office.
Wicado’s office really consisted of three rooms. The door from the hallway entered a large sitting room, which had two doors off of it. One door went to the Bursar’s sleeping quarters and the other to his office. Wicado was in a jubilant mode and after greeting Rejji sent him down to get a morning meal for both of them. Rejji got lost and a watcher stopped him. Rejji explained he was working for the Bursar, and after a lengthy grilling, the guard pointed him in the direction of the kitchen.
Over the morning meal, Wicado questioned Rejji about Fakara. He seemed particularly interested in Rejji’s time with the Zaldoni. As they finished eating, Rejji mentioned to the Bursar that he got lost on the way to the kitchen and the guard had showed him the way after he was convinced that Rejji wasn’t running around loose. Then conversation turned to Bakhai.
“This boy you had me buy yesterday,” Wicado asked, “can he really help the flock?”
“I really believe he can, Sir,” Rejji replied. “He has a way with animals that is unique. If anyone can help, it is Bakhai.”
“The fact that he noticed the ill health of the flock is a positive indication,” nodded Wicado. “We have never been able to develop a healthy flock. If it were not for Rymaka, the nephew of our Lord, I doubt we would even have clova on the estate. He was gored by a wasooki years ago and has no sense when it comes to plants. I think our Lord purchased the clova to keep him busy, but we have never been able to turn a profit on them.”
“I am sure Bakhai will help,” assured Rejji. “Your purchase will prove to be fruitful.”
“Well I have a council meeting to attend this morning, so we can not talk longer,” frowned Wicado. “Perhaps you can straighten up in here while I am gone.”
Wicado rose and gathered some papers. As he started to leave, he abruptly returned and put his papers on the desk. He opened a drawer and took out a small pin.
“Actually, the office really doesn’t require cleaning,” he stated as he stuck the small pin on Rejji’s tunic. “This pin identifies you as my personal slave. It allows you to move about the estate without too much questioning. Do not abuse it or I will be sorely disappointed about the punishment I will be required to administer.”
“Why do you give it to me?” Rejji asked.
“Because you have accepted your life here without the normal attitude of a new slave,” Wicado stated. “I believe you will adjust well and I have something I want you to do that requires it. Rymaka is a spoiled brat and if I get him upset while trying to turn a profit on the clova, I will lose favor with our Lord. I want you to go to the flock and see how Bakhai is making out. Impress upon the boy that he must cure the clova while making it seem like Rymaka has done it. If you can accomplish this, everybody will be happy.”
“I am sure this can be done,” smiled Rejji. “I will see to it immediately.”
Wicado nodded, picked up his papers and left the office. Rejji stared at the new pin on his tunic and headed out of the mansion. The guard outside the mansion immediately turned to Rejji as he exited the doorway and appeared as if he would say something, but his eyes saw the pin and he returned to standing guard. Rejji skipped down the steps and headed towards the flock they had passed on the way in yesterday.
When Rejji reached the flock, Bakhai was leaning over a clova that was bleeding. Rejji saw a burly man over by the fence beating a clova with a large stick. He assumed it was Rymaka.
“What are you doing?” greeted Rejji.
Bakhai looked up and frowned, “Rejji. He beats the animals for no reason. I am trying to mend this one. He does not understand them. They are just trying to look for a better pasture. They are all very sick.”
“Do you know what is causing the sickness?” Rejji asked.
“I am not sure,” sighed Bakhai. “They do not like the grass, but that is normal for all clova. They always want better grass. That is why they try to get through the fence. I think it may have to do with their water though. They refuse to drink from the trough because they fear Rymaka and he is usually around here. So they drink from a small pond at the edge of the pasture. I suspect that might be the problem, but I am not sure.”
“Can’t you ask the clova?” quizzed Rejji.
“I have already done that,” frowned Bakhai. “They do not know anything.”
“What are you doing here?” scowled Rymaka as he headed towards Rejji. “You don’t belong here.”
Rejji rose and met Rymaka as the large man stormed towards him. “My apologies,” bowed Rejji. “I am Rejji, slave to Wicado. He asked me to stop by and make sure your new slave was doing what he is supposed to.”
“And what is he supposed to be doing?” Rymaka bellowed. “I did not request a slave. Does Wicado think I can’t handle my duties?”
“Certainly not,” smiled Rejji. “The Bursar says you work very hard at maintaining the flock. It was his hope that Bakhai could fill in for you a bit so that you would have time to pursue other things that you might not have time for. I think he meant it as a reward for your conscientious labors.”
“Really?” asked Rymaka. “I thought Wicado thought poorly of me and was trying to replace me.”
“No,” Rejji shook his head. “He thinks having clova on the estate was a smart idea. He is sure they will turn a large profit in the future. You will have added greatly to the estate.”
“Well they were my idea,” beamed Rymaka, “but I really don’t need help.”
“I can see that you don’t need help with the flock,” replied Rejji, “but perhaps you have other ideas that might make the estate prosper. Tending to the clova all day will not allow you time to think of those ideas and develop them.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Rymaka stated. “I guess I probably do have more smart ideas, I can’t just sit around all day and think of them.”
“Why not?” Rejji asked. “Is that not what the people in the mansion do? Are not their ideas more important than any labor they can do? You have a slave now to do the labor. Just one more good idea would be much more important than controlling this flock.”
“You are right,” nodded Rymaka. “It is not worth my time to keep chasing these foul beasts away from the fence. Wicado is very wise. I think I have misjudged him.”
Rejji shook his head as the oversized shepard headed towards the mansion. He turned to Bakhai and squatted next to him.
“You have to solve this problem quickly,” urged Rejji. “If he ever finds out I was toying with him, I will be in trouble. You must make it appear that the large oaf has solved the problem, Bakhai. Can you do that?”
“I do not care anything for credit,” Bakhai declared. “I just want the clova healthy. He may claim it was him for all I care. How long will he be gone?”
“I am not sure,” frowned Rejji. “He does not appear to be too smart, but if he runs into Wicado there could be trouble. I would hurry. Once people start praising him for the healthy flock, he will not cause trouble for us.”



Chapter 8



Pikata


Rejji and Mistake sat in the communal room of the slave quarters in the Pikata mansion.
“Wicado has been teaching me a lot about finances,” Rejji said. “It is amazing how all of their decisions are based on money. What crops they are going to plant next year is based on the prices for crops this year. Attitudes towards other clans are based upon whether they are competitors in the marketplace or not. These people don’t do anything unless there is a profit in it.”
“How has Bakhai made out with the clova?” Mistake asked.
“He has it solved,” smiled Rejji. “It turns out that they were sick from drinking the pond water. The birds that lived in the trees overhanging the pond were feeding on some type of berry that caused the sickness. He has blocked off access to the pond and the flock is improving rapidly. I think he is enjoying himself.”
“I don’t understand the two of you,” frowned Mistake. “We have been here for weeks and you two are just settling in. Does it not bother you that these people own you?”
“Of course it does,” Rejji replied, “but what can we do about it. It is not like we have a choice in the matter. Is it wrong to try and make the best out of our situation?”
“Yes,” scowled Mistake, “it is wrong. These people have no right to own us. You cannot just accept it and go on with your life. We need to unite and overthrow them, or at least get ourselves out of here. I managed to retrieve our old clothes from the rag pile. I have them safely hidden so when we need them we will not be walking around in these slave clothes.”
“What about your knives?” Rejji asked.
“They were still in the bin with the rags,” grinned Mistake. “Nobody has bothered to do anything with the rags yet. We have everything back now. We just need a plan to get off this estate.”
“They will kill us,” declared Rejji. “Lam says nobody has ever escaped from here.”
“Lam is an old fool who thinks he is special because he can walk around this mansion freely,” snarled Mistake. “He is still owned, just like you and me. Maybe he would see things differently if he was doing laundry and making beds for these pigs.”
Mistake was getting a little too loud and Rejji shot a glance towards the watcher to see if he had heard her talking.
“Keep your voice down,” cautioned Rejji. “These people do not need an excuse to discipline us.”
“You get to go outside,” Mistake continued softly. “I figure our escape will have to occur during the day. There is no chance of getting out of these quarters at night. So you need to find us a place on the estate where we can hide until it gets dark. Maybe a place over where Bakhai works so he will be ready.”
“Mistake,” urged Rejji, “I don’t like this idea. There are hundreds of warriors on this estate. How far do you actually think we would get? To the road maybe? Do you think they don’t have slaves who keep track of us and would report us missing?”
“Yes, like Lam,” scowled Mistake.
“There is probably someone in the women’s quarters too,” sighed Rejji. “Lam is not a bad person. He has been here many years and he has adjusted. He probably would feel very uncomfortable if they freed him. He wouldn’t know what to do with himself.”
“Rejji,” pleaded Mistake, “you are going to become just like him. Forty years from now you will be him. We have to get out of here. I will not live as somebody’s slave.”
“I want to be free too, Mistake,” asserted Rejji. “I do not want to die to be free though. Let’s not rush into this. Give me some time to figure out how it can be done. There must be some incentive for them to allow us to go free. I just need to find out what it is.”
“You are going to try to buy our way out of here,” laughed Mistake. “You can’t be serious. Everything we own belongs to them. It can’t be done.”
Rejji saw that the watcher was paying closer attention to them and figured it was time for bed.
“Normally couples meet out here for amorous reasons,” Rejji said. “The watcher is getting suspicious and we dare not call attention to ourselves. Let’s get some sleep and we can talk about this some more tomorrow.”
“Mistake shot a glance towards the watcher and scowled. “I hate being watched all of the time,” she whispered. “You find us a place to hide and make sure Bakhai is ready when we get the chance. I am not staying here much longer.”
Mistake rose and stormed into the women’s sleeping quarters. Rejji rose to find the watcher a few paces away from him. “She’s a fiery one alright,” he said.
“She just had a bad day,” commented Rejji. “I think she was embarrassed to tell me about it and afraid someone else would hear it too. She’ll be fine in the morning.”
“You are the Bursar’s boy, right?” asked the guard.
“Yes,” smiled Rejji, knowing that the guard already knew the answer to his question because of the pin on his tunic. “I enjoy working for him. He has taught me much already.”
“I heard you were a smart lad,” nodded the guard. “Any idea what the chances are of us getting more horses? Some of our stock is getting quite old.”
“Well,” Rejji said as his eyes darted around the room, “I shouldn’t be talking about the Bursar’s business. I mean, if he wanted it to be known that he was already checking prices on new stock, he would have probably announced it by now.”
“You’re a good lad,” chuckled the guard at he slapped Rejji on the back. “You sleep well now.”
Rejji smiled and nodded at the guard as he entered the men’s sleeping quarters and fell onto his mat. As he dozed off, he wondered whether information from the Bursar’s office was worth gold to anyone.
Rejji was one of the first to wake up the next morning. He hurried up to the kitchen and got a couple of plates of eggs and bread and scampered up to the Bursar’s office. Wicado was in his office humming and Rejji entered and placed the plates on the desk.
“You are up early this morning,” Wicado smiled. “What do you know about numbers?”
“I am good at numbers,” grinned Rejji.
“I don’t doubt that you are,” Wicado said as he started eating his morning meal. “I reviewed the clova flock with our lord yesterday evening. He was very impressed. Bakhai has worked wonders on them. Of course Rymaka beamed and took the credit. What did you say to Rymaka anyway? He has been coming in here several times a week with harebrained schemes to make money. Ducks, geese, even a fish farm. You name it and he has suggested it.”
“I had to get him away from the flock so Bakhai could cure them,” explained Rejji. “I told him that if he let Bakhai tend to the flock, he would have more time to devise profitable schemes for the estate. Was that wrong?”
“Not at all,” laughed the Bursar. “It was clever. I am not sure what to do with Bakhai now though. Now that Rymaka has been praised for the flock, I imagine he will spend more time there. It would not be good for Bakhai to stay there.”
“Perhaps he could work in the stables,” suggested Rejji. “Anything to do with animals would please him I think.”
“I will speak with Seneschal Trang about him before I leave,” declared Wicado. “I have to go to Khadoratung, the capital city. There are a series of meetings being held that are important to our clan. Whenever I go to Khadoratung, I take advantage of my time there to record prices in the marketplace. With this meeting schedule, I would have to stay additional days there this time to accomplish that and I do not like being away from here for too long. I am planning on taking you with me, but I must have assurances of your behavior. When we are there you will be seen as a representative of the Pikata clan and I will not stand for any embarrassment. Can you give me those assurances?”
“Certainly,” beamed Rejji. “I will be the model of good behavior. I can take care of the marketplace for you while you attend the meetings.”
“That is what I planned,” smiled the Bursar. “You will be on your own for three days. I will arrange a room at one of the inns and your meals will be included. We will travel by barge to get there and I have arranged for a traveling merchant to provide transportation back here. Go to the kitchen and get us some provisions to take with us. We shall leave when you return. Do not dally.”
“Yes, Sir,” grinned Rejji as he hurried out the door.
Rejji walked as fast as he could, as running in the mansion was frowned upon. He mentioned provisions for the trip to one of the kitchen staff and they seemed to know exactly what was required and how much of it. Rejji tossed the sack over his shoulder and hurried upstairs. Wicado was not in his office when Rejji got there, but he entered moments later and indicated they should go.
When they exited the mansion there was a carriage at the bottom of the steps waiting for them. Rejji marveled at the craftsmanship of the carriage and almost tripped getting into it. Wicado smiled and shook his head. Instead of heading for the road out of the estate, as Rejji thought they would, they proceeded around the mansion and took a road that Rejji had never been down. The road led through fields of vegetables and ended at the Khadora River.
There was a huge dock on the river and an even larger barge tied to it. The barge was loaded with crates of vegetables, but in the center of the barge was a structure similar to a large hut. The Bursar led the way to the structure and they entered it. The inside consisted of two large rooms and a ladder going upstairs. One room was a kitchen and the other was like a sitting room. Wicado indicated for Rejji to put the sack of provisions in the kitchen and then handed him a small bag and asked him to put it in the room upstairs.
Rejji climbed the ladder and saw a large room with bunks and a door to a smaller room. He opened the door and saw that the small room contained a bed, a chair, and a desk. He placed the bag on the desk and returned downstairs. Wicado was outside watching the bargemen cast off and Rejji hurried out to join him. Huge ropes that were looped over posts on the dock were removed and thrown onto the barge. The bargemen jumped onto the barge as it started moving downstream. Rejji watched as the river took the barge swiftly away and the fields of the Pikata estate grew distant.
The banks of the river alternated between forests and estates as Rejji made his way up to the bow and sat on a vegetable crate. The river was fairly narrow here although Rejji knew it was wide enough that he could not throw a stone across it. There was little other river traffic to be seen. They passed a few small fishing boats and a ferry that moved goods and people from one side of the river to the other.
One of the bargemen came forward and sat next to Rejji. The Bursar’s slave boy started a conversation with the bargeman and asked him question after question. The bargeman did not seem to mind and filled Rejji’s mind with tales of his escapades over the years. He described the trip they would be taking and what sights there would be to see. Around high sun, the bargemen left to get food and Rejji decided to eat as well. Rejji found the sack he had brought with him and fished around inside until he found some cheese and dried meat. He climbed the ladder to the sleeping quarters and found Wicado in his private room at the desk.
“I have brought you some food,” announced Rejji.
The Bursar turned and smiled at Rejji. “You are a good lad,” he said as he sliced the cheese in half. “I see you were grilling one of the bargemen up in the bow. Did he satisfy your curiosity?”
“Some,” grinned Rejji, “but I guess I have more curiosity than most.”
“Well that can be a good thing,” replied Wicado. “I still remember the first time I made this trip many years ago. I was a young man then, about your age. It seems so long ago now.”
“Were you a slave at the time?” questioned Rejji.
“Oh heavens no,” Wicado answered. “My father was a Cortain in the Pikata army. I was an apprentice to the Bursar at the time.”
“You mean like me?” asked Rejji.
A sadness fell over Wicado’s face as he answered, “No, Rejji, not like you. You are a slave and will always be a slave. You can not be my apprentice even if I wanted you to be.”
“Then why did you purchase me?” queried Rejji. “I thought you saw promise in me to be your assistant.”
“I do see promise in you, lad,” Wicado stated. “You have more sense than most of those who reside in the mansion, but that does not mean you can become one of them. Why did I purchase you? I am not sure. I have had two apprentices in the years I have been Bursar, neither worked out. The last was Rymaka who was forced on me. It took over a year before I could convince our lord that he could not handle the job. I think I liked your spirit and cleverness. I guessed you were being helpful so that you would be selected, but your suggestion on Bakhai was a good one. It showed that you are a thinker and I guess I just wanted someone around who could think.”
“You mean you purchased me to be company for you?” Rejji pushed.
“Yes I guess that is why I purchased you,” chuckled the old man. “A terrible waste of estate funds if I do say so. And me the Bursar no less. Still your suggestion of Bakhai and your handling of Rymaka have proved to be profitable to the estate, so I can hardly complain.”
They ate in silence for a while and finally Wicado put his food down and looked at Rejji. “Were you just trying to get out of the cage, or is that girl that was selected someone special to you?”
“She is my friend,” admitted Rejji. “I did not want to be separated from her.”
Wicado nodded as Rejji’s thoughts turned to Mistake. He did not have the time to tell her he was leaving and now his thoughts grew dark about what she might do without him there to temper her rage.
“And Bakhai, is he your friend too?” the Bursar asked.
“I have only known him a short time,” responded Rejji, “but yes he is. He was already in the cage when Mistake and I were captured. I have not had friends my age before. My village was mostly older folk.”
“This must be a traumatic event for the three of you,” suggested the Bursar. “How is it that you are handling it so well?”
“I do not want to be a slave,” admitted Rejji. “None of us do. If I were not a slave I would be having the greatest adventure of my life with you. You have taught me much and I am eager to learn. You treat me well enough that at times I guess I forget that I am a slave. It saddens me when I hear someone say that I will always be a slave though. That is not right. I have done nothing wrong to be punished this way.”
“There is truth to what you say,” sighed Wicado. “I could say that I am sorry for purchasing you, but that would be a lie and I do not lie. Besides, you would have been purchased at the next estate anyway. The best I can offer is to try to make your life as carefree as possible. I will not be able to justify keeping you though if our lord comes up with another apprentice for me.”
“Is that going to happen?” Rejji asked.
“Eventually it must,” conceded the Bursar. “I am getting quite old and our lord has already mentioned the need for me to pass on my duties to someone younger. Only the lack of available talent has allowed to me to be without an apprentice for so long.”
“What will happen to me then?” queried Rejji.
“I don’t know,” admitted Wicado. “You will become Seneschal Trang’s problem. He will probably put you into the fields to harvest. Let us not dwell on such things and spoil this fine outing. Return to the bow and watch this great nation of Khadora pass before your eyes. Before nightfall we will pass Sintula, the city where the Lituk River meets the Khadora River.”
Rejji nodded and rose. He returned to the bow and hopped up onto a crate. He tried pushing the dark thoughts out of his mind, but it took quite a while before he was interested in the river again. The river had widened somewhat and Rejji saw a barge going upstream. It was being towed by a boat with many oarsmen. He had wondered how the barges were returned to their homes and now he knew. In the distance, Rejji began to see the tops of buildings appearing over the trees and his excitement grew. The river traffic increased dramatically and the river widened further.
Suddenly, the trees gave way and Rejji could see the city approaching. It was a huge city and there was a large bridge over the river. Rejji stared up at the bridge as they passed under it and he could hear the horses clomping over it. He saw where the Lituk River joined the Khadora River and the boat traffic was immense. He could feel the movement of the barge as its handlers tried to avoid smashing into other boats.
Rejji tried to peer at the city on both sides of the river, but the barge was moving too fast for him to dwell too long on any one sight. He was amazed at the huge number of people moving every which way. Both sides of the river were lined with long wharves and all sorts of commodities were loaded on the barges tied up there. The people of the city were all gaily dressed in a multitude of colors. He had never seen such a wealth of color in one spot before.
All too soon, the city swept by and Rejji was presented with banks of forest again. The sun dipped below the horizon and Rejji made his way back to the kitchen. He grabbed some bread and dried meat and ate it before climbing the ladder and finding an empty bunk to bed down in for the night.
Sometime during the night, Rejji was awakened by the sound of horns and he scampered down the ladder and out onto the deck. He saw three huge barges loaded with some type of ore and it looked as if the Pikata barge was going to ram them. The three barges were tied together and the Pikata barge turned almost sideways as the handlers fought to fight the currents. The river made a right turn as its direction was changed by the large mountains ahead and Rejji saw another city at the base of the mountains.
“Deep Bend,” said a bargeman standing behind Rejji. “Half the city is built into the mountain. They mine iron there. I guess they did not see us when they launched the triple barges.”
“Will we hit them?” Rejji asked.
“Not likely,” the man declared. “The skipper knows this barge well. It’s not the first time he has run into this sort of thing. The ore barges are pretty hard to handle. They usually like to know the river is clear before they launch, but I guess the darkness hid us well.”
Rejji stared at the city in the mountain and saw the lights all over the mountainside twinkling in the darkness of the night. He could hear voices drifting across the water, but he could not make out any of the words. There was a strong odor of sulfur hanging in the air and as soon as the barge straightened out and the danger was over, Rejji went back inside and crawled into his bunk.
When he awoke, Rejji met Wicado in the sitting room and they had their morning meal together. Wicado returned upstairs to his private room and Rejji ventured out on deck. There were mountains on both sides of the river and a bargeman told him that the river ran between the Bear Mountains and the Three Sisters. The banks here were almost all forest and there was little to see. With nothing to entertain him, Rejji’s mind returned to the Pikata estate and his friends.
He knew Mistake would not last very long under slavery, but he could not find a way out of their predicament. Both Lam and Wicado had made it sound like there was no way out, but Rejji refused to accept that. He knew if he worked on the problem, he would find a way. He just hoped that Mistake could hold out long enough.
Late afternoon brought the city of Chantise where the Charl River joined the Khadora River. It was enough excitement to drag Rejji’s mind away from his dark thoughts. Sintula had been the largest city that Rejji had ever seen, but Chantise was much larger. Rejji turned from side to side as sights sped by. He had learned that each clan in Khadora had its own colors. Pikata’s colors were white and blue. In Chantise, Rejji saw a whole rainbow of warriors traveling by barge and wagon convoy. It appeared as if all clans came to Chantise to market their crops.
The land around Chantise was different as well. Here the land was flatter and the river wider. The forests also gave way to large estates that came right to the river’s edge. Rejji marveled at the wealth of Khadora as he floated past flourishing fields of every crop he could imagine, and many that he did not recognize. Wasooki herds were plentiful and clova flocks were numerous. The estate mansions also appeared to get larger as they progressed downstream.
Eventually, the sun set and Rejji made his way back to the kitchen. Wicado was just finishing his meal and motioned Rejji into the sitting room.
“In the morning we shall be in Khadoratung,” declared Wicado. “Get a good night’s sleep tonight because tomorrow will be a long day for you. I have written up a paper for you to carry with you. You must keep it on you at all times. It states where I can be found if the authorities have any problems with you. I shouldn’t have to remind you of your pledge, but if you get into trouble in the city, the consequences will be dire and I will not be in a position to help you. You are not allowed to leave the city walls. If you do, you will be killed. In short, if your offense is minor, they will summon me and demand I punish you. If the offense is major, they will kill you and then summon me. Do you understand?”
“I will not embarrass you, Sir,” Rejji stated. “I will gather the information on prices that you have requested and I will stay out of trouble.”
“I know you will,” smiled the Bursar as he gave Rejji a small pouch. “There are a few coins in there that you can use to amuse yourself. As I said earlier, your meals are included at the inn, so you should have everything you need to last a few days. Get some sleep and I will gather you in the morning.”
Rejji smiled and nodded and climbed upstairs to his bunk.



Chapter 9



Khadoratung


When Wicado woke Rejji, the sleeping quarters were already empty and the sun had risen. Rejji hurried down the ladder and grabbed the last of the bread from the food sack. He carried the empty sack with him as he left the structure and went out on deck. Wicado was waiting for him on the dock.
“We must move swiftly,” Wicado stated. “I have little time before my meeting starts and I want to get you settled at the inn.”
The Bursar turned and strode off the dock and Rejji hurried to catch up. The wharf area was lined with warehouses and taverns and men were busy unloading barges that had arrived during the night. The smell of old vegetables and fruits filled the air so strongly that Rejji was glad they were hurrying. Several streets past the wharf area the warehouses were replaced with shops for the various trades. Rejji peered down the cross streets and was amazed at the variety of services offered in this one area. There were several shops dedicated for each trade and anything that could be made was available here. Rows of metalworking shops were followed by rows of carpentry shops. Tailors, jewelers, bakeries, and leather shops filled street after street.
Finally, up ahead, Rejji could see the beginning of the market area. Some vendors appeared to have permanent locations and were opening their stalls, while others were pushing carts that contained their wares. Hundreds of people were moving swiftly around. Wicado turned to the right as soon as the market began. Rejji stole a glance to the left before following and could see no end to the market. Looking past Wicado proved the same was true in both directions. Several blocks down, the inns started and there were dozens of them.
Wicado turned and entered the Inn of the Rose. He spoke with the innkeeper while Rejji gazed around the common room. There were patrons having their morning meal but the room was far from full. Wicado reached back and pulled Rejji towards the innkeeper and handed him a room key.
“This is the lad,” Wicado stated. “He’s a good lad, but help him out if you see him getting mixed up with the wrong the crowd.”
The innkeeper nodded slightly, stuffed the coins in his pouch and turned away. “I got you a private room, lad,” the Bursar declared. “Sometimes a young lad can be led astray in a strange city. Remember your promise to me and I will see you back here in three days. Come join me for part of the walk and then you can get started on your work.”
They left the inn and crossed the market. Rejji shook his head as he began to realize how massive the market was. After several blocks of the market, another row of inns appeared. Behind the inns, Rejji saw the first houses. The houses were larger than anything he had seen in Fakara, and as they progressed, the houses got even larger and fancier until he saw houses larger than the mansion at the Pikata estate. Once again he was dazzled by the wealth in Khadora and that was before the houses stopped.
When the rows of houses did stop, Rejji stepped into a park that was enormous and he stopped.
“Come along,” the Bursar called.
Rejji shook his head and ran to catch up. The park was like a paradise with pink stone paths and the finest grass he had ever seen. Tall stately trees dotted the grass and lined the pathways. Finely maintained flowerbeds were everywhere and the air was deliciously sweet. Every forty paces along a path was a stone bench. Morning birds were chirping and singing and squirrels were frolicking from tree to tree.
When they finally made it across the park, Wicado stopped. Rejji gazed across a broad plaza at the most magnificent structure he had ever seen, more magnificent than anything he could have dreamed of. Rejji craned his head all the way back in an effort to see the top of the palace, but he was already too close to be able to see the top. The palace was made of highly polished white stone and was so wide that he could barely see the ends of it. A black metal fence ran around the building but so far away from it that the front lawn between the fence and the building was many times larger than Rejji’s whole village.
The Bursar opened his bag and extracted a smaller bag, which he gave to Rejji. “Writing materials for your task,” he explained. “It is quite a sight isn’t it? It is the Imperial Palace. That is where I will be for the next three days. I must go.”
Rejji watched Wicado cross the street and approach one of the gates in the black fence. Guards dressed in white stopped him and inspected some papers before allowing him to enter. Rejji watched until Wicado mounted the massive steps leading to the palace. He appeared so small and insignificant at that great distance, but he thought he saw Wicado turn and look at him as he entered through the large doors.
Rejji stood gaping for a few moments and then turned around and entered the park on his was back to the market. Rejji’s mind turned to thoughts of how to organize his task in the market. There appeared to be thousands of shops and he only had three days to finish the task Wicado required of him. Rejji figured he should start at one corner of the market and systematically proceed along the entire row and then loop back on the next row. At least this way he would not miss any shops.
Rejji reached the first stall and gazed at the merchandise. The stall sold only gold jewelry and most of the pieces were one-of-a-kind. Rejji scratched his head as he wondered how he could possibly record all of the prices of all of the items in three days. To make matters worse, some items had prices on them and some did not. He asked the merchant about that and the merchant laughed at him and told him if he wanted a particular piece the merchant would quote him a price. Rejji sighed and opened the bag Wicado had given him. He was surprised to see the paper already had a list of things on it.
Rejji walked away from the merchant and sat with his back against the wall of an inn. He reviewed the list Wicado had given to him his spirits soared. Rather than having to record every item at every stall, Rejji only needed to seek out those stalls that sold the items on the list. Most of the items Rejji recognized as things the mansion would need on a continuous basis. Rejji began to understand what Wicado was after. Most things needed for daily operation of the estate were produced on the estate itself. The Bursar shopped for price on items like wax, which was used daily, but not available on the estate.
Rejji stood and started going down the row, checking each stall for one or more of the listed items. When he found a stall selling the items, he wrote down the row and stall number and the price. Many of the vendors wanted to haggle with him on price, but he told them he was getting the price for someone else and they always stated a price for him to write down. Around the middle of the first row, Rejji halted in front of a small but lavish stall. There were very few items displayed for sale, but one caught Rejji’s eye. It was a petrified shark’s tooth.
Rejji reached for it and the merchant grabbed his hand. “I don’t believe for a minute that you can afford that, lad,” the merchant said. “What is a Pikata slave doing running free in the market?”
“I have permission,” retorted Rejji as he pulled his hand free. “I just wanted to see if it was real.”
“As if you would know,” chuckled the merchant. “Do not take me for a soft touch, lad. I have the most expensive merchandise in the market and I know my customers well. You are not one of them.”
“How much is it?” Rejji asked.
“For you I have a special price,” laughed the merchant. “Four hundred gold coins.”
“Four hundred?” Rejji repeated as his jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious. What is the normal price?”
“Four hundred,” smiled the merchant.
“But you said that was a special price,” argued Rejji.
“All of my prices are special,” grinned the merchant. “Now why don’t you run along before you start to dissuade real customers from coming to my stall. You don’t even know what the item is anyway.”
“It is a petrified shark’s tooth found only in one location in Fakara,” Rejji stated as he bit his lower lip.
The merchant’s eyebrows rose as he asked, “How did you know that?”
“Because I am the supplier,” grinned Rejji, “or I was until recently. I only sold them to Brontos.”
“My apologies,” nodded the merchant appraisingly. “I would assume that the fact that you are now a slave is the reason Brontos has stated that the supply is exhausted.”
“Yes,” nodded Rejji. “My village was wiped out. Why do they cost so much?”
“The price hike is most recent,” acknowledged the merchant, “which is why I sell them now. I would not handle them when they were plentiful. I believe he used to sell them for around twenty gold coins, but he has raised the price since he returned from his last trip.”
Rejji did some quick numbers in his head and realized why Brontos was willing to travel so far for merchandise. If Rejji sold four hundred teeth and got merchandise worth four hundred gold, then Brontos could sell the teeth for eight thousand gold and probably buy the merchandise for two hundred gold. So Brontos would make forty times his investment Rejji realized.
“Can you really sell them for that high?” asked Rejji.
“Oh yes,” smiled the merchant. “I only carry rare items and Brontos is hoarding his last shipment. The ones I have are probably the only ones on the market right now. That makes them worth whatever I choose to charge. When someone wants to purchase something really unique, they come to Wendal. I have a very good reputation.”
“My name is Rejji,” offered the Pikata slave. “I do not see many people crowding around your stall.”
“No and you won’t,” chuckled Wendal. “I do not have a lot of traffic to my stall, but I probably make more money than any other merchant here.”
“I could learn a lot from you,” smiled Rejji. “What would you pay me for one of those teeth if I had one?”
“Fifty gold if you had one,” stated Wendal. “I would give you more for that pin you are wearing though. Would you care to sell it?”
“I can’t sell this pin,” Rejji declared. “It is not mine to sell. Fifty gold sounds awfully low considering the price you are selling them for. I would expect that you would be glad to double your money without much effort.”
“Doubling my money is not sufficient for the risk I would be taking,” Wendal said. “After all, it might not sell and I would be stuck with it. Besides, Brontos only charges one hundred gold for his when he sells them. Why should I pay double that to you?”
“Ah but you said Brontos was hoarding his,” grinned Rejji. “I think if Brontos was selling, your point would be valid.”
“Do you have one on you?” frowned Wendal.
“No,” admitted Rejji. “I was just curious how the game is played.”
Wendal laughed loudly. “You would make a fine merchant if you weren’t in that tunic,” he said. “So what have your learned?”
“That if I had one,” smiled Rejji, “I could sell it to you for one hundred gold at least. Does Brontos live in the city? I would love to see him again.”
“He does have a house in the city,” confirmed Wendal, “but he is seldom here. Last I heard he was going to try setting up a route in Omunga. He said Fakara had become too dangerous.”
“Yes it has,” frowned Rejji. “I must continue my task. Please tell Brontos I was asking for him and thank you for explaining things to me.”
“Anytime, Rejji,” smiled Wendal. “If you finish your task, come back and chat. It will give me something to do.”
Rejji continued down the row and reversed course on the next row. After a while he realized that the ends of the rows had mostly used merchandise and he was able to skip past them rather quickly. He figured the core market was in the center and the size of the market fluctuated depending on how many merchants chose to set up on any given day. By the third row, Rejji was able to move swiftly and spot those merchants that sold the items on his list.
High sun came and went and Rejji skipped his meal in favor of getting his task done. Suddenly, Rejji felt as if someone was watching him and he twirled around to check, but could not see anyone looking his way. He brushed the feeling off and continued down the row. Rejji got to the last row as the sun started to drop. He hurried past the end stalls with only a passing glance in hopes he could finish the entire market in one day, but the merchants began closing up while he was still in the middle of the last row.
Rejji retreated and headed for the Inn of the Rose. He entered the common room and the innkeeper came over to him.
“No refunds for missed meals you know,” the innkeeper frowned.
“I understand,” Rejji smiled. “I was busy.”
“Sit at the first table here and I will send the girl out with a plate,” the innkeeper scowled.
Rejji shook his head and slid along the bench of the first table until he was against the wall. The crowd was larger than it was in the morning, but there were still plenty of empty seats. He figured the innkeeper was displeased with the arrangement Wicado had made and didn’t care to have a slave sitting in the common room. At least, Rejji thought, the service would be quick.
A man in a dark hooded cloak came in and scanned the room. His eyes locked on Rejji for the briefest moment before the man went to the last table and slid all the way in so he was against the wall and facing Rejji. Rejji tried not to stare at the man, but his skin prickled as if he was being watched again. The man sat with his head down and did not even appear to notice anyone else was in the room, so Rejji sighed and looked elsewhere. A girl arrived with a bowl of stew, some bread, and a glass of ale. Rejji looked around the room and saw that most patrons were being served roast meat. He wondered how Wicado would react if he knew the service the innkeeper was providing for his money.
Rejji shrugged and started devouring his stew. He realized how hungry he was with the first spoonful, and vowed not to skip the midday meal again tomorrow. Rejji’s skin prickled again and he slyly peeked up to see the man in the black cloak staring at him. The man looked away quickly and Rejji returned to his stew. Rejji swallowed the ale and stuffed the bread in the small bag Wicado had given him and left the table. He went up the stairs and unlocked his door and relocked it after he was inside. He made sure the window was shuttered and then fumbled around for the candle and striker. He lit the candle and sat down on the floor with his bag.
Rejji removed the bread and started nibbling on it as he retrieved his notes. He studied the different amounts charged for the same commodities and found a wide variance in price. Studying the figures further, he also found out that the prices appeared to be affected by their location, so that there was never a severe change in price in any one location. The further apart physically though, the more opportunity for a larger difference in price. This tended to make Rejji think that competition of neighboring stalls had more of an effect on price than the cost of the item. Rejji saw that the candle had burned down quite a bit while he was working on the numbers and he decided it was time for bed.
When Rejji woke the sun had already risen. He gathered up his papers and stuffed them in the bag and went down for his morning meal. The innkeeper told him to sit in the same seat and returned to the kitchen, but Rejji intentionally chose another. When the innkeeper came back and saw Rejji sitting elsewhere he scowled and came over to the table.
“You do not sit here,” he stated. “You sit over there.”
Rejji looked up at the innkeeper and smiled, “That was a wonderful roast last night. It is a shame I was fed stew from the day before. I can understand that you are not comfortable having a slave stay here, but the gold you took was a fair payment for the services the Bursar requested. I may be a slave, but I am not your slave. If you wish me not to be seen, then serve me what is served others and be quick about it. I will even do you a favor. Send me off with a bag for my midday meal and I will not come back until the evening meal.”
“Who do you think you are to tell me how to run my business?” growled the innkeeper.
“I am someone who has finished the task that was supposed to take me three days,” smiled Rejji. “That means I could just spend the next two days sitting here. It is a nice place to rest.”
The innkeeper huffed and stormed into the kitchen. A girl promptly came out with a large plate of eggs, a slice of wasooki, coffee and a roll.
“I will have a bag meal ready for you by the time you finish that,” she smiled.
“Thank you very much,” grinned Rejji.
He devoured the morning meal and snatched the bag the girl had brought to the table and moved swiftly out the door. He wasn’t sure what had made him defy the innkeeper, but he chuckled to himself as picked up where he had left off in the market.
Rejji finished the last row and stood at the last stall in the market checking his notes to see if the pattern matched. He smiled inwardly when the new figures matched what he had seen the night before and he stuffed the papers into his small bag. He wandered around the nearest stalls, which were all low-priced used merchandise. He wondered if he could find something cheap that Mistake would like. He checked the pouch that Wicado had given him and saw that it contained five gold coins. Certainly he would have to stick with looking at the ends of the rows, but he might find something that would pick her spirits up a little.
He browsed the ends of several rows finding nothing suitable that could be purchased for the gold he had. He looked at one stall whose merchandise was in terrible condition. The jewelry was all broken and dirty and not laid out well like the other stalls. He wondered why a merchant would bother setting up a stall and not even take the time to clean the merchandise or lay it out nicely. He was ready to skip over the stall when something caught his eye. He moved quickly back and peered closer at it.
He looked at the old woman selling the merchandise and she didn’t even bother to get up off her crate when he reached for the necklace. It was a terrible piece of workmanship and made with inferior metal. The chain was broken and the casing was cracked.
“How much is this?” he asked the woman as he held it up.
The woman groaned as she got up and waddled over to the stall. She took the necklace and made a great deal out of admiring it.
“Oh you have good taste,” she smiled toothlessly. “Very expensive piece it is. Twenty gold I think it is,” she stated as she watched for Rejji’s reaction.
Rejji frowned and closed his eyes and she continued talking.
“But I think maybe ten is what I was selling it for,” she bargained.
“The chain is broken,” Rejji pointed out, “and the casing is cracked. Where did you get this?”
“Oh so it is,” she nodded. “So it is. Got a girl do ya?” she smiled. “Nice gift for a young girl. Give me five gold and it is yours.”
“Five gold is all I have to my name,” declared Rejji figuring she had probably picked it out of someone’s garbage. “I think I will look around some more.”
As Rejji turned to leave, the woman shouted, “Three gold then. I’ll let it go for three gold but no less.”
Rejji heard the old man in the next stall cackling. “From the garbage to your sweetheart’s neck,” he was chuckling.
“You be quiet, old man,” the woman shouted. “The boy don’t care where it came from.”
Rejji turned back and fished out three gold coins and handed them to the old woman. Her face glowed with the feel of gold in her hands and she made a show of rubbing the necklace on her tunic, as if that would clean it up. Rejji took the necklace and thanked the old woman as he headed away briskly. He reached the center of the market and turned towards the first row. As he walked he fiddled with the necklace. The chain came completely off in his hand, but he smiled when he thought about how happy Mistake would be. A couple of rows later, the casing gave way completely and Rejji dropped the inferior metal to the ground. As he reached the first row, he saw Wendal watching him. Wendal’s stall was without customers and Rejji smiled and walked up to the stall.
“Rejji,” greeted the merchant, “you look happy this morning.”
“I am very happy,” grinned Rejji as he held out what was left of the necklace for Wendal to see.
“Looks like I owe you a hundred gold,” chuckled Wendal. “Where did you find it?”
“It was part of a cheap necklace,” Rejji admitted as he handed Wendal the petrified shark’s tooth.
“You have the making of a merchant inside you lad,” laughed Wendal. Tell me though, what is a slave going to do with a hundred gold?”
“I am going to buy somebody’s freedom,” grinned Rejji.
“Yours?” inquired Wendal.
“No,” Rejji answered. “A friend of mine was captured the same time I was. She will not last long in slavery and I fear the thought of her dying when she tries to escape.”
Wendal counted out the hundred gold coins and put them in a small pouch before handing them to Rejji. He was unusually quiet and wasn’t smiling.
“Is something the matter?” Rejji asked. “You are happy with the deal, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am satisfied I can make a profit,” Wendal said. “Rejji,” he frowned, “slaves cannot be bought for one hundred gold coins. If this girl is around your age, she certainly cost more than a thousand gold coins. Probably much more than that.”
“Then I have to figure out how to make more gold,” sighed Rejji.
“There is more, lad,” Wendal continued. “Khadorans don’t sell slaves to slaves. I have never heard of anyone buying a slave’s freedom. Oh they may sell a slave to another estate, but slaves never go free.”



Chapter 10



Marketplace


Rejji sat silently with his back to Wendal’s stall for a long time. He mulled over Wendal’s words and sought to find an acceptable exception to the rule Wendal had stated. Surely there must be some condition under which an estate would give a slave freedom, he thought. He felt the pouch of gold coins that he had gotten from Wendal and wondered what price would make an estate break with tradition. His thoughts were interrupted by a customer at Wendal’s stall, the first Rejji had ever seen. Rejji looked up as the finely dressed woman started fondling a small gold statue that Wendal had on display.
“It is one of BaGrec’s works,” Wendal smiled.
“I recognized his style,” nodded the woman. “He was such a talented artisan.”
“Indeed he was,” agreed Wendal. “It is a shame that Khadora has lost such a fine man.”
“How much is it?” asked the woman.
“It is extremely rare,” commented Wendal. “While his style is distinctive, BaGrec tried something new with this piece. Notice the eyes.”
“Oh that is different,” responded the woman.
“Indeed,” smiled Wendal. “It was one of his last pieces. I believe he was trying to capture the sorrow of his lover. It resulted in a rather unique piece. I could make this collector’s piece yours for two thousand gold.”
The woman looked at Wendal with surprise and placed the statue down. “That is a great deal more than his other pieces,” reasoned the woman. “I have been buying his pieces for years so I should know. I think you will be holding this piece for a long time.”
“It is higher than his pieces have sold for in the past,” conceded Wendal, “but BaGrec is dead now. He will never create another masterpiece and the ones he has created will soar in value. There are only so many of them after all and people who have them will not want to part with them. I suspect this piece will be sold to a collector who will resell it for five times the purchase price.”
“Really?” quizzed the woman as she picked the statue back up. “It is a shame that he will not make any more.”
The woman examined the statue closely while Wendal busied himself with straightening other items in the stall that did not need his attention. He appeared totally disinterested in the woman and the decision she was making regarding the purchase.
“Would you consider fifteen hundred?” offered the woman.
Wendal looked up from his fussing and acted like he had just noticed that the woman was still at his stall. “Fifteen hundred leaves no appreciable profit for me,” he declared. “These items are extremely hard to come by and I should be selling it for much more than I am. Still,” he hesitated, “I will let you have it today for nineteen hundred. That is the best I can do.”
The woman hesitated only a minute and then nodded her head. “Will you take a note?” she asked.
“Certainly,” Wendal smiled. “It is preferable to handling large sums of gold.”
The woman smiled and prepared a piece of paper embossed with a clan symbol on it and wrote in the amount of the purchase. She handed the note to Wendal, who gently took the statue and placed it in a velvet pouch and handed it to the woman. She beamed as she took the pouch and strode off.
“I think she would have paid two thousand,” Rejji said as he stood up.
“Of course she would have,” agreed Wendal, “but she would have resented it. By giving her a slight discount, she is now thrilled with her purchase and will return here often. The best sale is not always the one that returns the most gold immediately. One should always make sure that the purchaser leaves happy. It is the good will that is spread to others about you that will bring you customers.”
“How much did you pay for it?” Rejji queried.
“Four hundred,” grinned Wendal.
“Wow!” exclaimed Rejji. “Do all merchants make that much profit?”
“No,” answered Wendal. “There are three type of merchants basically. Those like me who specialize in high priced items are one type. The items must be in short supply and must have high quality. Sales will be few but the profits will be large. I typically only make one or two sales a day. Some days I may spend my time here without a single customer.”
Wendal nodded to a passing customer and continued, “The low end merchants make very little on each sale, but they make sales all day long. They depend on great volume to earn their profit. The things they sell must be something that is needed by everyone and the competition will be fierce. Still those type of merchants can earn a decent wage.”
“What of the third type?” prodded Rejji.
“The ones in the middle,” Wendal said. “There is no easy way to define them. Typically they seek to sell products that are not rare and yet not required by the masses. It is a difficult range to thrive in unless you are able to control the supply of your items. This is the area that Brontos liked. He would bring back items from Fakara that while not rare, where only accessible to him and a few other traders. So, although the items might be plentiful, not every merchant had access to them. By releasing only as much as he wanted to, he was able to control the price and make a good profit. If many merchants decided to descend on Fakara and create competition for Brontos, then his profits would plummet.”
“So the teeth I sold him were not rare, but he could set the price on them because I sold only to him?” asked Rejji.
“Exactly,” nodded Wendal. “If you had been selling to many merchants, Brontos would not have been able to turn a fair profit on them. Of course when you made them no longer available, the teeth became rare and the price rose a great deal.”
“And if I was able to supply them again?” Rejji probed.
“That would depend on the quantity you offered for sale,” explained Wendal. “If you tried to sell a lot of them, the price would plummet. You must realize that while there are purchasers for the teeth, the number of purchasers is limited. You get a higher price when there are more purchasers than there are items to go around. The greater the imbalance, the greater the profit.”
“What things did Brontos come back with most of the time?” the Pikata slave asked.
“I was not real familiar with Brontos’s merchandise,” admitted Wendal. “He seldom came back with anything rare enough for me to purchase. I know he brought in some fine silk garments, carved woodcrafts, nuggets of a strange metal, and your teeth. He purchased mostly seeds and farming implements to take with him to Fakara.”
Rejji nodded and gazed up at the high sun and decided it was time for the midday meal. He opened the sack the inn had provided and inspected the contents. It was a decent meal of cured meat, cheese and bread. He started eating and felt eyes upon him. He looked up and saw Wendal watching him.
“I am sorry,” apologized Rejji. “Would you care for some?”
“Actually I would,” smiled Wendal. “It has been a long time since I had a fresh midday meal.”
Rejji offered the sack to Wendal. “Don’t you bring a meal with you everyday?” he asked.
“No,” Wendal replied. “I am here from sun up until sundown. If I take a break for a meal, I may miss a customer. It is easier to forego the meal.”
“Why not stop at an inn on your way here and get a bag to go?” inquired Rejji.
“It is a busy time for the inns,” replied Wendal. “The wait would be too long.”
“Do the rest of the merchants do this as well?” queried Rejji.
“Most do,” Wendal answered. “The permanent ones anyway. The transient merchants usually bring their own food.”
“Would the permanent merchants pay to have a meal brought to them?” quizzed Rejji.
“I imagine they would be most eager,” chuckled Wendal. “You certainly have a future if you ever figure out how to rid yourself of that slave tunic. I think most of the permanent merchants would not be adverse to paying an extra gold coin for the delivery service.”
Rejji grinned and stood facing the line of inns behind the first row of stalls. Wendal reached over and pressed three gold coins into Rejji’s hand.
“Try the Wine Press,” the merchant suggested. “They serve a decent meal for one gold and would probably offer a discount if you were to purchase a lot of meals.”
“How many do you think I could sell?” asked the Pikata slave.
“Start with fifty meals,” advised Wendal. “Offer them thirty gold, but be prepared to pay forty. If you sell them for two gold each, you will make from sixty to seventy gold for you efforts. That is a very tidy sum for a short time.”
Rejji grinned and headed straight for the Wine Press. He entered the common room and was immediately struck by how much fancier it was than the Inn of the Rose. The clientele sitting in the room also appeared to be more affluent. He felt awkward in his slave tunic, but he strode up to the innkeeper.
“I understand that you serve a decent meal for a fair price,” opened Rejji.
The old innkeeper squinted at the pin on Rejji’s tunic before answering, “Ah, a Bursar’s boy. We serve only fresh foods here and the price is one gold. Is your master staying with us? I don’t recall seeing him.”
“No, he is at the palace,” Rejji stated. “Would you be wiling to sell fifty bag meals for thirty in gold?”
The innkeeper’s eyes narrowed as he studied Rejji. “And what would you do with fifty meals?” he asked.
“Feed the hungry,” Rejji grinned. “Actually I may need to have a hundred or two hundred, but fifty is all I want right now. If I need more I will come back.”
“Do you have gold?” the innkeeper inquired.
Rejji held up his pouch of coins and the innkeeper nodded.
“Forty gold would be fair,” the innkeeper stated.
“Thirty five would even be fairer,” smiled Rejji. “Your room is hardly full and I would be getting rid of a lot of food so you can prepare fresh food for the evening meal.”
The innkeeper shook his head and sighed, but he stuck out his hand for the coins. “I suppose you will want to borrow a cart to haul it?”
“If that does not cause you troubles,” nodded Rejji.
“Very well, lad,” the innkeeper said. “Go around back and fetch the cart. Bring it to the rear door and we will start handing out the bags.”
Rejji raced around the inn and found the cart alongside the stables. It was fairly dirty and Rejji took the time to secure a broom from the stables and clean it off. When he pushed it to the rear door of the inn, he could see the kitchen staff stuffing food into pillow sleeves. A kitchen girl started handing the sacks out to Rejji. The innkeeper walked out and watched.
“You will need to leave me ten gold as a deposit for the cart and pillow sleeves,” the innkeeper declared. “They must be returned.”
Rejji nodded and gave the man the coins. He grabbed the last few sacks and hurried off to the market stalls. From his previous day’s work, Rejji knew right where the permanent merchants were and he didn’t bother going to the ends of the rows.
The reaction of the merchants was very positive. There was no quibble over the two gold price and most of the merchants that Rejji went to bought a meal. Rejji knew there were around three hundred permanent merchants, but time would limit the number he could serve. He sold the meals as fast as he could without being abrupt. When the meals ran out, merchants down the row were calling to him to bring more.
Rejji returned twice to the Wine Press to reload the cart and by the time he emptied the third cart, the sun was declining. He returned to the inn and settled up with the innkeeper. He returned the cart to the side of the stable and walked to Wendal’s stall.
“How did you make out?” Wendal inquired.
“One hundred and fifty meals sold,” grinned Rejji. “I now have three hundred gold coins. If I get an earlier start tomorrow, maybe I will have enough to buy Mistake.”
“Perhaps,” frowned Wendal as he started to pack up his stall. “You have talent lad,” he smiled. “There are more lessons for you down the road though.”
“I will find a way,” promised Rejji. “I have to.”
Wendal remained silent as he packed his wares up. Rejji gazed around at the market and saw the figure in the black cloak again. The man was two rows away, but Rejji was sure that the man was watching him. He turned and asked Wendal if he had ever seen the man before, but when Rejji and Wendal looked, the man was gone.
“Your pouch is getting a little large to be hanging from your belt,” Wendal said. “Let me show you a trick.”
Wendal pulled out a knife and removed Rejji’s belt. Where the belt usually lay across Rejji’s tunic, Wendal cut a slit in the fabric. He bent down and retrieved two pouches from underneath his stall. He untied the drawstring on one and handed the other to Rejji.
“Put the bulk of your coins in that pouch,” instructed Wendal as he retrieved a needle from the inside of his own belt.
He cut the stitching on the cordless pouch and unraveled it. He took the strong thread from the stitching of the mutilated pouch and sewed one end of the drawstring to the inside of Rejji’s belt. The other end of the drawstring he tied to the pouch holding the bulk of Rejji’s gold. Lastly, he stuck the needle into the inside of Rejji’s belt and handed it to him.
“Let the large pouch ride inside your tunic,” Wendal explained. “Keep enough coins in your regular pouch so that you are seldom required to access the hidden one. I stuck the needle inside your belt. When you are back in your room, stitch up the ends of the cut that I made in your tunic so the tear doesn’t spread. Make sure the slit is large enough to pull your pouch through, but small enough to be hidden by your belt. When you get back to your estate and get some matching material, fashion some loops like mine to pass your belt through. That will keep your belt from sliding and revealing the hole in your tunic.”
Rejji thanked Wendal and strode back to the Inn of the Rose. He quietly sat where the innkeeper had preferred him to sit and waited. The service was prompt and Rejji smiled when he saw he was being served the same as everyone else. He ate quickly and silently and was relieved that the man in the black cloak had not shown up. He went upstairs and mended his tunic and went to bed.
Rejji woke early in anticipation of a profitable day. He whistled as he headed downstairs and found a plate of food and a bag meal waiting for him at his usual spot. Even the desire of the innkeeper to be rid of Rejji did not douse the excitement he was feeling as he hurriedly ate and left the inn. He was early enough that most merchants were still setting up as he strode towards Wendal’s stall. Several of the merchants he had sold meals to the day before waved to Rejji as he passed and the Pikata slave waved merrily back at them. Rejji thought he caught sight of the mysterious man in black again, but the arriving crowd milled between them and when Rejji looked again, he was gone.
Wendal was humming a merry tune when Rejji arrived and Rejji saw a rather large diamond going on display that had not been there the day before.
“That is large,” commented Rejji. “Where do you get these things? You are stuck here all day.”
“The market is only part of my business,” reflected Wendal. “After the sun descends I must meet with other traders to find merchandise to sell.”
“That does not leave you much time for other pursuits,” noted Rejji.
“This is what I want to do with my time,” smiled Wendal. “It is what I live for. Every time I make a good deal, I am blessed with a feeling of great satisfaction. I suspect you will come to know that feeling.”
“I did feel great yesterday,” nodded Rejji. “Today will be even better. I will start well before high sun this time and probably do twice as much business.”
It was not long after the stalls were all set up that a boy came down the row talking to each merchant.
“I am taking meal orders, Sirs,” the boy said. “Would you care to order a midday meal?”
Rejji stared, his eyes wide in surprise as Wendal asked, “ How much is the meal?”
“One gold, Sir,” the boy replied. “It will be fresh from the Wine Press and delivered around midday.”
Wendal looked at Rejji’s bag from the Inn of the Rose and said, “Yes, I think we will take one.”
The boy nodded and scampered off to the next stall.
“How can they do that?” Rejji blurted out. “That was my idea. They would never have thought about it if I hadn’t bought there yesterday.”
“Any inn you went to would have seized on the idea,” commented Wendal. “You forgot the rule of controlling the supply. In fact, I would not be surprised if tomorrow doesn’t bring other inns to compete for the meal business. It was a brilliant idea and I am surprised nobody thought of it earlier, but food is a common commodity and you remember what I told you about that yesterday.”
“Yes,” frowned Rejji. “High volume and low profits. Very competitive. Still I wish they had waited one more day. This is my last day here.”
“If they sell three hundred meals,” Wendal continued, “they will make ninety gold more than selling through you and the merchants will pay half the price. They will probably pay the boy two or three gold coins, which he will be thrilled to get. Everyone will be happy except you. There is a good lesson in this for you, Rejji. Learn to control your supply.”
Rejji was quiet and Wendal knew that the lad was saddened by losing the business that he had discovered. “I am sorry that you will be leaving,” Wendal stated. “I have come to enjoy your company. When will you be coming back to Khadoratung?”
“Probably never,” frowned Rejji. “It is most unusual for them to allow a slave to come on a trip like this. I think the Bursar wanted my company, but I doubt I will be working for him much longer. I suspect I will end up in the fields.”
“That is depressing,” Wendal stated. “To put you in the fields would be a waste of talent. I don’t think that will happen though.”
“Why not?” asked Rejji.
“Because you have too much talent, and someone will recognize that,” smiled Wendal. “You do not think like other people. That is your blessing. Lords don’t like to have slaves that are smarter than them either,” he grinned. “Somehow you will figure a way out of your dilemma. One last rule for you to remember. Never give up and never stop learning.”
“I wish I could be as positive as you,” commented Rejji. “I am going to spend some time browsing the market. Maybe it will take my mind off things.”
Wendal merely nodded as Rejji walked off and started to peruse the merchandise at the other stalls.
Rejji spent most of the day browsing. He looked at the type of stalls that he thought Brontos would supply and asked questions about the origins of some of the merchandise. After a few hours he was able to tell where most of the goods came from just by looking at them. Several times during the day, Rejji had the feeling of being watched. He always turned quickly, but he never did spot the mysterious stranger in black again.
As the sun descended, Rejji returned to Wendal’s stall and said his farewells. He then strode to the Inn of the Rose, had his final meal, and went to bed.
Rejji awoke to a pounding on his door. He slipped out of bed and opened the door to find the Bursar standing there. Rejji gathered his things and followed the Bursar outside where a huge wagon with four horses was waiting. Rejji recognized the traveling merchant’s wagon as the one he had seen at the estate the day he was sold.
“This is our ride home, lad,” Wicado said. “Climb up and let’s be on our way and then you can tell me how you fared in the market.”
Rejji took out his notes and explained what the row and stall numbers meant and what the prices were for each commodity that the Bursar had asked for. Rejji further explained his theory on the placement of the stalls and Wicado seemed genuinely interested. The merchant listened to Rejji’s tales but never spoke.
The trip to the Pikata estate took much longer than the barge trip had. They stopped each night and camped. Wicado and the merchant kept up a constant banter about the doings of the various clans, with the merchant asking questions and the Bursar gleefully providing the answers. Rejji was amazed at how much about the clans Wicado knew and they never seemed to run out of things to talk about.
Rejji did get to talk to Wicado some, particularly about Fakara and what was to become of Rejji, but the merchant and Rejji never spoke to each other. When they finally arrived back at the estate, the merchant and Wicado were good friends. Wicado climbed off the wagon and started to head into the mansion with Rejji and the merchant in tow. Suddenly, Wicado stopped.
“Rejji,” the Bursar said, “I have quite a bit to do today with reports and getting this merchant set up. Why don’t you go and greet your friends. I won’t need you for anything. Report to me in the morning.”
Rejji smiled and nodded and turned towards the clova flock to check up on Bakhai before going into the mansion. He was amazed to see how well the flock was doing. The clova were fat and healthy. He looked around the field and could not find Bakhai. Rymaka was not around either and Rejji wondered if there might be trouble. Then he remembered that Wicado had said he would speak to the Seneschal about Bakhai on the day they left for Khadoratung. He wondered if Bakhai might be in the stables as he had suggested.
Rejji was just about to leave the clova field when he heard a scream. He whirled towards the trees at the far end of the field and saw two soldiers wrestling with something brown. He heard the scream again and it sent chills down his spine. The scream was female and Rejji knew the voice. It was Mistake screaming and his mind flashed back to the conversation he had with her when she had proposed hiding out here during the day and escaping at night.
Rejji’s heart sank as he realized that he had returned too late from the capital and Mistake had decided to escape without him. He turned and ran towards the screams.



Chapter 11



Sebastian


As Rejji raced across the field, he saw the two soldiers subduing Mistake. His mind raced faster than his legs as he tried to figure out to diffuse the situation, if indeed there was a possibility of that. Everyone had been clear that the penalty for escaping was death, but Rejji knew that he would die fighting these soldiers before he would let them kill Mistake.
The soldiers heard him coming and one of them rose and drew his sword.
“Stop!” yelled Rejji. “Don’t hurt her.”
The soldier holding Mistake shouted, “Leave here now or you will be punished too.”
Rejji kept running and the soldier raised his sword to strike and suddenly halted his swing as Rejji skid to a halt.
“Please don’t kill her,” Rejji pleaded. “It is not her fault she is a slave.”
“I told you to leave,” growled the soldier leaning over Mistake. “Kill him.”
“He is the Bursar’s boy,” responded the soldier holding the sword. “He is a good lad.”
Rejji recognized the soldier with the sword as the one he had befriended in the slave quarters. Hope sprang to Rejji’s heart, as he knew the man was not heartless and cruel.
“I am sorry, Rejji,” Mistake sobbed. “I thought you had left me.”
“Mistake, stop fighting them,” pleaded Rejji. “They are only trying to do their job. Promise me you will not try to escape if the soldier lets you up.”
“I promise,” Mistake sobbed. “I have nothing left in me.”
The soldier holding Mistake felt her go limp and gave his comrade a puzzled look. “What is going on here?” he scowled.
“Let me speak,” begged Rejji. “I am sure you will see that everything is alright. If she even tries to flee, I will gladly forfeit my life. You can blame it all on me. I just want to talk this out without anyone getting hurt.”
“What is going to get hurt is both of you,” growled the soldier holding Mistake.
“Let the lad speak,” urged the standing soldier. “ She isn’t going anywhere and I told you he is a good lad. He has helped me in the past. He is sweet on this girl.”
“Well say your piece then,” grumbled the soldier.
Rejji pulled his thoughts together and tried to figure a way out of the situation. He looked around and saw the clova and an idea sprang into his head.
“I assume you think she was trying to escape,” Rejji started nervously. “She, of course, will tell you that she came to this field seeking Bakhai, who is a friend of both of ours. Bakhai has the job of tending the flock, or at least he did before I left for Khadoratung with the Bursar. I just got back so I am not sure what his status is now.”
“Hiding in the bushes does not sound like a friendly visit to me,” scowled the angry soldier. “Others have tried to hide here until nightfall and I think your girl is doing just that.”
“Perhaps,” mused Rejji. “Maybe she was doing just that, of course she will deny it and it will be up to somebody else to decide what really was going through her head. They may decide she was trying to escape and praise your efforts to stop her. Or they may decide she was really here to visit and let her go, which would not look favorable on you.”
Rejji let the thought sink in before continuing, “I am willing to wager three hundred in gold that she was trying to escape.”
“Rejji!” Mistake screamed. “What are you saying?”
Both soldiers looked at each other with confused expressions.
“Are you saying that she really is trying to escape?” quizzed the friendly soldier.
“Not exactly,” explained Rejji. “She says she was not trying to escape. I am willing to wager three hundred gold coins. This is what I am prepared to wager,” he said as he fished out his pouch of coins. “My bet is that you will determine that she was trying to escape. If you determine that she was not trying to escape, then I lose three hundred gold coins. If you determine she was trying to escape, then I win and you owe me three hundred gold coins. Will you take the bet?”
“Are you daft?” growled the angry soldier.
The friendly soldier started laughing. He laughed so hard that he dropped his sword. He bent down and retrieved the sword and shoved it into its sheath.
“What are you laughing at?” asked the angry soldier. “Is he trying to bribe us?”
“Not exactly,” chuckled the friendly guard. “He is making a simple wager. There is nothing wrong with that. The funny part is the wager is based upon what we determine. Clever. Absolutely clever. He is offering us the chance to earn three hundred gold without breaking any rules. He is right that whoever decides her guilt or innocence is only going to have the two accounts to go by and she hasn’t really left the estate yet. They may believe her. They may not.”
“And if we let her go free and she does escape, it will be our necks,” the angry soldier declared. “Three hundred gold is a lot of gold, but I don’t need gold that badly.”
“On my word,” Rejji stated, “if she so much as thinks about escaping, I will not only alert the guards, but I will take my own life. Hear me, Mistake. On my grandfather’s soul, I will take my own life if you ever try to escape this estate.”
Mistake started crying hysterically and the angry guard rose. He looked at Mistake and then Rejji. He finally looked at the friendly soldier and nodded his head.
“I believe her,” the friendly soldier declared, “but I will certainly keep my eye on her in the future. I am afraid you lost your bet lad.”
Rejji expelled the breath he had been holding and smiled grimly as he handed the pouch to the soldier. “I am indebted to both of you,” he said softly. “And I will keep my word, I promise.”
“The two of you need to get back to the mansion now,” the angry guard stated. “Right now.”
Rejji nodded and helped Mistake to her feet. She clung to him and he walked her across the field. He walked her slowly and the two soldiers dallied behind them. When he reached the mansion, he went around to the kitchen entrance to avoid being seen. Rejji sat Mistake as far away from the kitchen workers as he could and then went and got her a cup of tea.
“I am going to be in trouble anyway,” sobbed Mistake. “I did not do my chores today.”
“So you will be in trouble,” soothed Rejji. “Take the punishment and be glad you are alive. Mistake, these people have hundreds of years dealing with slaves. I am sure prior slaves have tried every trick in the book to get out of here. The soldiers know them all. If there is way out of this bondage, I will find it, but it will not be by escaping. That just isn’t going to work.”
“I thought you were dead or sold off,” sobbed Mistake. “It has been weeks and nobody knew where you had gone.”
“I am sorry,” Rejji said. “I had no warning myself. The Bursar took me on a trip with him to Khadoratung. We just got back and he told me I could have the rest of the day off to say hello to my friends. I was heading for Bakhai before returning to the mansion. I am glad I happened along when I did.”
“Where did you get the gold?” she asked.
“I earned it in the capital,” Rejji smiled. “I learned a lot about trading while I was there.”
“And I just caused you to lose it,” she sniffed. “I am sorry, Rejji.”
“You don’t need to be sorry for that,” Rejji said. “I only earned the money in hopes that I could buy your freedom. I have no other use for it. If it paid to give you another chance then it was worth it. I have no regrets over it.”
***
The gaudily dressed merchant stood looking out the window in the Bursar’s office. He saw Rejji and Mistake go by and disappear into the kitchen entrance of the mansion.
“That makes twenty of them, Sebastian,” the Bursar said as he piled the last piece of paper on top of the others. “I see now why you have such a large wagon, but are you not afraid they will escape? The wagon has no bars to keep them in.”
“I use chains,” Sebastian said as he turned from the window. “Much easier to deal with. I can release one without worrying about the others getting free. It eliminates the need for helpers to watch them. I like traveling alone.”
“Yet you were kind enough to deliver me and the boy here from Khadoratung,” reminded Wicado.
“Well, I had to return here anyway to pick up the slaves you are selling me,” smiled Sebastian, “and I do enjoy your company. I meant the typical guards you can hire these days. I don’t like dealing with them. I would rather travel without them.”
“I understand and appreciate your service,” smiled the Bursar. “The return trip by barge is much too slow and boring.”
“My wagon can hold more slaves,” hinted Sebastian. “Are you sure those are the only ones available?”
“I am afraid so,” answered Wicado. “Trang desires to keep the rest, whatever they are worth. Perhaps on your next visit we will have more, although I doubt we will be purchasing anymore of them.”
“Many around the country have decided that they are not worth the cost of their keep,” nodded the merchant.
“Well I am glad you have found a market for them,” Wicado said. “I will mention your name to some of the other estates. Perhaps they will want to dispose of the worthless creatures.”
“Perhaps,” smiled Sebastian, “and I thank you for spreading my name around.”
Sebastian picked up the papers from the Bursar’s desk and inspected them. He turned to leave and hesitated before returning to stand before the Bursar’s desk.
“There is one other thing you may help me with,” Sebastian said.
“Name it,” smiled Wicado. “I will do what I can.”
“Seeing as I have empty slots in my wagon,” Sebastian began, “I could use some other types of slaves. I have a customer who is interested in the goings on in Fakara. Would you happen to have three or four recently arrived slaves from that barren land?”
“We get a great deal of our slaves from Fakara,” nodded Wicado. “I am sure there are some we can do without.”
“They must be recent arrivals to satisfy this customer,” reminded the merchant.
“Hmm,” Wicado said. “We have only had one shipment recently.”
Wicado walked to the window and stared out as if he was thinking upon some important matter and wished to dwell upon it. He turned and looked at the merchant.
“I do not think we are ready to sell those in the last shipment,” the Bursar stated.
“I would offer a fair coin for them,” pushed Sebastian.
“It is not the price that troubles me, friend,” smiled Wicado. “I am sure the Seneschal would sell them as your offer is generous enough. It is personal I guess. The boy Rejji is among them and I have grown attached to him. He reminds me of myself in my youth. The other two are his friends and I would not like to see the sorrow in his eyes if they were sold. I hope you understand.”
“It is not good policy to become attached to slaves,” reminded Sebastian. “Only ill can come of it. Farewell until next time.”
Wicado nodded as a courier came in and handed him a note. He read the note as Sebastian was leaving.
“Wait,” called Wicado. “Let me speak to Trang and I will return promptly. Have the wagon loaded, but do not depart yet.”
The merchant nodded as Wicado crossed the hall and entered the Seneschal’s office. He emerged several minutes later and saw Lam coming down the stairs.
“Lam,” Wicado ordered, “find Rejji and send him to my office right away. Then gather up the slaves, Mistake and Bakhai and bring them around front. They will be leaving with the merchant.”
Wicado spun and headed for his office without waiting for a response from Lam. He sat down at his desk and filled out more slave transfer forms. He finished the forms and stood in front of the window gazing out. Rejji arrived and coughed to make his presence known, but Wicado remained silent at the window. After a few awkward moments, Wicado turned and Rejji could see the barest trace of tears in the Bursar’s eyes.
“You asked for me?” Rejji asked.
“Yes, Rejji, I did,” Wicado answered. “You are being sold.”
“Why?” quizzed Rejji. “Have I done something wrong?”
“No,” answered Wicado. “I have just been informed that I am to take on an assistant. Your services to my office will no longer be needed.”
“I understand,” frowned Rejji. “Still there are many other things I can do here. I do not mind working the fields and I have been good. I don’t want to be separated from my friends.”
“You will not be separated,” Wicado said with a faint smile. “Mistake and Bakhai are going with you.”
Rejji walked over to Wicado and hugged him. “Thank you, Sir,” he said. “I would die if I lost them.”
Wicado stiffened and returned to his desk. “There is no guarantee that your new owner will keep you together,” he stated. “It does sound like the three of you are desired for your knowledge of Fakara though and that is a good sign that you will be treated well. I shall remember you always, Rejji. You are a fine lad and have done well in everything asked of you. The merchant that drove us back from Khadoratung is waiting outside. Take these papers with you.”
Rejji picked the papers up and stared at the Bursar for a moment, but Wicado’s head was down and he would not raise it to make eye contact, so Rejji left. He exited the mansion and saw the merchant’s wagon with Bakhai and Mistake standing behind it. The merchant was there as well and he watched Rejji approach. Rejji handed him the papers and he nodded.
Rejji glanced at Mistake and saw that she had been crying again. Rejji supposed that she thought she was being sold without him. He smiled at her and she broke into a big grin.
“Rejji,” the merchant said, “you may call me Sebastian. Seeing as I know you can be trusted, you may ride up front with me. You shall perform chores for me until we reach your new master. You may start by making sure these two are properly shackled. I must go pay the Bursar. I will return shortly.”
Bakhai climbed into the wagon, but Mistake stood her ground. “You aren’t really going to put those on me, are you?” she asked Rejji.
“I am,” Rejji said. “Are you so quick to forget what almost happened this morning? We have not even left the estate and you are thinking about it again. Be glad that the reports of you trying to escape will not follow you to our new home.”
“Home?” Mistake squealed. “My home is in Fakara, not in chains.”
“Get in and let me get your shackles on,” frowned Rejji. “I will try to talk with the merchant after we are under way. Maybe he can be bought.”
“With what?” scowled Mistake as she climbed into the wagon. “I already caused you to lose your gold. Now you have nothing to bargain with.”
“I will still try,” smiled Rejji as he fastened the shackles on his two friends. “If we are going to be near the capital, I know I can make money there. I will promise him an exorbitant sum for the three of us.”
“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Bakhai offered. “This merchant’s horses are well cared for. Wouldn’t he care for us as well?”
Rejji looked at Bakhai and shook his head. He climbed out of the wagon to see Sebastian coming down the steps. Sebastian indicated that Rejji should climb aboard up front and then silently took the reins and started the wagon rolling. He did not speak as the wagon left the Pikata estate and turned onto the road leading to Sintula. Eventually, Rejji could not take the silence.
“How much did you pay for the three of us?” Rejji asked.
Sebastian gazed over at Rejji and shook his head. “You seek to buy your freedom from me?” he asked.
“Yes,” confirmed Rejji. “I do not have gold now, but I can make it and you know I can be trusted.”
“I know you can be trusted to ride up here with me,” Sebastian smiled. “That is not exactly the same thing as trusting you to deliver on a promise when you are out of sight.”
“But I cannot make the gold to pay you if you do not set me free first,” reasoned Rejji. “I am willing to pay you double what you paid for us.”
“That is an awfully gracious offer,” Sebastian remarked, “seeing as you have no idea how much I paid for you. I could make up any price I wanted to. Have you not thought that far ahead? Or is it that you never plan to pay me anyway so the amount is irrelevant?”
“No,” promised Rejji. “I would pay you. I guess what I am saying is the amount is not important to me. If I had work my entire life to pay you back, I would do so, as long as we did it as free people.”
“So you think your two friends would help you in repaying this debt?” queried the merchant. “Have you even consulted with them about this plan?”
“No,” admitted Rejji, “but I know they would stand by me in this.”
“They would, would they?” chuckled Sebastian. “Suppose at camp tonight I let your girl friend sleep without shackles. Would you care to wager if she would be standing by you come morning?”
Rejji was stunned. “What makes you single her out?” he asked.
“You did not answer my question,” Sebastian retorted. “I have a large bag in the back with my things. In it you will find a tin of bocco. Fetch it for me while you strive to come up with your answer.”
Rejji crawled into the wagon to get the tin from Sebastian’s bag. He crawled over to Mistake and whispered that the merchant was considering the sale so that her spirits would lift a bit. He crawled back and found the large bag. The back held mostly clothes and Rejji felt around for the tin, but the bag was too fully packed for his hand to reach the bottom. He started pulling out clothes and piling them alongside the bag so he could locate the tin. Rejji halted when he lifted a black cloak out of the bag, a black cloak with a hood. He tried to visualize the gaudily clad merchant in the black cloak and couldn’t, and yet his discovery scared him greatly. He returned to searching the bag and eventually found the tin of bocco. He placed the tin on the floor and neatly put the clothes back into the bag. He closed the bag and grabbed the tin as he crawled back into the seat of the wagon.
Sebastian pulled a pouch off his belt and handed it to Rejji. “Fill that with bocco for me, lad,” he said.
“Did you have to wait long for us in the capital?” Rejji asked as he filled the pouch.
“The timing of your return from Khadoratung was convenient for me,” answered Sebastian. “Have you thought of your answer?”
“I have,” nodded Rejji as he handed the pouch to the merchant. “If I asked Mistake to stay in camp when she was unshackled, she would stay. Now that I have answered your question, answer mine. Why did you single her out as one who would run?”
Sebastian handed the reins to Rejji and stuffed his pipe with bocco. Rejji waited patiently as the merchant lit the pipe with a striker. After Sebastian had the pipe well lit, he reached over and took the reins from Rejji.
“A number of observations led me to the conclusion that she is a runner,” smiled Sebastian. “First, she is an inside slave. As such, she is normally not allowed out of the mansion, especially unescorted. Yet after our arrival today, you had to escort her into the mansion. Additional, she was in tears and had obviously just been through a rather emotional time.”
Sebastian smiled at Rejji and continued, “Secondly, you no longer had the rather heavy pouch under your tunic that you did on the trip from Khadoratung, yet you had not yet returned to your quarters to hide it. Thirdly, two Pikata soldiers came to my wagon looking to see what I had to sell. As their last payday is a distant memory for them and soldiers are notorious for spending their gold as soon as they get it, it was obvious that they had just come into some newfound gold. When I questioned them about it, they were nervous and moved away from the wagon. Therefore, I believe it was ill gotten gains that they did not wish others to know about.”
Sebastian smiled as he watched Rejji’s jaw drop. “That was a dangerous gamble on your part,” the merchant stated. “You must care for her a great deal.”
“I do,” agreed Rejji. “Were you ever in the Inn of the Rose in Khadoratung?”
Sebastian’s eyebrows rose as he replied, “I have been in almost every inn in Khadora at one time or another.”
“I meant recently,” Rejji pushed. “Like shortly before we departed Khadoratung. Wearing a black cloak perhaps?”
“I don’t feel a need to report my travels to a slave,” Sebastian said brusquely. “We are going to test your theory tonight though. The girl will sleep without shackles. In the morning we shall see how loyal she is to you. Perhaps the boy as well. Do you think he is also loyal to you?”
“Bakhai?” Rejji asked. “He has never shown any thought of escaping.”
“That was not the question,” Sebastian persisted. “Is he loyal enough to you to avoid the temptation?”
“I have never asked for his loyalty,” frowned Rejji. “What game is this you are playing at? Do you wish the three of us to attempt to escape so that you may have sport by tracking us down and killing us? The rest of the slaves are old women. Perhaps they can not provide you with enough challenge?”
Sebastian remained silent and Rejji decided not to push the issue any further until he could sort out his feelings and suspicions. He felt confident that Sebastian was the mystery man from Khadoratung, but why would he spend days spying on a young slave? It made no sense and now he was proposing the most ludicrous thing of all, setting up an escape opportunity that almost nobody could resist. Rejji knew there was catch in all this, but what it was escaped him. Should they try to make good their escape? What was the purpose of showing their loyalty to a merchant when he was just delivering them to another master?
Rejji was still trying to make sense of it all when Sebastian pulled off the road and took a small trail to a clearing beside an icy brook. The campsite was not well used, but it was obvious that Sebastian had been here before. Sebastian jumped off the wagon and turned to face Rejji.
“Unshackle all of the slaves,” Sebastian ordered. “Have Bakhai tend to the horses and some of the women can get a meal started. There is a large case at the rear of the wagon. You will find food supplies in there. I will be back in a while. I am holding you responsible for the slaves remaining in the camp. Their safety is in your hands.”
Sebastian walked back along the trail they had come in and Mistake waited until he was out of sight.
“Let’s send the women in one direction while the three of us go in another,” she offered. “If he tries to track us, he will end up following them.”



Chapter 12



Fardale


The twenty female slaves, who had been loaded on the merchant’s wagon before the Fakarans, were all jabbering excitedly. Some wanted to run away with Mistake and others feared the almost certain death that was delivered to runaway slaves. The campsite was in chaos.
“Stop,” shouted Rejji. “Everyone stop and listen to me.”
Silence erupted throughout the campsite as everyone turned to Rejji, everyone except Bakhai, who appeared to be having a conversation with a bird on his upraised arm.
“You shouldn’t shout,” admonished Mistake. “He might have heard you.”
“Look,” Rejji sighed, “doesn’t it appear a little strange to you that this merchant, who is by himself, would unshackle all of us and then simply walk away? Do none of you recognize a trap when you see one?”
Murmurs of agreement rippled through the women captives, but Mistake remained defiant. “He is probably just careless,” Mistake offered. “Or perhaps he believes his boy will watch us for him. I, for one, do not wish to be a slave.”
Mistake’s rebuke stung Rejji as he realized he was the only one who had not been shackled, but he still felt that this was a test of some kind and that there really was little chance of escape.
“This man is no fool,” Rejji stated. “He is testing us to see if we will attempt escape. I am sure he must have confederates in these woods. We should do as he asked and prepare the campsite and the evening meal.”
“How could he have arranged to have men waiting for him at this particular spot when he could not have known when he was leaving the estate?” argued one of the female slaves.
Rejji stared at Bakhai, who stood with his empty arm raised above him, as he answered, “It is clear that the merchant knows this site. I think his men could just wait for him to show up here whenever he came.”
“You are just wasting our time with guesses,” scowled Mistake. “We should leave before he returns.”
“He does not need a lot of men to trap us,” declared Bakhai, who had the same bird as before, now perched on his arm. “We are in a canyon with only one exit. To flee we would have to leave the way we came in.”
Mistake whirled to look at Bakhai and frowned when she saw the bird. “There are still twenty-three of us,” she proclaimed. “How can he stop us all?”
“Bakhai,” called Rejji, “see to the horses. Some of you women who would like the chance to prepare a meal, please start one now. If nobody wants to cook, then let me know and I shall do it. I am not running away.”
***
Sebastian completed the wire across the trail and hid the telltale signs as best he could. He retrieved the bow and arrows from the small cave and took a position where he could see the trail for a long distance. He did not like playing these games with the mage slaves, but he needed to know about the Fakarans. In fact, he needed to know the truth about them before he reached his destination. Too much was at stake to be careless with security.
Movement in the distance alerted his keen eyes and he swept the forest for any sign of the runners. He detected the movement again and caught a glimpse of a brown streak between two trees deep in the forest. He focused on the spot with all of his concentration and identified Mistake as she sped to another tree.
Sebastian blinked his eyes as he tried to keep track of Mistake, but the speed of the young girl was amazing. Sebastian had never seen anyone move with such speed. One minute she appeared to be in one place, and in a moment she was somewhere else. Sebastian only had a sense of having seen a brown blur in between the two points. If he had not been purposely watching, he would never have spotted her. He frowned at the realization that she had chosen to run. It made his purchase a foolish one. Now he would have to figure out what to do with his Fakarans. He could not take them where he had planned to.
Sebastian did not want to kill the young girl, so he planned to send an arrow streaking into a tree near her to get her to surrender. As he prepared to let his arrow fly, he saw a blur of brown as Mistake dove from behind the tree and landed in the center of the road. She stood defiantly in the open and called his name.
“Sebastian,” called Mistake. “I know you are here. I have been sent to tell you that the food is ready. Better hurry if you want your meal hot.”
Sebastian’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but he did not move. He had seen better deceptions in his time than this feeble attempt.
“At least acknowledge me,” called Mistake, “so I can eat my food before it cools.”
Sebastian remained silent and waited for her to start running out of the canyon.
“Have it your way,” she called. “I promised I would not seek you outside the canyon so this is as far as I can go. I will try to keep something warm for you.”
Mistake turned and started walking back towards the campsite. Sebastian shook his head and watched her until she was out of sight. He rose and secured his bow and arrow in the small cave and trotted back to the camp. When he arrived he saw all twenty-three slaves sitting and talking and devouring a meal. The campsite came to silence as his approach was noticed.
“Ah I see the meal is ready,” Sebastian grinned. “It is good to see people who know how to work together.”
Mistake rose and filled a bowl and then handed it to Sebastian. “Are you setting us free?” she asked sarcastically.
Sebastian took the bowl and stared at the young woman. “No,” Sebastian responded. “It is not my place to do that.”
Mistake’s eyes widened at his response. “You mean someone else is setting us free?” she quizzed. “Is that really going to happen?”
“Why didn’t you run when you had the chance?” inquired the merchant.
“It was not much of a chance you offered,” frowned Mistake.
“We know we are in a dead canyon,” interjected Rejji. “You set us up to make us try to escape. Why?”
“So the thought of escaping did enter your minds,” commented Sebastian. “The opportunity was just not to your liking?”
“If you were being held a captive against your will for no fault of your own,” Rejji asked, “wouldn’t you contemplate escape? Of course the thought entered our minds. Why shouldn’t it? We are held captive only by fear of the harsh punishment that awaits our recapture. Perhaps you should try being the slave for a day and then you would appreciate what goes through our minds.”
“I think I know,” Sebastian nodded sadly as he rose and headed for the stream.
Rejji followed after Sebastian. “If you truly know,” continued Rejji, “then why do you play these heartbreaking games with us? It is better that you keep us in chains so we are not tortured with indecision.”
“I am sorry,” Sebastian frowned. “There is more to this than my desire to toy with you. For the twenty mage slaves, my moves are not necessary. They are used to their enslavement and the resolution of their bondage will please them well. You and your friends are different. I am not sure I can explain it in a way that you will find satisfactory.”
“Try me,” offered Rejji. “I know that our purchase was not an accident. I know that you were observing me in Khadoratung, and you pointedly avoided speaking to me on the long journey back to the Pikata estate. Why are you interested in me?”
“A number of reasons.” Sebastian conceded, “but it is hard to explain. You are putting me in the position of judging you and that is not my position. I am seeking a person from Fakara for a client. I know his needs and I think you suit his purpose, but he is the one to make that decision.”
“Yet he is not the one choosing the proper slave to purchase,” pushed Rejji. “You are, in fact, judging me by choosing to present me to this man. This trap you laid today was to judge me. Why not ask me if I will do what it is he wants done? I have little incentive to lie to you.”
“You have a great deal of incentive to lie to me,” retorted Sebastian. “I need to know your character well before the proposition is put to you. Otherwise I will not know the lie when I hear it.”
“You have taken a chance on me by wasting your days spying on me,” reasoned Rejji. “You have taken a chance on me by purchasing me and my friends. You have taken a chance on me by assuming I would not lead a revolt today and attempt to overrun you in our escape. Take another chance on me. I have never lied to you and will not now. Tell me why I am important to your client and what it means for me.”
Sebastian sat silently for a time and then nodded his head slightly.
“All right,” the merchant sighed. “My client is concerned about Fakara. We have heard rumors of the Jiadin calling together the tribes. Clearly, there is not much in Fakara for them to pillage should they unite. Instead of the tribes fighting one another, we fear a hundred thousand tribesmen crossing the Fortung Mountains and waging war on Khadora. I happened to be at the estate the day you were sold into slavery. Your handling of the situation to remain with your friends was intelligent and showed a certain amount of shrewdness. These are qualities we need.”
Rejji’s mouth hung open in awe as Sebastian continued. “In Khadoratung, I was early for the return to the Pikata estate. I recognized you and decided to learn more about you. You showed a certain adaptability to a foreign experience and did not attempt to flee, but rather learned to adjust. Lastly, your saving of Mistake at the estate not only showed ingenuity, but extreme loyalty to your friends. The loyalty is quite admirable, but could also be a failing to my client’s needs. That is why I designed today’s test. The question was whether you would do what is in your friends’ best interests or would you do what your friends desired.”
“And how would you expect me to know what is in their best interests?” replied Rejji. “I still do not know what lies ahead. What can I do about Fakara and the Jiadin?”
“I expected you to know a trap when you saw one. Answer me three questions and I will decide if I should explain more,” offered Sebastian.
Rejji nodded and Sebastian continued, “How did you know you were in a dead canyon?”
Rejji measured the merchant only momentarily before answering. “Bakhai is an animal talker. The birds told him we were trapped.”
Sebastian’s eyes widened, but he asked, “How does Mistake move so swiftly? Is it magic?”
Rejji frowned and was silent for a moment. “I really don’t know,” he answered. “I had not even thought it might be magical, but I know nothing of magic. I have often wondered myself how she does it.”
“A fair and honest answer,” nodded Sebastian. “If you were free to do whatever you wanted in life, what would you do?”
Rejji took some time to dwell on this question. It was a question he had asked himself many times over the past few weeks.
“At one time,” began Rejji, “I would have said that I wanted to avenge the deaths of my fellow villagers by destroying the Jiadin. I think I have come to realize that I am not capable of doing that. I think if you set us free right now, I would take my friends back to Fakara and attempt to become a merchant.”
“What would you do with your new found wealth?” inquired Sebastian.
Rejji knew that was the fourth question, but he reasoned it was a fair one. “I am not sure,” he answered. “If I amassed great wealth, I imagine I would try to improve the quality of life in Fakara. There is too much misery in my country and, after being exposed to the wealth of Khadora, I know that things can be much better for them. The people of Fakara work much harder than even the slaves of Khadora. I think given a chance, they could create a nation of wealth that would end the misery.”
“If the tribes did not plunder the wealth,” reasoned Sebastian. “Your answers are more than I had hoped for. I think my client may indeed help you achieve your goal.”
“Do you mean he would set us free?” asked Rejji. “I mean the three of us because I cannot envision getting on with my life without Bakhai and Mistake.”
“More than that,” nodded Sebastian. “I think your life is going to take a turn for the better.”
“I have heard that slaves are never set free,” Rejji retorted skeptically. “Who is this client that would break Khadoran custom, and why would he help me?”
“That must remain a secret,” smiled the merchant, “even after you have met him. He does break custom and nobody should know of it. Let us get some sleep and an early start in the morning. I am anxious to present you to him. I will guard the entrance to the canyon tonight. If you hear any noise, shackle all of the prisoners quickly and then don a garment from the bag you so cleverly browsed this afternoon. You are to be my partner, so act the part of a merchant.”
Sebastian rose and headed downstream. Rejji watched him disappear into the woods. Exhilaration raced through Rejji’s veins as he headed back to the campsite. He did not reveal his conversation with Sebastian, but ordered everyone to clean up the campsite and get to sleep. He endured Mistake’s pleas for information with silence, but eventually told her that life was going to be wonderful soon. While nobody understood what had transpired, Rejji’s elation had a soothing effect and the camp settled down to sleep.
The night passed without incident and they left early in the morning. Excitement buzzed through the slaves when they were told they could ride without the shackles, but they must put them on themselves if someone approached the wagon. Rejji rode up front again and Sebastian questioned him all day about life in Fakara. He seemed particularly interested in Rejji’s time with the Zaldoni.
On the afternoon of the third day, they entered an estate and the wagon halted outside a modest mansion. The slaves were told to exit the wagon. Several people approached the wagon and Sebastian disappeared into the mansion.
“Welcome to Fardale, home of the Torak clan,” the woman said to the gathering of slaves, “my name is Kasa and I am the Bursar here. I know your journey has been long and tiring and we have arranged to make you more comfortable. We have baths set up for you and clean clothes. After you are refreshed, we will have a feast in your honor attended by Lord Marak.”
The slaves shook their heads and puzzled frowns adorned many a face, but Kasa continued, “We had not expected any male visitors, but I am sure we can arrange to accommodate you as well. I know you all have questions and I can assure you the questions will be answered at the feast. Relax and enjoy the Torak hospitality. There is nothing for you to fear here.”
Kasa started leading the female slaves into the mansion. Mistake tried to stay with Rejji and Bakhai, but Rejji just smiled and shooed her to go with the other women. Rejji gazed around the compound and noted that while it was not as fancy as the Pikata estate, everyone he saw carried a smile, especially the ones who had noted the arrival of the merchant’s wagon.
A soldier, dressed in black and silver appeared and walked over to Rejji and Bakhai.
“I am Zorkil,” greeted the soldier. “I can take you to a private bath and I will get you some clothes while you remove the trail dirt.”
Rejji and Bakhai followed Zorkil into the mansion. Everyone who passed greeted them and Rejji began to like the Torak estate very much. At the Pikata estate, everyone passed while pretending not to notice you, while here he found the greetings to be pleasant and sincere. Zorkil was kind and helpful and the bathing was accomplished quickly. When they were dressed, Zorkil led them downstairs to a dining hall where the women were already seated and half a dozen people scurried about bringing food to the table. Rejji inhaled the aroma of fresh roasted meat and promptly sat in the first available chair. Bakhai sat next to him and they greedily sampled everything on the table.
A fair number of slaves over indulged and laughs were commonplace when the door opened and a young blond man entered in the black and silver uniform that Zorkil had worn. He walked to the head of the table and smiled as his eyes swept the newcomers. An elderly woman entered and stood by his side.
“Greetings and welcome to Fardale,” smiled the man. “I am Lord Marak of the Torak clan. I will not take up a lot of your time as I am sure you are tired from your journey, but there are few things I must say before you settle down here in Fardale. Most of you are mages, although I understand we have a few who are not. This woman at my side is Klora, our head mage here at Fardale. She will be addressing the mages after I speak.”
“The most important thing I have to say to you today,” Marak continued, “is that you are no longer slaves. Our Seneschal is drawing up papers as we speak which will formalize your freedom.”
Murmurs broke out around the room and Marak merely smiled and waited for the noise level to subside.
“I do require vows of service,” Marak stated. “That is from those of you who will be staying with us. I think after Klora speaks, you will find that life will be exciting here. For our other three travelers, I ask you to join me in the meeting room when you have had your fill of food.”
Marak smiled warmly and left the room. Rejji rose immediately to follow Lord Marak and Bakhai and Mistake hurried to catch up. The three Fakarans caught up to Lord Marak as he was entering the meeting room. He ushered them in and closed the door.
“Are we really free?” Mistake blurted out. “Or do these vows you want tie us to you as solidly as chains?”
“Sit,” Marak grinned, “and I shall discuss it with you.”
“First off,” Marak began after everyone was seated, “I do not ask any of you to give the Vows of Service. That is unless you desire to stay here in Fardale. I understood that you were keen on getting back to Fakara.”
“That has been our goal,” conceded Rejji. “I will admit that everyone seems very happy here. Why do you purchase us and then give us our freedom? Surely you want something in return.”
“There is something I would like you to do,” admitted Marak, “but you are not obligated to do it. From what I have heard, you wish to make your nation prosper. I would like to see that as well.”
“Why should you care about Fakara or us?” quizzed Mistake. “If we are indeed free now, why can’t we just return to Fakara and be done with you.”
“You can,” sighed Marak. “I will not try to stop you from doing just that, but I can make it a lot easier for you.”
“What do you wish us to do?” questioned Rejji. “I think we should hear your desires before we start running off,” he added with a frown at Mistake.
“I want several things,” Marak said. “I want information on Fakara. From people who know the country. I would also like to see a prosperous neighbor that would not seek to invade Khadora. I understand that you wish to be a merchant in Fakara and desire to better the country for your fellow Fakarans. I have a proposition for you. I will provide you with horses, gold, and an escort to the Fortung Mountains. Furthermore, if you are able to establish a trading port in Fakara, I am prepared to have ships stop there and provide transportation for your goods to Khadoran markets. In addition, the same ships will provide goods that you need to build Fakara and make it prosperous.”
“Do you really think I can do that?” asked an astonished Rejji. “I am barely old enough to join the tribes.”
“I don’t know if you can,” admitted Marak. “As for your age, you are not much younger than I am. What the merchant has told me is promising. You appear to have a natural knack for trading and you appear sincere in your desires.”
“Why trade by boat?” questioned Mistake who was feeling left out of the conversation.
“The tribes mostly,” Marak said. “I don’t think your caravans would make the trip out of Fakara unmolested. In fact, your trading port if you manage to establish one, would be a prime target for the Jiadin.”
“And you are going to give all of this to us for nothing,” questioned a skeptical Rejji.
“No,” conceded Marak. “The initial gold and horses will be my gift to you for any information you can provide that will help me better understand the tribes and your country. After that, we shall negotiate a trading agreement that is fair to both parties. You will pay for supplies we ship into Fakara, and I will pay for goods you ship to Khadora. We can provide most types of food and seeds, wool and clothing, lumber, and even the tools you will require to build.”
“All we need to do is find something to export,” frowned Rejji. “Where do you want this port?”
“Anywhere east of the Giaming Mountains would be best,” answered Lord Marak. “That would be the farthest away from the Jiadin as you could get and is close enough to Raven’s Point where my ships are based.”
“You ask a great deal of me, Lord Marak,” Rejji said. “I like your plan and thank you for even thinking I could do it, but I think if it was possible, someone would have already done it.”
“Like selling midday meals to the merchants in Khadoratung?” Marak grinned. “I don’t know if this plan is workable. I am willing to forfeit the gold to give it a try because the benefits far outweigh the risk. It is your decision to make, Rejji. While you ponder it, you are welcome as a guest of the Torak clan. You will find us a friendly people, so feel free to ask questions of anyone. If you need assistance of any kind, someone will see that you get it.”
“It is a most gracious offer, Lord Marak,” smiled Rejji. “I will think about it.”
Rejji rose to leave and the other Fakarans followed his lead. Marak sat in silent contemplation after they left. Almost silently, the door opened and closed and Marak looked up.
“Fisher,” smiled Marak, “sit down.”
“Did you make your offer?” the gaudily dressed merchant asked.
“I did,” nodded Marak. “The lad is hesitant and that speaks well of him. If he were planning to take my gold and run, he would have jumped at the chance. I believe the pointy-eared girl wanted to. I have to ask Klora if she can test the girl for magic skill without her knowing it.”
“You have a need for her magic?” inquired Fisher.
“If she has some, yes,” smiled Marak. “She feels left out of this whole process. I think if I can bring her into the plan, Rejji will follow with both feet. I like the lad. You judged him well and are to be congratulated once again.”
“Thank you,” nodded Fisher. “It will be interesting to see how the three of them react to freedom. It has been the center of their attention since coming to Khadora. Now we shall see what is truly on their minds.”



Chapter 13



Torak Clan


“Here she comes,” declared Bakhai as Mistake strode into the small cove near the stream.
Rejji watched Mistake approach and smiled when he saw the grin on her face. “Looks good,” he commented on her new animal skin attire.
“Thanks,” she beamed. “It fits much better than the clothes I lost at the Pikata estate. Thanks for arranging it, Bakhai.”
“I like mine too,” Bakhai agreed. “They do nice work here.”
“You would look good in skins, Rejji,” commented Mistake. “
“And you wouldn’t smell like a clova to the animals,” added Bakhai.
Rejji looked at his two friends and shook his head. “I will think about it,” he said, “but clothing is not the reason we are meeting here. We have been here several weeks now and it is time we decide what we are going to do. Lord Marak has been subtly pushing for an answer to his proposition. He seems willing to let us stay here and integrate into the clan, but he really wants us to return to Fakara.”
“I thought that was our plan all along,” frowned Mistake. “I still want to find the Sage of the Mountain.”
“It has been our plan,” agreed Rejji, “but the last few weeks have been good here. They have let me train with the army and accepted me as one of their own. The soldiers here have the greatest pride in Lord Marak and themselves and they are well trained. They have taught me much. I think I could get used to living here.”
“The animals like the Toraks too,” interjected Bakhai. “They say this area was dying before the blond human came. Now they are happy. There are even large cats about that are more intelligent than any I have met, but it is as if they keep a secret from me. They laugh among themselves when I try to find out more about them, but they are very happy too. I like it here, but I will go where you go. I have never had human friends like you two.”
“They are nice,” nodded Mistake. “The people who used to be slaves are happy and devoted to making the clan better. I have not found one dissenter among the people. The mages even taught me a trick, but I still want to find my family and that means returning to Fakara.”
“What kind of trick?” Rejji asked.
“Something called an Air Tunnel,” answered Mistake. “It allows you to talk or hear over distances. Maybe it will help us find the Sage.”
“You really want to find him badly, Mistake,” Rejji smiled. “I cannot blame you for that. If that is what we are going to do though, we should not mislead Lord Marak and tell him we are going to be merchants. I will not take his gold under false pretenses. We can get to Fakara without his aid.”
“Why can’t we do both?” questioned Mistake. “It should not take forever to find the Sage and then we can try to find some place along the coast to do some trading.”
“There may not be a Sage,” Rejji stated as he bit his lower lip. “We may be looking for him for a long time before we have to admit that. Besides, I do not know if I can do what Lord Marak wants me to do. He doesn’t understand what Fakara is like. There is little we have that the rich Khadorans would want to buy. Even finding a spot to build a dock for his boats where the tribes won’t destroy it will be a problem. His gold would be wasted.”
“So let him waste his gold,” retorted Mistake. “It will get us back to Fakara. And with horses, we will be able to travel much faster.”
“He has been kind to us,” objected Rejji. “I will not take his gold falsely. If not for him, we would still be slaves. If we have his gold, I will use it to buy lumber and create his dock. What good that will do is beyond me though.”
“I think it is information that means more to Lord Marak,” Bakhai stated. “He worries about the tribes and what they may do to his country. I think that is why he wants us to go back; because we are Fakarans and know the country better than his people. I do not mind doing this for him. I have no love for the tribes. They are evil.”
“They are not evil,” responded Rejji. “They are warriors mostly. The Zaldoni were much like the soldiers of Khadora except the Toraks seem to be higher in spirits and more devoted to their leader.”
“The red ones are evil,” argued Bakhai. “The animals know this. The animals talk of death things walking the forests and killing everything in their path. They kill for the pleasure of killing.”
“True,” Rejji frowned as his mind flashed back to his village. “The Jiadin are evil.”
“And the Jiadin were trying to unite the tribes when we left,” added Mistake. “What will happen if they succeed?”
Rejji frowned and paced the clearing. Suddenly, he turned towards his friends. “Very well,” he declared, “we accept Lord Marak’s offer, but I will not deceive him. I will tell him that I do not think I am capable of doing what he asks, but we will try our best. If he accepts that condition, then we are bound for Fakara.”
“Good,” grinned Mistake. “I will ask them to make you some skins before we go. I want to get some arm and leg sheaths made anyway.”
“All right,” nodded Rejji. “Bakhai and I will go see Lord Marak. Join us when you get done.”
The three Fakarans headed back to the mansion and Bakhai followed Rejji to Lord Marak’s office. The door was open and they walked in to find Lord Marak staring out the window.
“Excuse me, Lord Marak,” Rejji began. “I was wondering if we could talk to you about returning to Fakara.”
“Certainly,” Lord Marak smiled as he turned and indicated that the Fakarans should sit. “I was wondering if you were beginning to tire of our hospitality.”
“Not at all,” responded Rejji. “Your welcome has been most gracious and we have all become very happy here. It is a place I think we could easily remain in, but Mistake seeks the Sage of the Mountain to determine where her family is. It is a quest she was on when we met and I pledged to help her on it. I will understand if you do not wish to sponsor us on this journey. You have already done more for us than we can ever repay. We are indebted to you.”
“An interesting woman Mistake is,” smiled Marak. “She almost seems familiar to me in some ways. There is no reason that her quest cannot coexist with what I ask of you. The trade deal we have spoken about is mutually beneficial to both of us, and our nations, but it can wait until you feel you are ready. The information on the tribes is important also, and that may well merge with your travels as you journey.”
“I am sure we will discover more of what the tribes are up to,” agreed Rejji, “but without the port, how will we get information to you?”
“I understand that our mages taught Mistake a trick that will solve that problem,” smiled Lord Marak. “The Air Tunnel will allow her to communicate with us.”
“From Fakara?” queried Rejji as he began to doubt Lord Marak’s knowledge of geography. “It is a great distance from here. I don’t see how that would be possible.”
“We have recently used it from deep in the Sakova,” nodded Lord Marak. “I am not sure how strong Mistake is with it, but it can be used over great distances. She will have to initiate it though, until you settle down in a permanent location. The mages tell me that you must know your destination before the link can be set up over great distances.”
Rejji’s eyebrows rose. “Does Mistake have magical talent?” he questioned.
“Some,” conceded Lord Marak. “That is how she moves so fast. I doubt she realizes it though. I asked our mages specifically to train Mistake for the Air Tunnel so we could communicate with you.”
“I wondered about her speed,” admitted Rejji. “I have never seen anyone move so quickly.”
“There is a caravan leaving tomorrow for Sintula,” offered the Lord of the Torak. “I will have the escort for the caravan take you as far as the Fortung Mountains. From there you will be on your own. Let Seneschal Pito know what you require for the trip. He will see that it is available for you. Bursar Kasa will have gold for you as well. If there is anything else you need, just let me know.”
“You are most gracious, Lord Marak,” nodded Rejji. “I only hope I can live up to your expectations.”
“Do not worry about my expectations,” smiled Lord Marak. “Improve the lot of your Fakaran people and you will have accomplished far more than anyone else has in hundreds of years.”
Lord Marak watched the Fakarans leave his office and Head Mage Klora enter. He shut the door. “What do you think?” he asked.
“Hard to tell how it will go,” frowned Klora. “That Mistake would probably take your gold and run, but she is devoted to Rejji. So is Bakhai. There must be something special about Rejji.”
“You feel it too?” the surprised Torak Lord asked.
“Feel what?” she quizzed. “What do you mean? I feel nothing special about him. I only meant that he has inspired loyalty in his two friends. Do you feel something?”
“I do,” nodded Lord Marak. “I have no idea what it means, but I feel as if we were destined to meet. I have felt that way since the day they arrived and the feeling has only gotten stronger over time. How will he handle things? Did you overhear anything that might indicate their plans?”
“Rejji is sincere,” Klora stated. “He feels he cannot fulfill what you wish, but he said he would be honest with you.”
“He was,” confirmed Marak. “If it was not for this feeling I have, I would not have completed the deal. He feels there is little chance of success. He lacks confidence in himself, yet I feel confidence in his abilities. Why is this?”
“I do not know,” admitted the mage, “but I have seen enough of your feelings to have trust in them. So should you.”
“I am committed,” nodded Lord Marak. “Are you sure Mistake cannot detect the Air Tunnel you are using on them? You have trained her in its use.”
“She could detect it if she was looking for it,” declared Klora. “She thinks of the Air Tunnel as a trick though and has not considered the possibilities of her new power.”
“Well, keep spying on them until they leave,” Marak ordered. “The more I know the better I can plan. I should try to get some more Fakarans recruited in case this one goes astray.”
“I will keep you informed,” Klora said as she left the office.
***
The caravan pulled off the main road and turned on to a small, seldom used path. Mistake rode up next to Rejji as they passed between the sheer faces of narrow cliffs.
“We have been here before,” she said softly. “This is the same camp Sebastian made the first night out of the Pikata estate. Remember, where he tried to get us to flee?”
“I remember,” Rejji replied. “It seems so long ago and yet it is not. That means we will be in Sintula in the morning.”
“Much has changed since that time weeks ago,” commented Mistake as she turned and looked at the three wagons and the column of black and silver soldiers escorting the caravan.
Rejji watched as the Torak soldiers fanned out and filtered through the trees, as if clearing the enclosed forest of any strangers. There had been no commands given; yet these men seemed to know what was required of them and did it professionally. Squad Leader Botal, Gunta, and Halman continued down the small path, leading the three wagons and the Fakarans to the campsite by the stream. The three soldiers remained silent and alert as the wagons circled the stone fire ring. Slowly, the rest of the Torak squad appeared from the trees and continued through the camp and into the trees beyond.
The Fakarans dismounted and the wagon drivers unhitched the horses from the wagons. In moments the squad reappeared and dismounted.
“The canyon is clear,” one of the Torak soldiers reported as he saluted Botal.
“Perhaps we are blessed with another safe journey,” the squad leader retorted. “Gunta, see to the wire.”
Rejji handed his reins to Bakhai and ran after Gunta as he headed back up the path. “Do you mind if I come?” he asked the Torak soldier.
Gunta stopped and stared at the Fakaran for a moment and eventually shook his head and continued to the mouth of the canyon with Rejji on his heels. Rejji watched silently as Gunta reached through the foliage and extracted a long coil of wire. The Torak soldier ran the wire across the trail and secured both ends. Rejji tried to keep the wire in sight as Gunta prepared the trap. It was hard to see the wire and Rejji knew in the dark of night it would be impossible to see. He began to understand why Sebastian had disappeared as he had that night. It became clear that Sebastian was no ordinary merchant, but a well-trained member of the Torak clan.
“Lord Marak has placed much faith and trust in you,” Gunta declared softly. “Do not betray that trust. We teach you our ways because he wishes it. If others learn of our tricks, many good people will die.”
“I will never betray him,” smiled Rejji. “He has given us back our lives and even enriched them in the process. I only wish I could live up to his expectations.”
“Then do so,” Gunta stated. “We have all thought at one time or another that his expectations were unattainable, but they are not. He does not place his trust foolishly. If he thinks you can do well for Fakara, then you can. The only block to your success lies in your own mind.”
“Have you known him long?” Rejji inquired as they walked back towards the campsite.
“I was a Situ soldier in his care when he was a squad leader,” Gunta stated proudly. “Even then I knew he was someone special. He cares for the people under him like nobody else in the world. I have seen him risk his own life to help a lowly soldier escape from an enemy stronghold. There is nothing Lord Marak would not do to help the people he cares about.” Gunta halted and looked into Rejji’s eyes as he added, “And the people who love him will gladly die for him. Betray him and you betray thousands who will hound you until your dying days.”
“I have said that I would not betray him,” retorted Rejji. “Do you not take me at my word?”
Gunta broke eye contact and stared at the ground. “You are a good lad and I believe you,” cautioned Gunta, “but your lass is another story. She strikes me as one who cares only for herself. She is pleasant enough, but many have sensed the tenseness she displays, as if she is looking for some profit to be gained in every situation.”
“She has some habits learned over her lifetime that are hard for her to break,” conceded Rejji, “but she is a good person. I will stake my life on her.”
“You are staking your life on her,” frowned Gunta as he turned towards the campsite. “I hope your trust is not misplaced.”
They returned to the campsite to smell a hearty stew cooking and Rejji saw Mistake holding two bowls. He headed over to her with Gunta’s words echoing in his mind.
“Where did you go?” questioned Mistake. “I looked everywhere for you.”
“Just for a walk,” Rejji replied. “Thanks for getting the stew for me. I am famished.”
“And a bit sore from riding?” chuckled Mistake.
“Not as bad as yesterday,” he laughed and then turned serious. “Mistake, what if we cannot find this Sage you seek? He may not even exist. At what point will you admit that the search is futile?”
Mistake looked at Rejji quizzically, “He exists. We will find him.”
“What if we don’t?” Rejji persisted.
“I don’t wish to discuss it,” Mistake said stubbornly.
“Why is family so important?” Bakhai queried as he moved closer to his two friends. “Are not friends more important than a family you have never known?”
Mistake scowled but it was Rejji who spoke. “Have you never known any family, Bakhai?” he asked.
“No,” answered Bakhai. “The forest has been my home and the animals my friends. I do not understand how the sharing of blood can mean much when people have never met.”
“I guess it is hard for you to understand then,” Rejji conceded. “I do not think I can explain the feeling, but the bond I had with my grandfather was more than friendship. It was a total and absolute trust, and a kinship that could never be torn apart. When he died, it was like a piece of me went with him. It is hard for me to believe that he is gone.”
Squad Leader Botal approached the three Fakarans and nodded. “Tomorrow morning the caravan reaches Sintula,” he informed them. “Once the wagons enter the city, the squad will escort you eastward to the Fortung Mountains. We will attempt to get you to the foot of the pass before nightfall, but we will continue into the dark if necessary. It will be a very long and arduous ride. I suggest you get as much sleep as possible tonight.”
***
Brakas entered the tent while the Chadang warriors held the flaps for him.
“Greetings, Vrylok, Leader of the Chadang,” Brakas said. “Thank you for allowing me into your tent.”
“Welcome, Brakas of the Zaldoni,” returned Vrylok as he waved his visitor to a cushion on the floor. “My apologies for our humble surroundings, but we no longer maintain a permanent fortress. The Jiadin seem to be everywhere since that farce of a meeting at Vandegar.”
“Indeed they are,” agreed Brakas. “The Zaldoni have gone over to them. I fear it is a matter of time before they rule all of Fakara.”
“The Zaldoni have joined with Grulak?” Vrylok queried with raised brows. “This is fact? What of you? Are you with the Jiadin now?”
“Not I,” declared Brakas. “I could not abide by their decision. And to think I followed Wyant faithfully all these years. To give into the Jiadin without a fight is disgraceful. Now the Jiadin are stronger than ever. Other tribes have joined as well. The Galtok, Madren, and Ublix have joined in the last fortnight. Soon it will be everyone under Grulak’s rule.”
“Not while I live,” Vrylok stated defiantly. “The Chadang will never submit without a fight.”
The leader of the Chadang clapped his hands and the tent flap opened. “Food for our guest,” Vrylok bellowed.
Brakas smiled at his host. “Thank you,” he said. “It has been some time since I have had a good meal.”
“Where are you going?” asked Vrylok. “What will you do?”
“I travel the land,” answered Brakas. “I am no longer Zaldoni.”
“You are welcome to join with us,” offered Vrylok. “We can use a man of your skill when the time comes for us to teach the Jiadin that not all Fakarans will bend a knee to them. Wyant and the others are indeed a disgrace to pledge allegiance to Grulak without a fight.”
“A very tempting offer,” smiled Brakas, “but a more noble calling has my attention now.”
“What is it that you plan to do?” quizzed Vrylok. “Tell me of your plans.”
“I seek to warn all of the remaining free tribes of what the Jiadin are doing,” declared Brakas. “Perhaps if I can find them all, I can arrange for them to unite in opposition to the Jiadin.”
“That is a noble calling indeed,” frowned Vrylok. “And do you plan to lead this assembly of tribes?”
“Not I,” responded Brakas. “I am just a Fakaran trying to save my country from a tyrant. No, I do not seek glory. The tribes are capable of deciding who shall lead them without my help. Perhaps it will be you who shall lead them. The Chadang are very respected among the tribes.”
“Perhaps,” murmured Vrylok. “The tribes do not take well to serving under others.”
“Maybe I can convince them,” offered Brakas. “Do you know where any of them have gone? I shall try to rally them to you.”
“I know where some are,” nodded the Chadang leader. “I will show you on the map after we feast. What news do you have of Grulak himself? Does he stay at Vandegar or does he journey with his army?”
“I only know what I heard Wyant say before I left,” answered Brakas. “The Zaldoni were heading to Vandegar. I presume that means that the Jiadin remained camped there.”
“We have seen the Jiadin across the plains and in the hills,” declared Vrylok. “So not all of the Jiadin are in Vandegar. There have been no sightings of Grulak though or that crazy son of his, Diakles.”
“Diakles is of no concern,” Brakas said. “He knows not how to lead and even less about warfare. I have seen small bands of Jiadin in my travels, but nothing that worries me. Soon though, that will change. When Grulak has gathered enough of the tribes, he will strike to eradicate the rest before turning his attention towards Khadora.”
“He would be a fool to underestimate Khadora,” advised Vrylok. “Their armies are battle trained, not from fighting innocents, but from battling each other.”
“I have heard rumors that he has already allied with some of the Khadoran clans,” Brakas said. “If he pits one clan against another and then leads the tribes into Khadora, that country may well fall quickly.”
“Any Khadoran clan that allied with the Jiadin would be fools,” spat Vrylok. “Grulak’s memory of a alliance is shorter than his knife. He would turn on his allies before the battle was over.”
“True,” agreed Brakas, “but there are fools in Khadora. I believe the rumor to be true.”
“All the more reason he must be stopped then,” Vrylok declared. “The stronger he gets, the more tyrannical he will become. Damn Grulak’s father for wedding that savage girl.”
“Savage girl?” inquired Brakas. “What do you speak of?”
“You have not heard the tales?” the leader of the Chadang asked with raised eyebrows. “He is the spawn of a cross marriage with the savage Qubari.”
“The jungle people?” queried Brakas, “but that is forbidden.”
“Of course it is forbidden,” snapped Vrylok. “And you can see why. It breeds insanity. Some even say that evil spirits are bred by mixing with the Qubari. Nothing good can come of such a union. Look what it has produced. A crazy man at the helm of a giant tribe and a son that is even crazier. Diakles should be killed before he can reproduce. Who knows what another generation will bring.”
“That explains much,” replied Brakas. “Let us eat and then you can show me the map. I wish to continue my journey this evening. I fear I have little time to locate the other tribes.”



Chapter 14



Vultures


Rejji, Bakhai, and Mistake sat astride their horses and gazed at the distant encampment.
“Some great battle was fought here,” Rejji declared. “Do you see anything moving?”
“No,” responded Bakhai. “Nothing but the vultures gathering overhead. We should proceed carefully.”
“The vultures will not attack us,” retorted Mistake.
“No,” replied Bakhai, “but there is a reason they are circling instead of landing and feasting on the dead. Someone must still be alive to keep them at bay.”
“Or several people alive,” added Rejji. “Bakhai is right. We will approach carefully.”
“Why not just go around them?” asked Mistake. “That is the safest plan of all.”
“Lord Marak wants information on the tribes,” reminded Rejji. “A battle this large is of significance. We should try to find out what has happened.”
Rejji drew his sword and started forward. He felt slightly confident of his abilities after training with the Torak, but he knew that his sword and Mistake’s daggers would not save them from any serious attack. Bakhai had joined in the training with Rejji, but he had declined to carry a sword. Rejji did not understand why Bakhai refused, but he wished now that his friend had one.
Nothing moved as they entered the devastated camp. Bodies littered the ground and Rejji saw that there was a few red scarves intermingled with the predominantly blue scarves.
“Jiadin,” he spat.
“And a lot of Chadang,” added Mistake. “They were the local tribe around my village. I wonder what they were doing this far west.”
“Why are their chests all cut open?” asked Bakhai.
“It was probably a fierce battle,” responded Rejji. “Swords can be very sharp. Why did you refuse to carry one?”
“I believe that carrying such a weapon would alienate me from my animal friends,” Bakhai answered. “I am not willing to do that.”
Bakhai jumped off his horse and knelt next to one of the bodies. “I do not think these cuts were blows during battle,” he declared. “This man was obviously killed by that axe in his head, yet his chest is cut open like the others. And something else is strange.”
“What else is strange?’ asked Mistake after a long pause of silence.
Bakhai stood up and gazed around the battle site. “Nothing is alive,” he answered. “Nothing lives and nothing moves and yet the vultures continue to circle. This is puzzling.”
Rejji dismounted and strode to the large tent in the center of the encampment with Mistake following him. They entered the tent and Rejji fought back the urge to vomit. The inside walls of the tent were covered in blood and body parts adorned the cushions on the floor, but the most troubling sight was a man’s head mounted on the shaft a spear which was thrust into the ground.
“That is Vrylok,” Mistake said softly. “He was the leader of the Chadang. What is that stuffed into his mouth?”
Rejji stood with his mouth wide open and shook his head as Mistake stepped forward and pulled the article out of the mouth.
“It is his blue scarf,” Mistake announced as she held it by two fingers. “It is torn in half. I wonder what it means?”
“It means that the tribe is no more,” answered Bakhai from the flap of the tent. “He has been made an example of and left as a remembrance of the power of the Jiadin.”
“How do you know this?” Mistake queried.
“The times I have spent among the human villagers has taught me much,” answered Bakhai. “The old men of the villages are eager to tell tales of old to the children. The children think they are just stories made up by the elders, but I think they are verbal histories handed down from generation to generation. There is much knowledge contained in those stories.”
“I guess so,” muttered Mistake as she looked down at the small table in the center of the tent. “I never paid much attention to them. There is a map here. I think we should take it. It may be of use in finding the Sage.”
“We need to leave this place,” stated Bakhai. “Now.”
“Why the urgency?” questioned Rejji, who had recovered from his state of shock. “If nothing lives then nothing can harm us.”
“I disagree,” frowned Bakhai. “The vultures sense a great evil here. That is why they are circling. They are waiting for this evil to leave, but I doubt it will ever leave. I think something has been stealing the souls of the dead here. That is why the chests are cut open. There is little blood flow around the cuts, which means they were made after death and not all of the corpses have been cut. We need to be well away from here by dark.”
“You mean whatever is doing this is coming back for more?” asked Rejji.
“I think so,” nodded Bakhai. “I do not know anything about these rituals, but I am guessing that something interrupted the gathering of souls. I suspect that it was interrupted by the dawn and will resume at dusk.”
“How can you be sure of this?” questioned Mistake.
“I am not sure of any of this,” responded Bakhai. “Do you think we should stay and test my theory?”
“We do not need to test your theory,” Rejji declared. “There is little for us do here anyway. I do remember Brontos talking of not burying the dead so something could feast on them at night. Whatever it is, we shall be long gone from here. I have already seen more than enough. We will pause only long enough to see what we can find that will be of use to us.”
The trio scrounged around the camp and then mounted and rode eastward. When they reached the Meliban River, they turned and followed it upstream. At dusk they made camp along the banks of the river.
“That was a fine meal Rejji,” Mistake grinned. “Perhaps you should become the permanent cook for our group.”
“That will not work,” Rejji chuckled. “We agreed to take turns and I am sticking to that agreement.”
“I am going to bathe,” Bakhai stated as he rose. “You two fight over the cooking.”
Rejji tossed a twig at Bakhai’s departing form and laughed. When Bakhai was out of sight, Rejji turned to Mistake.
“I think you should contact Lord Marak tonight,” he said softly. “Let him know where we are and what we discovered today.”
“Are you crazy?” Mistake asked. “Do you not realize how far we have come? It would take me weeks to get back there and it is in the wrong direction. I am seeking the Sage and Lord Marak will have to wait for his information.”
“I don’t mean to go there,” frowned Rejji. “I mean with your magic.”
“What magic?” questioned Mistake. “What are you talking about?”
“The Air Tunnel,” Rejji said. “Use it to contact Lord Marak.”
“The Air Tunnel?” repeated Mistake. “What I am supposed to do with that?”
“It allows you to talk to Fardale,” informed Rejji. “That is why they taught it to you. Did you not know?”
Mistake sat quietly staring at Rejji for a while before speaking. “You mean it is magic?” she asked. “I thought it was just a trick for snooping on others. How can I learn magic?”
“Evidently, you have some magical talent,” Rejji said. “Supposedly, that is how you move so fast. They said that you could contact them because you know where Fardale is, but they could not contact us.”
“Why did they not tell me this?” she questioned.
“I don’t know,” admitted Rejji. “Maybe they want it kept secret. I had forgotten that you were not present when Lord Marak explained it to me. I think we should keep your abilities a secret between us. Will you try it?”
Mistake nodded but sat silently for a while. After a short period of time she growled. “They were using it to spy on us,” she announced. “That is why they did not tell me fully about it. If I understood its potential range, I would probably have detected them listening in. How dare they!”
“How dare they?” repeated Rejji. “Why shouldn’t they listen in? They have done everything for us and we have done nothing for them. Is it wrong for them to know if we intended to honor our agreements? In fact, thinking back on our conversations, I am surprised at their generosity. We have never really talked openly of actually doing anything to help them. Still they are gambling that we will.”
“I guess you are right,” Mistake admitted as she recalled their conversations prior to leaving Fardale. “I guess I would do the same in their position. At least the listening part,” she chuckled. “Not sure I would have handed over my gold and the horses.”
“One thing I learned during my stay at Fardale,” Rejji declared, “is that the people there love him and believe him to be sincere in wanting to help people. I could do much worse for a role model. I intend to honor our agreement after we find your Sage.”
“As long as we find the Sage, I will help you honor it,” agreed Mistake. “The Sage is my only goal in life. After that, we do what you want to do.”
Mistake removed the map she had obtained at the battle site and determined approximately where they were. She pictured where she thought Fardale would appear on the map and started casting the Air Tunnel. Nothing happened and she slowly moved the Air Tunnel further south. She could not make a connection by the time Bakhai returned, so she excused herself and went to the river to continue trying in privacy.
Rejji and Bakhai sat talking until the fire died to embers and Bakhai settled down to sleep. Rejji was about to go find Mistake when she appeared from the woods. Her face sported a large grin and Rejji did not need to ask if she had been successful.
“It will be easier next time,” she whispered as she passed Rejji and settled down for the night.
In the morning, they rose and continued following the Meliban River eastward. Rejji remembered the last time he and Mistake had been in this area and was leery of encountering Zaldoni sentries, but they saw nobody. They passed through the area where they had been kidnapped without encountering another human and Rejji began to wonder why all of the villages had been deserted.
Days passed without the sight of another person and eventually they encountered the South Fork River and could see the Giaming Mountains rising in the distance. They changed their path to follow the South Fork and the land began to rise slightly. Rejji could see the excitement rising in Mistake, as the mountains loomed larger and larger before them. Bakhai also appeared more relaxed and cheerful, as they got closer to the mountains he called home.
Rejji spotted a beautiful clearing as the shadows grew long and decided to make camp. Bakhai prepared the meal while Rejji bathed in the stream. Mistake went off for her evening walk, which she had made a daily practice, so she could connect with Fardale and report on their progress. The three Fakarans sat and talked well into the night as they discussed the coming search for the Sage of the Mountain. Eventually they all drifted off to sleep.
Bakhai was the first to notice something amiss as he sat up straight and strained his ears to listen. It was not a sound that had disturbed him, but a lack of sounds. The night animals had gone silent. He gently roused Rejji and Mistake and then eased himself into the bushes surrounding the clearing. Mistake and Rejji each went in a different direction to observe the trail passing by the clearing. Soon the sound of a single horse was clearly heard and moments later a rider came into view, illuminated by the moonlight.
“Hail the campsite,” the rider called loudly. “I seek no trouble, but would welcome the company of others. I am Brakas, formerly of the Zaldoni. Might I spend a while here?”
“Brakas,” Rejji called as he rose from cover and strode into the clearing. “You are far from home. Are you alone?”
“That I am lad,” grinned Brakas as he dismounted. “It is good to see you have survived the perils that plague our land.”
Brakas tied his horse to a tree as Mistake and Bakhai cautiously appeared. “I see you have fellow travelers,” continued Brakas. “Sorry if I have disturbed your sleep.”
“Bakhai and Mistake,” introduced Rejji. “They are my friends. We travel to the mountains to see the Sage of the Mountain. Have you information that might aid us?”
“Sage of the Mountain,” echoed Brakas as Bakhai stirred the fire to life. “I have heard such tales, but unbelievable rumors I would think.”
“He exists,” Mistake declared stubbornly. “And we will find him.”
“Well,” continued Brakas as he sat close to the fire, “what I have heard are stories about an oracle in the Bone Mountains, not the Giaming Mountains. Can’t say that the stories name him as the Sage of the Mountain, but these are all legends, lass. They are stories made to tell bored children in the villages to keep them from running off on their own.”
“It is a story that we mean to know the truth of,” Rejji said before Mistake could verbally attacked Brakas. “Why are you so far from the fortress?”
Everyone sat around the fire as the rekindled flames grew higher. Brakas removed his scabbard and laid it on the ground.
“I am no longer Zaldoni,” Brakas frowned. “The greens have joined the Jiadin, so I left. Now I seek the free tribes to unite them against the reds.”
“Klavin, Gregnic and the others are all reds now?” Rejji asked. “I never thought Wyant would join with the Jiadin. He sounded set against it.”
“All Jiadin now,” nodded Brakas. “They have ways of convincing the leaders to become followers. Wyant was never a strong leader anyway. He talked a good talk, but in the end he was weak.”
“What do you know of the Chadang?” Mistake asked.
“I spoke with Vrylok not too many days ago,” Brakas answered as he tried to appraise Mistake through the flames of the fire. “He is a strong leader and will never join the Jiadin. The blues will be the centerpiece of the resistance to the Jiadin.”
“No they won’t,” interjected Rejji. “We ran across them a few days ago. The Chadang no longer exist. I suspect it was Vrylok’s head we saw in the large tent with a torn blue scarf in its mouth.”
“This is not good,” frowned Brakas. “I was counting on the Chadang being a part of the resistance to convince the other tribes to rise up. Not good at all.”
“Why were the Chadang so far from home?” Mistake questioned.
“All the free tribes are on the move,” Brakas answered as he looked at Mistake quizzically. “None of them want the Jiadin to know where to find them, so they have become nomads and abandoned their permanent fortresses. It makes my job of finding them much harder.”
“How can you ever hope to find them all?” quizzed Rejji. “Fakara is a large country.”
“I ask others,” Brakas answered. “Vrylok showed me on a map where three other tribes might be found. When I find them, I will ask them where to look for others. I also know how the tribes think and where they might hide. I will find them all. I just hope it is in time to organize against the Jiadin.”
“Why is time a problem?” asked Rejji. “Are the Jiadin hunting all of the tribes?”
“Of course,” Brakas answered. “Grulak cannot afford to have the free tribes at his back when he attacks Khadora. He must get them to join him or he must eliminate them.”
“How can he hope to attack Khadora?” asked Rejji. “They have many armies there.”
“Grulak has allies in Khadora,” Brakas responded. “He also has tens of thousands of warriors and there are no prizes in Fakara. He wants the riches of Khadora and there is little to stand in his way.”
“What allies does he have in Khadora?” pushed Rejji.
“I don’t know the names,” Brakas responded. “What does it matter to the likes of us anyway? Unless I can rally the free tribes, there is nothing to stop the Jiadin. This talk is depressing me though, especially your news about the Chadang. What are your plans?”
“As I said,” Rejji offered, “we seek the Sage of the Mountain.”
“Where are you going to look?” asked Brakas. “Maybe I can ride with you for awhile if our paths align.”
“We are not sure where to begin,” admitted Rejji. “We had hoped to ask local villagers, but they all appear to have fled. I guess we will just go up into the mountains and look for him.”
“Well I wouldn’t mind riding with you for a ways,” offered Brakas, “but I have to go a bit north of here tomorrow. After I finish my trip, I will try to locate you and travel along with you. At least I will be able to provide you with some protection. Traveling in Fakara is a risky proposition these days. I assume you are going to go through the pass?”
“Are there villages with people in them on the other side of the pass?” questioned Rejji.
“Yes,” responded Brakas. “There are a fair number of them. I don’t think the Jiadin have attempted crossing the Giaming Mountains at all yet, so the people would have no reason to flee.”
“Then that is where we will start,” nodded Rejji. “If the Sage is known in this area, surely the villagers will have tales of him.”
“Well that will take you a couple of days,” declared Brakas. “I should be able to complete my business by then and meet up with you. I must get some sleep now though so I can get an early start. I will be gone when you rise with the sun in the morning, so I will bid you a safe journey now.”
The Fakarans settled down to sleep as the fire slowly diminished to embers once again.
When the first rays of the sun filtered through the trees, Bakhai rekindled the fire and started preparing the morning meal. Rejji and Mistake were soon awoken to the smell of roasting rabbit and joined Bakhai at the fire.
“I see Brakas is gone already,” Rejji stated.
“Why do we want him to travel with us?” asked Mistake. “He has no interest in finding the Sage.”
“He is a good warrior,” answer Rejji. “It will be safer if he travels with us. Besides, we may find out more information about what the Jiadin are up to and what the other tribes will do in response. He knows a great deal about the tribes and their leaders.”
“And nothing about the Sage,” pouted Mistake. “I don’t care for him.”
“You don’t like him because he captured me once,” frowned Rejji. “He was only doing his job and he did it well. He means us no harm and he can be quite useful. You will see.”
The trio devoured the morning meal and headed eastward along the South Fork, as it raced down from the mountains. The air got cooler and crisper as they rose higher and occasionally they turned to look at the spreading vista below them. As darkness started to set in, Rejji hunted for a suitable clearing to build a fire. Just as the sky became black and the stars began shining brightly, he left the main trail and headed towards a clearing that was visible from the trail.
I would be careful with the fire tonight, Mistake,” Rejji said as they dismounted. “This clearing is a little tight for a fire.”
“Yes, but it is cooler tonight,” Mistake responded. “The warmth will be nice. I’ll be careful.”
Bakhai tended to the horses while Rejji scrounged up some dead wood for the fire. He had to look farther from the campsite than normal to find enough wood and by the time he returned, Mistake had a small fire going. He dropped the wood near the fire and sat with his back to a tree.
“There is a magnificent view a ways off towards the edge,” he smiled. “I have never seen so many stars before. It is very pretty.”
“We are running out of supplies,” Mistake snapped. “We need to visit a village soon. I can’t cook meals without ingredients.”
Rejji frowned and looked to Bakhai who was just shaking his head. “We will come to a village soon, Mistake,” soothed Rejji. “Probably before it is your turn to cook again.”
“There won’t be any need to cook until we get to a village,” Mistake retorted. “We will be eating the crumbs out of our sacks until then.”
“I will see what game I can find in the morning,” Bakhai said softly. “Let us eat before it cools.”
They ate in silence, which was punctuated only by the sounds of crickets chirping distantly. Rejji stole glances at his friends’ faces from time to time. Mistake’s face was a mask of gloom and Bakhai just shook his head. After the meal, Rejji staked out a place to lie down and stared up at the stars through the trees. Bakhai settled down not far away, but Mistake grumbled and stalked off into the woods.
“What is wrong with her?” Rejji whispered to Bakhai.
“She has been moody most of the day,” Bakhai answered. “I would just leave her alone for a day or two.”
“Did I do something wrong?” Rejji asked?
“You did nothing wrong,” smiled Bakhai. “She will be fine. Go to sleep.”
Mistake eventually ended up at the ledge Rejji had been describing to her before dinner. She sat and marveled at the stars for a time, mentally kicking herself for treating Rejji so poorly. She reclined on the ledge and let her eyes wander the heavens, wishing Rejji were there to stargaze with her. It was indeed beautiful, she thought. Oblivious to the cool night air, Mistake ended up falling asleep.
Mistake awoke suddenly and stared up into the sky. The huge full moon hung low in the sky, flooding the ledge with a soft moonlight. She shook her head and realized that she had slept almost the entire night on the ledge and the morning sun was only a couple of hours away at most. As the fog in her mind started to clear she heard the sound again. Yes, again, she thought, for it must have been the sound that had awakened her. It was the sound of riders.
Mistake crawled to the edge of the ledge and peered down at the trail they had ascended the day before. Four riders were climbing the trail at a fairly decent pace. They were not trying to make noise as they rode, but neither were they trying to remain silent. Their heads kept turning from side to side as if in search of something or somebody. Concerned etched into Mistake’s face as they rode through a patch of moonlight and she saw the red scarves adorning the riders.
Suddenly, the leader halted and pointed upward and Mistake’s eyes followed the path of his finger. A lump of terror formed in her throat as she saw the telltale wisps of a smoldering campfire riding gently in the still night air.
Silently, she pushed herself back from the edge. When she was sure she could rise without being seen, Mistake jumped to her feet and started racing through the forest. Mentally, she tried to calculate whether she could beat them to the campsite where Rejji and Bakhai lay sleeping. A dark frown covered her face as she tried to push herself even faster.



Chapter 15



Diakles


Bakhai was startled awake by the noise of the riders. He bolted upright to a crouch and shoved Rejji, wakening him, just as the riders appeared through the trees. Rejji’s eyes popped open and he scanned the campsite. His mind registered that Mistake was still missing, as his eyes locked on the approaching riders, their swords raised high. Rejji rolled to his sword, knowing he would not reach it in time. Just as his fingers wrapped around the hilt, he heard an inhuman scream that sounded like it had come from Bakhai.
Rejji completed his roll and came to a crouch while he tore his blade from its sheath. He looked up and saw the horses high on their hind legs and watched, as if in slow motion, the riders with red scarves tumble to the ground.
“Jiadin!” Rejji shouted as the three men regained their footing,
Rejji saw the fourth rider in the background still atop his horse, but his attention was drawn to the closer three as they charged forward. Rejji saw Bakhai swing at one of the bandits with a large dead branch as he brought his sword up to defend himself from the two bandits descending on him. He crossed swords with one of the men as the other screamed and dropped his sword, his hands going to the dagger, which had pierced his neck, as his knees buckled and his body dropped to the ground.
Mistake, smiled Rejji as the bandit he was fighting lunged at him. Rejji’s mind flashed images of the lessons he had learned with the Zaldoni, and he recognized the moves the bandit was making. He smiled inwardly as planned to utilize what he had learned at Fardale.
He pressed in close to the Jiadin bandit, locking swords for the barest of moments, and then pushed off from the encounter, letting his body fall backwards. As the bandit rushed forward to take advantage of Rejji’s fall, Rejji slammed his feet into the bandit’s ankles and brought his sword up in front of his chest. The Jiadin tumbled forward and Rejji strained to keep the hilt of his own sword from striking his chest as the bandit impaled himself on the blade. Rejji twisted sideways and thrust the dead body away from him.
As Rejji rose and tried to pull his blade from the Jiadin body, he saw the fourth rider pull a dagger out of the side of his horse and throw it back at Mistake. The small thief stepped aside and grabbed the hilt of the thrown knife so quickly that Rejji blinked his eyes and shook his head as if to clear his vision.
“He is getting away,” scowled Mistake as the fourth rider turned and raced away from the campsite.
Rejji looked towards Bakhai and saw the body of a Jiadin with the long branch imbedded in its chest.
“I would rather lose him than one of you,” panted Rejji. “I think we might want to get out of here quickly ourselves.”
Mistake nodded and walked over to one of the bodies and retrieved her dagger from its neck. She wiped the two daggers clean and shoved them back into their sheaths.
“That was mighty fine throwing, Mistake,” Rejji said.
“I missed the one on the horse,” she frowned. “At least he was kind enough to return my dagger. I thought you were going to die when you fell. I am sorry for being so nasty last night.”
“I let myself fall,” smiled Rejji who was happy to have his old Mistake back again. “Tagoro showed it to me in Fardale. It only works when your opponent is overly aggressive as this one was.”
“Hey,” Mistake said as she stood looking at the bandit that Rejji had killed. “This one has gold fringe on his red scarf. Wonder why he is different?”
“He is not different anymore,” commented Rejji. “Whoever he was, he is as dead as the others now.”
“I guess,” offered Mistake as she bent and searched the body for a coin pouch.
“I am afraid I scared our horses away,” interjected Bakhai. “We will never find them.”
“What was that you screamed?” asked Rejji. “I thought you had been pierced by a sword when I heard it.”
“I panicked the horses,” replied Bakhai. “I made them think you were a large cat about to strike. It was the only thing I could think of.”
“Well it saved our lives,” reasoned Rejji. “I never thought I would get my hands on my sword before they struck us down.”
“They will be back,” frowned Mistake. “One rule of the bandits is to never let someone kill one of their own without retaliation. Horses or no horses, we need to be out of here now. That rider will bring back an army.”
“For the three of us?” questioned Rejji. “We were lucky this night. They don’t need an army to kill us.”
“Maybe so,” Mistake said while shaking her head, “but these Jiadin were looking for somebody. They weren’t just passing through. I saw them coming from the ledge you told me about. They were searching for someone and must have thought that’s who we were. The smoke from our fire got them very excited.”
“Well it certainly is not us they are searching for,” retorted Rejji, “but let us get out of here just the same. Perhaps we should stay off the main trail.”
“There are many game trails in these hills,” declared Bakhai. “While I have never been this far north, it is much like the hills I grew up in. Follow me.”
Bakhai led them away from the main trail for quite a ways before paralleling it. The trail was ever upward, but it was fairly good footing. The trees grew sparser as they climbed and the soil gave way to rock. After a few hours, there was no longer a trail, only rock, and they could see the peak towering above them.
Around high sun, they reached the peak. The three Fakarans stopped to rest and admire the view. To the west they could see the forests of the South Fork and even the dry plains in the distance beyond. It was a breathtaking sight for Rejji who had spent his life at sea level. To their north and south, they could see an endless string of peaks reaching off into the horizon. To the east they saw forests and meadows and, in the distance, a vast jungle of dense growth reaching towards the coast. Several hundred feet below them to the north was the main trail where it straddled the pass.
“Look,” pointed Mistake, “there is a village down there to the east. Now we can get some supplies. Too bad those Jiadin bodies didn’t have any extra gold on them; we could have splurged on something.”
“Perhaps they left their pouches on their horses, as I did,” admitted Rejji.
Mistake started to nod her head and then twirled to face Rejji. “You aren’t serious, are you?” she asked.
“Afraid I am,” Rejji said. “I have been afraid I would leave it at a campsite when we left in the morning, so I have been leaving with the horse.”
“Great,” scowled Mistake. “Now that we have found a village we can go begging in the streets.”
“The people will share,” Bakhai said softly. “It is better if we could repay them, but they will not let travelers go hungry. We will survive somehow.”
“We can’t make that distance today or tomorrow,” noted Rejji. “Perhaps the day after though. Will you be able to find it Bakhai?”
“I will find it,” he nodded vigorously. “There is water there and fields of vegetables and grain. The animal trails will lead to it. We will have no problem finding it.”
Bakhai started down the mountains with Rejji and Mistake following closely.
***
The Jiadin soldier ran out onto the platform atop the Temple of Vandegar and halted before Veltar, the advisor to Grulak, leader of the Jiadin.
“Where is Grulak?” the soldier panted. “I was told he was up here. I must speak to him at once.”
“He will be back shortly,” replied Veltar. “What is so urgent?”
“I must speak directly to Grulak,” declared the soldier.
“And so you shall,” smiled Veltar, “after I hear what you have to say. Grulak can not be bothered by every soldier of the army.”
“I am not just a soldier,” stiffened the man. “I am one of Diakles bodyguards. I am sure Grulak will speak to me.”
Veltar nodded as he finally remembered the face he was speaking to. “Ah yes,” he smiled. “So you are. How is the future emperor?”
“He is dead,” the soldier blurted out. “He was killed by the one with the crescent palm. Two others died with him. I must inform Grulak now.”
“Dead?” echoed Veltar. “Where did this happen?”
“Near the pass of the South Fork in the Giaming Mountains,” reported the soldier. “I have notified the army of that region and they are in pursuit of the demon, but Grulak must be told right away. His orders are that he be told directly if something happens to Diakles. I have ridden night and day to get here.”
“I will inform Grulak for you,” smiled Veltar. “You should get some rest. I am sure you will be rewarded for your dedication.”
“No,” straightened the soldier. “I am aware of your prodding of Diakles to hunt this demon. Grulak needs to be aware that his advisor endangered the life of Diakles. Were it not for your promises to Diakles of the fame that would be bestowed upon him for annihilating this foe, we would have gone after him with more than just the four of us. You told him he would be victorious. He believed in you.”
“Perhaps he would have been victorious if his bodyguards had put their lives before his,” sneered Veltar. “How is it that you are still alive?”
Veltar’s hand shot out and seized the soldier by the neck. The soldier brought up both hands in an attempt to free himself from the advisor’s grip, but Veltar lifted the man off his feet and snarled at the dangling soldier before him. The soldier’s mouth opened wide as if to scream, but no sound emerged.
“A coward in the face of the enemy deserves certain death,” Veltar spat as he carried the man to the edge of the platform. “But you are worse than a coward. You seek to endanger my position with your loose tongue and for that you shall suffer a lingering death.”
Veltar’s left hand shot out and seized the soldier’s tongue and ripped it from his mouth. As the soldier’s eyes rolled in his head, Veltar dropped the body at the edge of the platform. The soldier wriggled in pain and Veltar kicked the man’s legs off the platform. His body started to slide off the platform and the soldier quickly grasped the edge as his body dangled below him. Veltar stepped closer and placed his feet on the man’s hands and smiled cruelly down at him.
“I think you would agree that you have no further use for this,” grinned Veltar as he tossed the man’s tongue over the edge. “A pity you felt so duty bound to destroy your own life. A simple report of Diakles’s death would have been sufficient, but now your reward is this. Savor your last few minutes.”
Veltar could feel the man trying to free his fingers from under the advisor’s feet and snickered. He stood watching the dangling form for some minutes until he heard Grulak approaching, then he simply turned and walked to greet the Jiadin leader. The sound of the soldier’s falling body was lost on the wind.
“I have grave news, Sire,” Veltar said as he greeted the approaching leader. “Diakles has fallen in battle.”
“Diakles?” echoed Grulak. “When? How?”
“As was told in my dream,” declared Veltar. “I have said that the one with the crescent palm must be eliminated. Now he has destroyed Diakles.”
Grulak halted and put his arm on Veltar’s shoulder. His head hung low and he shook it from side to side. “I want this demon killed!” he screamed as his head rose. “I want his head. Who is he?”
“His name is Rejji,” consoled Veltar. “There is an army chasing him as we speak. He has another man and a woman in his company and they are traveling east through the South Fork Pass. They shall have him soon if you allow the army to abandon their orders to hunt down the free tribes. This Rejji is a much greater threat to your plans than the tribes are. He must be eliminated as I have urged in the past. If you had listened to me, Diakles would still be with us.”
“Do whatever you want,” shouted Grulak as he spun towards the doorway. “Just get me his head. I am putting you in charge of that army. See that he does not escape.”
Grulak stormed into the building and Veltar turned and walked back to the edge of the platform. He smiled as he gazed down at the people milling around the fallen soldier and looking up. He looked momentarily at his bloody left hand and turned towards the doorway to the temple.
***
“This is more like a town than a village,” Rejji announced as they left the game trail and wound their way through the fields. “It is many times the size of my village.”
“It is large,” agreed Mistake. “Perhaps someone will know where to find the Sage.”
“Perhaps,” replied Rejji, “but remember your pledge, Mistake. We will be thankful for whatever these villagers are willing to share, but we will take nothing they do not freely offer.”
“I will remember,” scowled Mistake. “I do not need to be treated like a child.”
“It is still just a village,” interrupted Bakhai. “Larger than most, but I see no inns or shops. It is just a large village.”
“Let’s split up,” suggested Rejji. “Mistake can seek out information on the Sage, while I try to gain knowledge of the tribes. Bakhai, you can see if there is any need for labor so that we may earn what we need.”
The three Fakarans split up as they entered the large village. Bakhai headed towards the huts that lined the edges of the fields. Mistake saw a large gathering of women husking corn and moved towards them, while Rejji headed straight for the well in the center of the village. Rejji knew that several elderly men would be there to entertain the children and these men would likely know the most about the tribes.
Rejji received a few stares from the local villagers as he made his way down the main street and responded with a smile and friendly nod of his head. The villagers returned the gesture and went about their business. When he reached the well, there were half a dozen old men and a like number of children. Everyone’s attention was on a single old man who was telling a tale of a great dragon and the children reacted with a mixture of dread and excitement.
Rejji went right up to the group and sat on the side so he could see both the men and the children who were facing each other. A few of the men nodded to Rejji and he smiled and returned the nod. He listened to the stories patiently for a while and a woman came over to the group with a basket of food and an urn of goat’s milk. The children squealed with delight as they grabbed pieces of bread and cheese from the basket. The woman produced a cup and filled it with milk and handed it to one of the children. When the little boy had drank the cup dry, he handed it back to the woman and she filled it for another child.
The men waited until the children had grabbed what they wanted and then passed the basket of food to Rejji. Rejji looked inquiringly at the old man as if to ask if it was permissible for him to eat. The storyteller’s face broke into a wide toothless grin and he nodded his head.
“Hunger has a face of it’s own,” he chuckled. “Eat your fill young man. There is more if you finish it.”
“I am most grateful, Sir,” Rejji said. “I fear I have lost any means of repaying you though, unless you will accept my labor.”
“Your offer is acknowledged,” grinned the man. “If you are passing through, then consider it our gift to you. If you wish to stay in the village, there will be time to talk of labors another day.”
“You are most gracious and I thank you,” smiled Rejji. “I am just passing through. I am in search of the Sage of the Mountain and was wondering if there was a great deal of tribal activity in these parts. I am hesitant to be involved in their troubles.”
“The tribes are in turmoil these days,” responded the storyteller. “Our local tribe has quit their fortress and have not been seen for some time. Some say the Jiadin are to take over all of the tribes. Others disagree. We do not get involved in their affairs and hope they meddle little with ours other than the annual tribute. Some Jiadin were here not long ago. They spoke of a demon that has come to our lands and they claim they shall remove him, but many have little belief in demons.”
“Demon or no demon,” added another old man, “the Jiadin have amassed a great army to track him down. They have warned us not to allow the demon into our village or they will kill every single one of us.”
“They may decide to do that one day anyway,” sighed the storyteller. “The tribes need no excuse for violence, and we have no means of defense. Such is life.”
“I passed the site of a great battle on the other side of the mountains,” Rejji informed the storyteller. “The Jiadin destroyed the Chadang tribe. I do not wish to see more of that.”
“Well if you are seeking the Sage of the Mountain,” smiled the storyteller, “you will see little of the Jiadin.”
“You know of the Sage?” Rejji asked excitedly. “Where can he be found?”
“Well I know of him,” nodded the man, “but not where he is. It is a quest of considerable effort to find him. Many speak of him as living high in the Bone Mountains, far to the northeast. Some have searched the mountains their entire life looking for the Sage and have died disappointed. There was a man, however, many years back. He claimed to have found the Sage. He wouldn’t say where though.”
“He was a crazy fool,” interjected another man.
“Of course he was,” nodded the storyteller. “The Sage speaks the truth that no man knows. Many want the answers to questions, but their minds are incapable of accepting those answers. There are many tales of men gone crazy after visiting the Sage. Sometimes the truth is better left unknown.”
“What happened to him?” Rejji asked.
“He was crazy,” sighed the storyteller. “He was searching for the lost city of Angragar. He claims the Sage told him where the ancient city was, but he would not tell anyone. Despite our pleas, one day he wandered into the Qubari Jungle. He was never heard from again.”
“That must be the jungle we saw from the mountains,” surmised Rejji. “What is wrong with going there?”
“Death is what’s wrong,” warned one of the men. “If your are lucky that is.”
The storyteller looked at the man and shook his head. “The lad didn’t say he was going there,” the storyteller stated. “He just asked about it. The Qubari Jungle is a dread place, lad. Nobody has ever gone there and come back. Once you enter, you are just food for the jungle. Every creature in there will devour you. Some even say the plants will eat you alive in there. Whatever you do, stay clear of that jungle if you value your life.”
“Tell him about the tyriks,” prompted one of the children.
The woman with the urn of milk had worked her way down the line of children and handed Rejji a cup of milk. He smiled at her and thanked her.
“The tyriks are a nasty creature,” nodded the storyteller. “As old as time itself, they say. The tyriks have infested the Qubari Jungle forever. Picture a huge nasty spider, lad. Now make it bigger and meaner. Then picture it as large as that hut over there. Can you picture a spider that big? That is a tyrik, lad. Their webs are so large they could capture wasooki or horses in them. Not a pleasant death, being caught in tyrik web and waiting to be chosen for dinner. You might be stuck there for days if the tyrik had eaten recently. Not the way I would choose to go.”
When Rejji turned to look at the hut, he noticed that Bakhai and Mistake had arrived and were listening to the storyteller as well. They also had been offered the basket of food and were eating bread and cheese. Bakhai appeared to be trying to get Rejji’s attention, but Rejji could not figure out what his friend wanted and he refused to be rude to the villagers.
“What is this lost city the stranger was looking for?” quizzed Rejji as he sipped the goat’s milk. “I have never heard of Fakara having any cities.”
“Angragar,” nodded the storyteller. “Well I guess you would not consider it a Fakaran city. Angragar is ancient. It is older than the sacred temple at Vandegar, and both are older than Fakara, much older. Vandegar was a spiritual center, built in the waning days of the old empire. Angragar was the capital city and built much earlier. It was the seat of power for a civilization so ancient that none remember it. Were it not for Vandegar, nobody would believe that Angragar even existed. But it did. There are wall drawings in the Vandegar Temple that depict some of the grand buildings of Angragar.”
“What happened to the ancient civilization?” queried Rejji. “Did it just die out?”
“No,” answered the old storyteller. “Legend has it that an evil ruler came into power and he lusted for conquest. He turned his armies against his old allies and trading partners, the elves.”
“Elves?” squealed one of the children. “I thought there were no elves?”
“There may not be,” continued the storyteller with a smile, “but there was at one time. This ancient ruler was swayed into conflict by the dark forces he swore allegiance to. That is when Vandegar was built, to honor those evil forces. Eventually, the elves had to attack or watch the world be destroyed. The elves swarmed into what is now Fakara and beat back the forces of evil. They destroyed the ancient empire and hid the lost city of Angragar. Nobody has ever found it.”
“You forgot about the caretakers,” nudged one on the old men. “Tell them about the guardians.”
“Very well,” nodded the storyteller. “The elves were to destroy the ancient civilization completely, but they found just a few people who were so good, that the evil had not touched them. They chose these people to be guardians of Angragar. It is their job to make sure nobody ever does find the ancient city. Legend says these ancient dwellers still watch over Angragar and will until the end of time. Should anyone stumble upon the lost city, the guardians will destroy them.”
Bakhai was still trying to get Rejji’s attention and Rejji finally thought he had figured out why. He sipped the last bit of goat’s milk out of the cup, realizing that there was only one cup and he had been holding it the whole time. The woman smiled at him and reached across the children to retrieve the cup. The distance was a bit too far and Rejji placed the cup in his palm and stretched his arm over the heads of the children. The woman took the cup from his hand.
As Rejji watched, the woman screamed and dropped the urn of goat’s milk. The urn shattered spilling milk over the children. Everyone jumped to their feet to see what the trouble was. Bakhai was frantically waving now and Rejji’s attention was torn between Bakhai and the turmoil with the woman, when he heard someone shout, “Demon!”
Everyone started running in every direction and Bakhai grabbed Rejji’s arm and started pulling him.
“Come! Hurry!” shouted Bakhai. “We must run for our lives.”
Rejji was still trying to figure out what was happening when the first rock struck his back.



Chapter 16



Brakas


The sting of the rock propelled Rejji faster as he raced out of the village. Mistake appeared alongside him and started to pull one of her daggers out if its sheath.
“No,” shouted Rejji. “Just keep running.”
Eventually, the din of the crowd chasing them tapered off and Rejji stopped to catch his breath. He bent over with his hands braced on top of his knees and looked at his friends as he panted. Slowly, he caught his breath and turned to gaze back towards the village.
“What was all that about?” he asked.
“I tried to warn you,” Bakhai said. “The Jiadin were here this morning. They are searching for a demon.”
“I know that,” interrupted Rejji, “but what does that have to do with the village turning violent all of a sudden. Do they think we are spies for the Jiadin?”
Bakhai reached over and grabbed Rejji’s arm and twisted it so his palm faced upward. “The Jiadin told them that the demon carries a crescent on his palm,” explained Bakhai. “The old woman saw your mark. The Jiadin promised to kill them all if they harbored you.”
Rejji’s mouth hung open as he stared at his palm and then looked back at the village. “They can’t possibly think I am a demon,” he said shaking his head. “Do I look like a demon?”
“Actually, you do,” offered Bakhai. “They were told that the demon masqueraded as a young man, but the crescent palm would always give him away. One of the farmers made me show him my palms before he would talk to me. The villagers are scared, Rejji. The army that was here today was not a small raiding party like they are used to seeing. It was hundreds of riders. Don’t blame the villagers for wanting to live.”
“I don’t,” sighed Rejji. “I just didn’t understand what was going on. They were very generous people. I do not want them harmed. We should leave this area now in case the Jiadin return.”
“And go where?” questioned Mistake. “I found out nothing about the Sage. The women told me to go to the well and when I got there, you had the elders occupied with children’s tales.”
“Only because I had already found out about the Sage,” grinned Rejji. “We are headed for the Bone Mountains, like Brakas said. The storyteller couldn’t be more precise, but at least we know where to start looking.”
Mistake pulled out the map she had taken from the Chadang tent and spread it on the ground. “Here they are,” she said, pointing to the mountains in the northeast. “Just on the other side of this green area. It will be a long walk, but we can do it.”
“That green area is the jungle,” frowned Rejji. “We are not going through that. The elders warned me about it and said not to enter it.”
“I caught that part of the story,” nodded Bakhai. “Not the type of place you want to walk through, never mind sleeping in there.”
“All right,” conceded Mistake, “then we go around it. Can’t take that much longer.”
“The first thing we need to do is put some distance between us and that village,” Rejji stated. “They will tell the Jiadin which way we went if they return, so let them see us going east. When we can’t see the village any more, we will turn north. With any luck, the Jiadin will go into the jungle to look for us.”
“Is that bad?” asked Mistake.
“No,” chuckled Rejji. “It would be good. The elders said nobody has ever gone in there and returned.”
They headed east for over an hour before turning north. After two hours on their northward trek, the sun sipped below the Giaming Mountains and Rejji selected a spot near a creek to camp. It was Rejji’s turn to prepare the meal, but they had nothing to prepare. Bakhai offered to go find something and disappeared into the trees. Mistake pulled out the map again as Rejji gathered some deadwood for the fire. By the time Rejji had a decent fire going, Bakhai returned with a quail.
“It is not much,” Bakhai offered, “but it was the best I could do.”
He handed the quail to Rejji and sat next to Mistake and stared at the map. “Show me where we are going,” he said.
Bakhai’s face grew dark as Mistake traced the path they were to take.
“We may not want to go that way,” he said.
“Why not?” asked Mistake. “That is how we have to go.”
“There are tracks on the other side of the creek,” explained Bakhai. “Lots of tracks. The army hunting for Rejji went up that way several hours ago.”
“Well they are on horses,” Mistake pointed out. “We will never catch up to them, so why worry about it?”
“Because they will not find Rejji up there,” Bakhai continued. “Sooner or later, they will turn around and come back down here. That is when we will run into them.”
“We can’t really stay here either,” Rejji interjected. “In fact, it doesn’t matter much which way we go. They can cover much more ground than we can in a day. If they are determined to find us, I don’t see how we can escape.”
“And the next time they come in the night, we may not hear them like last time,” added Bakhai.
“I wish we had some wire,” Rejji murmured.
“Why wire?” questioned Bakhai.
Rejji explained the trick he had learned from Gunta about rigging a trap for people sneaking into a camp at night.
“So that is what Sebastian had been doing,” surmised Mistake. “Very clever. If I had tried making a run for it, I would have fallen flat on my face.”
“And he would have been there to pick you up,” nodded Rejji.
“Speaking of intruders,” Bakhai said softly, “someone is coming.”
Mistake dashed behind a tree in a blur, as Bakhai silently backpedaled behind another. Rejji stood and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as the single rider approached.
“Ah, Rejji,” grinned Brakas, “I was hoping it might be you. Where did your friends go? And your horse?”
“Welcome, Brakas,” greeted Rejji. “I am glad it is you approaching and not the Jiadin.”
Bakhai emerged from hiding and took Rejji’s position at the campfire. “I will try not to burn too much of this bird,” he said.
“That is your dinner?” frowned Brakas as he dismounted. “I have food I can share.”
“We were attacked several nights ago by Jiadin,” Rejji stated. “We lost our horses and gold. We are grateful for any provisions you can spare.”
“Attacked by the Jiadin?” queried Brakas. “Is the girl…”
“No,” said Mistake as she stepped out from behind the tree. “I didn’t die. They did.”
“Impressive,” nodded Brakas. “The Jiadin are known as fierce warriors. Perhaps they were new recruits.”
“We were lucky,” interjected Rejji. “One of the red scarves had gold trim on it. Do you know what that means?”
Brakas’ eyes widened as he handed a sack to Bakhai. “There are only two people who can wear that scarf,” he frowned. “Grulak, the leader, and his son, Diakles, both wear one.”
“This man was not old enough to be Grulak,” declared Rejji. “He was close to my age.”
“Then you have killed Diakles,” Brakas surmised. “That will not sit well with the Jiadin. They will hunt you down and kill you. Hopefully, they won’t know who did it though.”
“One of them escaped,” frowned Mistake. “Now there is a Jiadin army searching the area.”
“Do you have a spare pair of gloves that I might have?” Rejji asked. “I lost mine a long time ago.”
“I do,” Brakas said as he rummaged through another sack. “Letting one of them get away was a big mistake on your part. Now they will have a description of you. Perhaps you should split up. That would make it harder to identify you as a group.”
“We stay together,” Rejji said as he took the pair of gloves handed to him by Brakas. “Maybe if you travel with us, it will solve the problem though. You know how the tribes think and can help us hide.”
“Certainly, I will help,” offered Brakas. “Which direction are we heading?”
“We need to get to the Bone Mountains,” responded Rejji as he cut the fingertips off of the gloves and tried them on. “We have heard that is where the Sage can be found.”
“That is quite a ways northeast of here,” Brakas replied. “It should not be an arduous journey though, although having horses would make the trip easier.”
“There is a large Jiadin army north of here,” said Rejji. “They are searching for a demon. Have you heard any stories about demons?”
“Bah,” frowned Brakas. “I believe they are searching for the free tribes. They have probably spread the story about the demon to make the locals drop their guard.”
“Perhaps,” interjected Mistake, “but they described the demon as looking like Rejji, right down to the crescent on his palm.”
“So that is why you wanted the gloves,” nodded Brakas. “I remember seeing that mark the day you met Wyant. It is unusual, but I certainly don’t think it makes you a demon. Maybe the army is searching for the killer of Diakles after all. This is not good.”
“What will the army do when they find out that Rejji has not gone north?” asked Bakhai.
“They will turn around and come back,” answered Brakas. “If it is more than a couple of dozen men, they will split into groups and start spreading out from the last place you were seen. Who has seen you since the death of Diakles?”
“A large village southwest of here,” responded Rejji. “The army has hundreds of men and not dozens. How far will they search?”
“Hundreds?” echoed Brakas. “I don’t know what to tell you. You are not far enough from the village to escape detection from their hunt. You can’t go north, and south or west will lead you back towards the village. I think you need to split up.”
“What about east?” queried Mistake. “That would take us away from the army and the village.”
“No, lass,” Brakas shook his head. “East is the jungle. That is the last place you want to go. Nobody enters the Qubari Jungle and emerges alive again.”
“What choice do we have?” questioned Bakhai. “Will the Jiadin follow us into the jungle?”
“Of course not,” scowled Brakas. “Why would anyone follow you to your death? If that is the plan you choose, I will not go with you. I will do whatever I can to help you, but entering the jungle is not an option for me.”
“But we could just enter the jungle a little bit,” offered Bakhai. “Then we could wait until they tire of the chase and go home.”
“They won’t tire,” advised Brakas. “They will camp at the edge of the jungle and wait for you to come out. You might as well give yourselves up to the Jiadin than enter the jungle. Either way is sure death, but I think the Jiadin would be less painful.”
“We are not giving in to the Jiadin,” declared Mistake. “Never. We are going to the Bone Mountains and if the Jiadin want to sit at the edge of the jungle while we proceed northeast, then that is what they can do. It will keep them out of our way.”
“I have no right to involve the three of you in my troubles,” said Rejji. “You should join together and head far away from me. I do not want to be responsible for your deaths.”
“Maybe that is not such a bad idea,” offered Brakas. “If the two of you go your own way, I can take Rejji double on my horse and try to outrun the Jiadin. We could travel much quicker and you two can go to the Bone Mountains unmolested. The Jiadin don’t want you for anything.”
Mistake opened her mouth to speak and Rejji held his hand up. “Let us eat without quarreling,” he said. “It will give us each time to think about our options.”
The meal was eaten in silence and when it was over, the silence remained. Mistake eventually rose and walked off into the woods. Rejji moved away from the campfire and stretched out and Bakhai disappeared into the woods. Brakas started to engage Rejji in conversation, but Rejji shook his head and closed his eyes. Brakas sat quietly at the campfire as it burned itself out. When Mistake returned and quietly went to sleep, Brakas also chose a spot to sleep and closed his eyes.
The first rays of the sun were lighting the sky when Bakhai walked into the camp and woke everyone. “It is time to move,” he announced.
“Move to where?” asked Brakas as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
“To the jungle,” Bakhai stated as the others rose. “We shall enter the jungle and follow the edge of it until we come to the Bone Mountains. If the Jiadin follow us, we will either wait until they leave or figure out a way to trick them.”
“Maybe we can make them think we died in the jungle,” offered Mistake.
“That might actually work,” agreed Rejji, “but I still see no need to drag you three into this.”
“You do not own us,” Mistake declared. “Bakhai and I will decide for ourselves where we are going. And we have decided that we are going with you. Now, let’s get moving before the Jiadin turn around and come after us.”
“They have already turned south,” Bakhai interjected. “We have little time to make the jungle and that does not include any time for discussions.”
Brakas looked at Bakhai with a puzzled frown, but Rejji nodded as he looked up and saw the bird circling overhead. “Brakas,” added Rejji, “we shall emerge on the other side of the jungle. If you wish to help us in the search for the Sage, we shall meet you there. May your travels be safe.”
Brakas started to speak, but the three young Fakarans marched out of camp to the east. There was no discussion as they each thought of the horrors that awaited them at the edge of the Qubari Jungle. High sun came and went and they kept walking without a break for food.
Fatigue started to slow them down as the day wore on, but the first sight of the jungle looming in the distance quickened their steps. Whether sanctuary or death awaited them, the trio was anxious to put the open landscape behind them. An hour before the last rays of the sun, a bird swooped down and attempted to light on Bakhai’s shoulder. Bakhai halted as did Rejji and Mistake. The bird settled down and appeared to nibble on Bakhai’s ear. Bakhai nodded and turned to look westward as the bird jumped off of Bakhai’s shoulder and flew away.
“They are coming directly towards us,” Bakhai announced. “It is as if they know where we are.”
“Do you think they have one who can talk to animals too?” Mistake asked.
“Anything is possible,” answered Bakhai, “but I have never known another who can. However they know, we must be quick.”
The Fakarans tapped into their reserve strength and sprinted for the jungle. Soon the rumble of the ground could be heard as the Jiadin army closed in on them. Shouts could be heard behind them as they reached the edge of the jungle and plowed into the mass of plants. There was no path and some of the plants had spines that tugged at their clothes as they tried to move further into the jungle. Rejji tripped and fell into the ground cover. Mistake halted behind him and Bakhai stopped and turned around.
“Are you all right?” Bakhai asked.
“Yes,” replied Rejji between pants. “I don’t think I can keep up this pace.”
“None of us can,” answered Bakhai. “I think we are safe. At least nobody appears to be trying to follow us.”
“If the whole jungle is like this,” frowned Mistake, “how are we going to keep to the edge? We can’t even walk in this stuff.”
“I hadn’t thought about that,” admitted Bakhai. “It sounded like a good plan last night. Maybe we can find an animal trail.”
Rejji pushed himself to his feet just as arrows started raining into the jungle. “They plan to aid the jungle in our destruction,” he scowled. “Keep moving further inward before they perfect their aim.”
“If we lose sight of the outside we will get lost,” warned Mistake. “We need to keep it in sight.”
“If we do, retorted Rejji, “then we are in their sights. Let us get rid of them first and worry about finding our way later. How hard can it be to find the edge of the jungle again?”
Rejji looked at the massive army gathering outside the jungle. The Jiadin soldiers started panning out along the edge of the jungle and making ready their bows. He turned towards the dark interior of the jungle and started climbing over plants. Mutters of pain sounded from Mistake as her short legs tried to step over some of the prickly plants. As they moved towards the interior, the darkness grew thicker and not all of it was due to the setting sun. Giant trees sprouted up from the jungle floor and towered over the Fakarans. As the trees grew more numerous, the plants on the ground thinned out a bit.
“A trail,” called Bakhai who was off to Rejji’s right. “Not much of a trail but better than stomping on plants.”
Mistake and Rejji edged towards Bakhai and eventually the trio stepped onto a small animal trail. They stopped for a moment and picked thorns and stickers off of their clothes.
“Which way does the trail go?” asked Rejji. “I am so disoriented that I am not sure any more.”
“I don’t know,” frowned Bakhai. “Let’s find a place to sleep and see where the sun rises.”
“My night vision is pretty good,” offered Mistake. “I will lead for a while.”
The jungle got extremely dark as they moved down the animal trail. Mistake proceeded slowly and kept scanning the sides of the trail as if expecting something to jump out and attack them. After an hour, a loud screech pierced the air and Mistake dropped to a crouch and held a dagger in each hand. The group remained silent and unmoving as the sounds of something moving near them got louder. Rejji slowly drew his sword from its sheath and stood ready to defend the group. Suddenly, something flew across the trail over Mistake’s head and in front of Rejji. Rejji took a swing at it and missed.
“A monkey,” Bakhai chuckled grimly as he exhaled. “It is only a monkey.”
It took a few moments for their nerves to settle. Mistake returned her daggers to their sheaths, but Rejji kept his sword in hand. “Let’s find a place to settle down now,” Rejji decided. “We cannot travel in here at night.”
Mistake nodded and started along the trail again. A few moments later, she stepped off the trail into a really small clearing. One of the large trees had fallen and the area where its roots used to be was clear of vegetation.
“This will have to do,” announced Mistake. “Dare we light a fire?”
“Yes,” answered Bakhai. “Perhaps it will keep the creatures away from us. It is a large enough area that we don’t have to worry about starting a fire. Besides just about everything in here is damp. I will see if I can find anything dry to burn.”
“Don’t get lost,” warned Rejji. “We do not want to get separated in here.”
Bakhai took the sword from Rejji’s hand and nodded. “I won’t be long,” he promised.
Rejji could hear Bakhai slicing into something with his sword. The sound went on for some minutes before Bakhai returned with an armful of thick vine sections. He dumped them on the ground and returned into the bushes. Mistake started a fire, which crackled loudly as the moisture popped out of the vines. An hour later, Bakhai returned to the campsite from another direction.
“No wire,” grinned Bakhai, “but I used some vines to do the same thing. If you need to walk in the woods tonight, be careful. I don’t want you tripping over my trap. I also found some bananas. Not much of a dinner, but it is better than nothing.”
“What do we do now?” asked Rejji. “We are lost in this jungle and the Jiadin wait for us at the edge. I should never have let you come with me.”
“Stop being so discouraged,” chirped Mistake. “We are together and we are alive and free. We have been in worse spots together and we can figure a way out of this one.”
“I do think we should wait for morning before thinking about which way to go,” agreed Bakhai. “This place seems safe enough for now. We will just keep the fire going all night. Most animals don’t like fire and won’t approach it.”
“All right,” conceded Rejji. “Being here doesn’t bother me all that much. I just feel bad for getting you two involved. It is me they are after.”
“Why are they after you?” posed Mistake. “I really can’t believe that the fourth bandit could see the mark on your palm. It was dark and you were holding your sword. Plus he was the farthest away from you. He was far enough away that my dagger missed its mark. It doesn’t make sense. Maybe this demon they are searching for has a mark like yours.”
“I don’t think they are after any demon,” Rejji responded. “That is just a tale to scare the villagers. They want me for killing Diakles.”
“I could agree with you,” nodded Bakhai, “except that Mistake has a point. How do they know about the mark?”
“Only two things I can think of,” frowned Rejji. “I lost my gloves At the Pikata estate when they took our clothes, so everyone in Fardale probably knows about the mark. We know that Grulak has spies in Khadora. Suppose one of them is in Fardale? If the Jiadin know I am gathering information for Lord Marak, they will want to kill me for that. They would not only know about the mark and my description, but they would also know where we are every night.”
“What is the other?” asked Bakhai.
“The other is Wyant,” continued Rejji. “He saw my mark the day I was captured and the Zaldoni have joined with the Jiadin. It could have been one of Wyant’s men wearing his new red scarf that got away the night Diakles was killed. He might have recognized me and told Wyant and Wyant knows about the mark.”
“I would go with the first,” offered Mistake. “The four Jiadin who attacked us appeared to already be looking for someone. I don’t think it was a chance encounter. It was like they knew approximately where to find us. I think they were looking for us, and I mean us. We are in this together Rejji.”
“This is making me dizzy,” complained Rejji. “Perhaps we should hold off on reports to Fardale for a while. Let’s get some sleep and talk more about this in the morning.”
Bakhai threw some more vines on the fire and the trio bedded down for the night. The sounds of the jungle were alien and sleep did not come easy for the Fakarans. Only the exhaustion of a long, hard day allowed them to eventually drift off.
Bakhai awoke to the feeling of something crawling across his arm. He bent his head and saw a large red spider crawling towards his shoulder. With his other hand, he swiftly knocked the spider off and rolled away from it. He managed to wake up Mistake and Rejji with his abrupt motions, but nobody spoke. Bakhai pointed to the spider, which was now slinking away. Mistake and Rejji nodded and closed their eyes again in an effort to return to sleep. Bakhai took the opportunity to grab some more vines and toss them on the smoldering fire. When he did so, there was a large crash and a scream in the jungle. The three Fakarans all sat up swiftly.
“My trip wire,” whispered Bakhai.
Rejji grabbed for his sword as Mistake rolled away and came up in a crouch, her hands filled with knives.



Chapter 17



Tokak


The three Fakarans stood motionless for a few moments waiting for another noise, but the jungle was silent of any nearby danger. Rejji reached down and retrieved a large vine section from the fire and held it aloft. The glow only extended out a few paces, but Rejji hesitantly stepped towards the area the noise had come from. Bakhai and Mistake followed him closely. They proceeded about twenty paces from the clearing when Rejji halted and held the vine-torch higher. There on the ground was a creature the size of Mistake. It had smooth leathery skin and an odd orange tuft on the top of its head. It had two legs and arms like a human, complete down to its toes and fingers. It appeared to be unconscious and Rejji raised his sword to finish it off before it woke up.
“No,” shouted Bakhai as he rushed forward. “What are you doing?”
“I was going to kill it before it wakes up and attacks us,” Rejji replied sheepishly.
“Why?” Bakhai asked rhetorically. “It hasn’t harmed us. You must learn not to go around killing things just because you don’t understand them. Help me get it back to the fire, Mistake. I think it might be hurt.”
“Are you sure, Bakhai?” questioned Mistake. “Can’t we just let it go?”
Bakhai glared at Mistake and she shoved her daggers into their sheaths and grabbed the feet of the creature. Bakhai carefully lifted under the arms and they carried it back into the clearing. Bakhai sat next to the fire and held the creature across his lap while he examined the head.
“It has quite a bruise,” frowned Bakhai. “I feel responsible for putting up that vine.”
“I don’t understand,” puzzled Rejji. “You kill animals every day. Why is this one special?”
“I kill to eat,” explained Bakhai. “As does every other animal. I don’t kill for pleasure or because I don’t understand another animal. If the animals reacted as you did tonight, I would not be here. I am sure I was strange and alien to them when they found me. They took me in and nurtured me. They taught me and raised me as one of their own. Why is that so hard to understand?”
“Oh, it is so cute,” chirped Mistake as she saw it in the firelight. “I wonder what it is?”
“Cute?” Rejji echoed, his eyebrows rising in disbelief. “It has orange hair, if that is what that is. And practically no mouth. Look how sharp those ears are.”
“Hand me a water flask,” ordered Bakhai. “I want to revive it.”
Bakhai took a water flask from Mistake and held it to the tiny mouth. When he tried to drip a little water into the mouth it rolled down the creature’s cheek.
“See if you can open its mouth a little, Rejji,” ordered Bakhai. “I can’t seem to get any water into it.”
Rejji sheathed his sword and returned the vine-torch to the fire. He moved around Bakhai and placed his fingers on the creature’s mouth. As he spread it open, Mistake screamed and Rejji jumped backwards.
“Oh no,” wailed Mistake. “Oh no. Get rid of it now. Get it out of here. Did you see those teeth? That thing doesn’t eat berries. Those teeth would rip through bone.”
Just then the jungle floor pounded as something huge approached. A loud growl ripped through the air and the trio was frozen in terror. The pounding came louder and closer and before they could recover, a huge creature stood at the edge of the clearing. The creature was twice the height of the little one in Bakhai’s lap and much, much wider. Its skin was also leathery, but tough and wrinkled. It had large ears that hung off at angles, like small flags, and a large bulbous nose. The most prominent feature of its face though was huge mouth that spanned almost the entire width of the face. The mouth was open like the entrance to a cave and its teeth were long and sharp. It didn’t appear happy.
“Still think bringing the small one back here was a good idea?” asked Rejji as he started to slowly slide his sword out of the sheath.
“It was hurt,” Bakhai said defensively. “And I wouldn’t react that way if I were you. It was my trip vine that caused it to get hurt. I should at least try to help it recover.”
“That’s the mother, isn’t it?” trembled Mistake. “Can you talk to it? Explain that we meant no harm. Tell her we were trying to help her young one? Can’t you do something?”
“I could try to explain,” nodded Bakhai as he stared at the large creature, which was just standing at the edge of the clearing glaring at them. “The problem is that I don’t know what species to imitate. I have never seen a creature like this. I don’t know where to begin. Maybe it can sense that we mean to help and not harm her young one. She hasn’t attacked us yet.”
The creature’s mouth closed and the glare softened to a squint as it scanned the clearing as if looking for more humans. Finally, its eyes returned to stare at the Fakarans.
“I think I believe you,” the creature said. “I am going to see how Tiny is now. If you even think about touching a weapon, I will tear your hearts out. Do you understand?”
The Fakarans mutely nodded and Rejji’s hands rose so they were not near his sword. The creature stomped over to Bakhai and lifted the child off his lap. She held it to her chest and murmured into its sharp pointy ears. She ran a massive hand over the child’s orange hair in a loving caress and in a few moments the child’s eyelids popped open and revealed a set of piercing blue eyes. The child squirmed and suddenly realized where it was.
“Elf, Tokak!” Tiny exclaimed. “I smelled an elf.”
Tokak’s eyes squinted at the Fakarans and her bulbous nose crinkled as she sniffed the air.
“Smells a bit like elf,” Tokak agreed. “Hard to tell with so much smoke though.”
Tokak lowered Tiny to the ground and stared at Mistake. She lumbered closer and started sniffing the air again.
“Is that your names?” Mistake asked nervously as she backed towards the fire. “Tokak and Tiny?”
“She is TinyTokak,” declared Tokak. “I call her Tiny sometimes. Where are you from?”
“From a small coastal village far south of here,” offered Mistake. “I am not an elf though, just a Fakaran. Do you like elves?”
“I love elves,” grinned Tiny, showing a huge mouth full of very sharp teeth. “Eating elves make trolls smert.”
“Eating elves?” shuddered Mistake.
“Yes they very good to eat,” nodded Tiny. “That how I got hurt. I smelled elf and tripped in the jungle.”
“And you could have been attacked by a tyrik,” scowled Tokak. “I have told you not to go running off like that.”
Tokak turned from Mistake and looked at the two male humans. Rejji still had his hands away from his sword and Bakhai still sat by the fire.
“Who are you and why are you here?” Tokak asked.
“I am Rejji,” answered Rejji. “My friends are Bakhai, who is sitting down, and Mistake. I am responsible for them coming here. If we have trespassed on your territory, it is my fault not theirs. We are being chased by the Jiadin and entering the jungle was the only way we could survive. We plan to leave it as soon as we can find our way.”
Tokak’s large ears wagged when she nodded her head. She looked down at Bakhai. “And you are a talker?” she asked.
“A talker?” echoed Bakhai. “I am not sure what you mean.”
“You talk to animals,” explained Tokak. “It sounded like you were going to attempt that to communicate with me.”
“Yes, I was,” admitted Bakhai. “I can talk to the animals. I did not know what you were though. How is it you can talk?”
“Do you think that humans are the only ones who are smert?” Tokak asked.
“Can we eat the elf?” interrupted Tiny. “Please.”
“You will eat nothing, Tiny,” scolded Tokak. “I have warned you about running off. Besides, these humans have saved your life. That makes them friends and we don’t eat friends.”
“Even if they are elves?” Tiny pouted.
“Even if they are elves,” affirmed Tokak. “Besides, I am not sure she is an elf. It has been so long since I smelled one and the fire hurts my sensitive nose.”
“Are there other talkers?” Bakhai asked. “Other people who can talk to animals as I do?”
“There are,” Tokak nodded after a long pause. “It is not for me to talk of them though.”
“You mentioned tyriks,” interjected Rejji. “We heard stories about them. They are large spiders, aren’t they?”
“They resemble spiders,” agreed Tokak. “They are very nasty creatures. They eat trolls. You do not want to go where the tyriks are.”
“Where are these tyriks?” asked Mistake.
“In the jungle,” answered Tokak. “They are everywhere in the jungle. Avoid them if you wish to live.”
“But we are in the jungle now,” Mistake said, confusion evident on her face.
“Yes, you are,” nodded Tokak. “The jungle is not for humans. You are best to leave right away.”
“Is there a path that goes towards the Bone Mountains,” asked Bakhai. “We are on a quest to find the Sage of the Mountain and we believe that is where he is. Bad people await us outside the jungle. We would rather try avoiding the tyriks than return the way we came.”
Tokak squinted again at the Fakarans and after a long pause answered, “There are many trails through the jungle. Some lead the way you wish to go. I doubt you will survive the journey, but if certain death awaits you the other way, I will point one out in the morning.”
“That would be wonderful,” responded Rejji. “We are willing to take our chances in here. Perhaps you would like to join us on the journey?”
“We do not travel far from here,” Tokak replied. “We know this area well and it is our home. There are few tyriks in this end of the jungle and we like it that way. I will point you to the trail in the morning. You should get rest. You may need to run a lot tomorrow.”
Tokak grabbed Tiny by the arm and marched her out of the clearing. Unlike the pounding of the ground they heard when Tokak had come running, the two trolls moved silently.
“A lesson well learned,” sighed Rejji after the trolls had left. “I doubt we would be alive if I had killed TinyTokak. This certainly is a strange place.”
“She was so cute before she opened her mouth,” frowned Mistake. “I thought she was going to eat me.”
“She is still cute,” smiled Bakhai. “Her teeth are needed for what she eats. Funny how it looked like she barely had a mouth at first. Very interesting creatures. I should like to visit and talk more with them some day.”
“I think I will skip that trip,” chuckled Rejji. “Once is enough for me. She offers good advice though. Let us get some more sleep.”
The Fakarans settled down for the second time and drifted off to sleep. The morning was noted by a lightening of the jungle, rather than sunlight. The large trees blocked most of the sun, but it was light enough to travel safely, although everything was cast in a shadowy gloom. When the Fakarans awoke, the trolls were waiting for them. TinyTokak was munching on a small pig.
“Share that with your new friends,” instructed Tokak. “Have you no manners?”
Tiny’s sharp teeth receded from the pig and her mouth closed up to a small button. She sheepishly walked over to Rejji and held the pig out to him. Mistake came over and carved off a large section of the rump, which Tiny’s teeth had not yet reached.
“Thank you, Tiny,” smiled Mistake. “I think that is plenty for us. You enjoy the rest.”
Tiny beamed and hopped back onto the log she had been sitting on. Mistake handed the slab of meat to Bakhai and excused herself as she retreated into the jungle. Bakhai ran a couple of sticks through the meat while Rejji rekindled the fire. Tokak watched intently as the humans cooked the meat. Tiny seemed interested only in the remains of the pig she was devouring. Mistake returned and the three humans divided the meat and quickly finished their morning meal. Mistake took what was left of the slab of meat and stuck it in her sack while Bakhai and Rejji doused the fire with dirt.
Tokak led them along the small trail they had been on the night before. She was a tremendous storehouse of knowledge concerning the jungle and she pointed out plants and animals as they walked. She indicated which plants and animals were poisonous and which ones to avoid for other reasons, such as the plants that spit up streams of acid when you came near them. Tiny frolicked along, sometimes darting into the jungle, only to dart back out moments later. The little troll was a bundle of energy who almost always seemed happy and content. The small trail finally came to a slightly wider trail and Tokak stopped.
“This is as far as we go,” Tokak announced. “Follow this trail for many days. When it stops, try to pick a smaller one going in the same direction. Be wary though. This trail is wider because many creatures use it. Most of them will not be friendly to humans. The talker knows what I mean I think. Beware of the tyriks. It is a horrible way to die. The other animals will at least kill you quickly and efficiently.”
“Will we ever see you again?” asked Bakhai. “I would like to if that is permissible.”
“You are a friend now,” Tokak grinned with a smile that reached from ear to ear. “You are always welcome to visit. When you get close, we will know it.”
Without any further farewell, the trolls turned and went back up the small trail. The Fakarans walked briskly along the wide path. Droppings along the trail indicated that it was indeed used often by a variety of creatures, but whatever they were, they seemed to avoid confrontation. At one point, the Fakarans had to detour around a huge snake that had taken up residence on the trail. When high sun came, the orb was actually visible overhead. The group stopped for a rest and nibbled on the meat Tiny had given them.
They continued on for several hours until they came to a small stream crossing the path. As the pig meat had made them all thirsty, their water flasks were empty and they stopped to refill them. Mistake filled hers first and stood watching the small fish dart around in the stream. Suddenly, Bakhai yelped and dropped his flask into the stream as he swiftly withdrew his hand. His hand was bleeding in several spots.
“They bite,” scowled Bakhai. “Look at this. Must be seven bites all at once.”
Rejji quickly pulled his own flask out and capped it. He retrieved a long stick from the side of the trail and tried to move Bakhai’s flask to the edge of the stream. The school of small fish attacked the stick viscously and stripped the bark off of it in seconds.
“How are we going to cross it?” questioned Rejji. “Those fish will eat through to our bones.”
Bakhai tore a strip of cloth off of his food sack and wound it around his hand. Mistake reached into her sack and cut off a sliver of pig meat. She tossed it into the middle of the stream and it exuded an oily slick as it hit the surface. The school of fish darted to it in seconds.
“Get my flask and let’s cross quickly,” ordered Bakhai. “The meat will carry them downstream a bit, but I think they will be back for more.”
Rejji hurled his stick farther downstream and grabbed Bakhai’s flask. Together, the Fakarans dashed across the stream.
“That was quick thinking, Mistake,” Rejji said.
“I am just glad I didn’t decide to bathe in that stream,” she replied. “No wonder nobody ever leaves this place alive. There are so many things waiting to kill you.”
“Well they haven’t gotten us yet,” responded Rejji. “Let’s keep being cautious and maybe we can get through it.”
They continued along the trail, but Rejji noticed that the animals were not giving them as wide a berth as before. They seemed more curious and less fearful the longer they were on the trail.
“You should change that cloth,” Mistake said to Bakhai.
Rejji stopped and turned. The strip of cloth around Bakhai’s hand was soaked with blood. Bakhai ripped another strip of cloth off his food sack. When he removed the old one, Rejji saw Bakhai’s hand. Each of the bites was oozing blood and the sores appeared larger than they were originally. Bakhai’s hand was also swelling. Bakhai wrapped the hand with the new strip of cloth and was about to put the old one in his sack.
“Don’t do that,” Rejji said. “Throw it away.”
“I can clean it when we stop,” protested Bakhai. “We should not waste anything. We will find no cloth in this jungle and I can clean the old and reuse it.”
“I have been noticing the animals coming closer to inspect us as we pass them,” Rejji informed his friend. “I wasn’t sure why before, but now I realize that they smell the blood.”
“Of course,” nodded Bakhai. “You are right. I did not notice them coming closer. In fact, I have been feeling quite drowsy. My mind feels foggy and thoughts are not coming clearly to me.”
“Poison?” queried Mistake, her face a mask of concern.
“I don’t know,” admitted Rejji. “Whatever it is, I don’t like it. You stay behind him and keep an eye on him. Maybe we can find a stream without those fish and we can clean his wounds.”
Mistake nodded and Rejji led the group forward. He started paying more attention to the animals as they passed them. The creatures did not openly confront them, but rather followed them a bit before losing interest. After an hour, Rejji had the disturbing feeling that they were being watched. He caught flickers of movement out of the corners of his eyes, but every time he swiveled his head to look, nothing was there. At first he wrote it off as just being jittery, but the longer they walked, the more certain he became that something was stalking them. Several things, he corrected himself, because he caught the motions on both sides of the trail.
Rejji halted the group to check on Bakhai who was sweating profusely. The new cloth was again soaked with blood and his eyes were so puffed up that Rejji thought they would close entirely if the swelling didn’t stop. Mistake came alongside him and whispered in his ear.
“I sensed them too,” he replied. “Both sides of the trail. We may not make it out of this, Mistake. Bakhai is in bad shape.”
“I am alright,” argued Bakhai. “It is just a little hard to see. Let’s keep going.”
Rejji was torn between stopping for the night and trying to comfort Bakhai or trudging onward in hope of finding a clear stream. The watchers along the trail decided for him. They could not afford to camp where they were being watched. Rejji tore another strip off Bakhai’s food sack and changed the bandage. The hand was a mess of blood and open sores. Bakhai grimaced as Rejji tightened the strip in hopes of reducing the blood loss. He tossed the old bandage into the jungle and started marching along the trail again. Mistake put her arm around Bakhai and helped guide him so he didn’t have to keep his eyes open.
The jungle started to darken as the day drew towards night. Rejji knew they could only proceed for another hour or two at most before it was too dark to see. The creatures shadowing them alongside the trail grew more numerous and Rejji’s nerves began to fray. He began to hear sounds behind him in the jungle as if a large number of creatures were following them, just waiting for Bakhai to drop so they could pounce upon him.
As they rounded a bend in the trail, Rejji halted and stared into the distance. He saw a huge black cloud several feet over the trail ahead of them. He shook his head, trying to make sense out of what he was seeing, but he could not. He blinked his eyes several times, but the black cloud remained.
“What is it?” asked Mistake.
“I guess my eyes are tired,” Rejji said. “It looks like a black cloud over the trail. Maybe you should lead and I will help Bakhai along.”
“There is nothing wrong with your eyes,” declared Mistake. “I see it too. I was just asking what it was.”
Suddenly, the black cloud moved slightly and Rejji saw the long, hairy legs attached to it.
“Tyrik,” swallowed Rejji.
“Mercy,” exhaled Mistake. “That can’t be real. It can’t be. I am not going anywhere near that thing.”
“Well there are some kind of creatures behind us too,” Rejji said softly.
“They haven’t attacked us yet,” responded Mistake. “No wonder the trolls were afraid of these things. What about the narrow trail on your left? Can we duck down that and hide maybe?”
“We don’t know what is down there,” protested Rejji.
“Rejji!” exclaimed Mistake as her voice started quaking, “I don’t care if there is cliff and a bottomless pit down that trail. If that spider thing sees us we are dead. I am taking Bakhai down that trail and running as fast as I can carry him. Are you coming?”
“Alright,” agreed Rejji as he grabbed one of Bakhai’s arms and draped it over his shoulder.
Rejji heard noises behind them as he helped support Bakhai, but he ignored them. He kept his eyes on the tyrik as they pivoted towards the narrow trail and started running. The trail was barely wide enough for the three of them and Rejji felt the plants ripping at his arms, but he ignored them and raced to keep even with Mistake. Bakhai’s feet were dragging along the ground now as the trio sped along the animal trail. Rejji broke out in a sweat as fear rippled through his body. He felt shivers course through his body and each step seemed to reverberate throughout his body. He could hear Mistake gasping for breath and his own breathing sounded like thunder in his ears.
They rounded a bend at full speed and slammed into an invisible wall. The collision bounced them back, but strangely, they did not fall. Instead they sort of swayed like a tall tree in a high wind. Rejji tried to shake his head, but it wouldn’t move. He tried to remove his arm from Bakhai, but it refused to yield to his demands. His feet likewise would not obey the commands his mind was sending them. His vision swirled and stars winked on and off. He closed his eyes tightly and tried to relax his mind. He opened his eyes and saw the trail ahead of him, but also sensed something closer. His eyes finally focused on the invisible wall and he gasped in horror.
“Mistake,” he shouted urgently, “can you get free? Can you reach your daggers?”
“No,” cried Mistake. “I can’t move. I can’t move at all.”
“What is it?” murmured Bakhai. “I can’t see it and I can’t move.”
“We are stuck, quivered Rejji. “We have been captured in a tyrik’s web.”
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“Keep trying, Mistake,” shouted Rejji. “If you can reach one of your daggers, you might be able to cut us free from this tyrik’s web.”
“No,” gasped Bakhai. “Stop. If it is like a spider, it reacts to vibrations. If you struggle it will come to us and we don’t want that until I can figure out how to communicate with it.”
“Can you communicate with it?” ask Rejji.
“I don’t know,” admitted Bakhai. “Spiders have a crude sense of communications. Mostly they sense vibrations, but I think that includes air vibrations, which might work like speech. I tried imitating their clicks one time and thought I was getting through, but I couldn’t be sure. They have a short attention span. A better approach might be to make it think we are one of its predators.”
“So it will stay away?” queried Mistake.
“Yes, at least until we can figure a way out of this,” answered Bakhai.
“Try communicating with it first,” reasoned Rejji. “I don’t see how we will get free even if it leaves, so I think we will need its help. If that doesn’t work then imitate its enemy.”
“That is reasonable,” agreed Bakhai.
Rejji listened intently as Bakhai made a series of clicks with his mouth. He felt the web moving above him and sweat formed on his brow as he wondered if Bakhai was making the right sounds to speak to the tyrik or merely drawing attention to themselves. Suddenly, sounds of movement came from behind the Fakarans. Rejji fought the natural instinct to turn his head, as he knew it would just create vibrations in the web and would not enable him to see anyway. Still, he prepared himself for the jaws he knew were behind him.
“Maybe you should try the predator,” he said softly. “I think one is coming up behind us.”
“I think I am getting through,” whispered Bakhai. “I am not sure. but let me try a bit longer.”
Bakhai started making clicks again and Mistake screamed as the web surged like an ocean wave. Rejji heard clicks similar to Bakhai’s coming from above his head as the web swayed with the movement of something very large. More clicks came from behind the Fakarans and Rejji closed his eyes as he thought about the painful death the trolls had described. He could picture the two tyriks closing in on them, one from above and one from behind. His body started shaking uncontrollably and he bit his lip helplessly.
Rejji screamed as he felt the first touch from behind him as the thing seized his arms. He heard a hysterical scream from Mistake and a groan from Bakhai. Something tore his sword out of its sheath and his teeth drew blood from his lower lip as his body shuddered uncontrollably. He felt things roaming all over his body, from his feet to his head. The next instant, he was pulled back and felt his head moved freely. His arms were held fast from behind, but he could now see the web a pace in front of him.
“Do not seek to fight us or we will leave you to the tyriks,” a deep voice said from behind him.
Rejji almost swooned at the sound of a human voice, as his body fell limp and was only supported by whoever was holding him. His head spun for a moment and he exhaled a long held breath in a sigh. Slowly his body stopped quaking, although tremors still raced through it. It seemed like a great effort for Rejji to turn his head, but he saw that Bakhai and Mistake were still beside him and he could see hands holding them up, human hands. He tried to move and realized that his legs were like rubber, incapable of supporting his body.
The people holding the Fakarans dragged them several dozen paces away from the web and Rejji tried to focus on the sticky trap that had snared them. It was monstrous in size and Rejji could not see the top of it, but he saw part of the massive tyrik that called it home. The people who had dragged them away from the web gently lowered the Fakarans to the trail and Rejji stared upwards at them. He was somewhat relieved to see that they were human. In fact, they looked little different than any other person, except they were dressed only in loincloths and carried spears.
He watched as two men reached down and lifted Bakhai, who appeared to be unconscious. The men carried Bakhai and disappeared down the trail. Rejji tried to rise and object, but his muscles refused to obey and one of the men held a spear to Rejji’s chest and shook his head. One of the jungle dwellers approached Rejji and stared down at him. He was taller than the others and appeared to be dwelling on some issue as he gazed at Rejji.
“I am Mobi,” the man said. “You two will be coming to our village. If you try to fight, you will be killed. If you try to flee, you will be killed. Do you understand me?”
“Yes,” Rejji and Mistake said in unison.
“What have you done with Bakhai?” continued Rejji. “He is not well.”
“You will not speak unless told to,” Mobi commanded. “Stand up.”
Rejji tested his rubber legs and found them capable of standing. He rose and extended a hand to Mistake to help her rise. Both of the Fakarans were wobbly on their feet and the group of jungle dwellers stood and stared at them.
“Follow,” Mobi said bluntly as he turned to follow the path Bakhai had disappeared down.
Rejji took Mistake’s hand and they followed Mobi. The rest of the jungle dwellers fell in behind the Fakarans. Mobi walked slowly at first, constantly looking over his shoulder at the Fakarans. When Rejji’s legs felt stronger and less wobbly, Mobi increased his speed as if he had sensed the Fakarans’ regenerated use of their limbs. Gradually, Mobi increased speed until the group was moving at a rather swift pace down the trail. The jungle darkened as night claimed the land, but the group continued walking. They walked for hours and Rejji felt the weariness of the day setting in as his feet scuffed along the trail. Mistake almost tripped twice, but Rejji had been able to help her keep her balance. Finally, Rejji’s arm tugged as Mistake halted in the trail.
“I cannot continue,” she complained. “I need rest.”
Rejji turned his head and saw that the group following them had spread across the trail and had their spears lowered. Mobi stopped and returned to stare at Mistake.
“Why do you stop?” frowned Mobi.
“We have traveled far this day,” answered Rejji. “Our bodies have no more to give. We stumble and will fall soon. We need rest.”
“There is no resting here,” scowled Mobi as he waved forward one of the rear guards. “Lygrim quickly,” he ordered.
The jungle warrior nodded and dashed into the foliage as Mobi scanned the towering trees around the party. Within moments, the jungle warrior returned with two large purple fruits and handed one to each of the Fakarans.
“Eat this,” ordered Mobi as the warrior returned to the rear of the procession. “It will give you energy to walk. We must continue.”
Mobi turned and started walking slowly as Rejji bit into the fruit. It was very moist and almost sickeningly sweet, but Rejji felt the energy pulse though his body. He took Mistake’s hand and started walking after Mobi as he ate more of the fruit. Rejji felt surprisingly stronger with each bite and again Mobi picked up the pace as if being able to sense the new strength of his captives.
It was almost morning when they came to a deep river gorge. They followed the gorge downstream for an hour until they came to a long, narrow bridge over the gorge. Mobi turned and separated Rejji’s hand from Mistake’s. He then started across the narrow bridge. Rejji let Mistake go first and then stepped onto the wooden slats. There were two ropes strung for handholds and Rejji kept his hands on them at all times. The bridge swayed with each step and when he was out over the water, Rejji looked down. He felt queasiness in his stomach as he saw the churning water far below him racing towards the waterfall off to his right. A mist rose from the waterfall and towered almost to the height of the bridge. Rejji could see the early rays of the sun trying to penetrate the mist.
Rejji tore his eyes from the view below and focused on the narrow wooden slats as he continued across the bridge. He felt exhilaration as he stepped off the bridge and felt solid ground under his feet again. Mobi halted a little ways beyond the bridge to allow the rest of the party to catch up. Rejji was scanning the jungle while they waited and his eyes locked on a towering pyramid through the trees. Before he could dwell on it, Mobi started walking again and Rejji followed.
The trail wound through the jungle for a few minutes and then they emerged into a village. People lined the streets and stared as Rejji and Mistake passed by. Mobi led the procession down the long street and into a massive, cultivated square with flowerbeds and paths and stately trees. Across the square, the street continued as far as Rejji could see. To the right of the square was the large pyramid that Rejji had seen through the trees, but Mobi turned to the left. They headed towards the long stone building that occupied the fourth side of the square. The stone building stood out from the surrounding wooden homes and Mobi marched them up the steps to a large wooden door and they entered the building.
Mobi led them down a long hall and then turned at an intersecting hallway that was lined with doors. He stopped a third of the way down the hallway and two of the men behind Rejji stepped forward and opened two doors, one on each side of the hallway.
Mobi spread his arms wide and said, “Rest here. You will be summoned later.”
Mistake took the room on the left and Rejji the one on the right. The door was closed as soon as Rejji stepped into the room. The room was small and had a cot, a basin and a chamber pot. Rejji heard the sound of a bolt from the door and knew he had just entered a cell. There was no window and no candle and when the door closed, Rejji had only a mental image of where things were. He walked cautiously in the dark towards the cot and lowered himself onto it. Almost immediately, he felt the energy drain from his body and he drifted off to sleep.
***
Bakhai opened his eyes and looked up into the face of a man wearing a headdress with curved horns protruding out the sides. The man had a ring in each ear and each flaring nostril and piercing blue eyes.
“How do you feel?” the man inquired.
“I am not sure,” Bakhai said. “I feel no pain.”
“And you won’t,” assured the man. “I am Yltar, head shaman of the Qubari. You were severally poisoned by the paran bites. You are lucky to be alive. Who are you?”
“I am Bakhai,” the patient answered.
“And who is Bakhai?” questioned the shaman. “Where are you from? Who are your parents?”
“I do not know,” frowned Bakhai. “I have never known any parents. The animals of the Giaming raised me. That is all I know.”
“Sit up,” ordered Yltar as he walked to a table and retrieved a bowl. He brought the bowl back and handed it to Bakhai. “Eat it,” he instructed. “It will help restore your strength.”
Bakhai sat up and accepted the bowl. He gazed at his hand, which was heavily bandaged in some type of white silk.
“Your hand will be as new in one turn of the sun,” smiled Yltar. “Do not for any reason remove the bandage before that time. Why are you and your people here in the Qubari Jungle?”
“We are heading to the Bone Mountains,” Bakhai explained. “We mean you no harm if that is the concern. Are Rejji and Mistake all right?”
“They are well for now,” Yltar stated. “The Qubari Jungle is forbidden to invaders. The penalty for trespass is death.”
“We are not invaders,” frowned Bakhai. “We seek merely to pass through the jungle, nothing more.”
“Perhaps,” murmured the shaman. “Why did you not just go around as others have done for ages?”
“We could not,” explained Bakhai. “We were being chased by an army of Jiadin warriors. They would kill us if they caught us. The villagers warned us not to enter the jungle, but we really had no choice. We planned to stay just on the edge of the jungle, but we lost our way. We mean you no harm. If you will allow us to leave, we shall do so by the shortest route.”
“Things are not that simple,” sighed Yltar. “Secrecy is essential to our purpose in life. You have broken that veil of secrecy so this has become a matter for the council.”
“We will promise not to tell anyone,” offered Bakhai.
“I am sure you would,” chuckled the shaman. “It would be a rare man who would not make such an offer. You were taken from the web of a tyrik. Do you remember that?”
“Yes,” replied Bakhai. “Even though I was in a weakened state, it is something I shall never forget, no matter how hard I try.”
“I do not doubt that either,” nodded Yltar. “What were you trying to do before you were rescued?”
“Well we tried to get free of course, but that was useless,” responded Bakhai.
“Is that all?” interrogated the shaman. “Think carefully on your answer as I expect you to be totally truthful to me.”
Bakhai had always avoided any mention of his skills since he had found out how the villagers thought him possessed or evil when they discovered he could talk to animals. He looked into the shaman’s eyes and knew that if he lied he would be detected and they would never take his vow of secrecy seriously. That would mean they would not be allowed to leave the jungle alive.
“I tried talking to the tyrik,” admitted Bakhai. “I have never known a tyrik before, but I had to try something. If that failed I would try to imitate one of its predators.”
“What makes you think you could talk to a tyrik?” the shaman pressed.
“I grew up with animals,” stated Bakhai. “I have learned to talk their languages. Had it been an animal I was familiar with, I am sure I would have succeeded, but I have never seen a tyrik before.”
The shaman scratched his neck and paced around the room for some moments before returning to Bakhai.
“People do not learn to speak to animals just by being around them, Bakhai,” the shaman declared. “To be a talker is a gift, a talent that must be discovered and developed. It is only carried in certain bloodlines and all of those bloodlines are Qubari.”
“That can’t be so,” argued Bakhai. “I am not Qubari and have never been here in my life, yet I can talk to the animals. It must be something I learned from growing up with them.”
“Really?” queried Yltar. “Would you be surprised to know that the tyrik understood you? A species you have never see before in your life. The tyrik was about to cut you loose. The Qubari that were there had to rescind your request, because the tyrik would probably have killed you in the process of freeing you. Tyriks are not particularly gentle when they pry things off their web.”
“Why did they save us?” asked Bakhai. “From what you have told me, you are not going to let us go anyway. Wouldn’t it have been easier for them to just let us die there?”
“Very much so,” Yltar said. “Except they recognized you as a talker. They could not allow a talker to die, as all talkers are Qubari.”
“I am confused,” admitted Bakhai.
“I understand your confusion,” smiled Yltar. “You parents, Bakhai, were Qubari. What happened to them, I do not know, but I can guess that they died in those mountains you call home, and you didn’t die. Even more interesting is your development of the talent. Here talkers must undergo a ceremony to unlock their talent. Only the most talented have ever talked before the ceremony. You are a rare individual Bakhai. Welcome home.”
“You mean I am not to die?” asked Bakhai.
“You still must go before the council for judgment,” declared the shaman, “but I am sure you will be fine. There are some here who will greatly welcome your coming home.”
“What of my friends?” questioned Bakhai. “Mistake and Rejji are dear to me. Will they be allowed to go free?”
“That is for the council to decide,” replied Yltar. “I would not get your hopes up for your friends. Trespassing is the most serious of offenses. Get some rest so you are refreshed when you are brought before the council.”
Bakhai waited for the shaman to leave and then reclined and closed his eyes. The shaman’s revelations whirled through his mind, but exhaustion claimed him quickly and he fell asleep.
Noise awakened Bakhai and he bolted upright.
“I am sorry to disturb your rest,” smiled Mobi, “but the council awaits you. Make yourself ready and I will return shortly.”
Bakhai nodded and stretched. He washed in the basin and looked out the window. He shook his head as he saw the first rays of the sun shining around the pyramid. The door opened and Mobi walked in.
“How can the sun be rising?” Bakhai asked. “It was higher in the sky when I went to sleep.”
“You and you friends have slept all day and all night,” grinned Mobi. “You because of your treatment for the paran poison and your friends because of the lygrim fruit they required to reach here. You should be well rested. Come, the council waits.”
Mobi led Bakhai through the building to an open courtyard in its center. At one end of the courtyard was a long table and four elderly men sat behind it. Bakhai recognized Yltar as one of the men. In front of the table were three chairs. Rejji and Mistake sat in two of the chairs and Bakhai was instructed to sit in the third. As soon as Bakhai sat, the man sitting next to the shaman stood.
“I am Dumo, chief of the Qubari,” he announced. “The other council members are Pulom, Yltar, and Anderal. You are here because you have trespassed upon sacred grounds. The penalty for this trespass is death. What do you have to say for yourselves?”
Dumo sat and looked at the Fakarans. Rejji looked at his two friends and stood. “Chief Dumo, council members,” nodded Rejji. “I am not familiar with your laws, but I can assure this council that we have no ill intent in visiting your lands. Our purpose for being here is to safely complete a journey to the Bone Mountains in search of the Sage of the Mountain. We would have preferred not to enter the jungle at all, but our lives were at stake. The Jiadin seek to murder us for reasons unknown to us. They were nearly upon us when we entered the jungle. Still our intent at that point was to hug the edge of the jungle until we could safely exit it again. I fear we got lost in that attempt.”
Rejji waited for some reaction to his statements, but saw none forthcoming so he continued, “As for trespassing on your lands, I must say that I have never heard of the Qubari before, and certainly not your laws that forbid trespass. Now that I am aware of you and your laws, I beg your forgiveness and ask permission to complete our journey.”
There was still no response and Rejji sat down. The council members looked at each of the Fakarans in turn and appeared to waiting for something to happen. Finally, Chief Dumo rose again.
“I have heard the statement of the one called Rejji,” he declared. “What of the others? Have you nothing to say?”
Yltar was staring at Bakhai, but Bakhai sat with his head down and said nothing. Rejji nudged Mistake and finally she rose.
“I am Mistake,” she began nervously. “What Rejji says is all true. We are not interested in being here and don’t want anything from you. We just want to continue our journey.”
Mistake sat back down and Rejji nudged Bakhai who just shook his head and refused to stand. Rejji nudged him again and finally Bakhai stood and looked Yltar in the eye.
“I am Bakhai,” he declared. “I agree with what my friends have said and ask permission to complete our journey.”
Bakhai sat down and whispers began flowing among the council members. Finally, Chief Dumo stood again.
“Bakhai,” he asked, “do you not remember the conversation you had with our head shaman?”
Bakhai just nodded and Rejji saw the displeasure on the chief’s face so he elbowed Bakhai. Bakhai grudgingly stood and faced the chief.
“I do remember the conversation very well,” Bakhai stated. “I understand the possible results of this council’s actions, both on me and on my friends. I am being put in the position of seeking gain for myself at the expense of my friends. I cannot and will not accept that. I know these two people very well and count myself lucky to have such friends. I have never had such friends before in my life. If you are wishing for me to beg for my life while you kill Rejji and Mistake, then you are wasting your time. If you are to set them free, I intend to go with them. If you kill them, I expect to die with them, because I would not want to be a part of a civilization that would end the lives of such fine people.”
Bakhai sat and Rejji cringed when he saw the expressions of the council members. They clearly were not happy with Bakhai’s speech. Dumo, in particular, was angry. Rejji could see the fury in the old man’s face.
“You think our civilization horrid, do you?” bellowed the chief. “At least we have law and order here. Less can be said of the civilization you have just come from. It is ruled by bandits who are the spawn of murderous invaders. They kill for sport and take what they want. Well they have tried to take what is in our care before and they have failed. They failed because we do not allow invaders to remain alive in our jungle. You act as if your lives are more important than our laws and I cannot allow that attitude to go unpunished. If that means that Bakhai must die with the rest then so be it.”



Chapter 19



Dumo


While Chief Dumo’s face burned with rage as he delivered his speech, Yltar’s face was one of profound sadness. Mistake rose so swiftly that the guards lowered their spears to protect the council, but she made no move towards the table.
“You speak ill of the civilization I come from,” said Mistake calmly, “and you are right to do so.”
Dumo’s face registered surprise as Mistake continued, “The problem with Fakara is indeed that is lacks law and order. The country is run by bullies who do kill without reason and take whatever they wish. Would you wish it to be different?”
“No country should exist without law and order,” growled Dumo, “but if you think that by agreeing with me that I will let you go, save your breath. I will not be sweet talked into ignoring our laws.”
“The talk I offer you is not sweet by any means,” continued Mistake. “Fakara is changing right now. You may not be aware of it, but the Jiadin tribe is attempting to unite the tribes under Grulak’s rule. If he succeeds, you had better plan to man your borders once again, for he will not leave you in peace.”
“While that may be so,” retorted Dumo, “my actions have no bearing on that.”
“Oh but they do,” Mistake said. “One of the people you wish to kill here today has made it his life’s work to offer Fakara another solution to their poverty and lawlessness. Rejji has already been in contact with clans in Khadora and arranged to set up a trading port to bring in food and tools to help the Fakaran people rebuild their society. It is a task that will be arduous and difficult, but Bakhai and I have promised to help him. This trip through your land is solely my fault. I insisted that we seek the Sage of the Mountain to learn of my real family before we start the rebuilding effort. When you kill us, you kill the alternative to Grulak’s domination. We can not stop you from killing us. After all, the law is on your side. But before you do, ask yourself one question. Does it benefit the Qubari people more to have Fakarans working in peace to become good neighbors to you, or is it more beneficial to add three young bodies to your graveyard?”
“It is not our desire to kill you to fill our graveyard,” blustered Dumo. “It is to maintain the secrecy of the Qubari Jungle. What you have seen already is enough to aid an attacking army. As the leader of the Qubari, I risk the lives of my people by allowing you to carry word of your discoveries out of the jungle. That is why we have the law and that is why we still exist.”
“Would not our vow of secrecy be sufficient?” asked Mistake. “We have no desire to bring harm to your people.”
“I cannot risk the lives of my people on the vows of strangers,” Dumo shook his head. “Two people have left this jungle in my lifetime. Both ended in disaster for us. I cannot take that chance.”
Anderal rose and asked permission to speak and Dumo nodded and sat down.
“Rejji,” the council member asked, “Mistake has told us of your mission in life and it intrigues me. Having a stable government in Fakara would certainly be most welcome, but I fail to see how simply instituting trade with Khadora would do anything other than create another tempting target for the Jiadin. Can you explain this to me?”
“It will create a tempting target,” agreed Rejji, “but it will also create wealth. The tribes today live off of the surrounding villages. The villages have little to live on and therefore the tribes have little as well. I intend to offer a better life, not only to the villagers, but also to the tribes. I believe that most tribes would gladly give up being bandits if there was a way for them to exist. The wealth we create in Fakara can be used to create more wealth. If we have a market to export the results of our labors, then those labors become worth something. As Fakara exists today, young people from the villages join the tribes because there is no other option. We plan to create that other option.”
“Why won’t the tribes just raid your new wealth?” questioned Anderal.
“Because we won’t let them,” responded Rejji. “I will hire a defense force to prevent attacks and then offer jobs to those I think might try to attack. The one group I know this plan will not work with is the Jiadin. I have not worked out a plan for them yet.”
“In essence, both you and Grulak plan to unite the tribes then?” Anderal asked.
“I guess so,” answered Rejji. “The difference is what the united tribes will do. My tribes will trade with Khadora, and with the Qubari if they wish, the other tribes plan to attack Khadora and probably you as well.”
“Thank you,” nodded Anderal as he took his seat.
“I fail to see where all this talk is heading,” interjected council member Pulom. “While Rejji’s plan is certainly more desirable, it is not the issue here. The issue is our need for secrecy and I think we should limit the discussion to that.”
“I don’t see that any further discussion is necessary,” frowned Dumo. “I think the council should vote.”
“I have one thing I would like to add if I may,” Rejji stated.
Dumo nodded.
“Could an exception to the law be allowed if we could prove that your secrecy would be maintained?” questioned Rejji.
“The council’s decision is the law,” sighed Dumo. “Why waste time on this further? There can be no such proof.”
“I think there can be,” argued Rejji. “I can understand your reluctance to trust our vow of secrecy as we are strangers to you. If you allowed us to leave the jungle, we could run straight to the tribes and tell them everything we have seen. I do see that as a serious threat to your security. I think I can offer you two pieces of information that will allow you to trust us.”
“Very well,” Dumo sighed. “Make your offer.”
“The first piece of information is that my village was totally destroyed by the Jiadin,” declared Rejji. “There is no way I would ever offer them information about anything. What I would offer them is my sword at their throat.”
Rejji could see that his first point had little effect on the council, but he continued, “The second thing I can offer you, to make you believe we will keep our vows, is that we could have already disclosed everything we have seen. We did not do so and will not do so. If we have already refrained form divulging the information, why would we do differently later?”
“How could you have divulged anything?” questioned Dumo. “You have been under guard the entire time you have been here.”
“I am willing to answer that question,” offered Rejji, “only if it will result in our freedom. We too have a need for secrecy. If you trust us, we will trust you.”
The council table was awash with murmurs as the members discussed the case. Rejji could see that there were differences of opinion and he nudged Mistake.
“Use it,” he whispered. “Find out what they are saying and who is willing to trust us.”
Mistake nodded imperceptibly and cast the Air Tunnel. “They appear to be split,” whispered Mistake. “Anderal and Yltar are for letting us go. Dumo and Pulom are not.”
“I think Dumo is a lost cause,” whispered Rejji. “Concentrate on Pulom. When the opportunity presents itself, nudge him.”
Mistake tried to listen to Pulom, but the man kept on harping on the same word, secrecy. The debate seemed to coming to a stalemate and Mistake did not know what that would mean to their future, so she decided to risk nudging him.
She reversed the flow and said, “Secrecy is not the issue. Safety is.”
Rejji fought to suppress his chuckle as the old man whirled around looking for the source of the voice. Pulom glanced over at Mistake and she politely smiled back at him. Mistake started listening again as the conversation resumed. Pulom reverted to his position that secrecy was most important. Mistake again reversed flow and sent the same message. This time Pulom quickly turned and stared at Mistake. Mistake smiled back, but Pulom’s face turned red as he stared at her.
“Secrecy and safety are one in the same,” he shouted, “and how are you doing that?”
The entire council stopped talking and turned to stare at Mistake. Rejji stood.
“They are not quite the same,” Rejji declared. “Mistake has just shown you that she can violate your secrecy, but she has not endangered your safety. The words you thought were being spoken in privacy were heard over here. They could just as easily have been heard in Khadora. In fact, everything we have seen and heard since entering the jungle could have been shared with Khadora. None of it has been shared. I do not know how to impress upon you that we are not a threat to your safety or your secrecy. We have already had the opportunity to tell the world about the Qubari Jungle and all of its strangeness. Ask yourselves why we have not and you will understand why we will not.”
“You can converse with Khadora?” Yltar asked.
Mistake nodded.
“Will you show me how to do it?” he questioned.
“Only if I get permission from the one who taught me,” Mistake declared.
“And why is that?” Yltar asked. “We have the power to set you free and you will not show your secrets to gain that freedom?”
“I have given my word not to teach it to others without her approval,” stated Mistake. “I will ask her if you wish.”
“I may request that in the future,” Yltar grinned, “but for the present, I think you have just shown that you value your word highly. I ask my fellow council members to consider this in our deliberations, which will remain private this time.”
Mistake smiled and nodded and let the Air Tunnel dissipate. The council members returned to their discussion and finally fell silent.
“Bakhai,” Dumo asked, “if we allow your friends to go free, will you stay with us?”
“I would like very much to spend some time in the land of parents,” Bakhai declared, “but I have given my word to see this task completed. I am willing to return here after we find the Sage of the Mountain, if that is desired and allowed.”
Rejji and Mistake turned and stared at Bakhai with amazement on their faces, but Dumo merely nodded.
“Very well then,” Dumo said. “It is the ruling of this council that we shall accept your vows of secrecy and allow you to continue your journey. I want to impress upon the three of you that there are many lives at stake here. It is a heavy burden we place upon you, but we expect you to bear it. This is the ruling of the council.”
Pulom and Anderal drifted away from the table, but Dumo and Yltar approached the Fakarans.
“Bakhai,” ordered Dumo, “I would like to visit with you privately. Follow me.”
“My friends should come too,” objected Bakhai.
“No,” smiled Yltar. “That will not be necessary. They are coming with me so that I can explain to them how to find the Sage of the Mountain. You go with the Chief.”
Bakhai nodded when he saw the glee on Mistake’s face and he followed Dumo out of the courtyard. Dumo led him to a small sitting room with cushions on the floor.
“Sit, please,” Dumo said in a soft voice. “You are enough to send an old man to his grave. You have his stubborn streak for sure.”
“My father?” asked Bakhai. “You knew him?”
“I knew him well,” smiled Dumo. “We never saw eye-to-eye on things, but he was a good man. You are very much like him.”
“Tell me about him,” asked Bakhai, “please.”
“I would like that,” nodded Dumo. “He was a very special Qubari. He was perhaps the most brilliant talker that ever lived. Finding a talker here is not too difficult. We know the families that produce them and many times the children show signs of it, but their abilities are not realized until they undergo a ceremony designed to awaken the talent. Your father was an exception. He could barely speak when he started communicating with the animals. Never have we seen one so young with so much ability. He should have become shaman.”
“Why didn’t he?” Bakhai queried.
“He had many strange notions about things,” replied Dumo. “Qubari have always remained hidden in the jungle. It is our gift and our duty to protect it. He saw his duty extend beyond the edges of the jungle. When he was a young man, he left the jungle and ventured out into the world.”
“Why?” questioned Bakhai. “What made him turn his back on the Qubari?”
“He didn’t see it as turning his back on us,” the Chief responded. “A generation before your father, a young woman ran away from the jungle. Some say she was crazy, others that she just wanted more than what was here. Whatever her reason, she left and married an invader. They had a son and he was named Grulak.”
“The Grulak that leads the Jiadin?” gasped Bakhai.
“The same,” continued Dumo. “When the son was older, but not yet a man, this woman returned to us. She told us that she was afraid for the Qubari because of her son. She said something had invaded her son, something evil. The boy enjoyed killing things. It was animals at first and then people. He spoke in strange tongues and drew strange symbols on the wall with the blood of those he had killed. What prompted her return was her son had murdered her husband.”
“Grulak killed his own father?” Bakhai asked.
“Yes,” nodded Dumo. “This woman feared for her life and her people. She wanted to live out the rest of her days in the jungle. I would not let her. I told her to return to her son and keep watch over him. If he became a threat to our people, she was to kill him. If she could not, then she was to return here to warn us.”
“Did she ever return?”
“She returned just recently,” frowned Dumo. “She warned us that the Jiadin would attack us soon. Then she died.”
“What does this have to do with my father?” asked Bakhai.
“Your father was a student of the prophecies of the ancients,” explained Dumo. “He took the birth of Grulak as a sign and decided that the Qubari’s best defense was in creating a climate in Fakara that would hinder the massing of the tribes. He left the jungle to improve Fakara.”
“Did he ever return?” questioned Bakhai.
“Only once,” Dumo said with sadness in his face. “He returned with his Fakaran wife just before you were born.” Tears welled up in Dumo’s eyes and he quickly wiped them away. “I told him to stay with us, but he refused,” Dumo continued, his voice breaking. “We had an argument and I told him that if he left, he could never return. He was stubborn as you are now. He would not back down from an argument and neither would I. He left and I never saw him again.”
“You were close to him, weren’t you?” surmised Bakhai. “It is the sign of a good ruler to love his people so. Your people must love you as well.”
“He was not one of my people,” sobbed Dumo. “He was my son.”
Bakhai stared as the Chief of the Qubari broke down and cried. He moved over to his grandfather and hugged him.
***
“There is only one path up the mountain,” Yltar stated. “It is narrow and dangerous. Many of those seeking the wisdom of the Sage, never complete their journey. Even if you succeed in gaining the peak, there is no guarantee that he will even allow you to see him. He has refused many.”
“How will we know if he has refused us?” asked Mistake.
“You just will not be able to see him,” answered Yltar. “He will not exist for you. That is why many believe he no longer exists. People travel to see his wisdom and find nothing but rock. I believe he is eternal, but that only some are deemed worthy of his wisdom. Others believe differently.”
“So we may make this perilous trip and never get to speak to him?” quizzed Rejji.
“That is what you face,” nodded Yltar. “Your chances of success are slim. We can provide you with an escort to the edge of the jungle, but our people will go no further. Is it truly necessary for Bakhai to go?”
“I do not understand why Bakhai is special,” Rejji said. “The council spoke as if he were Qubari, but how can that be?”
“His father was Qubari,” frowned Yltar. “It is a sad story that touches us all here. I would not want him to leave and not return. That would be devastating.”
“We can make the trip without him,” answered Mistake. “He feels an obligation though and he takes it seriously. I am sure Bakhai has never been here before, and the council nearly decreed his death, so why would his loss mean anything to you?”
“His father was the son of Dumo,” answered Yltar.
“But Dumo was the one urging for death,” frowned Rejji. “That makes no sense.”
“Dumo is a fine leader,” sighed Yltar. “He acts in the best interests of his people, regardless of his own personal loss. Such was the case when Bakhai’s father left, and so it is the same now.”
“I understand now,” nodded Rejji. “Bakhai should stay here then. I know what it is to lose family and I would not want to see Bakhai go through that, after finally finding his. Mistake and I can do it alone. Your help in locating the Sage makes this possible.”
“We can do it alone,” agreed Mistake, “but Bakhai must be the one to decide. I will not refuse to allow him to accompany us. The decision must be his.”
“Very well,” conceded Yltar. “I know that Bakhai feels so strongly about going that I think we can assume he will be with you. I gather you will want to leave in the morning so Bakhai may return soon. Let us see what we can supply you with as far as provisions go.”
***
The three men stood upon a peak in the northern Giaming Mountains, wind whipping through their long hair as they gazed down upon the Qubari Jungle.
“Your men are too concentrated in the south,” complained Veltar as his dark eyes squinted into the wind. “You leave them too many paths to escape.”
“Nobody escapes from the jungle,” responded Winus, the Jiadin General of the Eastern Army. “They are probably long dead. We should turn our attention to the free tribes before they gain a chance to organize in opposition to Grulak.”
“They are not dead,” sneered Veltar. “I will tell you when they are dead. You would better serve Grulak by not provoking me. I am in charge of this operation and you will heed my orders or you will be replaced. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” Winus replied bitterly. “I just fail to see why these three peasants require an entire army to subdue them.”
“Your failure to understand these things is precisely why I have brought Zygor here to help you,” spat Veltar. “He will act in my stead after I return to Vandegar. You will obey his orders as if they were mine. I will not stand for any disobedience. Fail me and you shall die.”
Winus glared at the tall, thin man named Zygor. Zygor’s long black hair was flowing in the wind, just like Veltar’s, and no attempt had been made to bind it. His arms were scrawny and weak and he carried no weapon. It humiliated the general to be ordered around by such a weakling.
“I want your army split,” continued Veltar. “Half shall stay where the enemy entered the jungle. The other half is to be moved towards the north. I have heard that Rejji is headed for the Bone Mountains. Either he will wait for your southern army to leave so that he can exit the jungle, or he will exit on the north and make for the mountains. Either way, I want your men there to kill him and his friends.”
“It shall be as you desire, Advisor,” nodded Winus.
“It shall be as I command,” corrected Veltar as he mounted his horse and headed down the trail.
General Winus watched Veltar ride away. He was barely able to conceal his contempt for the advisor. He turned to look down upon the jungle again. He gazed northward to find a spot where his army could be stationed that would allow them to see the jungle and anyone trying to escape it. He was sure that if Rejji survived the trip through the jungle, which was highly unlikely, that he would not step out of the jungle if the army were visible to him.
“What are you gazing at?” questioned Zygor.
“I am searching for where the northern half of the army should be stationed,” scowled Winus.
“Place them on a tall mountain as we are,” stated Zygor. “They will be able to see more of the jungle that way.”
“And how will they all get off the mountain to intercept the enemy?” spat Winus. “If we place them that far away, it will give Rejji two days of movement before we catch up to him. The army must be closer to the jungle to ensure that he is caught. Why don’t we both do what we are best at? You advise and I will run the army the way it needs to be run to accomplish our task.”
Zygor smiled at the general and placed his hand on Winus’s shoulder. The general shook his head in disgust. Suffering Veltar had been enough of a blow to the general’s ego, but putting up with this weakling was worse. Winus wondered if he could arrange for an accident when the battle began.
“Perhaps you did not understand Veltar,” smiled Zygor. “I am in command now, not you. You will follow my orders without question. Do you understand?”
“I understand that you know nothing of tactics and strategy,” scowled Winus. “Veltar may have left you to order me around, but it is my job to make sure they are captured. I will not follow a fool’s orders and then take blame for the failures. That is what I understand. My men will follow my orders and I will accomplish the goal. Just stay out of my way and you can reap the praise of your master.”
“I have a better idea,” grinned Zygor as his fingers stiffened on the general’s shoulder. “You will follow my orders or die.”
Pain ripped through the general’s body from his shoulder to his feet. He tried to reach for his sword, but his arm just trembled. His knees grew weak and he gasped for breath as his lungs failed to function. His heartbeat boomed in his ears as he felt his body falling. His mind swam as in a whirlpool and darkness began to cloud his vision. Suddenly, it stopped and he found himself curled in a ball at Zygor’s feet. He looked up and tried to focus on the dark man’s face and saw him laughing.
“Do not be distracted by your ego when your life is so fragile,” snickered Zygor. “I hope we have a better understanding on the situation now. If not, I would be most happy to explain it to you again.”
Zygor’s hand reached for the general and Winus shook his head vigorously. “I understand,” he gasped. “Just tell me where you want my men.”



Chapter 20



Mount Kiator


The sun was dipping below the mountains when Mobi awakened them at the northern edge of the Qubari Jungle.
“It is almost time,” Mobi declared. “We have prepared a meal for you. By the time you finish it, it will be dark enough for you to leave.”
“Not sure I care much for traveling at night over new terrain,” Mistake yawned.
“It is necessary if you wish to avoid the Jiadin,” Mobi smiled. “They camp in the peaks waiting for you to emerge. They must have great confidence in you to assume you would not die in here.”
“Or they just have orders to wait and see,” offered Rejji. “Either way, your plan makes sense, Mobi. Can we make the forest by morning?”
“If you do not dally,” assured Mobi. “The forest will give you cover almost to the base of Mount Kiator. Unfortunately, once you reach the mountain, your cover will be lost. You best hope that they are still looking this way when you get there, because the path up the mountain offers little concealment.”
“Is there anything you can do to create a diversion?” asked Bakhai. “What if three of your men left the jungle and headed south?”
“I will not ask my brothers to leave the jungle,” Mobi shook his head. “As a Qubari, you must learn to think like us. The jungle is our home, but also something we are sworn to protect. We do not venture outside of it unless it is necessary. We will wait here for twelve days. If you have not returned in that time, we shall return home.”
“We should not need a diversion anyway,” interjected Rejji. “If I understand the map you have drawn, they should not be looking towards Mount Kiator. Your plan is good, Mobi. Let us eat so we can leave as soon as it gets darker.”
By the time they finished the meal and gathered their belongings, the sky was dark. The trio headed due north, stepping over the low plants, until they emerged from the jungle. There was no moon this evening, but Rejji knew there would be one on the way back. Hopefully, the Jiadin would have given up the search by then.
The land they crossed was open and fairly flat, although it had a constant upward slant to it. There were scattered trees, but certainly not enough to conceal a group crossing the land. Rejji thought about how foolish they would have been to cross this in the daylight and silently thanked Mobi for his foresight.
An hour before dawn, as the sky began to lighten, they saw the forest. Mistake picked up the pace and they made the safety of the woods before the first rays of the sun danced across the land. After a short break, they continued walking through the woods. The forest was thick, but not nearly as dense as the jungle had been, and the sun filtered through the leaves and splattered on the forest floor. At high sun they took another food break.
“I am game for a few more hours,” Rejji declared. “Then we can have a good night’s sleep and travel in the daylight.”
Mistake and Bakhai nodded their agreement and the trio pushed onward. Halfway between high sun and sunset, they came to a river. They worked their way upstream in search of a ford and finally came to one. They waded across the stream and as they emerged on the other side they heard a familiar voice.
“Rejji!” called Brakas. “I had almost given up on you.”
“How did you ever know we would be coming this way?” asked Mistake.
“Simple,” grinned Brakas. “There are few places to cross this stream, and cross it you must to get to the Bone Mountains. How did you manage to get out of the jungle alive?”
“We were lucky,” responded Bakhai. “Very lucky. You take a big chance being here.”
“A chance?” questioned Brakas. “Why do you say that?”
“There is a large Jiadin army in the area,” stated Rejji. “You should be careful.”
“I haven’t seen any army,” retorted Brakas. “I haven’t seen a soul since I got here. Where is this army?”
“On the mountain peaks watching over the plains,” answered Rejji. “We had to cross them at night to avoid being seen.”
“That was right clever of you,” laughed Brakas. “Come I have camp set up just beyond the trees. Even have a deer roasting. You must be hungry.”
They followed Brakas to his camp. He clearly had been camped here for a few days and the trio settled down and enjoyed a hot meal.
“So have you found out where to look for the Sage or do we just try all of the mountains?” asked Brakas.
“Mount Kiator,” answered Rejji. “I understand it is a treacherous path to the top. I am not sure your horse will make it. How goes your hunting for the free tribes?”
“Not well,” frowned Brakas. “They appear to be constantly on the move. As soon as I get to where I heard one might be, they are gone. I am beginning to lose hope of uniting them.”
“You mustn’t give up hope,” encouraged Rejji. “Somebody has to stand against Grulak and the free tribes are our best bet.”
“You are right of course,” nodded Brakas. “Thank you for those words. I get so discouraged at times when things do not go quite right, but I should not. It doesn’t sound like you will need my help in finding the Sage, now that you know where he is. I will make better use of my time by searching harder for the free tribes. Let us visit tonight and in the morning we shall part company and go our different ways.”
“I do not mean to spoil a party,” interrupted Bakhai, “but I am rather tired. I hope you will excuse me.”
“And me,” added Mistake. “It has been a long day. You should get some sleep too, Rejji.”
“Words of wisdom,” chuckled Brakas. “I understand completely. Get some sleep Rejji. I think I will turn in myself.”
Mistake was the first to awaken. She roused Rejji and Bakhai from their sleep. Brakas had already left and the trio wasted no time in gathering their things and heading north. By high sun, the peak of Mount Kiator loomed above the trees and the forest began to thin. Mistake tingled with excitement and led the group at a fast pace as the ground began to rise more steeply and the fine soil became rocky.
Within an hour, they broke out of the trees entirely and began the ascent of Mount Kiator. The trail at first was wide and gradual as it wound its way up the slopes of the mountain. As they gained in elevation, the path narrowed as it ran along the edge of sheer cliffs. They watched as the sun disappeared behind the neighboring peaks to the west and continued on into the night. When the sky became totally dark, they stopped for the night and slept on the narrow trail.
***
The rider wound his way up the mountain path, which was illuminated by dozens of campfires. He maneuvered the horse carefully to avoid the clumps of soldiers as he continued on towards the summit. He shook his head at the disarray of the Jiadin camp and wondered what had possessed the general to camp his army in such an inaccessible location. Mobilizing the force would take hours, the rider knew, but he was glad that it was somebody else’s problem.
He finally reached the peak and headed for the large command tent. He dismounted and handed the reins to a sentry outside the tent. The other sentry nodded to the rider and held the flap open for him to enter. Inside the tent, the rider saw General Winus talking with Veltar’s assistant, Zygor.
“Ah welcome back,” greeted the General. “Have you located them?”
“I have,” grinned the rider. “Even better, I know their destination.”
“Excellent,” nodded the General. “I am anxious to put this part of the operation behind me. Where are they headed?”
“Mount Kiator,” declared the rider as he watched the General lean over a large map on the table. “They are probably on the slopes already.”
“On the slopes?” questioned Zygor. “How can that be? We have been watching the edges of the jungle for days. How did they get out?”
“At night,” answered the rider. “They knew you were up here watching. They crossed the plains at night and once in the forest, they knew you could not see them.”
“And how did they know we are up here?” questioned Zygor. “How could they possibly know unless someone told them?”
“Don’t look at me that way, Zygor,” the rider retorted. “I was not even informed of your location. Had Rejji not told me where I could find you, I would still be looking. As an army officer, I certainly would not expect to find the army on the peak of a mountain.”
“That is enough, Brakas,” reprimanded Winus. “We have no need for bickering amongst ourselves. If they are on the slopes, then there is no escape for them.”
“If they are on the slopes,” echoed Zygor. “We have followed Brakas’s advice before and they are still on the loose.”
“My information has always been accurate,” argued Brakas. “If Diakles had not gone after them alone the first time, they would be dead now instead of him. I also told you they would head for that village, but the army went north instead, and allowed them to enter the Qubari. I have always delivered what I promised to. Even the Chadang were laid bare for your plunder.”
“Enough,” shouted Winus. “You have done well, Brakas. I do not see the need for you to remain any longer. Continue your task of locating the free tribes. We have Rejji and his friends trapped now and there is no way out this time.”
“As you wish,” nodded Brakas. “I will head towards the mouth of the Taggot River. I suspect some of the tribes might have headed that way. I will enjoy your hospitality tonight and be on my way in the morning.”
“You may do as you wish,” sneered Zygor, “but you will be staying alone here tonight. We leave immediately.”
“Immediately?” questioned the General. “In the dark? They are trapped on that mountain and cannot escape. We can leave in the morning when the men can see the path.”
“We will leave now,” commanded Zygor. “I do not want to let them reach the top of the mountain. They could stay up there for weeks while we wait for them to come down. We know where they are now, and now is when we shall strike. Get your men moving.”
Brakas stared in disgust at General Winus kowtowing to Zygor. He turned and strode out of the tent and looked for a nice campfire to claim as his own.
***
Mistake woke Rejji as the first rays of the sun broke the eastern horizon. Rejji sat up and smiled at the pink sky.
“Another beautiful day is about to begin,” he smiled. “Where is Bakhai?”
“A little ways down the path communing with mountain goats,” she chuckled. “Hundreds of them passed by a short time ago.”
“Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” asked Rejji. “I know you are anxious to reach the top.”
“We did a bit of climbing yesterday,” answered Mistake, “and we have more ahead of us today. It will probably be more strenuous too. I figured if you were still sleeping that your body needed it.”
“Well I am up now,” yawned Rejji as he slowly rose to his feet. “Let’s get going.”
“You might want to get a bite to eat first,” laughed Mistake. “You will need your energy.”
Rejji walked to the edge of the cliff and stretched. He gazed out over the forests and followed the path they had taken the day before. As his eyes reached the base of Mount Kiator, he shook his head and looked again.
“Jiadin!” he shouted. “An army of them and they are coming this way. Get Bakhai. We have to get out of here.”
Bakhai had heard the shout and was already running towards Rejji. He stood on the edge next to Rejji and watched as the Jiadin army rode towards the path at the base of the mountain.
“We have to slow them down,” stated Bakhai. “With horses they will be on us before high sun.”
“Maybe not,” interjected Mistake as she looked up at the trail above them. “They may be able to ride to where we are now, but not much further. Look at the trail above us.”
The trail above the trio began to rise steeply and started to switchback for several hundred feet up. After that, it became a narrow ledge running along a sheer vertical wall until it passed out of sight.
“Start going up,” called Bakhai as he raced down the path. “I will catch up to you.”
Rejji started to ask him where he was going, but Mistake pulled his arm and proceeded up the path. They raced up the windy path as swiftly as they could scramble. Rejji turned to see if Bakhai was following and froze. He saw Bakhai running up the path towards him and hundreds of mountain goats heading down. It was a solid stream of mountain goats that took up the entire trail for many paces and all of them were on a collision course with the Jiadin army. He laughed as Bakhai caught up with him and turned to see Mistake shaking her head in wonder.
“It ought to slow them down some,” grinned Bakhai.
The trio was panting with exertion by the time they reached the end of the switchbacks. Mistake halted and looked at the trail ahead. This section of the mountain was a sheer vertical face of rock with a very narrow ledge passing along it.
“I don’t think we want to run along this,” cautioned Mistake. “In fact, if there weren’t a hundred Jiadin coming up the trail behind us, I think I might be rethinking how bad I want to get to the top of this mountain.”
“How long is it?” Rejji asked.
“No way of knowing,” frowned Mistake. “It curves around the mountain so I can’t see the end of it.”
Shouts came from below mixed with the sounds of horses and goats. The sounds appeared to echo off the walls of the mountain. The shouting increased and then they heard the scream of a man falling a long distance.
“Whatever distance we put between them and us now, is what it should remain,” suggested Rejji. “I doubt they can go any faster than we can once they get down to single file.”
“They will still have bows,” commented Mistake. “I don’t want to be dodging arrows while we try to walk this ledge. Just staying on it will be hard enough.”
“What happens when we reach the top?” queried Bakhai. “There is only one way down this mountain and they will be coming up it.”
“Let’s worry about that when we get to the top,” frowned Mistake. “If we don’t move now, we won’t have to worry about the answer.”
Mistake stepped out onto the ledge and started walking cautiously. Rejji followed her at a distance and Bakhai came last. Rejji looked down at the tiny tops of the trees below and started to waver. Bakhai caught up to him and put his hand on Rejji’s shoulder.
“Don’t look down,” warned Bakhai. “If you get dizzy, it will affect your balance. Watch Mistake and follow her.”
Mistake’s eyes were glued to the path in front of her feet. The morning sun was well above the horizon and shining into her face, but she squinted her eyes and searched for weak sections of the trail or loose debris that might cause problems. Several more screams were heard echoing off the walls, and the sounds of the pursuing army appeared to get louder, but she did not dare to turn around and look. The ledge before them looked as if it went straight to the sun itself and Mistake just kept on walking forward.
As the sun rose higher, Mistake began to see the trail far in the distance. The trail in the distance, however, did not appear to connect to the trail they were walking on. As she got closer she saw that the mountain curved inward and then back out again, like the curves of a snake as it slithers along the ground. A few more minutes of walking along the edge brought them to the bend in the path and the alcove formed by the mountain was bathed in gray shadows. She could easily see the sheer walls above and below the path they had to travel. She stepped into the shadows and marched forward.
The trio marched silently into the gloom for over an hour before they made the next bend and headed back towards the sunlight. As they looked over at the portion of the trail they already conquered, they could see the sunlight from the rising sun starting to penetrate the large alcove. They also saw the first Jiadin warriors as they turned the first bend into the alcove. They Jiadin shouted at the sight of their prey. The shouts echoed off the walls and reverberated loudly.
Mistake pressed onward as fast as she thought they could move safely. It was hard or her to keep her eyes upon the trail as the Jiadin line of soldiers poured into the alcove one by one. Some of the soldiers stopped and unstrapped their bows. A few arrows flew across the void between the trio and Jiadin soldiers, but none could reach across the distance of the alcove. Still, the closeness of the Jiadin was nerve-wracking. Mistake tried to listen to the fall of the arrows as they fell into the abyss, but either the shouts of the Jiadin were too loud, or the height of the drop was too great, because she never heard them land. Several screams of falling men were heard, but never the thump of the bodies landing.
“They are running along this ledge!” shouted Bakhai. “They do not care how many men they lose as long as they catch us. We can never hope to lose them. They will catch us.”
Mistake ignored the warning and continued at the fastest safe pace she could maintain. Occasionally, she looked across the void and saw the line of soldiers still entering the alcove. Suddenly, the rear of the line of Jiadin halted at the first bend and a tall lean man with long flowing black hair, glared across the alcove at them. Mistake caught his eyes across the distance for an instant and immediately broke contact and returned to watching the trail before her. Still the contact troubled her.
All of a sudden, the mountain trembled and Mistake halted and hugged the rock wall. More screams echoed through the alcove as some Jiadin fell to their deaths. Streams of pebbles cascaded down from above.
“What in the name of Fakara was that?” Rejji shouted.
“Whatever it was,” warned Bakhai, “the Jiadin are getting closer. We have less than an hour lead on them now. If they keep running, they will catch us sooner.”
“If they don’t fall,” answered Mistake as she let go of the wall and started moving forward again.
She glimpsed across the canyon and saw the dark Jiadin raising his hands. The mountain shuddered again and Mistake hugged the wall as the shower of pebbles rained down on them. Only one scream came from the Jiadin army this time. Mistake took the few moments she was hugging the wall to look past Bakhai at the head of the Jiadin army. The trembling of the mountain had not even stopped before those in the lead started running again. She turned and started walking. As she walked she kept her attention divided between the trail before her and the tall, dark Jiadin across the alcove. When she saw his arms rise, she shouted.
“Hug the wall!”
The trembling was much stronger this time and several screams came from the chasers. The rocks that fell were larger and more numerous also. Mistake looked at the trail before her and saw that they were almost at the last bend and would soon be out of the alcove. She turned and pushed forward, hoping to round the bend before the next tremor hit. The dark Jiadin had other ideas as his arms went skyward again. Mistake shouted a warning to her friends and hugged the wall again. The trembling this time lasted for several minutes and at least a dozen Jiadin fell to their deaths. The fall of debris was also worse and a fist sized rock hit Mistake’s shoulder. She grit her teeth as the pain jolted through her body. Worst of all, she felt the ledge under her feet move and looked down to see a crack that had not been there before.
“The tremors are getting worse,” Rejji said. “If they get any worse we will be tossed off this mountain.”
“They are getting worse because he is getting more desperate,” responded Mistake. “We only have a little ways to go and we are out of this alcove.”
“What do you mean?” quizzed Rejji. “Who is getting desperate?”
“The Jiadin’s wizard is getting desperate,” answered Mistake. “The tall one with the long flowing black hair.”
“You mean this is magic?” asked Rejji. “They are trying to kill us with magic?”
“Unless he just happens to raise his arms before each tremor,” replied Mistake. “Let’s get out of this alcove.”
Mistake rubbed her shoulder and started walking again. She found herself staring at the Jiadin mage, waiting for his arms to go up, and forced her eyes back to the path before her. She heard loud arguing across the void and ignored it as she saw the last bend ahead of her. The sunlight flooded her body as she made the turn to head eastward again. The Jiadin mage was now directly behind her and she could not afford to turn and watch for his arms rising, so she kept her eyes glued to the ledge in front of her. Her shoulder ached and she tried to force the pain from her mind. The ledge before the trio stretched out in front of them as far as they could see, always rising. Mistake began to wonder if it went on forever.
The next tremor came without warning and was the most severe of all. The shaking threw Mistake to the ground and she felt her legs starting to slide off the edge as the mountain continued to tremble. Her fingers scrambled for some crack or crevice to cling to, but she found none. Just as she felt she was about to be dragged over the edge, she felt a hand grasp her leg.
“Try to crawl a little forward and get your thighs back on the ledge,” called Rejji.
Mistake tried to crawl forward as the shower of rocks began cascading down. The pebbles bounced off her back, but luckily none of them were very large. The trembling continued and she felt it would go on forever. She ignored the shower of rocks and inched forward as Rejji pulled her legs onto the ledge.
“Thanks,” Mistake gasped as a huge rumble rent the air.
She lifted her head and saw a giant slab of the vertical rock wall separate from the mountain. Less than two hundred paces before them, the slab slid down as if in slow motion. Tons of rock slammed into the narrow ledge and a great cloud of dust rose into the air. The ledge the trio was on bounced and bucked and they clung nervously to each other. For several moments rock cascaded down the side of the mountain. Finally, the trembling stopped and the wind caught the cloud of dust and tossed it away.
The trio remained still for a moment after the shocks subsided and eventually rose to their feet. Mistake gasped as she gazed upon the trail ahead. A large portion of the ledge had been sheered off the face of the mountain and descended into the abyss with the slab.
“That ends this journey,” she sobbed. “I am so sorry for making you bring me here. We should never have come.”



Chapter 21



Sage of the Mountain


Rejji helped Bakhai pass him on the trail and then pulled his sword.
“Go to the break in the trail,” ordered Rejji. “See if there are enough rocks there to throw at the Jiadin as they come around the bend. If we can force the Jiadin to retreat, maybe we can get out of this.”
“They aren’t going to leave,” sobbed Mistake. “That wizard does not even care how many of his own men die, as long we die.”
“I will go,” volunteered Bakhai as he stepped carefully past Mistake. “I cannot think of any better plan.”
Rejji stood nervously as he waited for the first Jiadin to round the bend.
“They won’t be here for a while,” offered Mistake. “Rest while you can. Bakhai said they were almost an hour behind us.”
Rejji nodded and sheathed his sword. “Maybe there is another break in the ledge behind us,” he offered. “Maybe they can’t even get to us.”
“Come here!” shouted Bakhai. “I found something.”
Mistake and Rejji made their way to where Bakhai stood on the edge of the broken ledge. The sheer rock wall of the mountain had been torn away revealing a small cave where the ledge used to be.
“Maybe we can hide in there and they will think we fell with the ledge,” offered Bakhai. “After they leave, we can make our way back to the bottom of the mountain.”
“That is quite a leap to get in there,” frowned Rejji, “and an awful long fall if we miss.”
“What other choice do we have?” retorted Mistake. “I don’t think throwing rocks at the Jiadin is going to prolong our lives much. Even if they suspect we are in there, they will have to make the leap to find out. They can only do that one at a time.”
“All right,” agreed Rejji. “We will need a running start to make it though. Let’s back up and give Bakhai some room.”
The trio moved back several dozen paces. Bakhai cleared loose rubble from the trail on his way back.
“Go just fast enough to help you jump,” warned Mistake. “Too fast and you will fall before you get there. Remember the screams of the Jiadin we heard.”
“Thanks for the reminder,” frowned Bakhai.
The running start required for the leap was not the only problem. To enter the hole in the wall required a leap to the left of the path and not straight-ahead. Without warning, Bakhai started running. He misjudged the end of the path and jumped slightly before he should have, still the upper half of his body entered the hole and only his legs dangled out. He swiftly pulled his legs in and rolled out of the way so the next person did not land on top of him.
Mistake went next and Rejji was amazed at her grace as she dove into the hole without even touching the sides. Rejji gave Mistake a few seconds to clear out of the way and started running. He ran right to the edge and pushed off for his dive, but the edge of the broken path crumbled under his feet. He felt himself falling as he stretched out his arms towards the hole. He saw the hole rising as his body fell lower and thought he would miss it entirely. His arms entered the hole and he tried to grab onto something as his body slammed against the rock wall. He could find no purchase inside the hole and the weight of his body started to drag his arms back out. He managed to get his left hand on the lip of the hole while the glove on his right hand snagged in a crevice. Mistake and Bakhai rushed to the entrance and each grabbed one of his arms.
Mistake leaned over the edge and looked down. There was nothing below Rejji for hundreds of feet and what she did see was a huge pile of broken rocks that used to part of the mountain.
“There is nothing that Rejji can put his feet on,” she told Bakhai. “We have to pull him in without his help.”
“All right,” nodded Bakhai. “When we start to pull, Rejji, you will have to let go.”
Rejji barely nodded and his friends started to pull him up.
“I can’t pull him up,” yelled Mistake. “His glove is stuck. Grab the lip again, Rejji.”
“He can’t grab the lip again. Cut it quickly,” Bakhai shouted. “I will try to hold him by this arm. Cut the glove and then grab whatever part of him you can.”
The knife appeared in Mistake’s hand almost before Bakhai finished speaking. She quickly shoved the knife into a finger hole and slit the fabric along his knuckles. Then she ran the knife along the top of Rejji’s hand and dropped it as the cloth separated so she could grab his hand before he dropped away.
“I have his hand,” she yelled. “Pull!”
Bakhai and Mistake pulled in unison as they backed into the cave and soon had Rejji into the hole. Nobody moved for several minutes and the only sound was the heavy breathing of the trio. Finally, Mistake sat up and looked at Rejji’s hand.
“It is not bad,” she said. “I was afraid I would slice deep into your hand, but it is only a couple of scratches.
“I thought I was done for,” groaned Rejji. “My body aches all over. Sorry about your knife, Mistake.”
“I have others,” she responded. “Your glove will give us away though. I don’t think they will miss seeing it there.”
“They also won’t be able to get in here now that Rejji crumbled more of the path,” stated Bakhai.
“We won’t be able to get back out either,” added Rejji.
The trio sat in silence for a while as each of them reflected on their predicament until they heard the sound of another Jiadin scream.
“We had better get ready for them,” Rejji sighed. “They may use that wizard to find a way in here. Search the cave for anything we can use to throw at them.”
“Wish we had a torch,” muttered Bakhai as he moved deeper into the dark portion of the cave.
“I don’t feel anything larger than a pebble in here,” complained Mistake. “We have a sword and four knives left. That is about it.”
“Hey,” called Bakhai from the darkness. “I found a tunnel back here and I can feel air flowing. It might be a way out.”
Rejji and Mistake hurried towards the sound of Bakhai’s voice. Mistake kept going past Bakhai and started crawling down the tunnel. Rejji and Bakhai followed. The tunnel was barely large enough to crawl through, but there was an airflow, which lifted their spirits. After a while the tunnel grew larger and they were able to stoop at first and then stand.
Eventually, the tunnel widened and they saw the soft glow of light piercing the darkness ahead. The air also picked up a foul scent, but nobody seemed to mind. The tunnel made a gradual bend and as it did, Mistake halted and backed up.
“What is it?” Rejji asked.
Mistake held a finger to her lips and pointed. Rejji and Bakhai peeked around the bend and saw a colossal beast in a large chamber. They stood frozen as Mistake inched forward towards the large chamber. After a few moments, she returned and pushed them back around the bend.
“There is a huge opening in the ceiling,” she whispered, “and another tunnel across the chamber. That is all I could see. The opening in the ceiling goes to the surface because that is where the light is coming from, but there is no way we will be able to reach it. I am going to try to sneak across the chamber and check out the other tunnel.”
“Not without us,” interjected Rejji. “This is no time to get separated.”
“Then we should go one at a time,” retorted Mistake. “If that thing wakes up, it looks like it could swallow us whole.”
“What is it?” repeated Rejji.
“It looks like a dragon,” Mistake whispered. “I thought they were mythical and used to excite children in the villages, but I can’t imagine what else it could be.”
“After the Qubari Jungle, I am ready to believe almost anything,” added Bakhai. “Maybe I should try talking to it.”
“I would rather it remained sleeping,” frowned Mistake. “Suppose it is hungry?”
Mistake turned and rounded the bend again. Bakhai and Rejji peered around the corner as Mistake moved silently into the chamber. Rejji stared at the huge dragon that rested upon a pile of debris. While he could see the glint of metal sparkling in places, the vast majority of matter appeared to be bones, a lot of bones. Mistake was almost half way across the chamber when the dragon popped open an eye and stared at her. She froze hoping it would close its eye again, but instead it opened both eyes and raised its head. As its mouth opened, Mistake dashed behind a column. The dragon spit flames from its mouth that showered the column with fire and Mistake screamed.
Bakhai immediately started making noises that sounded strange to Rejji. The dragon turned its head towards Bakhai and peered into the gloomy tunnel.
“A talker?” the dragon said. “What is a talker doing out of the jungle?”
Bakhai shook his head and walked forward towards the chamber. Rejji tried to grab him and pull him back, but he was too late.
“We are on a quest,” Bakhai said. “We seek the Sage of the Mountain. Do you know the way to him?”
The dragon appeared to laugh and sent a tongue of flame at Bakhai. The talker didn’t move and the flame fell short of him.
“We mean you no harm,” continued Bakhai. “We just seek to gain the summit of this mountain.”
“No harm?” laughed the dragon. “I suppose not. Talkers are meant to aid the animals, not harm them, but why do you travel with a thief?”
“I am not a thief,” shouted Mistake. “Or at least I don’t mean to steal anything you have.”
“A thief is a thief,” snorted the dragon, “and I know a thief when I smell one. Imagine a thief suddenly appears in my treasure room sneaking about and then claims she doesn’t want anything. Do you think everyone but yourself is a fool?”
“I only stole to eat,” yelled Mistake. “I am not currently hungry and I wouldn’t eat anything I found in here anyway. The stench is horrible.”
“Oh, well excuse me,” burped the dragon. “Perhaps I should come and inspect your home to see if it meets with my approval. How did you get in here?”
Bakhai explained their quest and described the Jiadin army pursuing them. When he mentioned the wizard’s shaking of the mountain, the dragon was clearly annoyed.
“He blew a hole in my mountain?” scowled the dragon.
“Yes,” answered Bakhai, “and they may be pursuing us yet. You should be prepared for them coming.”
“The three of you come and stand before me,” demanded the dragon.
“So you can eat us?” growled Mistake. “I don’t think so.”
“You would hardly make much of a snack,” sighed the dragon. “If you want me to trust you, then you must trust me. Come and stand before me.”
Mistake didn’t move, but Bakhai marched into the chamber and stood before the dragon. Rejji looked back at the tunnel they had come through and sighed. He walked into the chamber and stood beside Bakhai. The dragon started tapping a claw against the floor and Rejji called for Mistake to join them. Several minutes of silence filled the chamber before Mistake gave in and joined her friends. She did not look very trusting of the dragon.
“That is better,” smiled the dragon. “The talker is smart enough to know that dragons like a challenge with their meal. Eating you now would be too easy. You may call me Myka. I will allow you to pass this time. That is not an invitation to return. What do you call yourselves?”
Bakhai did the introductions and the dragon nodded.
“Mistake is certainly an odd name,” chuckled the dragon, “but then it is odd that I should let a thief pass through my chamber unmolested. The small tunnel on the other side will lead you out. I would move quickly along if I were you. I am expecting dinner at any moment.”
Bakhai bowed to the dragon. “Thank you for your understanding, Myka. I hope we can do you a favor someday to repay this debt.”
The trio moved swiftly, before Myka changed her mind, and entered the tunnel. The exit tunnel was similar to the one they had been in before, in that it was large at first and kept getting smaller as they progressed. It also had a fairly step incline to it and when they exited the tunnel, they could see the summit a couple of hundred feet above them. There was no path to follow as the tunnel just ended at the surface. The trio climbed the rest of the way to the summit and they were fairly exhausted when they reached it.
“Well here we are,” Rejji declared as he looked around.
The summit consisted of a fairly flat area with a pyramid-shaped pointy tip that extended upwards another twenty feet. The view was spectacular and they could see for miles in every direction.
“What do we do now?” asked Bakhai as he tried to peer down to locate the Jiadin army.
“I do not know,” sighed Mistake. “Could the Qubari have been wrong about the location? I don’t see how there could be anyone up here.”
“I don’t think they would give us the wrong location,” responded Bakhai. “Perhaps you need to call to him or something like that.”
Mistake tried shouting for the Sage to appear, but nothing happened. The summit was bitter cold and the wind occasionally whipped cruelly across the open surface. As the sun began to dip below the western mountains, the mood of the trio fell with it. Exhausted and cold, they huddled together for warmth. As the stars grew bright upon the black sky, the trio drifted off to sleep.
***
Mistake’s head swam and her lungs felt like they were going to burst. She opened her eyes and saw bubbles floating upward. She felt lighter than air as she floated freely, but there was a feeling of despair and fear that permeated her soul. Suddenly, her head broke the surface and she gasped for breath. Cruel waves washed over her head and she shook the salty water from her eyes. She heard voices then, distant voices. The voices were full of fear and they called out to somebody. She could not make out the name that was called, but Mistake knew that the name was hers, but it was not Mistake. She tried moving towards the voices, but the savage waves continued to crash down upon her and the voices grew more distant. Another wave came unexpectedly, but this one carried the weight of something heavier, a body, a log, she could not remember. Her mind swam from the crushing blow and stars danced in her vision as everything turned to black.
Mistake’s eyes popped open and she stared at the stars in the inky sky. She felt perspiration on her brow and a harsh cold wind attempting to turn the droplets to ice. She sat up and put her head in her hands and tried to force the horrible nightmare from her mind. As she opened her eyes and wiped the sweat from her brow, she saw a ghostly blue light cascading over the ground of the summit. She turned to find the source of the eerie light and her mouth hung open. The pyramid-shaped peak was throwing a blue hue over the rock as if the light emanated from within the stone. She rose and walked towards the pyramid leaving Rejji and Bakhai to their slumbers.
As she approached the peak, she saw not a wall of stone, but a room fashioned solidly on only three sides. The fourth side was open and spoke of warmth and happiness. She walked in.
The inside of the pyramid was warm and the ground was covered with large pillows. The walls were lined with the finest silks that undulated in an unfelt breeze and everything in the room was framed in a blue glow that shimmered. The wall opposite the entrance contained a small alcove bordered in diamonds and sapphires. Mistake’s eyes rose to look at the peak of the pyramid and, instead of seeing the small cone she expected to, saw the vastness of the heavens in an endless view of stars and planets, which gave the sense of traveling among the stars. Her gaze was transfixed on the stellar journey and she was not sure how long she remained watching.
“Sit.”
The voice startled Mistake and she felt her legs involuntarily buckling. She landed on a large cushion and her eyes scanned the room again. In the alcove she saw a head floating in space. The face was ageless, but the long white beard gave it a sense of wisdom. The eyes were not eyes at all, but merely white orbs within the sockets of the face.
“What knowledge do you seek?”
“Are you the Sage of the Mountain?” asked Mistake nervously.
“I am whatever you call me,” answered the voice. “What matter do names have? Tell me of what brings you here.”
“I seek to know the truth of myself,” responded Mistake.
“You do not need my wisdom to know yourself,” declared the voice. “You need only to look within your self. The truth of your being is what you allow it to be. Your actions and your thoughts will define it.”
“I guess I mean to ask about my past,” frowned Mistake. “You can see things in the past, can’t you?”
“The past and the future are but different sides of the same wall,” stated the voice.
“I need to know about my family,” requested Mistake. “I don’t mean the fisherman I grew up with, but my real family. Do they still live? Will I ever see them again?”
After a moment of hesitation, a small stick floated through the air and was suspended before Mistake. The stick had two metal balls attached by strings to one end.
“Take this stick,” prompted the voice. “Members of your family still exist at this time, but the paths of the future are many. Whether you shall meet them again or not depends upon the actions of a great number of people. When turned upside down, the stick will alert you to their closeness.”
“Thank you,” Mistake said as she reached out and captured the stick. “Can you tell me about my family? Who they are? Where I can find them?”
“The search for your family should not be the quest of your life,” replied the voice. “It will not help you find them any sooner. Gather your friends and bring them here.”
Mistake nodded and rose to fetch Bakhai and Rejji. She woke them up and they returned to the warmth of the pyramid. Rejji and Bakhai began examining the room as Mistake had done, but the Sage allowed them little time to satisfy their curiosity.
“Sit.”
The trio sat on cushions promptly as if a giant hand had forced them down. They focused their attention on the floating head whose lips had turned upward at the corners.
“The forces have gathered you together to serve a purpose,” declared the voice. “Be true to each other and lend strength and guidance where it is needed. Many trials await you and you shall spend many a day in despair, yet much depends upon your perseverance. Should one of you fall, the others must pick him up again.”
“Each of you seeks that which has been denied you,” the voice continued, “but the fates have chosen a different path for your future. Put aside your desires for now. You may find that which you seek along the way, but whether or not it will please you is not clear to me.”
“If we put aside our quests,” interrupted Mistake, “then what are we to do with our lives? What is this path that has been chosen for us?”
“Seek out the ancient city of Angragar,” instructed the voice. “Your fate lies within its walls.”
“Where shall we look for this ancient city?” asked Rejji.
“What do we do when we find it?” questioned Bakhai.
“The ancient city has lain dormant for thousands of years,” instructed the voice. “Return to your people, Qubari. They are responsible for its safety. They know the signs of the times and have waited for this moment for eternity. Discover the mysteries of Angragar and you shall learn the mysteries within yourselves.”
Mistake started to ask a question, but the floating head disappeared. Mistake tried to rise but her legs refused to obey. Her eyelids grew heavy and she fought to keep them open, but her control over her body was nonexistent. She slumped against the cushion and fell asleep.
Mistake awoke to the glare of the rising sun in her face. She sat up and looked around. She was nestled next to Rejji as she had been the night before and Bakhai was still sleeping on the other side of Rejji. She turned to look for the pyramid room, but only the rock peak was there. She shook Rejji and Bakhai and woke them up.
Rejji and Bakhai sat up. Rejji yawned and looked around as Mistake had done.
“I had the strangest dream,” commented Rejji.
“Did it involve a talking head?” queried Bakhai.
“Yes,” nodded Rejji. “How did you know?”
“Because I had it too,” he frowned.
Rejji looked over at Mistake and she sat there staring at a stick in her hands. A stick, which had two balls attached to it by strings.
“It wasn’t a dream,” declared Mistake as she turned the stick upside down.
The two balls repelled each other until they were standing straight out, opposite of each other.
“What is that?” asked Bakhai.
“Something the Sage gave me,” answered Mistake. “It will help me find my family. I guess it means that we are far apart right now.”
“Let me try it,” requested Bakhai.
Mistake handed it to Bakhai as she rose and stretched. Bakhai turned the stick upside down and the balls clanged together.
“It doesn’t do anything for me,” frowned Bakhai.
“I guess it only works for me,” Mistake said as she retrieved it.
“Or that we are not too far from the Qubari Jungle,” added Rejji as he stretched and looked out at the panoramic view. “I can actually see it from here. How are we going to get down from here?”
“That is something we should have asked the Sage,” sighed Mistake. “I can see the path down, but we will not be able to jump that break in the ledge.”
“We could go back the way we came,” offered Bakhai.
“We could try,” Rejji shook his head, “but we will not be able to jump out of that hole and reach the ledge. It just won’t work. Besides, Myka made a point of not inviting us back.”
“Let’s split up and see if we can find another path down,” suggested Mistake.
“Yltar said there was only one path,” reminded Bakhai. “He has been right in everything else. We can search, but I fear I already know the results.”



Chapter 22



Myka


Rejji and Mistake waved to Bakhai as he climbed back up to the peak.
“Nothing,” Bakhai reported as he strode over to his friends. “Our only option is back through the dragon’s cave.”
“That is not much of an option,” frowned Rejji. “I almost fell getting off that broken ledge and I know I won’t be able to get back onto it.”
“I agree,” nodded Bakhai, “but we have no other choice. Perhaps Myka knows of another way down the mountain. I think asking her is our only chance off this mountain.”
“Couldn’t you just go and ask her, Bakhai,” questioned Mistake. “She doesn’t like me and I don’t like that hungry look in her eyes.”
“I will do that,” agreed Bakhai. “There is no sense in all of us being placed in danger. I will try to be back by dark.”
“I will go with you,” offered Rejji.
“No,” stated Bakhai. “Two of us going is no better than one. I will go alone.”
Bakhai turned and started climbing down the mountain towards the small tunnel that led to the dragon’s lair. He had trouble locating the small entrance at first because it was concealed by brush, but he eventually remembered where it was and began crawling down the tunnel. It took him several hours but he finally entered Myka’s chamber. There was a new smell present in the air, the aroma of burning flesh, and Bakhai spied a few new skeletons on the pile that still had bits of muscle on them.
“I thought the thief would be the one to sneak back,” growled Myka. “You disappoint me talker.”
“I have come to talk,” bowed Bakhai, “not to steal. I need your advice.”
“Really?” grinned the dragon. “That is more like what I would expect of Qubari. What advice do you seek?”
“The trail from the peak of the mountain is broken,” stated Bakhai. “Even if you were to allow my friends and I to transit your home again, we still could not get down this mountain. I am hoping that you know of another why down.”
“There is no other way,” declared Myka. “The Sage has seen to that. One path goes up, the same path goes down. There is no other way.”
Bakhai detected the twinkle in Myka’s eye and was willing to bet that there was another way, but the dragon was enjoying the human’s predicament too much to disclose it. He didn’t think the dragon would actually lie about there being another path, so Bakhai figured he was missing something. Leaving and coming back again to ask, would be in poor taste and the dragon might not find the next visit amusing, so Bakhai decided to stall while he tried to figure out what solution had occurred to the dragon that had not come to his mind.
“You don’t care much for humans do you?” Bakhai asked.
“Oh, not true,” chuckled the dragon. “I like them quite a bit, especially if they are large and muscular. Those Jiadin warriors were quite a treat. Small ones like your thief are all bones though. I really should get out more, now that I have remembered the taste.”
“Yes you should,” laughed Bakhai as the dragon gave herself away. “In fact, how would you like a trip out of here today? Perhaps to the edge of the Qubari Jungle? Why my friends and I will even go with you.”
“Bah,” scowled the dragon. “You are just looking for a free ride. Why should I trouble myself with your difficulties?”
“Because if you don’t help us, we will never get off this mountain,” answered Bakhai.
“So,” queried Myka. “Like I am supposed to care whether or not you spend your miserable existence on this mountain or somewhere else? You have to offer me a better incentive to help you and your friends, or you will spend your lives here.”
Bakhai frowned and tried to figure out what a dragon would want that he could offer. Absolutely nothing came to mind. Myka really had the upper hand and if Bakhai could not offer something to the dragon they were stuck on this mountain. Suddenly, he laughed.
“What is so funny?” questioned the dragon.
“Just the thought of living on this mountain with you,” laughed Bakhai. “It really isn’t such a bad mountain after all. I can imagine many happy years here. Actually, it is close to perfect. The children will love it.”
“Children?” frowned Myka. “What children?”
“Mistake’s of course,” grinned Bakhai. “We are all quite young yet. We will have many years to live here and nothing to do except create children. I bet there will be hundreds of them.”
“Bah,” scowled the dragon, “children are worse than rats. I should have eaten the female when I had the chance, even though she is all bones. Very well, I will give you your ride to the jungle, but I do not go out in the daylight. Too many humans want to show their false bravery when they know a dragon is around. Wait on the peak and I will arrive after dark. I warn you, talker, if you are not ready, you will not get your ride.”
“We will be ready,” grinned Bakhai as he bowed to the dragon.
***
Mistake and Rejji sat and gazed at the Fakaran countryside as they waited for Bakhai to return. They talked about their visit with the Sage and what they thought it all meant, but neither one of them could figure out what the mysteries were that the Sage had spoken about.
Mistake told Rejji of her home life in the fisherman’s village and how she ran away. He could tell by her facial expressions and the tone of voice that she was not real proud of what she had done to survive, but she was proud of the fact that she had survived on her own.
Rejji picked up Mistake’s stick as she spoke and turned it upside down. He had marveled at how the device had reacted when Mistake used it and wondered what made the balls defy gravity as they had. He looked curiously as the balls hung straight down, but they did not quite touch one another.
“Why don’t they touch?” queried Rejji. “Shouldn’t the balls be touching?”
“I was pretty sure they did for Bakhai,” frowned Mistake. “Do you have any family left at all?”
“I don’t think so,” replied Rejji. “My grandfather kept saying my parents would return, but that was so many years ago that they left. I can’t imagine them being alive and not coming back for me.”
“Well the balls are pretty close together,” Mistake said. “We don’t even know if it is supposed to work for anyone but me anyway.”
“True,” nodded Rejji. “Do you think Bakhai will find a way off this mountain?”
“I hope so,” stated Mistake. “If Myka won’t tell him, maybe he can ask the goats or birds. There has to be a way.”
Rejji handed the stick back to Mistake as their conversation returned to Mistake’s adventures before she met Rejji. They talked for several hours and watched the sun slide down behind the western mountains. Just as their talk turned to Bakhai and whether he was safe or not, Bakhai emerged from the side of the mountain.
“Get ready to leave,” Bakhai panted.
“You found a way down?” asked Mistake excitedly. “Are the Jiadin still around?”
“We won’t have to worry about the Jiadin,” grinned Bakhai. “Myka is giving us a ride to the jungle.”
“The dragon?” shouted Mistake. “You want me to ride on that thing? It is probably a trick just to eat us.”
“Not at all,” chuckled Bakhai as he caught his breath. “She is helping us so she doesn’t have to deal with your children.”
“My children?” frowned Mistake. “What are you talking about?”
“I will tell you later,” he grinned as he detected the sound of massive wings flapping. “Just make sure we all get on for the ride. She will not tolerate any delays. Here she comes.”
The roar of rushing wind barely preceded the sight of the huge dragon as Myka hovered near the summit and then landed in a clear area.
“Come along,” Myka said tersely, “and if you tell anyone about this, I will eat your children, bones and all.”
Bakhai scampered up the back of the dragon and reached his hand down to Mistake. Mistake hesitated and Rejji grabbed her and hoisted her up to Bakhai’s arms. Rejji scurried up Myka’s back and held Mistake around the waist and instructed her to hold Bakhai. Myka snorted and grinned as she hobbled to the edge of the mountain, leaned far over the edge, and let herself fall forward. The trio screamed as if they were dying as the dragon plummeted toward the ground. Bakhai distinctly heard a cackle as the dragon spread her wings and the dive transformed into a glide.
“You did that on purpose,” shouted Bakhai. “You nearly scared us all to death.”
“I can’t hear you,” chuckled Myka. “And if I could hear you, I certainly don’t need flying instructions from a human. You just hang on and leave the flying to an expert.”
Bakhai shook his head, but had a hard time suppressing his own laughter at the dragon’s antics. The night was dark and the air rushing past them was very cool. Bakhai was forced to close his eyes to mere slits in the face of the rushing wind, but even then the sight of the land passing below them thrilled him. He could not pick out much of the detail, but he could see the difference between grassland and forest. As they glided lower, he could see streams passing below them. He was not sure of the time it took to reach the edge of the jungle, but to Bakhai, the trip was too short.
Myka flared her wings as the ground came rushing up at them and slowed to a walking pace before she landed. Mistake pulled Rejji's hands away from her waist and slid down the side of the dragon as soon as they landed. Rejji and Bakhai followed.
“Thank you, Myka,” bowed Bakhai. “We are indebted to you.”
“That you are,” smiled the dragon. “It has been a long time since I got out to see how things are going. That flight made me hungry.”
Mistake backed away from the dragon and Myka lowered her head and snaked her long neck towards the thief. Mistake was terrified and reached for one her daggers, but the huge dragon winked at her and chuckled.
“I will say you have a lot of spunk for such a small thief,” Myka laughed as she withdrew her head from Mistake. “I think I could go for a nice fat wasooki or maybe a dozen more of those Jiadin warriors.”
Without further comment, Myka flapped her wings and took off into the air. The trio watched her go as far as the dark night allowed, which was not very far. Bakhai turned and started walking along the edge of the jungle. Rejji and Mistake followed him and eventually they heard the Qubari signal and turned into the jungle.
“Welcome home,” greeted Mobi. “We did not expect you so soon. Did you not find the Sage?”
“We found him,” said Bakhai. “We need to return to the village, but some sleep is required first. Can we leave at first light?”
Mobi nodded and walked the trio back to the Qubari campsite. Bakhai told the Qubari warriors of their journey, but left out the words of the Sage. The trio shared a meal with the jungle warriors and then everyone went to sleep. In the morning the group began the trip back to the village.
When they arrived back at the village, Mobi led the trio to the inner courtyard of the stone building, while the rest of the Qubari warriors returned to their homes. Within a few moments, Chief Dumo and Shaman Yltar arrived. Dumo embraced Bakhai and welcomed the travelers back to the village.
“You have returned swiftly,” smiled Dumo. “Were you able to speak to the Sage?”
“We were successful,” nodded Bakhai.
“Tell me of your journey,” prompted Dumo.
Bakhai started the tale at the edge of the jungle and began to relate the adventure to the chief. Mistake and Rejji sat and listened for a while. Mistake pulled out her stick and held it upside down. The balls still hung suspended in opposition and she pouted. She was about to put it away when Rejji reached over and grabbed it from her fingers. He also held it upside down and the balls clanged together. He locked eyes with Mistake for a moment and shook his head as he handed the stick back to her.
“Not sure I have much faith in that stick of yours,” Rejji whispered to Mistake while Bakhai continued his story.
“Maybe it was affected by the cold up on the mountain,” responded Mistake. “Or maybe you aren’t doing it right.”
“How could there be a wrong way to turn a stick upside down?” protested Rejji as he noticed Yltar watching him.
“If it doesn’t work for you,” frowned Mistake, “then don’t touch it. It was meant for me and I am sure that it will work.”
She held it upside down again before putting it away. Once again the balls stretched the strings to their limit as they became suspended straight out to the sides instead of falling down. Rejji saw Yltar’s eyes widen as the balls hung suspended opposite each other. The shaman came over and sat next to Mistake.
“Where did you obtain the carozit?” he asked softly.
“Carozit?” echoed Mistake. “You mean the stick?”
“Yes the stick,” smiled Yltar. “Where did you get it?”
As Bakhai continued telling his story in the background, Mistake answered, “It was a gift from the Sage of the Mountain. He said it would help locate my family.”
“I have read of such things,” stated the wide-eyed shaman. “Never have I seen one. May I try it?”
Mistake nodded and handed the carozit to Yltar. He turned it upside down and the balls clanged together. He handed it back to Mistake and indicated for her to use it again. She did and the balls once again hung out to the sides of the carozit.
“Amazing,” whispered Yltar as he turned to listen to Bakhai’s tale. “I wonder how it is made.”
Bakhai skipped over the meeting with the Sage and promised to return to it later as he proceeded to tell the story of how they escaped from the mountain.
“Myka,” stated Dumo at the end of Bakhai’s story, “a name of legend. I thought she died ages ago. And you got to fly upon her back? I am quite surprised that she didn’t eat you.”
“She wanted to, I am sure,” frowned Mistake.
“I suspect if she wanted to eat you, you would not be here,” smiled Dumo. “Tell us, Mistake. What did the Sage tell you of your family?”
“He gave her a carozit,” offered Yltar. “It shows a great distance separates her from her family.”
Mistake nodded and Bakhai added, “He also tasked us to find the lost city of Angragar.”
The courtyard fell suddenly silent and the faces of Dumo and Yltar became masks hiding their emotions.
“I am sure that I am pronouncing it correctly,” Bakhai stated. “The Sage said that the Qubari were responsible for protecting it. Tell me where it is so that we may go there.”
“Angragar is none of your concern,” declared Dumo.
“It is our concern,” protested Bakhai. “The Sage has stated that it is our duty to go there and discover its mysteries. You must tell us where it is.”
“I will tell you no such thing,” exploded Dumo. “You, as a Qubari, will learn of Angragar when I deem you are ready to. These invaders that you travel with, shall never know of it. I forbid you to speak of it again.”
“I think the Sage has already made us aware of it,” interrupted Rejji. “If you refuse to help us locate it, that is understandable, but to refuse to speak of something we already know about it is childish.”
“Childish?” raged Dumo. “For thousands of years, the Qubari have been entrusted to guard this secret. It is an obligation we take quite seriously. Why do you think we kill anyone who enters this jungle? Do you think it is for the love of seeing someone’s blood spilled along the jungle floor? Every Qubari is sworn to protect Angragar with his life. I will not share those secrets with the likes of you. I have erred in not having you killed before, but this threat to Angragar makes me see clearly now. Seize them! The council shall sit in session again this day.”
The guards lowered their spears and formed a circle around Rejji and Mistake. They hesitated when it came to Bakhai, unsure of whether or not the Chief’s command included him. Dumo nodded sadly to Mobi, and Mobi ushered Bakhai into the circle of spears to join his friends. A guard was sent to summon Pulom and Anderal to complete the council.
“He is the last of your line,” Yltar pleaded to Dumo. “Do not be so quick to terminate that which has dedicated its life to Angragar.”
“I know no other way,” scowled Dumo. “The sacred trust must come before all else. Do you not think I have punished myself all these years for my actions? As Chief, I have a duty far greater than the rest of my people. My family and my life are insignificant against the burden I have been given. I would give my own life to spare Bakhai, but that would not safeguard Angragar. I do what I must do.”
“Yet your son felt strongly that Angragar would awaken in your lifetime,” continued Yltar.
“His feelings were misguided,” growled Dumo. “Angragar does not awaken just because you wish it to. How many generations have wished the same thing? Were the Astor to be born today, I would take an army and tear down the gates of Angragar, but such is not the case. I explained this to him many times.”
“I remember the arguments,” frowned Yltar. “And I believe he answered that tearing down the gates for a newborn was just as foolish as announcing to the world where Angragar was. Yet he was one of the greatest students of the ancient prophecies that the Qubari have ever seen. Can you not believe that maybe he understood something that the rest of us have ignored?”
“He was wise,” nodded Dumo, “but he was also young and optimistic. How many of our youth have you sensed the same euphoria from? Do not distract me from my duty by yanking on my heartstrings. This is painful enough for me without you dragging him into it.”
“Why do you keep referring to my parents as if I would not understand who you are talking about?” interrupted Bakhai. “They had names like you and me. I would at least like to know them before I die.”
Dumo stared over at Bakhai and his chin crinkled in bitter sadness. His eyes watered and he nodded as he walked towards Bakhai.
“Regardless of how I rant about his failings,” Dumo grimaced, “your father was a great man. He would have made an excellent chief or shaman for the Qubari. It is not that I did not love him, but rather that we did not see eye to eye on many things. He had the same feelings of sacrifice for our people as I do, but he thought very differently. His name was Hyram and I am proud to have called him my son. I am sorry, but I cannot remember your mother’s name. She was an invader and I only met her once and it was an emotional time between your father and I. Perhaps it will come back to me.”
“Her name was Saria,” Rejji said haltingly, his eyes filled with tears.
Silence invaded the courtyard and Pulom and Anderal halted on their way to the council table. Dumo turned and stared at Rejji.
“It was indeed Saria,” Chief Dumo said softly. “How could you possibly know this?”
Dumo turned to look at Yltar. “Did you ever mention her name to him?” he quizzed the shaman.
Yltar shook his head and stared at Rejji. Dumo stormed his way through the ring of guards and stood towering over Rejji.
“Tell me how you know her name,” Dumo demanded.
“She was my mother,” sobbed Rejji. “Her father raised me as his own when they left to return to Hyram’s people. She was pregnant at the time.”
“So it was not the cold that affected the balls,” concluded Mistake. “Bakhai was deep in the mountain seeking the dragon. The carozit worked!”
Rejji nodded and Dumo started pacing towards the council table.
“This is unbelievable,” scowled Dumo. “This is some trick to get me to reject your punishment. Hyram would have told me about his son when we met. He would have been too proud to conceal such a thing from me. I cannot believe this. He is not even a talker. He should be slowly tortured for playing such a cruel trick.”
“I agree,” stated Pulom. “No man could resist bragging about a son to his father. There is absolutely no reason for him not to have told everyone about his son.”
Even the guards were nodding their heads at the thoughts expressed by Pulom. A birth among the Qubari was a wonderful and joyous event, which was shared and celebrated by the entire village. Not a man there could understand a father not sharing his joy, not only with his own father, but also with the entire village.
“Unless,” interjected Yltar.
“Unless what?” demanded Dumo. “Will you think of some strange circumstance that would make this believable so that this council will once again spare the lives of these three? Do not waste our time, Yltar. You persuaded us once, but you will not succeed again, no matter how hard you try.”
“What if Hyram feared your actions?” the shaman postulated. “What if he knew what your reaction would be to the news of his son and feared that your actions would jeopardize the Qubari people?”
“How could my knowledge of such a blessed event hurt the Qubari?” scowled Dumo. “You weave tales that contain no logic. Let us convene this council and determine their fate.”
“I can think of only one reason that Hyram would not have shared his birth,” persisted Yltar as he forced his way through the line of guards. “He would have kept his silence in fear that you would have torn down the gates of Angragar for a child who could barely walk.”
Everyone stared at the shaman as he marched over to stand in front of Rejji. He reached down and seized Rejji’s right arm from where it rested on his leg. He twisted the arm to force Rejji’s palm to face upward and gasped at the sight of the crescent mark he saw. He gently pulled Rejji to his feet and raised the held arm high in the air so the palm faced the council table. Yltar then fell to his knees before Rejji.
“Behold, people of Qubari,” Yltar called out. “Behold the coming of the Astor.”
The entire courtyard gasped and fell to their knees. Tears flowed down Dumo’s cheeks and dampened the stones of the courtyard. Although his tears flowed freely, Chief Dumo was the happiest man in the world.
“What does this mean?” asked Rejji. “What is happening?”
“Angragar is awakening,” smiled Yltar. “We have waited centuries for you to come.”



Chapter 23



Astor


“I still don’t understand,” declared Rejji. “What is an Astor? What does it mean that Angragar is awakening? What does this have to do with me?”
“You are the Astor,” began Yltar. “It is prophesied that the Astor will reopen Angragar. He will be marked by the crescent of the moon upon his right palm.”
“This can’t be,” Rejji shook his head. “I am only half Qubari and if you are all kneeling in deference to me, please stop. It makes me very uncomfortable. Surely a lot of people could be born with such a scar.”
The Qubari sheepishly rose to their feet as Yltar continued, “It is not a scar, Rejji. It is a mark and it is more than just you having it. Your father was a scholar who studied the ancient tomes more than any other. He had become convinced that the time of the Astor was near. I am not certain of the signs he saw to predict this, but I respected his knowledge enough to believe he had not misread them. Add to that the instructions you received from the Sage and it is undeniable. There is a further test that can be made if you are still in doubt.”
“What is the test?” questioned Rejji.
“The gates of Angragar have been locked for centuries,” stated Yltar. “Many have tried to open them and all have failed. That is why Dumo spoke of an army to tear the gates down, yet it is written that the gates will yield to the Astor. I am confident that you can open them.”
“Then let us go find out for sure,” murmured Rejji.
“That can be done,” offered Yltar, “but may I make a suggestion.”
“Certainly,” replied Rejji. “I can use suggestions from everyone. I do not have any idea what it is you think I am.”
“It appears that there is little doubt that you are Qubari,” smiled Yltar. “Even if you are found not to be the Astor, there is much that you and Bakhai should learn. Angragar is a distance from here and once the gates are open, it becomes harder to keep the city secure. Spend some time here in the village before we make the journey and test you. Learn of our history and customs. Study the ancient scrolls. Find out what the Astor is for yourself and what is expected of you. Angragar has waited many centuries. It will wait a few weeks longer.”
“I would like that,” nodded Rejji. “I feel like I have found my true home for the first time. I am in no hurry to leave it.”
“I would like that too,” interjected Bakhai. “Why is Angragar being protected?”
“To explain that, I must go back thousands of years,” declared Yltar as he pulled up a chair and sat. “At one time there was a very advanced nation where we stand. It was one of the great ancient nations of the world. Ships from Angragar traveled the world and traded the bounties of this land. It was a peaceful nation as most were at that time. One of its greatest allies was Elvangar, land of the elves.”
“Real elves?” questioned Mistake. “Do you mean there really are elves?”
“Oh yes, real elves,” smiled Yltar. “At least there were elves at that time. I cannot say if any still exist. One day, in the reign of King Regis, a young mage named Vand rose to power. He was well versed in the dark arts and he sought domination over his brothers. He defied all customs and laws, yet his charm drew a large following to him. He sought a way to topple the king and seize power for himself. As large and as powerful as his following got, he realized that he would never be a threat to the king as long as the king stood in the favor of the people.”
“So the people loved this king?” queried Mistake.
“Very much so,” nodded Yltar. “Whenever Vand tried to stir up the crowd in Angragar, the people threw stones at him and chased him from the city. Vand decided one day upon a plan to seize power. He took his followers west over the mountains unto the center of the land. There on the shores of a great lake, he built a temple to himself.”
“Vandegar,” interjected Rejji.
“Yes, Vandegar,” confirmed Yltar. “He declared himself a god and demanded his people worship him. Then he began issuing proclamations and prophecies. One of the prophecies he wrote prophesized an invasion of the land by our allies the elves. As he sent his followers throughout the land to spread these proclamations and prophecies, people laughed and ridiculed them. This continued for some years. During this time, Vand was secretly building a navy away from the prying eyes of the people. When the time was right, Vand raised the flag of Angragar on his ships and sent the fleet to attack the elves.”
“He attacked the elves for no reason?” asked Bakhai. “I hope he was soundly defeated.”
“Oh his navy was indeed destroyed,” frowned Yltar, “but his goal was achieved. His navy raided and destroyed many elven towns and villages. What was left behind was meant to incense the elves. It worked. The elves were so incensed by the merciless attacks that they sent their armies to Angragar. Much of Angragar and the surrounding villages were destroyed. King Regis called a truce and when he sat down with the elves and compared stories, it became clear to all what Vand had done, but it was too late. The people saw the devastation and believed in Vand’s supernatural powers. They fled Angragar and rallied to Vandegar. Only a few families remained true to King Regis.”
“The Qubari?” questioned Bakhai.
“In a sense,” answered Yltar. “King Regis was of the Qubari family. Over the ages, all of the families lost their identities and all are considered Qubari now. Vand relished the power he had obtained, but he lusted for more. Word came that he was gathering an army to come and finish the conquest the elves had begun. In desperation, the elves used their magic to hide Angragar. They created a great jungle around it and populated it with fierce beasts. They bestowed upon the Qubari the ability to talk to the animals and use the creatures as allies. Vand’s forces expended much effort to crush Angragar, but eventually they gave up and returned to Vandegar.”
“What happened to Vandegar?” asked Bakhai.
“Vand grew in strength and power,” replied Yltar. “He appeared to gain power from the strength of his following. Some say he went crazy, others that he had always been mad. Whichever is true, in the end, Vand truly believed himself to be a god. He gathered the masses of his realm to the temple and openly declared the other gods dead. Legend says that he so offended the gods that they struck him down by renting the ground and having the sea swallow it. Most of his following died at once. The survivors spread all over the land.”
“So that is why you consider everyone from outside the jungle an invader?” asked Rejji. “Because they tried to conquer Angragar?”
“No,” explained Yltar. “The invaders came centuries later and annihilated those that remained of Vand’s people. Little is known of the invaders except they sought to kill every living person in the land. They arrived by ships and promptly burned the ships so they could not return to where they came from. Massive armies descended on the people and slew them all. They brought mages and laid waste to the land. Only the Qubari Jungle survived their slaughter. They tried to invade the jungle and failed. Then their army turned around and left. Some of the invaders stayed in the lands outside the jungle and tried to settle down but the land was poor. Those are the people you call Fakarans.”
“So the elves hid Angragar and promised that it would awaken in the future,” surmised Mistake. “Why has it gone so long without happening?”
“The elves hid Angragar to protect it from Vand,” corrected Yltar. “They did not lock it. God did that at the time that Vand’s people were destroyed. He was angry with King Regis for allowing Vand to prosper. He said we would be able to enter Angragar when we were ready to stand up for what is holy and right. I guess that time is now.”
“God locked Angragar?” echoed Mistake. “Which god?”
“The Qubari only believe in one god,” explained Yltar. “Vand is the one who created multiple gods. I assume he did so to facilitate people believing that he was one. We have always believed in only one god.”
“So Rejji wanting to unite the tribes is what your god has been waiting for?” queried Mistake.
“I do not know the reasons,” admitted Yltar. “I only know that if Rejji is indeed the Astor, the Qubari are his to command. We have done our job faithfully since the fall of Angragar. We will not falter now.”
“Why is it that Rejji is not a talker?” asked Bakhai. “I would expect his abilities to be as good as mine.”
“There is no reason to believe that, Bakhai,” responded Yltar. “Rejji may possess some skill as a talker, or he may not. We can host a ceremony for him to find out, but he does not require talking skills to be the Astor. Not all of the Qubari have the skill.”
“Let us go to the temple,” suggested Dumo who had remained silent since finding out that Rejji was the Astor and his grandson. “I will have living quarters prepared for the three of you while we show you the ancient scrolls and histories of our people. There is much for you to learn.”
***
Rejji sat on the grass in the park-like square between the temple and the large stone building. He tried to pull all of his thoughts together with the information he had learned over the weeks of study in the temple.
“Taking a day off?” chirped Mistake as she entered the park and sat beside him.
“Hi, Mistake,” smiled Rejji. “Actually I am wondering why we are here. There are more questions than answers.”
“What kind of questions?” prodded Mistake.
“Haven’t you ever wondered why the three of us are in this jungle learning about things that happened thousands of years ago?” replied Rejji. “It makes no sense to me. We are just ordinary people and yet Lord Marak treated us like visiting royalty. The Sage acted like we are the saviors of the world and the Qubari think we are gods. Why is this happening to us?”
Mistake pressed her lips together and studied Rejji’s face before answering. “Actually it is you that is treated that way,” she finally said. “Bakhai and I just happened to be with you when this all happened, but that doesn’t really answer your question. I would assume that you are someone special and that these people can sense it somehow. Why does it bother you so? When Lord Marak presented the opportunity, you were certainly glad to take it. You really sounded like rebuilding Fakara was what you wanted to do with your life. Now you do not seem sure.”
“It is something I would like to do,” admitted Rejji, “but I have never felt that it was something I could really accomplish. Everyone seems to have more faith in me than I have in myself.”
“Do not discount their faith, Rejji,” smiled Mistake. “You speak of men that are powerful and wise. They do not heap confidence upon you as a reward. They must see something in you that you do not see yourself. There is another way that you should be looking at this.”
“How should I be looking at it?” questioned Rejji.
“You are about to embark on a course that pleases you,” explained Mistake. “You feel your skills are not up to the task, but you really want to succeed. Consider Lord Marak and Dumo as friends that want you to succeed and are willing to help you. Surely their help will make up for any deficiencies you think you might have.”
“Lord Marak is far away,” objected Rejji, “and Dumo will never leave this jungle. When we leave, we will be on our own. I don’t even think Marak and Dumo would get along if they did try to help.”
“Well you are wrong on that,” grinned Mistake. “Lord Marak and Chief Dumo get along just fine.”
“How do you know that?” quizzed Rejji.
“Because I have heard them talk,” answered Mistake. “I have taught the Air Tunnel to Yltar with Lord Marak’s blessing. They seem to have developed a friendship over the weeks. Both are very excited about your prospects for bringing peace and prosperity to Fakara.”
“Is this a private meeting,” asked Bakhai, “or can a younger brother join in?”
“Bakhai!” greeted Mistake. “Sit. Rejji is having doubts about his place in things.”
“One chosen by God should not complain,” grinned Bakhai as he slapped his brother on the back and sat down next to him. “I think I found a reference to the hellsouls.”
“You did?” Rejji asked excitedly. “Does it explain what they are?”
“I think so,” nodded Bakhai. “When the Qubari were expelled from Angragar and the gates were sealed, some were left behind. Some accounts spoke of this as a mistake God made, but I have found another that explains it differently. At the time the elves hid the ancient city, there were agents of Vand inside the city that were plotting to attack from within. The reference I found suggests that God knew of these people and prevented them from leaving when the others were expelled. In a sense, Angragar became their prison and yet they became protectors of the city, stopping outsiders from surviving an attempt to enter.”
“If so,” Rejji frowned, “they will still seek to protect the city. That means that just opening the gates is not enough.”
“What are you talking about?” interrupted Mistake. “How can people from thousands of years ago still be protecting the city?”
“They are not people any longer,” explained Bakhai. “They are evil spirit beings. Hundreds of references speak of Angragar being haunted. Those evil spirits have been called hellsouls by the Qubari.”
“You can’t possibly believe in evil ghosts,” chided Mistake.
“You would be wise to believe in them,” interjected Yltar as Dumo and the shaman walked up behind the trio. “They do exist, but I am sure our warriors can take care of them.”
“I am not so sure,” frowned Rejji. “I think if I am able to open the gates, they should immediately be closed again. We must not let the hellsouls escape into this world.”
“You cannot be planning on entering Angragar alone?” protested Dumo. “I won’t permit it.”
“The Sage instructed the three of us to go to Angragar,” declared Rejji. “To risk the lives of all of the Qubari on this adventure makes no sense. If the three of us survive, there will plenty of chance for the Qubari to reclaim the city. If we do not survive then you will know that you still wait for the real Astor.”
“Perhaps a compromise?” offered Yltar. “Each of you will take one warrior for an escort?”
“I would feel better with some trained warriors at my back,” nodded Rejji. “I do hesitate to be the bringer of death to others though.”
“There are many who will volunteer,” responded Dumo. “Even in death, it would be considered an honor to have been chosen for such an historic moment. As a leader you must come to realize that death is the due of a warrior. All that your actions can do is change the timing of that death. You are never the cause of their death.”
“Dumo is correct,” nodded Yltar. “For you to take the blame for a warrior’s death is to rob that warrior of the reason for his life.”
“I have come across references to Qubari armor,” interrupted Bakhai. “I do not understand the references when all you wear are loincloths.”
“We have very strong armor,” Chief Dumo stated. “We do not wear it unless we face a large assault by a determined enemy. There is little need for it otherwise.”
“Wouldn’t armor rust in this jungle?” questioned Mistake.
“Not Qubari armor,” chuckled Dumo. “It is made of silk.”
“Silk?” echoed Rejji. “How can silk protect a warrior?”
“It is not ordinary silk,” smiled Yltar. “It is tyrik silk and woven very tightly. An arrow may pierce it, but the arrowhead will not completely penetrate it. Likewise, the tip of a sword may pierce it, but the edge of a blade does little damage unless the blows are repetitive and in the same location.”
“It is light enough to be worn under garments or sturdy enough to worn as garments,” added Dumo. “I shall have some made for the three of you.”
“That sounds great,” chirped Mistake.
“I still have no idea what it is we are supposed to do in Angragar,” sighed Rejji. “The Sage talked about uncovering the mysteries there, but he gave no clue as to what those mysteries are.”
“I have no clues about that,” frowned Dumo. “Occasionally, we have patrols go to the city, but nobody has entered it in thousands of years. The whole city is a mystery to us.”
“Will we be allowed to leave the jungle after we return from Angragar?” asked Bakhai. “Or are we to be confined to the jungle for the rest of our lives?”
“You are much like your father, Bakhai,” Dumo smiled sadly. “I think the three of you have proven your trustworthiness. While I would like to see the three of you remain here forever, nothing will be forced upon you except the need for secrecy. If Rejji is indeed the Astor, the Qubari are his to command, whether that be here in the jungle or elsewhere.”
“I would never assume to interfere with my grandfather’s rule, regardless of who I am,” retorted Rejji.
“You would not be interfering,” corrected Dumo. “I am a mere chief. While the Qubari will follow me into battle, the Astor is the indisputable leader of our people. You have asked us not to bow or kneel in your presence and we have obeyed, but that does not change the fact that you are the instrument of God. Every Qubari will obey the Astor without question.”
The talk of the Astor was disturbing to Rejji and he yearned to put the jungle behind him.
“My first task towards restoring Fakara to prosperity is to create a port to open up trade with Fardale,” Rejji said. “Do you have any ideas where I should do this?”
“There is a small village at the mouth of the Ghala River,” offered Yltar. “It has a fine harbor. It is far enough away from the rest of Fakara that no tribe has claimed it as their own.”
“I thought the Qubari never left the jungle,” interjected Mistake. “How do you know about this village?”
“Qubari leave the jungle on scouting expeditions,” answered Yltar. “When Dumo spoke about only two people leaving, he was referring to a more permanent state. Those two chose to live outside the jungle. If we do not send scouts out into Fakara, how will we know when we are to be attacked?”
“Where is this village?” asked Rejji.
“The Ghala River runs eastward from the Bone Mountains to the sea just north of the jungle,” answered Dumo. “You would have had to cross it to get to Mount Kiator, although it was nothing more than a stream where you ventured. The mouth of the river is actually quite close to the edge of the jungle.”
“Wouldn’t your people be kind of obvious outside the jungle?” queried Mistake. “I mean loincloths and spears are not exactly standard Fakaran garb.”
“That would be the case,” laughed Dumo. “Our scouts wear traditional Fakaran garb when they go scouting. They also do not take their spears. They use one of these.”
Dumo reached into his belt and produced what appeared to be a short section of bamboo. “It is a blowpipe,” Dumo smiled. “We have various darts for it. Some are poisonous, some carry acid from plants here in the jungle, and some carry tyrik venom which causes an almost instant paralysis. We have had many generations to perfect playing the role of a Fakaran. Our scouts are never caught.”
“Impressive,” nodded Mistake. “Do you think I could have one of those blowpipes?”
“I think you should each have one,” stated Yltar. “They are easily concealable and yet they often come in handy.”
“Well I see no reason to put off this trip to Angragar,” decided Rejji. “I do not think we will learn much more from the records in the temple. I think we should leave in the morning.”
“You are anxious to put this jungle behind you grandson,” nodded Dumo sadly. “I shall not make the mistake I did with your father. I will have my people alter armor for the three of you today. The least we can do is to make sure you are protected as best we can. I do hope that this is not farewell, but that your absence will be temporary.”
“It is temporary,” smiled Rejji. “It sounds like Ghala is close enough to allow for periodic visits. I am warmed by the welcome I have received here and I do look forward to coming back, but I do admit that I feel the time to leave has come.”
“Not without a feast this night,” grinned Dumo. “The whole village will turn out to honor our new Qubari. And our new friend,” he added as he smiled at Mistake.
“I will let it be known that we seek three volunteers to accompany you to Angragar,” interjected Yltar.
“Three volunteers to enter Angragar,” corrected Dumo. “I will be sending a score more to escort you to the gates of the ancient city. They will be there to make sure nothing follows you out of the city.”
“You will keep in touch with us via the Air Tunnel?” Yltar asked Mistake.
“I will try to,” nodded the small thief. “Has Lord Marak agreed to others learning the magic?”
“He has,” smiled Yltar. “He was reasonably hesitant at first, but I sense a kindred spirit in Lord Marak and will obey his restrictions regarding the spell. There are not many here that have the capability in any event, but it will be a great aid to us.”
“And we can communicate from Ghala too,” reasoned Mistake.
“Yes,” Dumo nodded vigorously. “I had not thought of that. That will ease an old man’s mind.”
“That will not stop us from visiting,” Rejji said as he hugged his grandfather. “Thank you for understanding my need to move on.”
“I know that you are being driven by God,” responded Dumo. “That makes me proud to see you go. I wish I had felt that way of Hyram. I am sure he was driven as you are. Protect your brother in Angragar. I do not want to lose either of you.”
Bakhai rose and joined in the family hug. “We shall protect each other, Grandfather. It will take more than hellsouls to defeat us.”
Dumo did not look convinced at the display of bravado, but he smiled just the same.



Chapter 24



Angragar


Rejji saw the huge gates as they rounded a bend in the trail. Murmurs ran through the column of Qubari warriors and Rejji saw more than one spear being held at the ready. As they approached closer, Rejji saw the immenseness of the gates. Finely crafted, thick, metal bars allowed Rejji to peer inside the massive stonewall that surrounded the city of Angragar. He looked down a broad avenue of stone, which was bordered by the shells of destroyed stone buildings. Around the exterior of the wall was an open space devoid of trees or brush.
“Do the Qubari keep the wall clear of the jungle?” Rejji asked Mobi, who was one of the three chosen to enter the ancient city.
“No,” answered Mobi as he walked back along the trail and picked up a long stick. “Watch.”
Mobi walked forward and touched the stick to the stonewall. The end of the stick burst into flames. Mobi shoved the end of the stick into the moist soil and extinguished the flames.
“Nothing can touch the wall without being burned,” explained Mobi. “Only the gates may be touched. Try to open them Bakhai.”
Bakhai approached the gates and pushed on them. Nothing happened. Bakhai put his shoulder to the gates and grunted as he tried to force them open. Finally, he admitted defeat and shook his head.
“So it has been for thousands of years,” declared Mobi. “Voltak, Grank, prepare to enter. The rest of you make camp away from the wall. You are to wait for five days. If we have not returned in that time, return to the village.”
When the Qubari warriors, who would not be entering the ancient city, had moved back to the edge of the jungle, Mobi nodded to Rejji. Rejji approached the gates and prepared to push on them, but as soon as his hand touched the gate, it swung open. He looked back surprisingly and saw the Qubari all bowing to him. He shook his head and strode through the gate. His five companions swiftly followed and when they were inside the gate, Rejji touched it again and the gate swung closed.
“I can’t believe that,” Rejji stated.
“Believe it,” smiled Mobi. “Some things are ordained by God and we must learn to accept them. You lead and we shall follow.”
Rejji nodded and started walking up the broad avenue. The buildings along the avenue were reduced to rubble and large round stones were everywhere. Rejji pictured the elves beyond the wall with large siege engines hurling stones into the city. He wondered why the gates had been left intact. He shook his head and continued marching towards the center of the ancient city. As they progressed, they passed cross streets and the damage to the buildings lessened. As they got further into the city, Rejji was astonished at how well the city was preserved. Since he had entered the jungle he had come to believe that things rotted here faster than anywhere else, but Angragar was well preserved.
The first real feeling of uneasiness struck Rejji only a few blocks into the city. He had a feeling that someone was staring at him and turned quickly to look at the other members of the party. Everyone was scanning the sides of the broad avenue and he returned his attention to the city. In many ways, Angragar reminded Rejji of Khadoratung without the people. Each street he crossed appeared to go on forever and he knew that the city was much larger than anything he had ever seen other than Khadoratung. He tried to imagine the civilization, thousands of years old, which would have lived here, and could not.
Rejji again felt like he was being watched and, as he glanced down a cross street, he thought he saw movement. His hand automatically went to his sword and stayed there. In the distance before him, Rejji saw a break in the rows of buildings that lined the broad avenue and picked up the pace a bit. Mobi suddenly appeared at his side.
“There are beings here,” Mobi whispered.
“Have you seen any?” Rejji asked.
“When we crossed that last street,” Mobi replied. “I did not get a good look, but the glint off a sword caught my eyes. It looked human.”
“Tell the others so they are prepared,” ordered Rejji.
Mobi nodded and disappeared behind Rejji. Rejji heard the soft whispers of his fellow travelers and pushed them out of his mind. He drew his sword as he approached the next cross street. They crossed the street without an incident and Rejji relaxed somewhat. He looked forward and the break in the buildings began to look like a large square. He was thinking about where he should search for the mysteries of Angragar when he heard a cry of alarm. He whirled around and saw three men dressed in black cloaks emerge out of an open doorway. They carried swords and the Qubari warriors moved to put themselves between the beings and Rejji. As the warriors took a defensive stance, one of the attackers moved to go around the Qubari. Grank moved his spear in an attempt to knock the attacker’s legs out from under him.
“Don’t play with him!” shouted Mobi as he shoved his spear into the heart of one of the attackers. “Kill him.”
Mistake whirled and threw a dagger into the throat of the attacker Grank was toying with, while Voltak speared the last attacker. Rejji nodded gratefully and picked up the pace even more. Mistake went to retrieve her dagger and Voltak turned her around.
“Leave it,” Voltak said. “We need to get out of this area before more come.”
Mistake nodded and hurried to catch up to the others. As they passed the next cross street, Mobi appeared alongside Rejji again.
“The bodies of the men we killed are gone,” he whispered.
Rejji halted and turned around. He gazed down the broad avenue and saw nothing but the rows of buildings on each side.
“Did you see who took the bodies?” he asked Mobi.
“I saw nothing and heard nothing,” frowned Mobi. “Where are we heading?”
“I don’t know,” admitted Rejji. “There is a large square coming up in several blocks. I think we will start looking there. Investigating each of these buildings would take years. I intend to concentrate on the larger public buildings, but I do not even know what we are looking for.”
The nagging feeling of being watched became constant for Rejji and he frowned as they entered the large square. There were six large buildings around the square, two on the side they had entered and two on the opposite side. On one adjacent side was a large temple and on the other was a palace. Rejji turned towards the right and entered the first large building, which was three stories tall.
“Let’s split up into pairs,” said Rejji. “Each pair can take a floor. Mistake, you take Grank and cover this floor. Bakhai, take Voltak to the second floor.”
“What are we looking for?” asked Mistake.
“I have no idea,” frowned Rejji. “If you find something important, take it. Otherwise, just try to remember what you have seen and we can discuss it later.”
Rejji raced up the stairs with Mobi on his heels. The third floor appeared to be a series of dormitories and they completed their search swiftly. As they checked the last room on the floor, Rejji walked over to the window overlooking the square. He gazed out the window at the square below and the buildings surrounding it. He frowned as he noticed the length of the shadows and realized that night was fast approaching.
“We are going to need a place to sleep for the night,” he said to Mobi. “It will be dark soon.”
“Maybe we should have waited outside the gates for a new day before entering the city,” pondered Mobi.
As Rejji gazed out the window, he saw shadowy figures several blocks down the broad avenue where it continued on the other side of the square. He leaned out of the window and peered at the street that ran in front of the building he was in. He looked far to the right and far to the left and saw other shadowy figures converging on the square. The figures appeared to be keeping to the shadows and Rejji figured that they were trying to approach unseen.
“There are more hellsouls coming,” Rejji stated. “They are approaching from every direction, but they appear to be more cautious than impatient. Do you think we can hold this building?”
“Depends on how many of them there are,” answered Mobi. “If the group that attacked us are any indication, these creatures are slow. I cannot see how they could protect the city from anyone. I would prefer a building with less entrances though.”
Rejji peered out the window again and looked around the square. He saw a hellsoul enter the building across the square, which looked identical to the building he was in. His eyes landed on the temple and he nodded.
“The temple might be better for us then,” Rejji stated. “I can only see one door to it.”
“If it is like our temple in the village,” offered Mobi, “there will be no other entrance.”
“Let’s join the others and move there before it gets dark,” suggested Rejji.
Mobi followed Rejji down the stairs to the first floor. The others were waiting by the door.
“Any thing important in this building?” asked Rejji.
“There is an armory on the first floor,” offered Mistake. “I grabbed a few more daggers.”
“Nothing on the second floor,” Bakhai offered. “Just dormitories.”
“I think I will see what the armory has,” Voltak said. “I don’t think we can have too many weapons in this city.”
“Just dormitories on the third floor too,” reported Rejji. “This was probably a barracks of some kind. We are heading for the temple next. It has started to get dark out, so we will spend the night in the temple. The hellsouls appear to be converging on the square, so we should keep together.”
A shout and a clash came from down the hall and the group sprinted around the corner. Rejji slid to a halt beside the body of a hellsoul with a spear in his chest. He looked into the armory and saw Voltak nursing his hand.
“What happened?” asked Rejji.
“I don’t know where he came from,” Voltak said. “I was just picking up a sword and he slashed down on my hand with his sword. I dropped the sword I had just picked up, but my spear was not far away. Sure glad he wasn’t any faster.”
“Are you all right?” asked Bakhai.
“Yes,” Voltak replied. “It was just a nick on the hand. I will be fine.”
“Retrieve your spear,” ordered Mobi. “We are moving to the temple.”
Voltak nodded and pulled his spear out of the hellsoul. Rejji led the group out of the building and into the square. He saw hellsouls darting for the shadows and into buildings around the square. He marched the group out into the square to avoid walking near any of the buildings, and then turned towards the temple. He tried to lead the group at a fast walk, but fear gripped him and he ended up running for the steps leading to the temple. The others followed right behind him and as soon as they entered the temple, the group let out a collective sigh.
“Mistake,” ordered Rejji, “take Grank and see if there are any other entrances to this building. Bakhai and Voltak watch the door. Mobi and I are going to find something to barricade the door.”
Rejji and Mobi trotted off and returned carrying a large wooden table. They shoved the table against the door. Mobi ran off again and returned with a large vase and propped it on top of the table.
“That should at least alert us if they try to get in,” stated Mobi.
“No other entrances,” reported Mistake as she and Grank returned.
“Good,” responded Rejji. “I think we should eat and then get some sleep so we can get an early start in the morning. We will take turns guarding the door during the night.”
“Can we have a fire or will that alert them to where we are?” asked Grank.
“I am sure they know we are here,” frowned Rejji. “Light a fire if you wish. I am going upstairs to a balcony I saw from the other building.”
Rejji climbed the stairs and Mistake followed. They found the balcony with little trouble, although the inside of the temple was quite dark. They stepped out onto the balcony and Rejji noticed that the sun had set. They city was a maze of shadows of gray and black and Rejji knew it would be all black soon. They walked cautiously to the edge of the balcony and gazed down on the square.
“There are hundreds of them,” he frowned. “We cannot kill all of them. Look, they infest every building even. I think they allowed us to get to the city center so that they could make sure that we never left.”
“Not every building,” corrected Mistake. “They seem to be avoiding this one. There is not even one on the steps below.”
Rejji looked below and nodded. “I wonder why?” he queried. “Do you think they are afraid of the temple because they know we are in it?”
“They weren’t afraid to enter the barracks and they knew we were there,” declared Mistake. “I think they are just afraid of the temple.”
“I think you are right,” agreed Rejji. “I imagine they might fear entering the house of the god that left them captive here. That suits me fine. We should get some torches after the meal and explore the temple while we are stuck here.”
Mistake gasped and grabbed Rejji’s hand. She pointed to a figure that had just approached the temple steps, but had stopped before reaching them. Rejji could feel Mistake’s hand trembling and he focused on the figure.
“There is no way that thing could be alive, Rejji,” she said haltingly.
“Not with your knife still in its throat,” agreed Rejji. “These things are not really alive, so how can we kill them?”
“Let’s find what we need to and get out of this city,” suggested Mistake.
“I wish it was that simple,” sighed Rejji. “We have no idea what we are looking for. I wish the Sage had been clearer on the subject.”
“Maybe we have already found what we came for,” offered Mistake. “He said to discover the mystery of Angragar and learn the mysteries of yourself. Perhaps knowing for sure that you are the Astor is what he meant.”
“He also said our fate lies within the walls,” added Rejji, “so I think it is more than just opening the gate.”
“Perhaps,” agreed Mistake, “but the mark is on your hand so I think he was talking to you. He must have known you were the long awaited Astor and that is why he sent us here.”
“What am I supposed to do as Astor?” sighed Rejji. “The Qubari act like I am a god. I just want to help the people of Fakara. I don’t want to be a god.”
“Not a god,” smiled Mistake. “You are a special servant of God. Why do you fight it? Had your father never left the jungle, you would probably have ended up as the chief and Bakhai as the shaman. Why is this so different?”
“I don’t know,” admitted Rejji. “I am barely older than a boy and all of these people are depending on me. I fear letting them down I guess.”
“Then try hard not to let them down,” suggested Mistake. “Nobody can ask more of you than you will ask of yourself. Just do your best.”
“Let’s go get some torches and explore,” Rejji said. “The meal can wait.”
“You go ahead,” responded Mistake. “I want to contact Yltar and let him know what we have found. I will be along shortly.”
Rejji nodded and found his way to the stairs and descended to the first floor. He reported his observations to the others.
“That makes our task more difficult,” observed Mobi. “Still, knowing they do not care for the temple is a blessing. We have decided to split the watch between my men and myself. The three of you can use the time to explore or sleep as suits you. I will prepare the meal and call you when it is ready.”
“I found torches,” added Bakhai. “It will make searching at night possible. Shall we get started?”
Rejji nodded and Bakhai handed him a torch. Rejji lit the torch in the fire that Grank had just lit and turned to explore one side of the first floor. Bakhai lit his torch and went in the opposite direction. Rejji found mostly storage rooms as he explored until he came to the library. The room was huge and had floor to ceiling shelves, which were loaded with ancient books. Racks in the center of the room held thousands of scrolls. He glanced at the books along the shelf and realized that they would all predate the time of Vand. He could not imagine that they would hold any clue as to his fate. He ran his finger along one shelf and noticed that there was no dust on the shelf. He wondered how anything could last for thousands of years and not even have dust on it. He shook his head and headed for the next room.
As he was walking down the corridor, he heard Bakhai calling his name. He turned and ran towards the sound. He reached the entrance hall and turned to the right, just as Mistake bounded off the stairs. He passed through a massive room with benches and an altar, with Mistake right behind him. Bakhai kept calling, but his voice sounded excited, not frantic. Off to one side of the altar was a doorway and Rejji raced through it. He ran down the hallway and through the doorway at the end where he could see a flicker of light that he assumed was Bakhai’s torch.
As he raced into the room, he saw Bakhai standing in a large room with a long table in it. The table was ringed with chairs and murals adorned the walls. He did not see any danger and he slowed to a walk.
“What have you found?” asked Rejji as Mistake moved beside him.
“Something you are not going to believe,” Bakhai declared. “Take a look at the mural on the far wall.”
Rejji tired to see the wall mural, but he was too far away and mural was in darkness. He walked around the table and held his torch up high to shed light on the mural.
“I don’t believe it,” gasped Rejji. “How can this be? This place is thousands of years old. It just isn’t possible.”
“And yet there it is,” Mistake said haltingly. “I think you have discovered your fate, Rejji.”
Rejji stepped closer and held the torch close to the mural. He shook his head in disbelief. The mural was a perfect picture of Lord Marak holding his wicked-looking sinuous sword. On one side of him was a young woman and a blue star shone from her finger. On the other side was a picture of Rejji holding a staff with three red rings around the tip. A crescent mark was just visible on the other end of the staff where the likeness of Rejji’s hand held it. Above each of the three people were symbols. The woman had a five-pointed star above her. Lord Marak had his sword above him and Rejji had the crescent above his likeness.
“It is as if this is all preordained,” Bakhai said softly.
“Only part of it,” corrected Mistake. “The Sage indicated that there are many paths to the future and any one future depends upon the actions of many people.”
“You mean if I had died before getting here that the picture might have been of somebody else when they arrived?” questioned Rejji.
“Perhaps,” frowned Mistake, “or maybe you and Lord Marak would also exist at another time in history until you all got together. Maybe you both have existed before in time and the reason it has taken thousands of years is because those earlier versions of you never made it this far. I don’t really know, but I would sure like to talk to that Sage again. This is too strange.”
“Who are the other people?” Mobi asked from behind them.
“The one in the center is Lord Marak,” Rejji answered. “I do not know the woman.”
“I think what you seek here in Angragar must be that staff,” declared Mobi. “If I were king and had possession of something like that, I would keep it in the treasure room at the palace.”
“Then that is where we head in the morning,” decided Rejji.
“That may be a problem,” frowned Mobi. “The treasure rooms were sealed with magic. The meal is ready. Let us discuss this while we eat.”
The group returned to the entrance hall and Mobi explained to his men what he had seen. His men merely nodded and Rejji frowned.
“Why are you Qubari not surprised at what we found?” he asked.
“You are the Astor,” explained Mobi. “Your coming has been foretold for thousands of years. Why should we be surprised that God would know what you would look like? If he placed that mark on your hand at birth, why do you find it hard to believe that he shaped your face also?”
“So it is not that the picture looks like Rejji, but that Rejji was made to look like the picture,” nodded Mistake. “That makes more sense.”
“So what am I to do with this staff?” asked Rejji. “What am I supposed to do with my life?”
“I do not know about the staff,” answered Mobi, “but I think the mural is clear about your path. Did you not make an agreement with Lord Marak?”
“I did,” nodded Rejji.
“Then proceed with your plan,” replied Mobi. “This Lord Marak plays an important part in what is to happen, as do you. If you both have agreed to do something, I have to believe that it is the right thing to do.”
Rejji nodded and everyone finished their meal. Grank had drawn the first watch and the others bedded down for the night.
Mistake awoke first and stirred the embers of the fire until it flamed up. She looked towards the door and saw Voltak sprawled on the floor. She quickly scanned the sleeping bodies and saw Mobi and Grank sleeping and realized that Voltak was supposed to be guarding the door. She woke Mobi and they headed towards the door.
“He was fine when he took the watch from me,” Mobi said softly. “He does not look good now. His cut hand is ice cold, yet his body fevers.”
“Poison?” queried Mistake.
“I do not know,” frowned Mobi as he cracked the door open. “It is beginning to lighten. Wake the others up.”
Mistake woke everyone and they gathered around Voltak.
“We need to get him to the village,” Mobi declared. “If you stay in the temple, I can carry him to the gates and send him to the village with my men.”
“You will need Rejji to open the gate,” reminded Bakhai.
“I had forgotten,” frowned Mobi.
“Let us dash to the palace treasure room and then we can all leave the city,” suggested Rejji. “I do not like the thought of you going alone anyway. If we do not give the hellsouls any advance warning, they may be taken by surprise.”
Mobi nodded and gathered his spear. Rejji peeked out the door and saw no hellsouls in the square. They left Voltak on the floor and slipped quietly out of the door of the temple. Rejji started across the square at a very fast walk, hoping to silently cross the square. They got halfway across the square before a shriek rent the air.



Chapter 25



The Staff


The shriek came from the barracks and Rejji turned his head to look as they raced towards the palace. Dozens of hellsouls poured out of the building and Rejji shouted a warning.
“Hellsouls on our left,” called Rejji.
“And more on our right,” added Mobi. “This is going to be close. Grank and I will try to protect our rear while you enter the palace.”
Mistake shot ahead and bounded up the stairs to the palace as the hellsouls converged on the rest of the party. She threw the door open and entered the building as Rejji and Bakhai reached the bottom of the steps. She turned and watched as Mobi and Grank shoved their spears at the first hellsouls to catch up to the party. Rejji turned and raised his sword to a hellsoul that had come around from the side of the palace. The hellsoul swung its sword at Rejji and Rejji blocked it with his sword. The swords clanged when they met and Rejji’s blade snapped just above the hilt. Bakhai grabbed Rejji from behind and pulled him clear as the creature swung again. Mistake hurled a dagger that caught the hellsoul in the head and its body fell to the ground. Rejji and Bakhai raced into the palace as Mobi and Grank back up the stairs while fending off the hellsouls.
“Do not let their blades touch you,” warned Mobi.
“This door has braces,” shouted Bakhai. “We need to find the bar for it.”
Mistake was the only one to have brought a torch from the temple and she held it as high as she could, while Bakhai and Rejji scrambled to each side of the massive doors in search of the bar.
“Over here,” shouted Bakhai as Mobi and Grank entered the building. “It is too heavy for me to lift.”
Mobi and Rejji dashed to the sound of Bakhai’s voice while Grank slammed the door shut and held it closed against the onslaught of the hellsouls.
“Hurry!” called Grank. “I do not know how long I can hold this closed.”
The hellsouls were pounding loudly on the door as Rejji and Bakhai took one end of the huge bar and Mobi hefted the other with a grunt. Mistake pulled another dagger from its sheath as they lifted the bar over Grank’s head. They slammed the bar against the door and slid it down towards the braces just as Grank’s body fell backwards. The men panted from exertion as the bar hit a sword that was stuck between the doors.
“Force it down,” yelled Mobi. “There is a sword stuck between the doors that is stopping it.”
Mistake dropped the torch and leaped on top of the bar as they struggled to force it downward. The sword slowly gave way and the bar snapped into position. The men sagged to the floor with their backs against the door. Mistake hopped down and went to retrieve her torch.
“That was close,” sighed Bakhai. “A few seconds longer and they would have broken through.”
“It was too close for Grank,” Mistake said sadly. “He is dead. That sword pierced through his eye.”
“I am sorry, Mobi,” Rejji said as he rose. “I never meant for your people to be harmed.”
“They are your people as well,” Mobi replied as he went and knelt next to Grank. “Being sad for a fallen warrior is appropriate, but do not confuse that with regret for the mission that we are on. Coming to Angragar was the pinnacle of Grank’s life. Do not diminish the glory of his sacrifice by taking the blame for his death upon your own shoulders. Let’s get what we have come for so Grank can smile down upon us.”
The group gathered together as Mistake held the torch high and started moving deeper into the palace. Nobody spoke as they marched through sitting rooms and offices. By the time they reached the throne room, excitement had eaten away at the despair felt by all. The throne room was immense and fine tapestries covered the walls interspersed with statues on pedestals. The throne was elevated on a large platform at one end of the room and a large velvet curtain hung behind it.
“Go behind the throne,” directed Mobi. “Look for a staircase leading down.”
Mistake nodded and mounted a small set of steps leading to the platform. They searched for a break in the velvet curtain and Bakhai held the curtain open when he found it. Mistake led the group through the curtain and stood in a long hallway. At the end of the hallway were stone steps leading down and Mistake led the group down them. At the bottom of the steps was a large door. Mistake tried opening the door, but it would not budge. Bakhai eased up alongside Mistake and also tried the door.
“It is magically sealed as I suspected,” frowned Mobi. “It was meant to be opened only by the king. It may take a great deal of time to get through it, if we can get through it at all.”
“Time that we don’t have,” frowned Rejji as he sat down on the steps. “Can you use magic to open it, Mistake?”
“Me?” replied Mistake. “I doubt that I have any magical ability other than the Air Tunnel and I think just about anyone could do that.”
“Try to open it, Rejji,” urged Mobi. “Your hand worked on the gates to the city.”
“That was different,” objected Rejji as he rose. “That was supposed to happen for the Astor. That is the spell that was cast upon it. This door is for the king.”
“So it is,” Mobi grinned as the door swung open to Rejji’s touch. “Considering the Astor is much more to our people than a king, I suppose the door was wise enough to obey.”
Rejji shook his head and stepped into the room. He looked around the room as the others entered. Mistake held the torch high and her eyes opened wide.
“Look at this,” she chirped. “There is probably more wealth in here than all of Fakara.”
The walls were lined with chests, which were overflowing with gold and jewels. There was a pile of carpets in one corner that were rich with colors and interwoven with gold threads. Paintings hung on the walls and lifelike statues occupied another corner. There were several golden birdcages hung from the beams and a few unstrung bows adorned a freestanding rack. Rejji turned and peered towards the far end of the room. He could barely make out a large table against the far wall. The light in the room grew dimmer and he turned and looked for Mistake. He found her bending over one of the chests, pawing through the gold and jewels.
“Mistake,” scowled Rejji. “This treasure does not belong to us. Get another torch from the wall and light it for me.”
“Actually,” interjected Mobi as Mistake sulked towards a torch hanging on the wall, “the treasure does belong to you. The door opened at your touch because it is your treasure room. Besides, the Qubari have no need of gold or wealth. Take what you need to accomplish your goals in Fakara and leave the rest for later.”
Rejji’s puzzled face frowned as Mistake handed him a lit torch. Her face was aglow with a mischievous, elfish grin and he nodded slightly.
“Take only items that have no historical value,” stated Rejji. “Like coins and ingots. And take only what we will need to buy food and tools from Lord Marak.”
“And lumber to build a dock and a building to store the food in,” chirped Mistake as she looked around for something to carry the treasure in. “And some extra to persuade the tribes to work for us.”
Rejji shook his head and shut out the rest of Mistake’s chatter. He raised his torch and headed towards the far end of the room. Next to the table was a large rack of weapons. He felt Bakhai next to him and turned to look at his brother.
“Find a weapon that will not offend your animal friends,” instructed Rejji. “You may need more than just your hands to get out of this city.”
Bakhai nodded and headed towards the rack while Rejji approached the table. Sitting on the table was long, oblong case made of black glass. The case was several feet long and looked like it could hold the staff, which was pictured in the mural. Rejji felt drawn to it and he examined the case, looking for some way to open it. Eventually, he felt the front of the case move slightly and was able to fold it down. He stooped to peer into the case and saw the long staff pictured in the mural in the temple. He reached in and seized the staff and felt a surge of power burst through his body. He almost shattered the glass case as his arm trembled when he removed the staff. He held the staff and stared at it. It felt much lighter in his grip than he would have imagined and he swung it back and forth a few times.
“It suits you,” grinned Bakhai as he adjusted a quiver of arrows so it hung comfortably on his back.
“A bow?” asked Rejji. “That won’t help you close up.”
“I picked up some daggers too,” replied Bakhai. “I did pretty good with a bow at Fardale and it doesn’t glint in the sun to give away my position.”
“I trust your judgment,” smiled Rejji. “Let’s get Voltak and leave this accursed city.”
Rejji strode back towards Mistake and Mobi who were at the far end of the room. Suddenly, the staff grew hot in his hand. His first reaction was to drop the staff, but then he saw the black-cloaked figure enter through the door and sneak towards Mistake’s back. He dropped the torch and called out an alarm as he charged towards the hellsoul. The hellsoul turned and raised its sword. Rejji swung the staff at the hellsoul and heard a resounding crack as it connected with the hellsoul’s head. The hellsoul’s head lolled to one side and it collapsed to the floor. As Rejji stood over it, ready to swing again, the body of the hellsoul disappeared in a wisp of smoke. An empty black cloak and a sword on the floor were the only things left.
“That is one powerful staff,” commented Mobi as he helped Mistake hoist a large sack onto her back. “Now that you have it, I suggest we get out of here.”
“That is one hellsoul that will not get up again,” stated Bakhai. “Did the staff do that?”
“I think so,” nodded Rejji. “The staff felt warm just before the hellsoul entered the room. Let’s go get Voltak and leave the city.”
Rejji picked up the fallen torch and climbed the stairs. He proceeded carefully along the hallway and parted the velvet curtain so he could see into the throne room. Nothing moved in the room and he held the curtain open for others to pass through before going through himself. Rejji led the way back to the front door, which was still barred.
“How do you suppose he got in?” asked Rejji. “If the door was open, I would expect more of them in here.”
“He might have already been inside,” suggested Mistake. “The real question is how do we get out.”
“Not through this door,” frowned Rejji. “This staff is downright hot in my hand. I suspect there quite a few hellsouls on the other side of it.”
“The king always had a private entrance,” informed Mobi. “I would suspect it would originate in his private residence, if we can find that.”
Rejji nodded and Mistake held the other torch up and led the way back through the palace. It took them over an hour to find the king’s chambers and locate the latch for the private entrance. Rejji led the way down the small tunnel until he came to another door. He held the staff close to the door and nodded.
“I think it is safe,” he announced as he laid the torch on the ground and fingered the latch mechanism.
The door opened to reveal a large bush. Rejji peered through the branches of the bush and saw that they were in a large garden. The garden appeared well maintained, but Rejji was not fooled by the appearance. He remembered the lack of dust in the temple library and pushed through the bushes.
“I think we are behind the palace,” Bakhai said softly. “I don’t think trying to cross the square would be a good idea. Maybe we should head down a street or two before heading towards Voltak.”
“Sounds like a good way to avoid them,” nodded Mistake as she tossed her torch inside the tunnel and slid the door closed.
“I could go get Voltak while you make for the gates,” offered Mobi.
“No,” Rejji stated. “We stick together. If this staff can kill the hellsouls then we have a chance of getting out of here, but only if we stay together. Let’s go the opposite way from the gates and then swing back towards the temple.”
Nobody objected and Rejji turned and led the way out of the garden. Bakhai nocked an arrow and Mistake withdrew a dagger. The group reached a street and Rejji leaned out far enough to look both ways before scampering across it. When he reached the next corner he again looked both ways and then turned towards the temple. The first of the three blocks they had to traverse went without incident. At the next cross street Rejji saw a hellsoul in the street leading to the square and he pulled his head back in and waited for several moments before checking it again.
“It’s gone,” he said softly and then he ran across the street.
The second block was also trouble free and Rejji was beginning to feel their chances of reaching the temple were pretty good. As he stuck his head around the next corner, a hellsoul was only a few paces away and it saw him. The hellsoul raised his sword and attacked. Rejji swung his staff at the hellsoul and hit him hard around the waist. The hellsoul staggered, but it raised its sword again and attacked again.
“The staff didn’t kill it,” Rejji scowled as he heard the snap of a bowstring.
Bakhai’s arrow sailed past Rejji and hit the hellsoul in the chest. The hellsoul fell to the ground.
“Touch the staff to him now,” suggested Bakhai.
Rejji did as Bakhai suggested and the hellsoul dissipated in a puff of smoke.
“It vanquishes them if they are dead,” stated Mobi. “At least they can’t rise again. Why didn’t the staff alert you to him?”
Rejji looked sheepishly at his hand holding the staff. “I guess I have been gripping it so hard that I did not feel the subtle warmth. I will try to be more careful.”
Rejji sighed and ran across the street as the others followed. He concentrated on holding the staff more lightly and being more sensitive to its warnings. They made the end of the third block uncontested and Rejji felt the staff before sticking his head around the corner to peer at the temple. There were no hellsouls in sight and Rejji turned the corner and raced up to the end of street where the square met the temple. He peeked around the corner and surveyed the square. At first he thought it was empty until he look closer to the palace at the far end of the square. Hundreds of hellsouls were gathered outside the palace.
“They are gathered at the far end of the square,” Rejji reported. “Bakhai, go with Mobi and help him with Voltak. Mistake and I will cross the square and wait on the other side for you. Don’t dally.”
“I can handle Voltak alone,” stated Mobi. “I would prefer that Bakhai wait with you. His bow will come in handy for covering my run if they detect us.”
Rejji nodded and the group sprinted along the street. Mobi peeled off as they passed the temple and the rest continued on across the square to the safety of the buildings. By the time they had crossed the square and turned to watch the hellsouls, Mobi was already out of the temple with Voltak over his shoulder. The strong Qubari ran the rest of the way to meet up with the group.
“Do you want to take turns carrying Voltak?” asked Bakhai. “I do not want you getting too tired to run.”
“Do not worry about me,” Mobi half chuckled and half gasped. “Mistake has the heavier burden and she seems to be doing fine.”
Bakhai looked at the large sack of gold on Mistake’s back and shook his head. Rejji let Mobi catch his breath and then led the group down the street towards the gates. They had covered three blocks before they heard the shriek behind them. Daggers filled Mistake’s hands and Bakhai nocked an arrow.
“Keep running,” ordered Rejji. “If there is one who is not in the square, there will be more. Bakhai and I will try to fend them off as they come after us. If the way ahead is blocked, we need to be one street over to the right to come out at the gates.”
Rejji and Bakhai stood in the center of the street as the shrieking hellsoul charged towards them. Bakhai made ready his bow and the hellsoul stopped, too far away for Bakhai to waste an arrow. Rejji felt his staff grow warm.
“He is distracting us,” shouted Rejji as a hellsoul rounded the corner in front of them.
Bakhai swiveled and calmly let his arrow fly. The hellsoul went down with the arrow in his chest. Rejji tapped Bakhai’s shoulder and they turned and ran after Mobi and Mistake. As they caught up to their friends, Rejji saw hellsouls in the distance. As he was about to shout a warning, Mobi and Mistake turned right along a cross street and Rejji and Bakhai followed them. Bakhai made the next intersection first and he ran into the middle of it, another arrow nocked and ready. Rejji led the group again as they turned left down the street that led to the gates. As soon as Mobi passed, Bakhai sprinted to the next intersection. He continued this pattern for several blocks before he saw the hellsouls enter the street a block in front of him and start charging towards them.
Rejji came to a halt alongside Bakhai and held his hand up to stop Mistake and Mobi. Mobi saw about twenty hellsouls charging and dropped his spear. He gently lowered Voltak to the ground. He picked up his spear and stood alongside Bakhai.
“Rejji, come with me,” ordered Mobi as he sprinted thirty paces forward. “We need to keep them occupied while Bakhai shoots them.”
“Can you still throw daggers with that on your back?” Bakhai asked Mistake as he waited for the hellsouls to get closer.
“Just watch me,” Mistake grinned. “And I managed to pick up a few spare daggers in my travels too.”
“I am not surprised,” chuckled Bakhai. “Keep an eye behind us when you can. The ones in the square will be coming. I think these are meant to slow us down.”
“Twenty of them to slow us down?” queried Mistake. “Aren’t we getting a little cocky?”
“Tagoro said I was a natural with a bow,” grinned Bakhai. “I will match my arrows against your daggers.”
Just then, the first hellsouls reached Rejji and Mobi. Bakhai let his arrow fly and hit a hellsoul in the thigh while Rejji hit one with his staff and Mobi shoved his spear into another.
“A little higher, hotshot,” called Mistake as she raced forward to get a little closer.
The staff in Rejji’s hands was glowing hot as he swung it into the head of a hellsoul. The creature’s head flew across the street as its body steamed to nothing. He saw Mobi lash his spear across the throat of one hellsoul while impaling another. Rejji stepped forward to attack another hellsoul only to watch as an arrow imbedded in its chest and a dagger penetrated its forehead. He swiftly touched the body with his staff as it fell and the body disintegrated. Rejji continued moving forward as a strange energy surged through his body. The blows he struck on the hellsouls seemed to deliver more force than he was capable of, but he shoved the thought to the back of his mind and continued swinging every time there was a target. He watched what the others were doing and always tried to touch a slain hellsoul with his staff, to ensure that it didn’t get up again.
Within moments, the street was clear except for three hellsouls and they turned around to run away. Rejji chased after them. One went down with a dagger in its back and Rejji touched it with his staff as he jumped over it. An arrow claimed the next one and Rejji was not even clear of the body when he saw the last one go down to the spear that Mobi had thrown. He touched the last one with his staff and Mobi’s spear clattered to the ground in a cloud of smoke. Mobi picked up his spear and Bakhai arrived with Voltak over his shoulder.
“They are all coming,” gasped Bakhai as Mobi hefted his fellow Qubari warrior from Bakhai.
Rejji look back along the broad avenue and saw the black storm coming. “No time for rest,” he said. “Run!”
Rejji kept looking back as they ran, measuring the speed of the hellsouls with his memory of how far the gate was. He knew if they were traveling unburdened, they would easily make the gate, but carrying the gold and Voltak was obviously taking its toll on the group. He sprinted forward and tried to get Mistake to give him the gold, but she answered by going faster. He offered to take Voltak, but Mobi just shook his head wearily.
Another hellsoul appeared before them and Bakhai stopped and struck it with an arrow before Rejji ever felt the warmth from the staff. He touched the staff to it as he passed and then raced ahead of the group as the gates appeared in the distance.
Rejji reached the gates and placed his hand on them and waited impatiently as they slowly swung open. The Qubari warriors saw Mobi carrying Voltak as he ran and they poured into the city and set up a defensive stand. Rejji turned to check on the hellsouls and saw that they had stopped a couple of blocks from the gate. The group passed safely through the gates and Rejji touched them to make them close.
The group assembled at the campsite the Qubari warriors had set up. None of the warriors had asked about Grank. They knew that Mobi would not have left him behind if he were still alive.
“I need a tyrik,” stated Mobi. “Voltak is infected with a poison or something magical. He must be taken to the village as fast as possible.”
“A tyrik?” questioned Rejji. “What will the tyrik do?”
“One of my men will ride the tyrik with Voltak’s body,” Mobi explained. “They are much faster than we can ever be.”
“They allow this?” Rejji responded.
“Of course,” nodded Mobi. “We are one with the animals. Why would they not help when we need it?”
“I expected that the tyrik would treat you as anything else that got stuck in their web,” Rejji frowned.
“The tyrik are trusted allies,” declared Mobi. “When the jungle is threatened, they are the first we call.”
Several of the Qubari warriors passed bowls of food out to those returning from Angragar, and Rejji realized how hungry he was. He sat down and began eating.
“The three of you fought like seasoned warriors today,” complimented Mobi. “I would be proud to welcome any of you into one of my missions. I admit from our first meeting that I expected to have to constantly reassure you and protect you, but you have behaved admirably and shown great skill and courage in the face of danger.”
“They are Qubari,” added one of the warriors. “How could you expect any different?”
“They have not been Qubari for long,” smiled Mobi, “and I meant the compliment to include the elf as well.”
Mistake blushed and Rejji and Bakhai erupted in laughter.



Chapter 26



Ghala


The wind roared across the open plains of Vandegar, stirring up columns of whirling dust, and causing the armies below to seek what little shelter they could find. Veltar raised his hood and turned his back to the wind as he stood near the edge of the platform atop the Vandegar Temple. He was gazing at the door to the temple, his mind lost to plans of conquest, when Zygor stepped out of the doorway.
“Master,” bowed Zygor. “Why do you spend your time up here?”
“Welcome back, Zygor,” nodded Veltar. “I spend time here because this is the site of our master’s worst defeat. It is a constant reminder that failure is unacceptable. Look out at that long arm of the sea that covers the old Plains of Vandegar. They say that millions of souls perished there. It was a humiliating defeat.”
“Is it not better to concentrate on the victories?” posed Zygor.
“No,” scowled Veltar. “The victories are many, but the lessons are learned from serious defeats. Speaking of failures, General Winus has complained to Grulak about your operation in the east. He said you killed sixty of his men.”
“That I did,” sneered Zygor. “General Winus is a fool and incompetent. His men are worse.”
“Still, we must suffer with Grulak and his minions for a time yet,” lectured Veltar. “It does not serve our master to weaken the Jiadin at this time. You are to tread more softly with these Fakarans until the time is right. What about Rejji?”
“I believe him dead, but I have not discovered his body yet,” reported Zygor. “He and his two friends ascended Mount Kiator. I destroyed the only trail up the mountain. He may have died in the avalanche or he may have made it past the break. I am not sure which. If he is alive on that mountain, he will die of starvation. The army still blocks the path below the break. In any event, he cannot leave the mountain alive.”
Veltar turned and stared down at the plains. The wind had abated somewhat and the armies were scurrying about, repairing tents and running after things that had blown away.
“These pitiful wretches call themselves an army,” spat Zygor who had moved to stand alongside Veltar. “Soon they shall see what a real army is like.”
“They serve their purpose,” admonished Veltar. “All they need to do is to create havoc and weaken Khadora’s fractured clans. There will be no organized resistance left after that. It is the boy that troubles me. He plays a large part in our master’s destiny and he must be eliminated.”
“That is almost assured,” smiled Zygor. “As I said, if he is not already dead, he will die upon that mountain.”
“Almost is not good enough,” spat Veltar. “I want you to bridge that gap in the trail and seek his body. I cannot rest until I am sure he is dead.”
“Why is he so important to our master?” asked Zygor.
“Because he bears the mark of legend,” explained Veltar. “Our master fears he may be the long awaited Astor, one of those who will usher in the Time of Cleansing.”
“Bah,” ridiculed Zygor, “such legends are sweets for children. There can be no cleansing of evil from the land. If anything, evil will always triumph because it is stronger than good. Besides, why does our master fear the legends of one of the other gods?”
“I do not question his motives,” warned Veltar with a wave of dismissal. “You would be wise to follow my lead. Bring me the body of Rejji.”
“As you command,” Zygor bowed.
***
“Not much of a town,” frowned Mistake as the village of Ghala came into view.
“Not yet,” replied Rejji, “but the soil looks well watered. Perhaps with the right seeds, this could be fertile fields of grain.”
“How are we going to get started?” asked Bakhai. “We can’t just march in and say we are going to build a town.”
“I have been giving that a lot of thought,” responded Rejji. “I do not imagine these people will be much different than the villagers where I was raised. I expect an honest and friendly people, but perhaps wary of outsiders. They will look favorably on attempts to help them, provided there is no motive of greed.”
“I hope you are right,” frowned Mistake, “but maybe we should think about burying some of this gold before we get there. We have lost more gold than we have spent since I met you.”
“Probably a good idea,” nodded Rejji. “Let us do it now before they notice us approaching. In that stand of trees on the right should be a safe place. We will dally here for a while as if we are having a meal before approaching the village.”
“There is no need for that,” offered Bakhai. “I will take the sack up into one of the trees where it will be hidden without the need for disturbing the ground.”
“Good,” smiled Rejji. “I am anxious to get to the village. Fill our pouches with gold first so we have some to spread among the villagers to show our lack of greed.”
Bakhai helped lift the heavy sack off of Mistake’s back and fill their pouches. He hoisted the sack onto his own back and scampered up a large tree and returned in minutes.
“I don’t know why you insisted on carrying that yourself,” Bakhai said to Mistake. “It cannot be good for your back with that much weight on it.”
“Yes, but it kept a smile on her face,” laughed Rejji. “Let’s go meet our new neighbors. I will mix with the old men at the well. Mistake can find some of the women and help them with their chores. Bakhai, you mix with the younger men. Check out any animals they might have and see if any of the men have building skills. Be friendly, but not pushy.”
His friends nodded and went their separate ways as they entered the village. The villagers paused in whatever they were doing to observe the newcomers. Rejji waved politely as he headed for where he thought the well would be. He reached the village center and found that there was no well. What he found instead, was a group of old men sitting on crude benches outside one of the huts and a group of children sitting in the dirt in front of them. Rejji walked over to the group and sat in the dirt alongside the children.
“Welcome, stranger,” one of the old men said. “Have you come to hear stories?”
“I enjoy stories very much,” smiled Rejji. “My grandfather used to tell many of them in my village.”
“And where is your village?” another old man asked.
“It used to be far on the other side of the Giaming Mountains,” Rejji answered. “It no longer exists. The Jiadin wiped it out and burned it.”
“You are a long way from home then,” stated the first old man. “My name is Plesy. What is yours?”
“I am called Rejji,” he smiled. “It is an honor to meet you Plesy.”
“I am Copi,” interjected the second old man. “Perhaps you would care to share stories of your travels if they may bring joy to the children.”
“Well met, Copi,” nodded Rejji. “I would consider it an honor to share my travels with the young ones in the future.”
“Are you intending to stay here then?” asked Plesy.
“I would like that very much if it meets with the approval of the village,” declared Rejji. “I travel with two friends and we seek a place far from turmoil where we may work and add value to the community.”
“Noble sentiments,” frowned Copi, “but others have said the same and sought only comfort and luxuries that do not exist here.”
“As a person from a village much smaller than this one,” smiled Rejji as he untied his gold pouch and tossed it to Copi, “I understand your hesitation and concern, Copi. I think that will prove that we have not come seeking anything for nothing. We are well endowed and plan to share our bounty with the village.”
The old men murmured as they leaned to see what was in the pouch that Copi had opened. Rejji noted that most of the old men frowned at the sight of so much gold, but a few smiled. Copi tied the pouch closed and tossed it back to Rejji.
“That is a great deal of gold for someone so young,” stated Copi. “Where have you come into it?”
“Our travels have taken us as far as Khadora,” answered Rejji. “Our time spent there was very enriching. I assure you that it is not ill gotten gains. My purpose in coming to Ghala is to build a dock and a warehouse to import food and tools. I have made arrangements with a clan in Khadora to send these supplies by ship.”
“Why would Khadorans trade with us?” asked Plesy. “We have nothing to offer them. Your gold will not last forever.”
“I think there are things that we can offer in exchange,” explained Rejji. “In Khadoratung there is a market larger than this village. They hunger for items from faraway places and are willing to pay a fair amount of gold for these things. Khadora is also a country overflowing with food and the price for it is very low.”
“What kind of things do these Khadorans want?” questioned Plesy. “We have precious little that anyone might want to buy.”
“Garments and hand carved items are two things I am sure of,” replied Rejji. “I plan to travel to other areas around here and find items that might be of interest to the Khadorans. Ghala will be the place where we store the items for sale and the food and tools that we bring in.”
“Food would certainly be a blessing,” nodded Plesy. “Other than fish and a few chickens, there is not much of a supply here.”
“Has anyone tried planting grain in the fields along the river?” queried Rejji.
“Many have tried,” frowned Copi, “but the plants wither and die.”
“I think the seed stock may be old and feeble,” suggested Rejji. “With seeds from Khadora, those fields may blossom. It is certainly much better land than that of my village.”
“You come here seeking to change our way of life,” scowled Copi. “We are fine the way we are. We do not need the ruts of wagons in our streets and the constant flow of strangers coming and going. We are perfectly happy as we are.”
“Then I shall bother you no further,” nodded Rejji as he rose. “I do not seek to harm your way of life, but rather to enrich the lives of your families and others.”
“Copi, you senile old man, what are you talking about?” scowled Plesy. “Fine the way we are? You are crazy. Each season the catch of fish is smaller and farther out to sea. The chickens get fewer each year and are so scrawny that it is hard to tell that they are chickens. This young man is talking about trying to help. He may not succeed, but why are you in such a hurry to chase him away? Are you afraid if new people come to town that nobody will listen to you anymore? Bah. You haven’t said anything worth listening to in years. You sit back down, Rejji. I want to hear more about what you plan to do.”
Rejji smiled at Plesy and sat down. “I want to build a dock and a warehouse,” explained Rejji. “I am willing to pay well for anyone who wants to help me.”
“Your gold does not do much for us,” scowled Copi. “We are lucky to see a merchant once a year.”
“I am willing to pay in things other than gold,” offered Rejji. “For each man who helps me build the dock and warehouse, I will give a years supply of watula, a wasooki, and two clova.”
“How many men do you need?” questioned Plesy.
“As many as want to work,” stated Rejji. “I need builders, lumbermen, and haulers.”
“What of families that have no able bodied men?” asked Copi with a renewed interest.
“There are other chores that can be done by those families,” smiled Rejji. “Planning meals for the workers or driving carts. Every family that wants to join in this effort will be welcomed and taken care of. There is no need for any family in this village to suffer. I will even give some food to those who do not wish to join in.”
“What could an old man like me do?” inquired Copi. “My family is all gone.”
“I am sure that you have a wealth of information inside you,” smiled Rejji. “I will also need advice about the local waters, where to build the dock and things like that. I also need a person who can organize the work crews. Somebody who knows the workers by name and skill. I am sure you have much to offer to this project.”
Plesy grinned as Copi said, “Well, maybe there are benefits to trying something new. I still think it is doomed to failure, but it will give us stories to tell the children.”
“There is a hut near the water,” declared Plesy. “It was my brother’s and it is empty now. You and your friends may stay there if you wish.”
Rejji saw the pain in Plesy’s eyes as the old man remembered memories he would rather have forgotten. Rejji rose and approached the old man. He handed his gold pouch to Plesy.
“Take a fair price for the hut,” offered Rejji. “I am most grateful for it.”
The old man tried handing back the pouch to Rejji unopened and Rejji ignored him as walked several paces away.
“In the village I come from,” Rejji said to the assembled old men, “the village would meet to discuss such a decision. I will gather my friends so that you may discuss this in privacy. If you wish me to speak to the rest of the village, you have only to ask, otherwise I shall leave you alone.”
The old men murmured amongst themselves and Rejji was pleased to see smiles and nods. He strode away and found Bakhai talking to a fisherman who was repairing a boat. Rejji’s thoughts flashed back to the project he had been so excited about when the Jiadin had wiped out his village. It all seemed so long ago to him, like a far distant memory.
“Rejji,” called Bakhai. “This is Riktor. I was talking to him about the docks and he thinks it is a great idea.”
“I do indeed,” greeted Riktor. “It is not wise to keep our boats in the river we drink from. Hauling them out stirs up the bottom of the river too much, but the surf along the sea is bruising on the boats. A dock would keep them out beyond the surf.”
“Well I have spoken to the old men of the village,” informed Rejji. “I think they will be discussing the idea with everyone soon.”
“Ah, so you have met Plesy then?” asked Riktor.
“Yes, I have,” smiled Rejji. “He reminds me of my grandfather some. Very nice man.”
“He is my father,” beamed Riktor. “If he likes your idea then the village will like it. Ah, here he comes now.”
Rejji turned as Plesy approached. Plesy handed the gold pouch to Rejji as Riktor watched with interest.
“Did you take a fair value?” asked Rejji as he accepted the pouch back.
“No,” chuckled Plesy. “I overcharged you, but it is the only empty hut in the village.”
“Then you have taken a fair value,” laughed Rejji. “I have just met your son, Riktor.”
“He is a good son,” beamed Plesy. “I suspect your father felt that way for you too. That was an admirable thing you did for Copi, and clever too. An old man can easily become a grouch when he feels useless in his old age. You have given him a new spring to his walk today.”
“I truly believe that this will benefit everyone,” responded Rejji. “It will greatly please me if it does.”
“Well, I have come to collect my son for the village meeting,” nodded Plesy. “Take your friends to see your new hut. It may need some cleaning up. It has been empty for three years now.”
“Thank you,” responded Rejji.
As a stream of villagers was converging on the center of the village, Mistake saw the two brothers standing by the boat and hurried over. They shared stories for a few moments so that each was aware of how the villagers would react and then Rejji led them to their new hut. The door creaked when they opened it and cobwebs were everywhere. The hut was small, but it would accommodate the three of them well enough.
“This will clean up quickly,” observed Mistake. “Should we get started?”
“I want to look at the water first,” Rejji said. “I want to get an idea of how long the dock will take to build before you contact Lord Marak, and this time when the villagers are busy is a good time to do it.”
Rejji led the group down to the water’s edge. He gazed out at the sea for some moments in silence and then walked to where the river flowed into the sea. Again he stood silent for some time.
“Something is bothering you,” Mistake said softly. “What is it?”
Rejji sighed and turned to look at Mistake. “I wonder if we are attempting more than we can finish,” Rejji finally said. “We are going to change the life of these people by our actions. The changes may be good or they may be bad, but they will be changed by what we are about to do. This village will either become a large city or it will be burned to the ground by the Jiadin.”
“Or both,” interjected Bakhai. “Surely if the Jiadin find out about it, they will attack it and destroy it. It will be too tempting a target.”
“Even more so if they know I am here,” frowned Rejji.
“But you are trying to make the villagers’ lives better,” protested Mistake. “How can that be a bad thing?”
“Our desires for these people are not bad,” continued Rejji, “but putting them in danger of attack is. There is no tribe that bothers these people now, yet we almost certainly will attract some. Our trying to help may get these people killed.”
“Rejji,” sighed Mistake, “the Jiadin will come here no matter what. They plan to rule the whole of Fakara. Sooner or later, this village will fall to them. If we turn and run because we fear what the Jiadin might do, then we have empowered the Jiadin to rule. Measure that against your desire to gather the tribes and make a stand.”
“We can train these villager to survive,” interrupted Bakhai. “Have some of the workers make boats. If the village is attacked, all of the villagers that are not trained to defend can get in the boats and ride into the sea. They only have to go out far enough to take them out of bow range. If the defenders cannot hold back the invaders, then they can also board boats. The worst the Jiadin can do is burn an empty village. We can always rebuild it.”
“That makes good sense, little brother,” brightened Rejji. “That will slow down the amount of people building the dock and warehouse though.”
“So what?” quizzed Mistake. “We do not have to hurry.”
“We do,” insisted Rejji. “The villagers are voting now to take a chance on our plan. We are asking them to give us their labors now in return for food later. In the meantime, they are not fishing for food. There is also the potential that their attitude will change if we run into problems or it takes too long. We need to get Lord Marak to send a small shipment before the dock is complete.”
“I am sure he would be willing to do that,” replied Mistake. “We have gold to pay him.”
“Plenty of gold,” chuckled Bakhai. “How will we offload the cargo without the dock though?”
“That is why I wanted to look at the river,” answered Rejji. “I think we should build a smaller dock here first. It will be easier to build than one that extends into the sea.”
“What about people like Riktor who think the boats foul the river?” asked Bakhai. “Won’t this plan make them upset?”
“No,” Rejji shook his head. “Lord Marak’s boats will never be pulled out of the water, so they will not stir the bottom of the river. It will be fine.”
“If they accept your plan,” said Mistake.
“They will accept it,” smiled Rejji. “It will be our job to make sure they stay happy after accepting it. Contact Lord Marak tonight. Bring him up to date on our travels and ask him to send a ship with food and tools for building as soon as possible.”
“The meeting has broken up,” Bakhai said.
“Let’s go hear their reply to our proposition,” stated Rejji as he turned and walked towards the center of the village.
“Rejji,” greeted Plesy, “we have a question to ask. There are some in the village who have friends and family who live outside the village. The villagers want me to ask you if those people can also work on the project and get paid with food.”
“We will welcome anyone who wants to help,” nodded Rejji. “The offer will stand for all. They can camp here while the construction is going on, or come to the village each day. Whatever they want is acceptable to me.”
“If news of this offer should spread,” warned Plesy, “you may have more workers than you can use.”
“We can never have too many workers,” smiled Rejji. “I invite the villagers to spread the word near and far to anyone they want to. My offer is good to all and I will honor my offer.”
“Then as spokesman for the village of Ghala,” beamed Plesy, “we accept your offer. When do we start?”
“Tomorrow is soon enough,” Rejji stated. “The first thing we are going to need is lumber. I would like to build a small dock on the river as our first project. It will allow us to get supplies while we build the larger dock and warehouse. If you have runners you wish to send out to family and friends, you should do that as well. Let us go sit down and we can draw up a list of tools that you think we will need.”
Plesy led Rejji to the benches that the old men had been sitting on when they met. Bakhai and Mistake joined them and soon the villagers began to crowd around as well. Enthusiasm was high among the villagers and suggestions flew back and forth. Within an hour, Rejji had a long list of tools and supplies that villagers thought they would need. Mistake excused herself when the talk turned to far-flung friends and relatives who should be notified of the opportunity.
Women of the village brought food to the center of the village and the whole planning meeting acquired a festive atmosphere. Rejji smiled as he saw the happy faces of the villagers. After the sun had faded away, Mistake returned and pulled Rejji away from the group.
“Lord Marak wants to see the mural,” Mistake said softly. “He is planning on coming here.”
“When?” questioned Rejji.
“He cannot make the first ship,” Mistake explained. “He will try to make the second one. He wants to know if he needs to bring a squad of Torak soldiers with him, or just the two he normally travels with.”
“I hesitate to have the villagers see armed soldiers getting off the ship,” frowned Rejji. “It might spook them.”
“I think it may reassure them that we have friends we can call upon,” Mistake said. “Plus the Jiadin army may still be hanging around.”
Rejji nodded and stared at the ground for a moment before answering, “Have him bring the squad, but advise him of my concerns and tell him that the squad may not be allowed to enter the jungle with him. Also warn him as explicitly as possible about the dangers he will face in Angragar. I do not want him surprised by the hellsouls.”
“Are you really willing to go back there?” asked Mistake
“Yes,” declared Rejji. “Lord Marak has a right to see it and only I can open the gates. You and Bakhai can remain here and keep the building project going.”
“Why not take the squad with you?” quizzed Mistake. “it would be safer and I am sure the Qubari would not deny you the right to bring them along.”
“You are right about the Qubari,” nodded Rejji, “but I feel that the less people exposed to the jungle the better. Dumo will allow me anything, but I will still respect his desire for secrecy. I also do not want a large group that will attract more attention inside the ancient city. I will allow Lord Marak his two guards. That will expose only four us to danger.”



Chapter 27



Marak


Brakas eyed the unfinished stockade wall as he approached the town. A dozen men were sawing lumber, erecting vertical beams, and nailing them to the crossbeams. He rode through the large hole in the wall, which was reserved for the future gates. Brakas gazed around the town in wonder. The last time he had been here, this place was a little sleepy fishing village. Now there was construction everywhere. The new huts were obvious with their walls yet to be weathered. Off to the side of the huts was a large group of tents, sort of reminiscent of an army encampment, but instead of soldiers, families, complete with women doing laundry and children playing, occupied the tents.
He spied a corral with a few horses inside and headed towards it. With no attendant in sight, Brakas dismounted and tied his reins to the rail of the corral. He started walking towards the town center while observing all of the construction taking place. The rumors had been true, he mused to himself; Ghala was on its way to becoming Fakara’s first city. He racked his brain trying to remember which tribe claimed this area, but he came up empty.
Many people waved to him as he passed, and he waved back. Off to his left, he saw the small hulls of freshly made boats, and women stitching new sails. On his right was a group of men sawing large logs to provide fresh lumber. The tools looked new and still held the shine of something just purchased. He saw smoke rising into the air and turned to investigate it. He shook his head in amazement as he spied a large furnace with a dozen men scurrying around it, but the framework of a very large building beyond the furnace immediately drew him towards it.
He veered around the furnace and headed towards the large framework. His eyes roamed as he walked and he saw a new dock along the riverbank, a dock too large to be used for the fishing vessels he had seen being made. As he approached the large framework, he saw dozens of men working on it. He spied a small group of men standing and talking near the framework and he came to a halt. He peered closely at the small group of men and his mouth hung open. He shook his head and marched towards the group with a broad smile on his face.
“Rejji,” greeted Brakas, “what are you doing here? I never thought I would see you again.”
“Brakas,” replied Rejji, “welcome to Ghala. “It has been a long time.”
“Indeed it has, lad,” grinned Brakas. “I guess the rumors of work and endless food brought you here too?”
“Hardly,” chuckled Riktor. “Rejji is the source of the work and endless food. Ghala will be known as the city Rejji built.”
“Not I,” blushed Rejji as he waved his hand around. “All of these people are building it for themselves. Please excuse me while I show Brakas around.”
The men nodded and moved off towards the framework.
“Did you ever get to see the Sage?” quizzed Brakas.
“We did,” nodded Rejji. “What brings you to Ghala? There are no tribes here.”
“It is hard to travel through any village east of the mountains without hearing about Ghala,” answered Brakas. “I just had to come and see it for myself. This is amazing. There must be hundreds of men here and other than the stockade wall going up, I did not see anything of a defense. Aren’t you worried about the tribes attacking?”
“The only tribe I worry about is the Jiadin,” replied Rejji. “Have you had any luck finding the free tribes?”
“No,” frowned Brakas. “I cannot imagine where they have gone to. Every time I hear a rumor about where one is, they are gone by the time I get there. It is getting very frustrating.”
“Well if you do succeed in finding them,” offered Rejji, “I would be interested in speaking to them. There is a home here for them if they agree to certain conditions. It is only a matter of time before the Jiadin learn of Ghala, and we can use some help in defending it. The benefits to the tribes would be great.”
“What are the benefits and the conditions?” queried Brakas.
“The benefits are that they will not have to plunder villages to eat well or pocket some gold,” explained Rejji. “The conditions are that they must be under the command of the city. We do not stand for stealing or harassing of the people who live here. We would expect the tribes to control the behavior of their men and to defend the city.”
“Under control of the city?” mused Brakas. “Whose control would that be?”
“We do not yet have a person to lead the defensive forces,” admitted Rejji. “It has not been necessary yet, but we would choose someone who would be acceptable to the tribes. It could be a man of the tribes, but someone who is known for being even-handed and fair.”
“That might be something I could get interested in,” smiled Brakas. “Without a tribe of my own, I am sure many would see me as the ideal candidate.”
“Perhaps,” nodded Rejji, “but we do not have any tribes to lead yet. Are you planning on staying here for a while?”
“Yes,” smiled Brakas. “I think I would like to see what Ghala is like. Where are you getting all of the food and tools?”
“They are shipped in from Khadora,” answered Rejji as he pointed. “Beyond those trees are fields of wasooki and clova. This building is going to be a warehouse for grain and supplies.”
“That building is rather large for supplies,” commented Brakas. “Where is all of the gold coming from to pay for this?”
“We have worked out a trading deal with a Khadoran clan,” responded Rejji hesitantly. “We will be selling things that Khadorans can not get in Khadora. You must be familiar with stockades. Why don’t you see what you can do with ours? The men building it are good workmen, but many have never seen a stockade before. Your help could be valuable to them.”
“That sounds like a great place for me to start,” nodded Brakas. “I could use a taste of that endless food before I start though.”
“You will find it to your liking,” smiled Rejji. “Near the town center is a kitchen. Have your fill and I will try to meet with you later. I have to prepare for another shipment coming in.”
Rejji turned and strode back towards the framework. He spoke briefly with Plesy and Copi about the arriving shipment and then spied a man near the beach with a campfire. He walked to the man and stood watching him for a moment before the man noticed he was there.
“You are Rejji,” smiled the man. “I am so thankful for you allowing me to become part of all this. I am Karlo.”
“Greetings, Karlo,” welcomed Rejji as he gazed at the pile of netting and a tin of black ore. “We are glad to have you here. What are you doing?”
“I am making screens for the new building,” beamed Karlo.
“Screens?” echoed Rejji. “I am not sure I understand.”
“The new building will have windows to allow air through,” explained Karlo, “but birds will enter the building and eat the grain. I will put these screens over the windows so the birds can not get in.”
“That sounds clever,” nodded Rejji, “but what is the black ore for?”
“An invention of my own,” grinned Karlo. “I have made screens for my own farm before, but the birds can get very aggressive and peck away at the screens. I have found that if I coat the screens with carganite, the birds cannot destroy them.”
“Carganite?” queried Rejji. “I never heard of it. What is it and how does it stop the birds?”
“It is an ore found in the mountains,” explained Karlo. “It melts at a fairly low temperature so that material can be coated with it. It strengthens the material and makes it very strong without reducing the flexibility of the fabric. I can coat the netting and then still bend it to cover the windows. It works very well. No birds will ever get into the building.”
Rejji stood watching as Karlo dipped a section of netting into the pot and then held it over the pot to let the excess metal drip off. Karlo then attached the netting to a string and hung it from a line strung between two poles that he had erected in the sand.
“How long does it take to dry?” Rejji asked.
“Not very long,” Karlo answered. “The shine of the metal disappears rather quickly. When the finish is an even dull black, it is dry.”
Rejji stood silently watching Karlo for a time as he thought about what needed to be done before Lord Marak arrived the next day. The corral had been built for the horses that would be coming in and an area for the squad to occupy while they were here had been set aside. He mentally noted that he wanted to have a special meal prepared for them as a welcome from the people of Ghala.
“This one is dry, Rejji,” beamed Karlo. “Would you care to inspect it?”
“Very much so,” nodded Rejji as Karlo handed him the screen.
Rejji marveled at the lightness of the screen. He bent it and twisted it and probed the metal covering with his fingernail. His mind raced with uses for the metal covering.
“May I borrow this?” asked Rejji.
“It would be an honor if you would use it on the window of your hut,” beamed Karlo. “Please take it.”
“Thank you, Karlo,” smiled Rejji. “I am very glad you decided to join us here in Ghala.”
Rejji rolled the screen up and headed for his hut. He saw Mistake along the way and waved for her to join him. As she came running, Rejji saw a belt around her waist that held a large number of knives in sheaths.
“What is that?” Rejji asked as he pointed at her belt.
“It is for carrying knives,” grinned Mistake. “It can hold at least twenty sheaths. Do you like it?”
“Isn’t that a bit heavy?” chuckled Rejji. “When will you ever use twenty knives?”
“It is heavy,” frowned Mistake, “but I will only wear it when I need it. You can never have too many knives in a battle.”
“Well I hope you never need it,” Rejji retorted as he handed her the netting. “I want you to look at something. This netting is covered by a metal that protects it. I want to see how strong it really is. Can you hang it on the wall of our hut and try throwing daggers at it?”
“Sure,” frowned Mistake, “but what is the purpose of it?”
“I am thinking about coating our tyrik armor with it,” grinned Rejji. “If it is as strong as I think it is, we could have armor that is light and yet almost indestructible.”
“Where did this netting come from?” queried Mistake.
“A man named Karlo is on the beach coating netting to use over windows to keep the birds out of the new building,” replied Rejji. “He discovered it.”
“If it works,” stated Mistake, “we should keep it secret. Maybe we should move Karlo to a better location than on the beach.”
“I agree,” Rejji responded. “We will need for him to mine some more of the metal as well. I would like you to handle Karlo and the coating process. I have a few more things to get ready for Lord Marak’s arrival. Oh,” Rejji added, “I also ran into Brakas today. I sent him to help with the stockade.”
“Interesting,” frowned Mistake. “There is something about Brakas that rubs me the wrong way. He is always showing up, but never really helping.”
“Yes,” agreed Rejji. “I found myself being cautious when speaking to him also, although I wasn’t sure why. He was interested in being the one to lead the defenses, but he has been unsuccessful in finding the free tribes. Do you think his stories are false?”
“I don’t know,” admitted Mistake. “I just will not share much with him.”
“Like the location of our gold?” chuckled Rejji.
“Definitely not that,” laughed Mistake. “I did not lug that sack around the country to let someone else’s fingers get into it. Are you going to get more when you take Lord Marak to Angragar?”
“I don’t think we can spend what you already took,” Rejji shook his head. “Besides, can you think of a safer place for it to be?”
“Yes,” laughed Mistake. “It could be in a room guarded by a door that only opens to my touch.”
“Where is Bakhai at?” queried Rejji.
“He is tending to the wasooki,” replied Mistake. “We are about to have our first calf born.
“That should please everyone,” Rejji said. “The way the people are eager to build Ghala into a city is very warming. I did not think it would go this well. Are you going to give another talk about escape procedures in case of attack tonight?”
“I gave it this morning,” answered Mistake. “You were meeting with Plesy and Riktor at the time. It went very well. The newcomers were very attentive and even suggested a practice run. I think it is a good idea.”
“Then schedule it,” stated Rejji. “We are well ahead of schedule on most things, so a day off for the practice is a great idea.”
“I will set it up,” chirped Mistake as she pranced off.
Rejji spent the rest of the day checking out the progress of each of the projects that was going on. At each stop he saw new faces and was introduced to those who had joined the effort recently. The rate of people coming to Ghala surprised him. He had thought the idea of a city would be hard to sell to the Fakaran people, but the reverse was true. The people came not just for the abundant food, but also to be a part of building something for the future. By nightfall, Rejji was exhausted and fell asleep before Mistake and Bakhai returned to the small hut.
It was still dark out when Rejji awoke and he strolled down to the beach. He sat in the dark for some time, lost in thought about the construction activities and the trip to the jungle. As the sky began to lighten, Rejji saw a ship anchored off the coast and excitement rippled through his body. He ran back to the hut and woke Mistake and Bakhai and the trio raced to the dock. Others had started to awaken in Ghala and headed for their tasks full of eagerness to greet the new day.
The ship noticed the activity and hoisted its anchor. As the ship navigated slowly into the mouth of the river, seamen tossed lines to the trio and they secured the ship to the dock. No sooner than the ship was secured, Halman and Gunta jumped to the dock. Lord Marak was only seconds behind them.
“Greetings, old friends,” smiled Lord Marak.
“Welcome to Ghala,” greeted Rejji. “I am looking forward to showing you around Fakara’s largest town.”
“And I am anxious to see it,” smiled Lord Marak.
Ghalans had already started to crowd around the dock to see Lord Marak and his Torak soldiers, who were dressed in black and silver uniforms. Lord Marak’s cape fluttered in the wind as Rejji led him off the dock. Lord Marak touched Rejji’s sleeve and indicated that he wanted to wait while his men exited the ship. Riktor led some men forward carrying a long ramp and positioned it so the horses could walk off the ship. The people murmured with glee as the Torak soldiers exited the ship, each with a beautiful horse in hand. Bakhai showed the soldiers the way to the corral, which was unnecessary, as the path was lined with workers anxious to see the arriving Khadorans. The soldiers came back and escorted another horse each before they were done. When they returned the second time, they stood in formation awaiting orders.
“I was concerned that my men might upset the people of Ghala,” Lord Marak stated loudly. “It is a warm welcome indeed that Ghala has extended to their Khadoran friends. I thank you for this welcome. Squad Leader, you may dismiss the men.”
Botal dismissed the squad and people immediately crowded around them with all sorts of questions about Khadora and battles and uniforms. Lord Marak smiled and put his arm around Rejji.
“Now show me this wonder you have built,” he smiled. “I followed your progress from the information Mistake has relayed to us and it sounds like you are doing everything right. You should be very proud.”
“I guess I am,” smiled Rejji. “I just haven’t stopped long enough to realize it. How did you know I could do it?”
“I didn’t,” admitted Marak, “although I have always felt that there is something special in you. Judging from this mural Mistake described, I think we were destined to meet. I am glad that we both followed through with what we thought was best. Have you had any luck in bringing the tribes over to your cause?”
“No,” frowned Rejji. “I have someone in town who spent a great deal of time searching for them, but he has not been successful.”
“I think that is key to your survival,” declared Marak. “You cannot expect your skilled workers to be skilled fighters as well. Now that I have seen the reaction of your people to my men, perhaps I can be persuaded to lend you a corte until you are able to find defenders.”
“That may be necessary,” replied Rejji, “but I would like it better if I can get Fakarans to defend us. I do appreciate all that you are doing for us, Lord Marak, but this is supposed to be a Fakaran movement and I would like it to be seen as one.”
“I understand and agree with you,” nodded Marak. “Still, I do not want to see you fail. I will leave the offer on the table for you to accept if you need to.”
Rejji spent several hours showing Lord Marak around the town. At each area, he stopped and introduced the Khadoran clan lord to the workers. At first the workers bowed to Lord Marak when introduced, but soon the word spread that the Khadoran did not stand on formalities. Rejji noticed the Torak soldiers mixing freely with the citizens and smiled in approval. Rejji was surprised to see the stockade wall complete and wondered if the workers had kept going the night before so it would be ready for Lord Marak’s arrival. The tour ended at the wasooki fields and Rejji suddenly realized that he had kept his guest busy all day without food.
“I am sorry, Lord Marak,” apologized Rejji. “I had no idea we were doing this so long. I have kept you from meals and even a chance to relax after your long journey.”
Marak gazed up at the sun and laughed. “I am as guilty as you are,” Marak replied. “I guess I was so involved that time did not register. There is plenty of time for food and relaxing now that I have seen all of Ghala. I must tell you that I am very impressed. Your workers are happy and content. Their workmanship is fine and they all seem to get along well with each other. This is not the picture of Fakarans that we have in Khadora. If all Fakarans are like this, Khadora will have a wonderful neighbor and trading partner.”
“All Fakarans are no more like this, than all Khadorans are like you,” Rejji retorted. “Your compliment is well received though. The people of Ghala have concocted a feast in honor of your arrival. It is with your own food, but I trust the local flavor of preparing it will delight you.”
“Let us not keep them waiting then,” chuckled Lord Marak. “I hope your people have had more sense than us and eaten something during the day.”
Rejji led Lord Marak to the center of town. The people had built long tables with construction lumber and the tables were heaped with food. There was a merry atmosphere amongst the people and several had gotten together to play music on improvised instruments. The Torak soldiers were interspersed with the locals. With the exception of their black and silver uniforms and the weapons they carried, it would have been hard to tell them apart.
Marak made a motion with his fingers, unseen by most, but Halman and Gunta appeared swiftly by his side. He gave them instructions to have his men go lightly on the ale as they were leaving in the morning. Rejji watched as Halman and Gunta casually infiltrated each group of people that contained a Torak soldier and passed some undetected signal to the soldiers.
“How do they do that?” asked Rejji. “I have not seen either one of them open their mouth and yet each soldier is putting his ale aside.”
“When men have lived and worked together for a long time,” Marak explained, “they come to know one another well. My men know that drinking and missions do not mix. It only takes a tap of a finger from Halman or Gunta for the soldiers to know that I am requesting something of them and they know what it is. They are good men and well trained. Botal is an excellent squad leader.”
“I have learned from Botal,” nodded Rejji remembering the tripwire trick. “You seem to inspire the best in your men.”
“You do as well,” smiled Marak. “I am very pleased with Ghala and you should be too. I look forward to meeting your other people, the Qubari.”
“I hope you do not take offense, Lord Marak,” stated Rejji, “but I do not wish to take the whole squad into the jungle.”
“No offense is taken,” responded Marak. “I would do the same in your position. I do hope that you will allow Halman and Gunta to accompany us. The stress it would cause them to have me out of their sight would be cruel punishment.”
“I have heard them called your twin shadows,” chuckled Rejji. “I have planned for them to come with us. I figure a small party should be able to sneak past the hellsouls easier.”
“Our party will not be much smaller than your last,” stated Marak. “I think wading through the hellsouls will be a more accurate description. As long as you have your staff, we will be fine.”
“You are optimistic,” frowned Rejji. “There are hundreds of them and one nick of your skin can be fatal.”
“Then we shall not let them get close,” Marak said seriously.
Plesy and Copi approached Rejji and Lord Marak and the conversation changed to talk of Ghala and Khadora. The festive atmosphere continued well into the night, but the Khadorans slipped off one by one and went to sleep. Rejji retired when Lord Marak left and shut the festivities out of his mind.
Rejji awoke at dawn and found the Khadorans already enjoying their morning meal. None of the men showed any signs of over imbibing the ale. Rejji joined them for the meal and then they all walked to the corral. Bakhai and Mistake arrived to wish them a safe journey as they mounted their horses and headed for the gates of the stockade. Many townspeople had arisen and they all stopped whatever they were doing to watch the Khadorans leave.



Chapter 28



Hellsouls


Rejji announced that they had reached their destination and Squad Leader Botal signaled for the column to halt at the edge of the Qubari Jungle. Botal dismounted and indicated that the squad should make camp.
“We will be leaving the horses here,” Rejji said to Lord Marak.
Rejji felt he was being watched and he waved in the direction of the jungle. Marak issued orders to Botal to keep the squad on alert, but ordered that they were not to enter the jungle. Rejji led Marak, Gunta, and Halman into the jungle.
“Welcome home, Astor,” Mobi called softly.
“Greetings, Mobi,” smiled Rejji. “Meet Lord Marak and his men, Gunta and Halman.”
“Welcome Khadoran friends of the Astor,” smiled Mobi as he appeared on the trail before them.
“Thank you for allowing us to enter your realm,” replied Lord Marak.
“Are you alone?” quizzed Rejji.
“I am,” answered Mobi. “Dumo felt it best if I was the only one to accompany you into the city.”
“Actually,” frowned Rejji, “there is no need for you to enter Angragar again. You have already shown your courage and skill. I merely wanted a guide to the ancient city from this direction. How is Voltak?”
“Voltak is fine,” responded Mobi. “The timing was close, but adequate for his recovery. I will show you the way to Angragar as you wish. I will also accompany you into the city unless you expressly forbid it. I do not do this to show my bravery or courage. I do it to protect the Astor and because I consider it an honor.”
“Mobi speaks wisely,” smiled Marak, sensing that the Qubari was feeling as if Rejji thought the Khadorans were better than the jungle warriors. “As Astor, you are important to your people. It took me a while to accept Halman and Gunta as my shadows, but I have never regretted it. There can be no finer warrior in the jungle than one who lives here.”
“You are both correct,” nodded Rejji. “I fear the loss of any Qubari, but this struggle is as much theirs as anyone’s. I welcome you to this expedition, Mobi, and I am glad that you made me see the faults of my thinking. Let’s go to Angragar.”
Mobi grinned as he spun and led the way down the narrow trail. Mobi stepped up the pace gradually as he sought the optimum speed for the Khadorans in their fancy outfits. He thought he would feel more distaste for the foreigners, but the sight of the warrior, who he had seen in the mural, and his understanding words, pleased Mobi. The pace he was able to maintain also pleased him. Well after the sun had set, Mobi called a halt and indicated they would spend the night in the clearing just off the trail.
“We are not far from Angragar,” announced Mobi. “We will be able to enter as the sun rises.”
Mobi prepared a meal and Lord Marak peppered him with questions about the jungle and the Qubari people. Mobi appeared pleased with the interest Marak showed and began asking questions about life in Khadora. Mobi’s eyes landed on Marak’s sword as the Khadoran lord removed his black cape.
“Is that the snake sword in the mural?” Mobi asked.
“I have not seen the mural yet,” reminded Marak as he drew the sword and handed it to Mobi. “Did it look like this?”
Mobi nodded his head and held the Sword of Torak up to examine it. “What is so special about this sword?”
“I really do not know,” frowned Marak. “It was a gift from the Chula people to me, yet I have been told not to say that it is a gift. It has great significance to the Chula. They call it the Sword of Torak, which is also the name I chose for my clan.”
“It feels lighter than I would expect from just looking at it,” admired Mobi. “So you are considered the Torak as Rejji is considered the Astor?”
“Yes,” nodded Lord Marak, “but I do not know the meaning of it. The Chula say in time I shall know. That is one of the reasons I wish to see this mural.”
“I understand,” stated Mobi. “I know much confuses Rejji as well. I guess it is for God to tell you what it means when the time comes. We only know that the coming of the Astor has been foretold for centuries. The Qubari are excited.”
“Maybe the mysteries can be solved in Angragar,” posed Marak as he took the sword back from Mobi. Mistake mentioned a large library there.”
“Yes but we did not have time to really examine it,” interjected Rejji. “Do you think books that old would reveal anything?”
“The mural is just as old,” reminded Marak. “If the Astor and the Torak can be pictured in a mural, then perhaps the books hold clues as well.”
“It is dangerous to remain there for a long time,” warned Rejji. “While the hellsouls did not enter the temple last time, there is nothing to say that they won’t become less fearful this time.”
“Then we shall strike fear into their hearts,” promised Marak. “Instead of fleeing from them, perhaps we should engage them. The four of us can use our skills to slay them, and you can use your staff to ensure they do not return.”
“There are hundreds of them,” warned Mobi. “We could be overwhelmed quickly.”
“Then we run,” chuckled Lord Marak. “What I am saying that we should try to do,” added Marak as he turned serious, “is to attack them straight on, so that they have cause for fear instead of us. I do not expect that we can kill them all, but fear can be a powerful weapon too.”
“I understand,” nodded Mobi. “Fear has gripped the hearts of many who have entered the jungle. The plan might buy us enough time to accomplish what we want to. Let us rest long this night then, so we are fresh in the morning.”
The group finished their meal and retired for the night. Rejji awoke before the lightening of the sky and saw that he was the last to awaken. Halman and Gunta sat around a small fire and ate the morning meal, while Marak and Mobi talked softly in the bushes a few paces away. Rejji helped himself to some food and wandered over to the conversation.
“If they could be delivered to an enemy,” Marak was saying, “then they could tip the balance of a battle.”
“As long as the enemy did not know of the aftereffects,” nodded Mobi.
“Would if be possible for me to take a lygrim plant with me to Khadora?” Lord Marak asked.
“I will ask Dumo when we return to the village,” stated Mobi. “I do not foresee any problem with your request though. It may not survive well in Khadora, but I am sure you have already thought about that.”
“I am sure my mages can come up with something to keep it healthy,” replied Marak.
“How could the lygrim be a weapon?” asked Rejji.
“Because of the long sleep that follows when you stop,” responded Mobi. “If the enemy thought that there was no price to pay for the extra energy and had their troops eat it, the army would sleep soundly after they got to where they are going.”
“So the army would be very vulnerable,” nodded Rejji. “That is a great idea if you could get the enemy to buy it.”
“It is just something to keep in the back of your mind,” declared Marak. “Now that the Astor has arisen, we should begin our trek to Angragar.”
Halman and Gunta were already extinguishing the fire as Rejji returned to the campsite. Everyone gathered their belongings and Mobi led the group onto the trail as the first rays of the sun started to filter through the jungle canopy. It was less than hour to Angragar and Mobi led the group at a steady, but not punishing pace. As they arrived at the large gates, the Khadorans drew their swords and Rejji touched the gate to open it.
“Protect the Astor well, my friend,” Gunta said softly to Mobi. “He is the key to our survival.”
“Nothing shall touch him,” nodded Mobi as Rejji closed the gate.
“Does this street lead to the temple?” queried Lord Marak.
“Yes,” Rejji responded. “It is quite a ways up it though.”
“Then allow me to lead,” suggested Lord Marak as he signaled Gunta to the right and Halman to the left. “If Mobi will cover our rear, I think we can keep you in the middle of us safely. Touch each hellsoul that you can reach safely, but leave those that would require you to leave our circle.”
Rejji had seen enough of the skill of the Torak soldiers to agree to Marak’s plan and he nodded. Marak led the group along the broad avenue with Rejji protected in the center of the human diamond. They walked silently and their eyes never stopped scanning the streets and buildings. They progressed three blocks before Halman made a hand signal indicating trouble ahead. As they approached the next intersection, Rejji felt his staff warm his hand. Halman halted short of the corner and let the rest of the party continue. As they entered the intersection, three hellsouls appeared to their left on the cross street.
Lord Marak stepped towards them and swung his long sinuous sword. He swiftly decapitated the first hellsoul. The body disappeared in smoke and Marak converged on the second. Halman stepped out of his hidden position and attacked the last hellsoul, which had not seen him. The small battle was over in seconds as Marak moved back into position at the head of the group. Rejji touched the body of the hellsoul that Halman had killed with his staff and the body dissipated instantly. There were no bodies from the two that Lord Marak had killed.
“Lord Marak,” Rejji called softly. “You didn’t leave any bodies.”
“I noticed that,” Marak frowned. “Has this happened before with anything other than your staff?”
“No,” Rejji replied. “The last time it was like the one Halman killed.”
“I suspect the Sword of Torak has similar properties to your staff,” Mobi stated. “Did it warm your hand, Lord Marak?”
“I did not notice,” Marak admitted. “Let us worry about it later.”
The group returned to silence as Lord Marak led them deeper into the ancient city of Angragar. A shriek was heard in the distance as they passed a cross street and Rejji saw one of the creatures several blocks away. Rejji expected Lord Marak to pick up the pace after the shriek, but the Khadoran stayed with the same steady pace they had started with. He wondered if Lord Marak had even heard the shriek or knew what it meant.
“They know we are coming now,” Rejji said nervously, but Lord Marak just nodded.
As they got closer to the square in the center of the city, more shrieks were heard and more hellsouls were seen down the cross streets. Everyone in the party knew that the hellsouls were gathering in the square to attack the humans, but nobody spoke. Lord Marak kept their advance to a steady and predictable pace. Half a block from the square, Lord Marak suddenly stopped.
“Mobi, be very careful now,” Marak said softly. “They will come from my end first, but soon they will come your way too. Pay no attention to what we are doing up here. If you feel there are too many at your end, shout.”
The group stood in the center of the broad avenue and waited in an eerie silence. For several minutes, nothing happened. Eventually, a hellsoul appeared in the square and peered down the avenue. It stood there for a moment, perhaps perplexed by the halt of the humans, and then it let out a loud shriek and moved towards them. Others could be seen coming around the corners of the building in the square. Halman and Gunta moved forward and stood abreast of Lord Marak. Soon the square was blotted out as the black shapes funneled into the broad avenue.
Marak swung the Sword of Torak as the first black shape stepped close enough for him to reach. The head of the hellsoul went flying upwards and turned into a puff of dark cloud as its body fell to the ground as a pile of cloth. Shrieks echoed off the buildings as the wave of hellsouls continued forward. Soon, the three Torak soldiers were swinging their swords back and forth. Bodies started to pile up around Halman and Gunta and Rejji darted behind each of them in turn and touched his staff to hellsouls as they fell. Rejji heard Mobi behind him clashing with his spear and suddenly Mobi’s voice rang out.
“More than I can handle back here. The dead are starting to rise.”
“Now we move forward,” called out Lord Marak.
The three Torak soldiers screamed as loudly as they could and started moving forward, felling the hellsouls as they advanced. The hellsouls hesitated at the sound of the screams, and as they saw the black clad Torak soldiers coming at them through the billowing cloud of smoke, many of them turned and ran. Those that didn’t run were sliced by the long two-handed swords wielded by the Khadorans. Rejji ran after the Khadorans in a zigzag as he raced to touch each fallen body with his staff. As they entered the square, Marak saw that the hellsouls had spread out into a large semicircle, which he figured is what they had planned all along.
“Which way is the temple?” he called out.
“The large building on the right side of the square,” Rejji answered.
“Get ready to run,” ordered Marak. “As soon as we show which direction we are going, the others will try to close in on us. My men will open a path for you to run through. Don’t worry about touching their dead; just get the door open for us. Now!”
The Khadorans turned as one and charged the portion of the semicircle that blocked their path to the temple. Shrieks filled the square, as the intent of the humans became known. Halman and Gunta stopped short and turned to face the curve of the semicircle as the hellsouls converged on them. Marak continued onward and started slashing at the thin line of hellsouls with his long sword. Rejji raced through the gap created by the Khadorans with Mobi on his heels. Mobi halted on the steps of the temple and turned to face the square as Halman and Gunta slowly backed their way towards the temple.
Rejji shouted as he opened the door and Marak signaled his men to fall back as he continued to slice through the hellsouls. As soon as he felt his men pass him, Marak turned and ran. They dashed through the door and Rejji slammed it closed.
“Anybody get cut?” questioned Mobi.
They all shook their heads.
“Wasn’t that a little risky?” questioned Rejji. “We could have been trapped in that block.”
“Not as risky as you think,” answered Lord Marak. “Their swords are a lot shorter than ours. They could not cut us unless we made a mistake.”
“They are also slower,” added Gunta. “And now they are about fifty fewer in number.”
“At least fifty,” Mobi grinned. “And they are afraid of us now. I like that feeling much better than last time. Dumo will like you Khadorans.”
“If the other Qubari fight as you do, Mobi,” smiled Marak, “Dumo is a fortunate chief indeed. Let’s rest a minute before we go to the mural.”
“Did you scream to scare them?” asked Rejji.
“The screaming by itself would not scare them,” explained Halman. “It breaks their concentration and causes hesitation if they are not expecting it. When put together with a change in posture, such as us advancing rather than defending, it can cause great uncertainty.”
“And being uncertain is not the best feeling in a pitched battle,” added Gunta. “They fled back to the square where they were more comfortable, but that in itself gives them a new feeling of being defensive rather than aggressive.”
“They are not so afraid that they will not attack us again,” interjected Lord Marak. “It is just enough to make them wary. What we must avoid is allowing them to surround us. That is why I stopped mid-block so they only had two approaches to us. If they had had four, we would have been in serious trouble.”
“Will we do the same thing to get out of the city?” asked Rejji.
“No,” answered Marak. “Always do the unexpected. I think we shall try to sneak out at night.”
“They will be hard to see in the night,” protested Mobi as he lit a torch.
“So will we,” smiled Marak. “And the Sword of Torak does warn of their close presence as the staff does. Let’s worry about our departure when the time comes. I am ready to see the mural.”
Rejji led the group past the stairs and through the large room with the altar. He opened the door at the end of the hallway and went to the far end of the long table. Mobi caught up to the group and raised a torch high above his head. Lord Marak stood staring at the mural for a few minutes.
“That is Lyra, the Star of Sakova,” declared Lord Marak.
“You know her?” quizzed Rejji.
“Yes,” nodded Marak. “She is around our age and leads the Sakovan people, far south of Fardale. I visited with her not long ago. This makes me more curious than ever. It indicates that our three lives are intertwined in one fate. Mobi, what is the name of your god?”
“Kaltara,” Mobi answered. “Have you heard of him?”
“Indeed I have,” nodded Lord Marak. “Kaltara is the god of the Sakovans.”
“So we have Lord Marak flanked by two people who have been chosen by this god, Kaltara,” posed Gunta, “yet in Khadora we have many gods and don’t take any seriously. This does not make sense.”
“Perhaps,” murmured Lord Marak as he wondered what god the Chula worshipped.
Very few people knew that Lord Marak was actually half Chula, and none of them were in the room. As he rolled the riddle around in his mind, Marak was struck by the fact that Lyra was only half Sakovan and had never heard of Kaltara before entering the Sakova. He had recently been told that Rejji was half Qubari and also had never heard of Kaltara. He mentally nodded at the strange parallels developing.
“Gunta,” ordered Marak, “check out this entire building for exits and I don’t mean street level doors. Halman, search for rope, lots of it. We will be leaving tonight via an unorthodox exit and then sneaking out of the city, hopefully undetected. The rest of us will be in the library. Join us when you are done.”
The two Khadoran shadows left the room and Lord Marak nodded to Rejji that he was ready to leave. Rejji led the way back to the entrance hall and turned left towards the library. The volume of books and scrolls present in the library stunned Lord Marak. He walked around the room, inspecting the shelves of books and settled on the floor near the only shelf that was not entirely filled, figuring that the shelf would be the most current works.
“I will start here,” announced Marak. “If you find anything about Sakova, or Star of Sakova, or Torak, or Astor, shout.”
Rejji and Mobi split up and started going through the books. After a while, Gunta and Halman arrived and Lord Marak instructed them on what to search for. They searched for hours and hours and grew tired and frustrated, as they could find no mention of any of the terms. The search extended into the night and finally Mobi called them all together.
“I have found a scroll that mentions you,” Mobi stated.
“Read it to us,” requested Rejji.
Mobi nodded, “The great evil, having been cast out of the land, shall seek to return and destroy all that is good. Persistently, it will seek out the weak and the strong until it finds the perfect host. It will devour this host and empower it to deceive and destroy. This host will rise in the form of a man and seek to take power from those Kaltara has appointed. The good and the holy will renounce this man and throw him out of the kingdom and consider the matter completed, but that will be the beginning of turmoil. For this great evil will rise and deceive allies to wage war on one another. He will raise himself above men and declare that he is god. Great multitudes will waver in their faith and follow the evil, and they shall build a great temple unto this false god and they shall declare the evil the highest god of all.”
Seeing the Mobi was having a hard time reading and holding the torch, Gunta took the torch from Mobi’s hand and held it aloft for him.
“Kaltara will become angered and strike out at the multitudes. He will rent the earth and cause the sea to swallow the faithless. Kaltara will scatter the survivors to the far shores of the world and rebuke them to return to the faith, but the great evil will resist. He will find a new home and flourish once again. The people of this new home will flee in desperation and burn their ships and sear their minds to eliminate their return and their fears. The great evil will devour all that exists in his home and yearn for more. Eventually, the magics used to sear the minds will fail because of intermarriage and the evil will be summoned once again. This will be known as the Time of Calling.”
“Time of Calling?” interrupted Rejji.
Mobi nodded and continued, “In the Time of Calling, Kaltara will send forth the Torak and the Star and the Astor and they shall gather the faithful and the faithless as one to stand against the evil. When the evil arrives, the Time of Cleansing begins. The great evil will battle Kaltara’s trio unto the death. Ask me not of the outcome, for this was the end of my vision.”
“So this was the recording of somebody’s vision,” concluded Lord Marak. “And the mural was probably a depiction of what he saw, but what is this great evil?”
“From the reading, I suspect the great evil was embodied in Vand,” responded Mobi. “He was a man who declared himself god thousands of years ago in the time when Angragar was a great city. He built Vandegar Temple as a monument to himself. Legend says that the plains of Vandegar were split in two and one half was swallowed by the sea when he defied God.”
“And what Dumo calls the invaders,” interjected Rejji, “were really the people fleeing from wherever Vand went?”
“I believe so,” nodded Mobi.
“What of the searing of their minds?” asked Marak. “And the part about intermarriage calling the evil?”
“I can only guess,” offered Mobi. “Yltar may be able to decipher it better, but I think they may have used magic to forget where they came from, and the magic might be countered by intermarriage.”
“So the invaders tried to kill all of the indigenous peoples,” added Lord Marak. “No intermarriages and they would be safe, but does that mean someone like Rejji being a half-breed would call this evil?”
“I do not think Rejji is at fault for this,” Mobi said. “Grulak may be though. He is also a half-breed and has made Vandegar Temple his home. He is rumored to be crazy as well. Also, the vision showed the three of you coming during the Time of Calling, which means the one to start it had to come before you.”
“Sounds to me like this Grulak must die quickly,” interjected Halman. “Perhaps the Time of Calling will end with his death.”
“With a Jiadin army of tens of thousands,” frowned Mobi, “I think keeping the Astor alive is a more immediate task than killing Grulak. We need time to prepare for this evil whatever it is.”
“And time is something we are always short on,” nodded Marak. “Take the scroll and let us get out of this city while it is still dark. Have you found our exit, Gunta?”
“Second story at the back is another balcony,” Gunta declared. “We will be two blocks away from where they think we are. Hundreds were gathered in the square when I last looked so there cannot be many in the other parts of the city. If we are stealthy, we will reach the gates undetected.”
“Let’s go then,” decided Lord Marak.



Chapter 29



Attack


Mistake whistled as she skipped across the dew-laden grass. She scrambled up the tree, pausing to look at the large orb of the sun as it crept over the horizon. She squinted as the red flare reflected off the ocean swells. Grinning mischievously, she scampered higher to where Bakhai had stored the large sack of gold. She untied the drawstring of the large sack and thrust her hand into the gold, luxuriating in its feel. She scooped a large handful of the gold and let it slide into her small, empty pouch. Her mind lingered on an image of the quilt she had seen one of the villagers selling yesterday and her hand scooped into the gold again. She started whistling again as she drew the drawstring tight and tied the small pouch to her belt. A bird darted towards the branch she was on and Mistake’s eyes followed it as it flew away.
Her whistling stopped abruptly and she held her breath as she saw the approaching army in the distance. She peered at the army for a moment and then swiftly scampered down the tree. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her as she darted through the gate in the stockade wall. She shouted an alarm as she entered Ghala and then slammed the gate shut. Two villagers appeared by her side and hoisted the bar into position to lock the gates.
“Get everyone into the boats,” she yelled. “Do it now.”
Her warning was echoed through the town all the way to the beach as others spread the word. The villagers began running. Tools were dropped on the ground and tables were overturned as families rushed towards the boats along the river. Bakhai raced to the corral and threw open the gate. Inhuman sounds emanated from his throat as he instructed the horses to seek safety in the clova pens. He turned and raced to the river dock and untied the stern line of the ship docked there. He ran to the bowline and waited impatiently as women lifted their children aboard Lord Marak’s ship.
Mistake raced to her hut and strapped on her belt that contained a multitude of knives. She grabbed Bakhai’s bow and quiver and dashed back towards the stockade wall.
Riktor stood on the riverbank helping people into the small fishing vessels and shoving them off into the flow of the Ghala River. He helped old man Copi into a boat and turned to see Plesy staring at the gates.
“Come on, Father,” Riktor said impatiently, “into the boat.”
“I cannot abandon the town,” Plesy said stubbornly. “It has been my home forever and the young men defending it may need my help.”
Riktor shook his head and lifted the old man off the ground. He marched into the cold water and deposited Plesy into the boat.
“The families out in the sea will need your guidance more,” scolded Riktor as he pushed the boat into the flow of the river. “Keep them out of bow range and keep them from getting too scared.”
Riktor waded out of the river and picked up his bow. He turned and ran for the stockade wall.
Karlo furiously hammered long nails through the thin strips of lumber. He took a finished strip and handed it to Lakado, a recent arrival to Ghala.
“Put this on the path to the warehouse,” Karlo instructed Lakado. “Make sure the nails stick up. Return quickly and I will have more for you to place on the path.”
Pfifer, a trapper who had recently moved to Ghala, dragged tables and chairs into the street between the huts. He laid the obstacles in rows and then placed and armed his animal traps behind each row of furniture.
Bakhai raced to the stockade and slid to a halt next to Mistake.
“Who is it?” he asked. “What did you see?”
“It is the Jiadin,” Riktor called down from the platform that ran along the wall. “They are building a fire just outside our bow range.”
Bakhai’s eyes swept over the two-dozen men manning the platform as he asked, “How many of them?”
“Over a hundred,” one of the villagers shouted. “We may whittle that down quite a bit when they try to attack this wall.”
“Okay,” shouted Bakhai, “but remember, as soon as they breech the wall, head for the boats. We can replace the town, but we do not want to have to replace you men. You all have families out at sea depending on you surviving.”
Mistake handed Bakhai his bow and quiver as she spoke softly, “There is a shed over by the river. You can use that for cover when they break through. I will be behind that large tree in the other direction. Between us, we can whittle them down some more. If the traps work, we may just defeat them all.”
“Providing our archers can get most of them before they break through the wall,” frowned Bakhai. “A hundred men is a bit larger than we had planned on. At least we can provide cover for the men as they run to the waiting boats.”
“The wall is strong,” smiled Mistake. “Even if they try to burn it, it will take some time and the men have buckets of water ready for that.”
“Shouldn’t I lend my bow to the men on the wall?” questioned Bakhai.
“No, answered Mistake. “You will need your arrows to protect the retreat of our men. Go get in position. I will climb the tree I will be using for cover and alert you to what is happening with an Air Tunnel.”
Bakhai nodded and sprinted for the old shack on the river side of the town. Mistake turned and ran to the large tree on the forest side of town. She climbed the tree and gazed at the Jiadin army. The Jiadin had built a large fire and were lighting torches. She frowned as she thought of them riding up to the wall under a hail of arrows to try to burn the stockade. It did not seem to be an intelligent tactic for them to use. Her mind raced with thoughts as she tried to figure out what they were going to do with the torches, when suddenly she remembered the remains of Rejji’s village.
The Jiadin had burned every single building in Rejji’s town and it appeared that they were preparing to do the same here. Still, it made no sense to carry the torches when they hadn’t broken through the wall yet. As she was trying to figure out their strategy, two Jiadin riders appeared carrying long poles. Mistake shook her head in disbelief at the thought of the gates giving way to such a feeble attack as being rammed by poles carried by riders. Even as she shook her head, the two riders turned and charged the wall as battle cries rippled through the Jiadin ranks. The Jiadin immediately formed a column and raced after the lead riders.
Arrows flew from the defenders as the Jiadin charged, but the charge was so swift and sudden that many arrows failed to fell the riders. The two poles slammed into the gates and the doors flung open, throwing the locking bar and braces towards the village. The lead Jiadin streamed into the town and raced towards the line of huts, carrying their torches high. The defenders rained arrows down on the horsemen, but some of the Jiadin swerved once through the gates and began climbing the ladders to attack the bowmen. The defenders on the river side of the gates abandoned their positions and hurried to the waiting boats as they had been ordered to do.
Bakhai leaned out of the shed and began to fire his arrows to cover their escape. The defenders on the forest side were blocked from escaping by the steady stream of riders coming through the gates. Mistake jumped down from her tree and pulled a dagger with each hand. She raced towards the trapped defenders and threw a dagger into the back of a Jiadin climbing the ladder.
“To the forest,” she yelled loudly. “Run to the forest and hide.”
Her dagger caught the next Jiadin as he leaped from his horse to the ladder. The defenders ran to the end of the platform and jumped to the ground. Mistake killed two more Jiadin as she watched the trapped defenders run into the dense forest. She caught the scent of smoke in the air and turned to see the first huts going up in flames. She peered through the parade of Jiadin raiders and saw Bakhai firing arrow after arrow as the villagers behind him piled into the boats. She also saw two Jiadin riders converging on him from the direction of the town and knew that Bakhai would never see them coming.
Mistake filled her hands with daggers again and raced forward. She ran towards the steady stream of Jiadin warriors entering through the gates. She tried screaming a warning to Bakhai, but she knew her voice would not penetrate the roar of the pounding hoofs and the battle cries of the Jiadin. Without stopping, she hurled both daggers at the pair of Jiadin just coming through the gates and then ran into the path of their horses. One of the horses reared when its rider fell, but the other kept charging forward. Mistake threw her body forward in a dive between the horse’s legs. She felt the impact on her foot as the horse clipped her, but she managed to roll her body into a ball as she landed on the other side of the horse.
Mistake rolled to her feet and continued the race towards Bakhai. She grabbed two more daggers as she ran and screamed as she saw the first rider approaching Bakhai raise his sword. She hurled a dagger as she sped towards her friend, knowing the distance was still too great for her dagger to be effective. The dagger hit the horse hilt first, but the horse reared and the Jiadin fought to control his beast. Bakhai, alerted to the danger, dove out of the shack and brought his bow up. Mistake, still charging the shack, hurled another dagger at the rider and caught him in the cheek. Bakhai sent an arrow into the second rider and the Jiadin tumbled from his horse.
Mistake ran gasping into the shed and Bakhai swiftly followed her. He looked towards the town and saw the fires flaming from the huts.
“We should leave,” Bakhai said softly. “We cannot save the town now.”
“Everybody has worked so hard,” sniffed Mistake as she peered out of the shack. “There ought to be something we can do to make them stop.”
“They won’t stop until the whole town is destroyed,” frowned Bakhai. “Then they will sift through the ashes to find Rejji.”
“That’s it!” exclaimed Mistake as she craned her neck looking for the leader of the attack. “They are here looking for Rejji.”
“Well they won’t find him,” responded Bakhai. “At least that is something positive.”
“Quiet,” ordered Mistake. “Be silent while I do this.”
Bakhai shook his head and stared as his small friend as she wove the Air Tunnel to just outside the broken gates where three Jiadin warriors sat on their horses watching the town go up in flames.
“Ride, Rejji, ride,” shouted Mistake into the Air Tunnel. “Head for the mountains while they are busy with the town.”
The three Jiadin soldiers whirled towards the sound of the voice. They appeared confused and indecisive for a moment and then the one in the center started issuing orders. One of the riders charged towards the mountains and another rode into town, while the one who had given the orders sat and looked one way and then the other. Mistake watched while the Jiadin burning the town threw their torches at the nearest hut and rode towards the gates. The leader signaled his men and charged towards the mountains in pursuit of the phantom Rejji. Within minutes, the Jiadin emptied from the town and Mistake and Bakhai raced to the gates. Bakhai slammed the gates shut as Mistake studied the broken braces.
“The nails on the braces were sawed in half,” she scowled. “I wondered how they thought they could ride into town without engaging the men on the wall.”
“What do you mean?” asked Bakhai as he signaled the defenders in the forest to return.
“I mean we have a traitor in our midst,” spat Mistake. “These nails were purposely shortened so the braces would break off. Not only that, but the Jiadin knew it before they attacked. They broke the gates open with poles held by riders. I thought it was foolish at the time, but I know why they did it. Our stockade wall was worthless when they could just open the gates.”
The defenders from the forest ran to the gate and Bakhai told them to put out the fires if they could. He left the gates and strode over to the braces and examined them.
“How long do you think it will take them to figure out that they are chasing the wind?” Bakhai asked.
“I don’t know,” Mistake frowned as she gazed at the burning town. “Judging from the smoke, I don’t think they will bother coming back when they figure it out. They didn’t come here to loot; they came to destroy. I think they accomplished their mission.”
“Well I think we will seal the gates anyway,” declared Bakhai. “If they come back they will have to deal with the archers this time. Did we lose any villagers?”
“I don’t know,” answered Mistake. “They really weren’t interested in the archers much. They just rode past them except for a few and I didn’t see any of our men go down. I am not sure if the village was emptied though.”
“There were a few men setting traps,” Bakhai stated. “Other than that it was pretty much empty. I am going to get some real nails for the braces. Why don’t you contact Yltar and let them know what happened here. I don’t want Rejji running into the Jiadin by accident.”
“What about the traitor?” questioned Mistake.
“We will deal with that after we are prepared for the return of the Jiadin,” replied Bakhai as he turned and headed towards the town.
***
Gunta slid to the ground silently and waited for Halman to descend down the rope. When Halman landed they split up and searched the area for hellsouls and then returned to the double strand of rope hanging from the temple balcony. Gunta grabbed one strand of the rope and signaled the others that is was okay to descend. Lord Marak landed softly and drew his sword, paying particular attention to the temperature of the grip. Rejji slid down next, followed closely by Mobi. When they were all on the ground, Gunta pulled the rope, which was looped around a column on the balcony. Halman stood under the rope and caught it as the free end fell. Gunta coiled the rope tightly and tossed it back up on the balcony, so there would be no trace of their leaving.
The group took up the same formation they had used to enter the city, although the street they were traveling on was much narrower. Nothing moved in the still night air and the group padded softly down the street. Nothing detected their stealthy movements and when the street met the wall, they turned to the right and proceeded until they reached the gates. Rejji touched the gates and they swung open. A shriek sounded several blocks up the broad avenue as the gates swung open, but the group was through quickly and Rejji touched the gates to close them.
“So they were watching the way we came,” Marak stated. “That is not a friendly city to visit. I am glad it is behind us.”
Mobi led the group along the trail to the same spot they had slept in before entering the city. The group slept for the remainder of the night and proceeded to the Qubari village the next morning.
The trip from Angragar to the Qubari village was at a more leisurely pace than the sprint Mobi had used to reach the ancient city. For most of the trip, Lord Marak walked alongside Mobi and the native delighted in describing the jungle to the Khadoran. Marak was interested at the vast variety of flora and fascinated by the creatures living in the jungle. At one point, the group stopped to observe a distant Tyrik spinning a web and Rejji related how he had met Mobi.
“If they could not free themselves,” asked Marak, “how were your men able to separate them from the web?”
Mobi grinned and pulled a pair of gloves from a pouch on his belt. He handed them to Lord Marak to inspect.
“The gloves are made from the hairs of the tyrik,” Mobi explained. “It is the same way that the tyrik can move along the web without getting stuck itself. We have boots made from the hairs also. They allow us to climb up the webs.”
Lord Marak handed the gloves back and they continued the journey. Mobi stopped the group later for a meal break. While they were eating, Mobi stepped off into the bushes and returned with a lygrim fruit.
“Do not eat any more than a taste,” warned Mobi. “If you do, you will pay for it the next time we stop.”
Marak bit into the extremely sweet fruit and felt a pulse of energy shoot through him.
“Too sweet to my liking,” smiled Marak, “but I could feel the energy surge with just a small bite.”
“I slept for two days after eating one,” chuckled Rejji.
“This is something I would like to import, Rejji,” stated Lord Marak. “I must remember to ask Dumo if I can have a plant to take with me also.”
“I have actually thought of several things we can export from the jungle,” declared Rejji. “We will talk about it when we return to Ghala.”
They finished up the meal and Mobi led them along the trail. Once again, Marak sought to learn as much from Mobi as he could. When they arrived in the village, Mobi took them straight to the courtyard of the long stone building and then went to fetch Chief Dumo. Dumo entered the courtyard along with Yltar.
“Welcome to the Qubari Jungle, Lord Marak,” greeted Chief Dumo. “You travel in good company.”
“Thank you, Chief Dumo,” replied Marak. “I am proud to travel with your Astor and your well-trained warrior. Thank you for allowing me access to your homeland.”
“If your visit pleases the Astor then it pleases all Qubari,” Dumo smiled. “I have asked Shaman Yltar to join us. He has had a message from Ghala for Rejji.”
“What kind of message?” Rejji asked.
“Ghala was attacked by the Jiadin yesterday,” informed Yltar. “The town has been destroyed, but no villagers were killed. There were some injuries, but nothing serious. Mistake was concerned that you might run into the army on your return and wanted you to be careful.”
“Destroyed?” echoed Rejji. “I thought they might attack eventually, but not so soon. How could this happen so suddenly?”
“She believes there was a traitor in your midst,” continued Yltar. “The braces on the gates were sabotaged and Mistake is sure that the Jiadin knew of this before they attacked.”
“Be thankful that nobody perished in the attack,” comforted Marak. “The buildings are easily replaced, but the people are not. I had wanted to spend some time here, but I think we should return immediately to Ghala. My men can defend the town while it is rebuilt.”
“If the people can be convinced to rebuild it,” Rejji said sadly.
“The people I saw in Ghala were hardy and proud,” smiled Lord Marak. “You have accomplished more than just building a town, Rejji. You have instilled a spirit in your people. You will not have to convince them to rebuild. In fact, I am sure the rebuilding will have already started by the time we return. I don’t think you fully understand the impact you have people. Do not sell them short.”
“Let us have a decent meal before you leave,” suggested Dumo. “It will give us a chance to talk and provide you with the energy for your travels.”
The Qubari laid out a feast for their visitors and Lord Marak had a chance to learn more about the Qubari people. He bonded well with Dumo and Yltar, as he had with Mobi.
“Yltar,” asked Lord Marak, “you are the one who Mistake taught the Air Tunnel, correct?”
“Yes,” nodded the shaman, “it is a wonderful spell and a great gift from your people to ours.”
“Can you contact Fardale with it?” Marak queried.
“Oh yes,” Yltar replied. “I have spoken with one of your mages there. That was my final test. Mistake had to make the link the first time, as I have never been there, but I can do it alone now.”
“Wonderful,” smiled Marak. “I would appreciate it if you would deliver a message for me.”
“Certainly,” responded Yltar.
“I would like to have the mage Klora take all communications from Mistake until I return to Khadora,” Lord Marak said. “If you could deliver that message for me and then ask Mistake to check in with Klora several times a day, I would be very grateful.”
“I will send the message as soon as you leave,” promised Yltar.
The meal ended and everyone could see that Rejji was anxious to return to Ghala, so the party reassembled and set out for the hike to where the Khadoran squad was camped. Mobi picked up the pace and the group sped silently through the jungle until the sky darkened. Mobi selected a clear area to settle in for the night and woke everyone before sunrise. They continued the fast pace of the day before and reached the edge of the jungle around high sun.
“This is where I leave you,” Mobi said. “It was a great honor to walk with the Torak and the Astor and I wish you both to return.”
“I would like that as well,” smiled Lord Marak.
Rejji and the Khadorans exited the jungle and found Botal’s squad alert and waiting for them. Lord Marak informed the squad of the attack on Ghala and the need to return there quickly. He also warned them of the presence of a Jiadin army in the area. The campsite was cleaned in moments and the squad set out for Ghala. They traveled on into the night, until Botal signaled for a silent halt. Lord Marak and Rejji rode forward until they were alongside Botal. They gazed down into a small valley and saw the men sitting around the campfire. Three wagons sat nearby and Lord Marak peered to see what was inside the wagons.
“I know that group,” whispered Rejji as he leaned close to Lord Marak. “Those are the slavers that sold me to the Pikata clan.”
Lord Marak stared at Rejji for a moment and then nodded to him. He raised his hand high and signaled his men with a series of exaggerated gestures. Rejji watched as the men of Botal’s squad started disappearing in different directions. Botal, Lord Marak, and Rejji sat on their horses silently for an hour before Lord Marak spoke.
“Now we shall visit your former jailers,” Lord Marak stated bitterly. “Ride silently.”
Lord Marak took the lead and headed straight for the campfire. He rode slowly and as quietly as possible. Rejji followed him and Botal took the rear. They got within five hundred paces before the slavers heard anything. Lord Marak maintained his pace as the slavers jumped to their feet and grabbed their swords.
“Who approaches the camp?” one of the slavers called out.
“I am Marak and two riders are with me,” Marak shouted back.
“What do you want?” the slaver called back. “We have no food to share here.”
“We do not seek food,” Marak called as he halted one hundred paces away.
“Well what do you want?” snarled the slaver.
“I want you to drop your weapons and raise your hands over your head,” called Lord Marak. “Failure to do so will result in one of my men shooting you with an arrow. Your camp is surrounded.”
The slavers looked suspiciously around the camp and returned to stare at Lord Marak. One of the slavers dropped his sword as his hand reached behind him to snare a throwing dagger from his belt. Marak sat calmly on his horse as the slaver fell face forward to the ground with an arrow protruding from his back.
“Any more heroes in the campsite?” called Lord Marak. “Drop your weapons now before I exterminate the lot of you.”



Chapter 30



Mulando


The slavers looked nervously around and then threw their swords to the ground. Rejji leaned close to Lord Marak and whispered in his ear.
“Turn around and face the fire with your hands held high,” Lord Marak ordered.
As the slavers complied, Lord Marak, Botal, and Rejji dismounted and Botal gathered the reins and held the horses.
“Mulando,” called Marak, “step backwards ten paces. Do it slowly.”
“Do I know you?” called Mulando as he cautiously moved backwards.
Rejji and Marak closed on the head slaver quietly. Lord Marak drew the Sword of Torak and let the blade rest on Mulando’s shoulder. The head slaver twitched involuntarily as his eyes focused on the tip of the sinuous blade. Rejji stooped and reached cautiously around the slaver’s body and yanked the pouch from his belt.
“You do not know me,” Marak stated as Rejji retrieved a key from the slaver’s pouch. “Instruct your men on their behavior, Mulando, and you shall all live through this encounter. If I wanted you all dead, we would not be talking now.”
Mulando started to nod his head, but thought better about the excessive movement with the sword still resting on his shoulder. “Listen well to him men. Let them take what they want. I will make up your losses, I swear.”
Rejji took the key and walked to the closest wagon and peered in. Inside the cage were three old women and two men around ten years older than Rejji. He unlocked the door and let it swing open.
“Go to the side of the wagon and do not move,” ordered Rejji. “You will be freed shortly.”
The men helped the women out of the cage and led them to the side of the wagon. They nodded politely to Rejji as they passed, but they still appeared frightened for their lives. Rejji backed away from the wagon on nodded to Lord Marak.
“Mulando,” Marak stated loudly, “I want your men to enter the cage so my archers can relax their bowstrings. Have them do it now.”
Mulando shouted orders to his men, but they hesitated in obeying the command. Marak made a signal over his head and a score of arrows whistled through the night air. Some of the slavers screamed; others merely gasped. Thankfully, none of them moved. The arrows thudded into the ground and made a ring around the slavers at their feet.
“I will not ask again,” shouted Lord Marak. “Get in the cage.”
The slavers rushed toward the wagon, pushing and shoving to make sure they reached the safety of the cage. Lord Marak withdrew his sword from Mulando’s shoulder and shoved him towards the cage, while Rejji gathered the former captives and led them away from the wagon. Mulando entered the cage and Marak shoved the door closed. Rejji rushed over and locked the cage while Botal’s men walked into the campsite.
“Now we have one more requirement of you,” declared Lord Marak as Botal’s men surrounded the wagon. “You will carefully toss out of the wagon all of your gold and weapons. Listen carefully because I do not intend to repeat these instructions. When you have tossed out all of your gold and weapons, I want you to check your neighbor to make sure he did as well as you did. I will be extremely disappointed if I should happen to find even the smallest knife left on one of you. As an incentive to get this right, I will promise not to back this wagon over the campfire if you obey this command properly. So if you happen to know of a favorite boot knife that one of your friends has, make sure he properly disposes of it, because his mistake will mean the end of your life.”
Pouches and knives were tossed through the bars to land on the dirt. Shouting rose from within the cage, but within a few moments Marak felt assured that no weapons remained on the slavers.
“Rejji, gather their belongings,” Lord Marak said. “Botal, get the key from Rejji and free the other prisoners.”
“What are we to do now?” asked one of the men that Rejji had released.
“You are free to do what you wish,” answered Marak.
“What were you doing before?” asked Rejji.
“Well our village was destroyed by bandits,” the man answered. “My friend and I were just traveling. We don’t know what to do now. Our homes are gone and we have nothing.”
“Do you enjoy traveling?” Rejji asked as he picked up the last of the pouches.
“Actually, it was thrilling before we were captured,” answered the man. “We had never been out of the village before. I guess I would like to see more of the world before I settle down again.”
“Then I have a business proposition for you,” smiled Rejji as he piled all of the confiscated pouches on the ground.
“What is it?” asked the man. “Does it involve traveling? Does it pay?”
“It involves a great deal of traveling and it pays well,” grinned Rejji. “All of these pouches that are piled here will be your wages.”
“That is most generous,” beamed the man. “What must we do?”
“I want you to drive this wagon into Khadora,” chuckled Rejji. “Pick any estate you want and leave the wagon with a note I will give you. You may then take the horses attached to the wagon and go spend your money.”
“What will happen to them?” asked the man as he pointed to the slavers.
“They will become slaves,” explained Rejji, “just as they had planned to do to you. I know because I have ridden in that wagon before. It is fitting that they learn the fate of those they prey upon.”
The man eagerly scooped up the pouches and beamed, “It will be a great pleasure to complete this task. You have my eternal thanks for rescuing us from this terrible fate.”
“You have my thanks as well,” nodded Rejji. “If you decide to return, the town of Ghala to the east of here will welcome you.”
“Rejji!” exclaimed one of the prisoners released by Botal. “I never thought I would see you again.”
Rejji peered into the dark and scanned the faces that were lit only by the dancing flames. He located the voice as the man continued to call to him, but he could not make out the face.
“It is me, Wyant,” called the man with the bruised face.
Rejji tightened his grip on his staff. Lord Marak detected the unease in Rejji and snapped his fingers. Halman and Gunta moved swiftly through the crowd and seized Wyant by each of his arms. They dragged Wyant over to Lord Marak and Rejji as the man with the pouches faded away.
“You know this man?” Marak asked Rejji.
“Yes,” spat Rejji. “He used to lead the Zaldoni, but now he works for Grulak.”
“That is a lie,” protested Wyant. “I would never bow to the Jiadin.”
“No,” Rejji shook his head, “then where are the rest of the Zaldoni? You expect me to believe that they still ride separate from the Jiadin?”
“No,” sighed Wyant. “They have joined with Grulak, but I did not lead them there. I would never work under such a tyrant.”
“You are the Zaldoni,” Rejji hissed. “They would never go to Grulak unless you led them there. I should pack you in the cage going to Khadora. They kill you there for not telling the truth.”
“I am telling the truth,” pleaded Wyant. “Klavin and Brakas led the Zaldoni to Grulak.”
“Nice try, Wyant,” Rejji shook his head, “but I have seen Brakas recently and he explained your cowardly submission to the Jiadin. Your men would never choose Klavin or Brakas over you.”
“Cowardly?” bristled Wyant. “You can call me many things, including that of being a trusting fool, but nobody has ever called me a coward. If you want to see an act of cowardice, look at my back.”
Marak nodded and Gunta spun Wyant around and raised his tunic. Two large scars disfigured Wyant’s back.
“What caused those?” asked Rejji.
“Not what, but who,” Wyant spat as Gunta released the tunic and spun Wyant around to face Rejji again. “Brakas advocated joining the Jiadin. I told him that if he wanted to serve a lunatic then he should go, but the Zaldoni would stand against Grulak as a free tribe. The wounds are the result of Brakas and Klavin knifing me and leaving me for dead. I heard them explaining to the men that I had gone on ahead to join the Jiadin and they were to follow. I tried calling out to them, but nobody heard me. An old woman discovered me two days later or I would not be here now.”
“But why would Brakas lie?” quizzed Rejji. “And why is he trying to get the free tribes to join against Grulak?”
“He isn’t,” declared Wyant. “He is seeking the free tribes for Grulak. He located the Chadang before I did. Now they exist no longer. The Jiadin killed every last one of them.”
“Before you did?” queried Rejji. “Why are you searching for them?”
“I am no longer searching for them,” answered Wyant. I know where they are. Now I shadow Brakas so that I can warn the tribes when he gets close. Why do you think he has not been able to locate another of the tribes? When he gets close, I alert the tribe to move to another location.”
“Release him,” order Rejji. “Sit Wyant. I need to know the truth of what is going on. How did you end up with the slavers?”
Halman and Gunta looked to Marak who nodded and they released Wyant. Wyant sat next to the fire and looked at Rejji.
“I followed Brakas to a new town called Ghala,” Wyant began. “There are rumors all over the east about this town and its abundant supply of food and adequate work for all. Still the town abuts the sea, so I dared not enter it for fear that Brakas would spot me. I hid outside the town and waited for Brakas to reappear. He came back out the next morning and I started following him again.”
“So he was only there the one night?” interrupted Rejji.
“Yes, one day and one night,” nodded Wyant. “He rode west all day and met up with a Jiadin army heading north. I think it is part of General Winus’s command, but I am not sure. Anyway, the Jiadin army changed their path to go due east, back towards Ghala. I continued following Brakas. He normally rode in the open and I would shadow him from the forests. He never was very good at observing things about him. That was when I stumbled upon these fellows. I was moving fairly fast through the woods and the next thing I knew, my horse had gone out from under me and I was sprawled face down in the dirt. I should have been more cautious, but I could not let Brakas get out of my sight. I made a mistake and now I am paying for it.”
Rejji sat silently for some moments as he tried to determine the truth of what he was hearing. He had been leery of Brakas, but that alone did not validate Wyant’s story.
“You said you got to the Chadang too late,” interrogated Rejji. “When did you start following Brakas?”
“It was some time after that,” Wyant replied. “I was actually watching the movements of a Jiadin army near the South Fork when I first saw Brakas. I did not know what his mission was at that time. I was watching the army so I could warn the tribes of their movements. I was very tempted to kill Brakas and take my revenge, but I followed him instead. It turned out to be a wise move, because Brakas was the one doing the searching and he was to inform the army to strike.”
“Was Diakles with this army when Brakas was there?” quizzed Rejji as he thought about his meeting with Brakas along the South Fork.
“He was,” nodded Wyant with a puzzled look upon his face. “The little bloodthirsty brat got his the next day or so I heard.”
“Okay,” continued Rejji, “where did Brakas go next?”
“He went to a large village east of the Giaming Mountains,” Wyant said. “That is where I found out what his mission was. He asked everyone in the village if they knew where any of the free tribes were. He claimed to be trying to unite them as he told you, but I knew what his real goal was.”
“And you have had a constant watch on him ever since?” probed Rejji.
“No,” frowned Wyant. “I have lost track of him a few times. It is hard in places to track him without being seen. Sometimes I must take the chance of losing him and try to figure out where he is heading next. I have been successful though in keeping the tribes hidden.”
“Have you ever seen him this far north before?” Rejji asked.
“I have,” affirmed Wyant. “He spent several days camped near the Ghala headwaters one time. I almost lost him that time too. He had visitors one day and I tried moving around to get a better look at who they were. I ended up in a dead canyon and had to backtrack. I almost missed catching him leaving in the morning.”
“Where did he go?” frowned Rejji as he remembered the day he had found Brakas waiting for him.
“He rode all day to the peak of one of the Bone Mountains,” detailed Wyant. “General Winus had his troops camped out there. Why anyone would ever camp an army on a peak is beyond me. I though Winus was smarter than that. Anyway, Brakas did not stay long and headed south. I followed him all the way to the mouth of the Taggot River.”
“Did the general’s army leave?” sighed Rejji, already knowing the answer.
“They left before Brakas,” nodded Wyant. “It was as if they had been waiting for him. At first I feared Brakas had met someone who knew where the tribes were, but the army headed north, so I guess they were after something else.”
“Why do the tribes trust you to know their location?” asked Marak.
Wyant stared at the figure in black for a moment before answering. “They know I will not betray them to Grulak,” he answered. “The Zaldoni never were known for preying upon the other tribes, so they have little reason to fear me. They also know of Brakas’s betrayal and that I no longer command an army. I am no threat to them and I perform a service for them by tracking Brakas. Who are you and your men? I have seen most of the tribes in Fakara and your uniform is foreign to me.”
“Would the free tribes unite against Grulak?” Rejji interrupted.
“No,” frowned Wyant. “The tribes have been uprooted from their homes. They have no food to eat and they cannot afford to raid villages for fear of the Jiadin hearing about it. I fear eventually they will all succumb to Grulak. It is only a matter of time.”
“Then why do you continue with your task?” asked Lord Marak.
“I will continue until they kill me,” Wyant replied defiantly. “I will never willingly serve under such a butcher.”
“Are there any of the tribes who would stand up to Grulak as free men if they had the food and weapons to do so?” inquired Rejji.
“The tribes are on the verge of disbanding,” sighed Wyant. “They are no longer fighting forces. They are starving men. Many that I have spoken to have talked about checking out this new town of Ghala to settle down in. Their spirit is broken and they yearn for a new life. I can not blame them, but I fail to see how that will stop Grulak from dominating the whole of Fakara. The fact is, there is nowhere to hide from Grulak.”
“Then don’t hide,” retorted Rejji. “Help me stand and fight.”
“Stand and fight?” echoed Wyant. “Are you crazy? Grulak has tens of thousands of men. I thought you had more sense than that. What are you going to do, resurrect your tiny village?”
“No,” declared Rejji. “I am going to rebuild Ghala and I could use your help. You and any of the free tribes that are willing to meet some basic conditions.”
“Okay, wait a minute,” frowned Wyant. “You are going a little fast for me. What do you have to do with Ghala and why would it need to be rebuilt?”
“The Jiadin army that Brakas talked to attacked it and burned it down,” replied Rejji. “I built Ghala with the help of many great people and I intend to rebuild it. I do not imagine the Jiadin will give us a lot of time to do it though. I can use help.”
Wyant stared at Rejji as if seeing him for the first time. He turned and looked at the black clothed soldiers and his eyes landed on Marak. “Who are you and what do you have to do with all of this?” he asked Marak.
“I am Lord Marak of the Torak clan of Khadora,” Marak answered. “I have trading contracts with Rejji. We have come to view Ghala and the surrounding areas. I am very impressed with what I have seen. I think you should listen to Rejji’s offer seriously. It may be the only hope for Fakara’s future.”
Wyant nodded slowly and bit his lower lip in thought. “How many of your people survived the attack?” he asked Rejji.
“All of them,” smiled Rejji. “We have developed defense plans to keep the people safe. We do not have much of a defensive force so we were not able to save the buildings. I can promise each man you bring will have abundant food. He will never know hunger and he can be a part of the rebuilding of Fakara. Isn’t it time for us to end the misery that we have come to call life here in Fakara?”
“I sure would like to settle down in peace,” nodded Wyant. “What are the conditions that you will impose?”
“Very few,” stated Rejji. “We want no lawlessness in our city. Ghala is not a tribal fortress. It is our stake at a new civilization. We expect all of our citizens to behave honorably. That means no fighting among the tribes. No stealing or intimidating the citizenry. And the tribes will have to acknowledge a higher authority.”
“A higher authority?” questioned Wyant. “I suppose that means you? I don’t think the tribes will knuckle down for a man barely older than a lad.”
“I can easily set up a city council composed of old men if that makes them feel any better,” chuckled Rejji. “Actually, I was hoping you would be that higher authority. I would, of course, expect you to maintain the kind of order I need to make this work.”
“You finally believe me then?” queried Wyant.
“Oh yes,” nodded Rejji. “You place Brakas in the right places at the right times. I was in that party near the headwaters of the Ghala River and I was the one that Killed Diakles the day after you saw him. Yes I believe you.”
“You killed Diakles?” echoed Wyant. “That alone will raise you in the eyes of the tribes. How much food do you have in that city of yours?”
“I can have as much as I need,” Rejji said. “Lord Marak has two ships on the way and he will send more when I ask for it. We have nice herds of Wasooki and clova and more watula then we can use. You supply the men and let me worry about the food.”
“You realize that as soon as I start to gather the tribes, Grulak will attack in force?” frowned Wyant.
“That depends on how many men you gather,” interjected Marak. “I understand that the main body of his forces are quite distant from here. If he sends only a portion of his army, you may well defeat it. If he brings his entire army, then you will need some clever strategy.”
“Very clever strategy,” sighed Wyant. “He has more men than all of the free tribes put together.”
“Yes and they will be weary from the travel,” stated Lord Marak. “Perhaps they will even be harried along the way. Just having a greater number of men does not guarantee success. You will have time to learn the terrain, which will be foreign to him. You will also have time to plan for a defense.”
“Do you have armies that you are willing to offer to this solution?” Wyant asked Marak.
“I have armies,” declared Marak. “This is not Khadora’s fight though. If Rejji requests assistance, I will send what I can, but I think you Fakarans can accomplish the goal.”
“Your answer pleases me,” smiled Wyant. “At least I know that you are not encouraging this for selfish reasons. I may be crazy, but I think I am going to accept this position as your new general, Rejji.”
“May I suggest you use a different term,” interjected Marak. “If the tribes already have generals, you will appear to be usurping their titles. In Khadora we use the term Marshal.”
“Very well,” nodded Wyant. “Marshal it is. Start shipping food in, Lord Marak. We are going to need a lot of it. If I can borrow a horse, you will have thousands of men within the week. I just hope Brakas doesn’t catch wind of it before we are ready.”
“Does Brakas know you are alive?” asked Lord Marak.
“No,” answered Wyant. “I would prefer to keep it that way until I can find him again.”
“Tell the men you send to Ghala not to mention your name until you arrive then,” suggested Marak. “If Brakas returns to the city, I think he can be used to supply false information to the Jiadin. It could prove to be vital to any plan you come up with.”
“Do you think he will return?” questioned Wyant.
“I do,” interjected Rejji. “It would seem that I am Brakas’s second mission. With me and the tribes in the same place, Brakas will show. When he does, he will find his ability to leave impaired until I see fit to allow it.”
“Take one of the horses from these slavers,” offered Marak. “One word of caution before you go, Marshal. If any of these tribes intend on coming to Ghala to pillage it instead of joining in its defense, I will bring my armies from Khadora to extract retribution, and my armies are trained for battle against other armies, not raiding villages.”
Wyant looked at the ring of arrows stuck in the ground and nodded. “If that happens, Lord Marak,” he said seriously, “I will be riding with you. The days of plunder are over for Fakara. Those who do not understand that are better off joining the Jiadin than us. My back is scarred and my face is bruised, but I feel more hopeful today than I have felt in any other day of my life. We will make this work.”
Rejji and Marak watched Wyant leave. “He will work out well for you,” smiled Lord Marak.
“Yes he will,” nodded Rejji. “It is time to give the rest of these prisoners their choice of going free or joining Ghala. We could use the two empty wagons to transport them if they wish to join the city.”
“If that is what you want to do,” offered Marak, “Halman and Gunta can accompany us to Ghala and I will leave Botal and his squad to escort them.”
“Let us ask them what they want to do,” agreed Rejji.



Chapter 31



The Tribes


“Rejji,” called Riktor, “I have been looking all over for you.”
“How is the unloading going?” Rejji asked Riktor.
“The first ship is empty and leaving the dock now,” Riktor replied. “There are two more anchored offshore. The warehouse is full and we are running out of room. Where am I supposed to put all of the cargo?”
“It would appear that Lord Marak has high hopes for our Marshal,” smiled Rejji. “He said he would step up shipments when he got back home.”
“Step them up?” echoed Riktor. “I have never seen so much food in my entire life. We could feed an army with what is in the warehouse now.”
“We have many armies to feed, Riktor,” smiled Rejji as he waved Plesy over to the conversation. “The problem is that the city is not large enough for them. Six thousand men joined yesterday alone and I do not think we have seen the end of it. I was going to have a lot of supplies emptied out of the warehouse today for our new arrivals. Why don’t we have them take it directly off the ships? That will free your men up to help Plesy with the clearing and lumber hauling.”
“We don’t need any more help,” Plesy interjected. “The new location for the wasooki and clova herds was cleared this morning. The animals are being moved as we speak.”
“So we can start building in the old fields then?” queried Rejji.
“As soon as the animals are all moved,” nodded Plesy. “Bakhai is handling that. He certainly has a way with animals.”
“That he does,” smiled Rejji. “There is your answer Riktor. Have your men start building the new homes that we had planned for the old grazing fields.”
“Can we start construction of the second warehouse too?” Riktor asked. “The new men may take care of what is on the next two ships, but if more arrive we have no place to put it.”
“We have the lumber,” interjected Plesy. “At least the raw logs anyway. I have never seen a forest come down so quickly. There were so many men chopping trees that they were getting in each other’s way.”
“That is a problem,” frowned Rejji. “We are growing so fast that I can not keep track of what we are doing. I don’t know how to handle this.”
“You are taking too much upon yourself,” advised Plesy. “You need to have more people managing things and then report to you. That will give you time to look more long term at things. Right now you are just reacting to each person’s request.”
“I am willing to consider anything that will bring some sense of organization to this,” stated Rejji. “What do you suggest?”
“Put Riktor in charge of supplies,” began Plesy. “Let him handle all of the unloading and distribution of food and tools. If he needs more people, he can ask you for them.”
“Done,” nodded Rejji. “What else?”
“Let Copi handle the lumber portion,” continued Plesy. “That includes felling the trees, transporting them and shaving them. He will also need to handle the distribution to people needing supplies to build.”
“Copi can handle that,” Rejji nodded. “I am beginning to like this already. What about construction?”
“I will handle that,” declared Plesy. “I have a thought regarding that already. I think each tribe that arrives should build their own homes. When their homes are complete, their men can enter the labor pool for other jobs. The men that arrived yesterday don’t know what to do, so they are standing around doing nothing. If we put them to work on their own homes, we will have time to plan what they will work on next.”
“Where does the new warehouse fit into this?” asked Riktor as people started to gather around to hear what was going on.
“Half of the men I used for clearing the forest today will work on it,” answered Plesy. “If we can get the logs shaved, that warehouse will go up in two days. With the number of people Ghala has now, I think we should build a third as well.”
“And put it where?” asked Rejji. “We are running out of room to build.”
“I have thoughts on that,” replied Lakado. “I have been wanting to talk you about it.”
“Any thoughts are welcome, Lakado,” Rejji said. “What are they?”
“I don’t think you should be putting houses in the old wasooki fields,” began Lakado. “That is an excellent area for the warehouses. The city should be expanding towards the mountains along the river.”
“There is not much room between our current houses and the stockade,” Rejji pointed out. “I don’t think you realize how many people are moving into Ghala each day.”
“Oh, but I do,” smiled Lakado as he drew a map in the dirt. “The stockade has to come down or be abandoned. Where it is now should be the city center. We should reserve a large section there for community buildings like stores, and inns. Maybe even a marketplace. Then in this area outside the stockade, we start the new houses.”
“We can’t have buildings outside the stockade,” Rejji said. “They would be too vulnerable to attack.”
“I know,” nodded Lakado. “That is why we will build a new wall way out here, but this one will be stone. There are two benefits to this plan. The first is that we will expand the city enough to house tens of thousands of people. The second is that the approach to the city can be a narrow path through the forest. It will be very hard for a large army to amass in front of the wall. It should increase our safety a great deal.”
“Clearing the land would be a lot easier,” nodded Plesy. “The forest outside the stockade is sparse, but still enough trees to supply the lumber we will need. And we won’t have to haul it either. “
“And there is enough room in the old wasooki fields for at least six warehouses,” smiled Lakado.
“I am not sure we need that much land for the city though,” responded Rejji. “That is a lot of houses.”
“There is more to a city than houses,” interjected Lakado. “Right now we get everything we need from Khadora, but that must change. We need shops, inns for travelers, schools, butchers, healers, and bakeries. I have been to Khadora and seen large cities. Trust me, the room will be needed.”
Rejji’s mind flashed back to his days in Khadoratung and he nodded. “I agree,” he said finally. “Leave room for parks too and a temple. Ghala need not resemble a lumberyard forever. It should be a place that is pleasing to travel to. Lakado, draw me a map that I can keep of what you think the city should look like. You will be in charge of determining where things will be built. The first area you need to layout is where we are going to house all these people.”
“I will have it done within the hour,” grinned Lakado.
“The animals are all moved,” reported Bakhai. “Is this a meeting?”
“Sort of,” nodded Rejji. “Do you want to be in charge of the animals?”
“I think Pfifer would enjoy that,” answered Bakhai. “He has already been caring for them everyday. He will need people to help him though. The herd is getting large.”
“Done,” agreed Rejji. “I think Jheron is a good person to be in charge of trades. He is pretty much doing that already.”
“I concur,” Plesy said. “He has organized it well so far.”
“Rejji,” called Mistake as she ran towards the group. “There is a large army approaching the stockade.”
“Join me, Bakhai,” Rejji said as he turned and ran towards the stockade.
The trio race to the wooden stockade and Rejji raced up the ladder to the platform. Several hundred paces out sat a tribal leader and his army was still riding in from the distance. Rejji had seen this sight several times over the last week, but he still trembled each time. There was little way to determine if this was a tribe that Wyant had sent, or one preparing to attack Ghala.
“Can you hear anything?” Rejji asked Mistake.
“Nothing,” she frowned. “They aren’t talking.”
“Okay,” frowned Rejji. “I am going out.”
“Bakhai and I are right behind you,” assured Mistake.
Rejji nodded to the men at the gates and they lifted the bar for the trio to exit the city. They walked out until Rejji stood in front of the tribal leader.
“Welcome to Ghala,” smiled Rejji. “I am Rejji.”
The tribal leader dismounted and walked up to Rejji.
“I am Adger, leader of the Mutang,” the leader said. “Our mutual friend, Marshal, sent me. He said we would be welcome here. I have twenty-five hundred men and their families. Are we welcome in Ghala?”
“The Mutang are welcome in Ghala,” Rejji smiled. “There is food for your people and soon there will be housing. We will supply the materials and tools needed and show you where your houses may be built. Did Marshal explain the rules to you?”
“He did and they are acceptable,” nodded Adger as he gazed at the stockade. “This may be a fool’s mission to stand up to the Jiadin, but the Mutang will do so. You will have no trouble from my men. I would like to see some fortifications stronger than what you have here though.”
“We were just discussing a stone wall,” responded Rejji. “Do your men have skills with stone work?”
“Many do,” nodded Adger. “The Mutang are one of the few tribes to inhabit the mountains and build stone fortresses. Another is the Extala and they are behind us. They should be here within the hour. Between the two of us, we will build your stonewall. Where should my men go?”
“There is little room within the stockade right now,” answered Rejji. “The wall we speak of will be built behind you, where the forest thickens. Perhaps you should camp near the river for now. As soon as you are settled, bring your people inside. I will have food prepared and you can eat while we discuss your permanent location.”
“We will get camped,” nodded Adger. “Then we will wait for Blaka and his Extala to arrive before coming in. We will be working together on the fortifications so we should discuss it together.”
“That is wise,” responded Rejji. “How many people does Blaka have, so I may make sure enough food is prepared?”
“The Extala are a little larger than the Mutang,” replied Adger. “I would guess around nine thousand mouths in all. Marshal said you had plenty of food. Is that a problem?”
“Only the manpower to prepare it,” Rejji stated. “Let me get it started so that you do not have to wait for a hot meal. Later today, we will deliver sacks of grain to your people so you may prepare your own meals, but it is our custom to prepare the meal at your arrival.”
“Our women would be honored to help with the preparation of the food,” Adger stated. “I am not naive about the problems of preparing for so many new arrivals. We will not be a burden on the other people already here. Where should they go?”
“That is very understanding of you,” smiled Rejji. “There is a large field between the houses and the river. It is lined with tables. The fire pits are there.”
Adger signaled to his men, who had been listening to the greeting, and they began to move towards the river to set up camp. Adger stared at Rejji for a few moments before speaking.
“I was hesitant to come here,” admitted Adger, “because Ghala is led by one so young and inexperienced. I would not be honest to say otherwise, but Marshal has great confidence in you and my people are starving. Yet you have shown a flexibility normally reserved for those with more years under their belt. Is it true that you killed Diakles?”
“It is,” nodded Rejji. “It was not a great feat. I was only defending myself. As far as Ghala goes, we welcome your input and everyone else’s. We need to all stand together to defeat the Jiadin.”
“Do you really think we can stand against his armies?” frowned Adger. “Look at my people. Their muscle wastes away, and with it, their will to fight. I think Ghala will become a graveyard for many, but the Mutang are committed to making it a valiant stand.”
“It is because of leaders like you,” smiled Rejji, “that we will succeed. You are here because you care for your people more than your pride. Ghala is more than just a last stand for the free tribes. It is a new start for Fakara. It is not only the place that Grulak will see his death, but a place where the tribes will learn that life is more than just pillaging. This used to be a great country and it will be once again.”
“You have optimism and courage,” grinned Adger. “Those are the makings of a fine leader. We shall see where your dreams lead though. Allow this old man to carry your pessimism. I will point out the failings in your plans as I find them.”
“Then we shall work well together,” chuckled Rejji. “I will show you the plans for the city after you have eaten.”
Adger nodded and followed his men while the trio returned through the gates. Rejji stopped inside the gates and let his eye rove over the city that was springing up before his eyes.
“Another nine thousand people,” Rejji shook his head. “It is like all of Fakara will end up in one spot. Are we doing Grulak’s work for him by gathering the tribes together?”
“Brakas would think so,” answered Mistake. “He is so anxious to get out of Ghala and report to Grulak.”
“Where is he?” quizzed Rejji.
“At the healers again,” chuckled Mistake as she looked at Bakhai. “Seems his horse keeps throwing him whenever he gets on.”
“Make sure he doesn’t get too hurt,” cautioned Rejji. “At some point we will want him to escape. How is Karlo making out with the tyrik armor?”
“Great!” exclaimed Mistake. “Once the armor is coated, it is really hard to penetrate and still quite flexible. I haven’t been able to find a dye that adheres to it though, so it is all black like the carganite. I have him playing with designs for headgear so the head is protected in battle. Right now it looks like a sack on your head, but I think he can improve on that.”
“I don’t care much how it looks,” commented Rejji, “as long as it protects. It shouldn’t block your vision either. That could be dangerous. When we get a good pattern, let me know and I will have some made out of tyrik silk.”
“If anyone can design it, it will be Karlo,” added Mistake. “It is scary how his mind works. He just doesn’t think like most people.”
“That is what makes him so valuable,” responded Rejji. “There is something sticking in the back of my mind, but I can’t get it to come out. Something that Adger said. I feel like it is key to defeating Grulak.”
“You probably have too much on your mind,” reasoned Mistake. “It will come to you when you relax.”
“I guess so,” sighed Rejji. “How many ships are we expecting from Lord Marak?”
“He has every ship he owns on its way to us,” answered Mistake. “He has even started building new ships, but they will not help us much. It takes too long to build them.”
“I wonder if Khadora even has enough food to feed all of the people coming to Ghala,” frowned Rejji. “We must owe Lord Marak a fortune already.”
“Not really,” responded Mistake. “I gave him most of our gold and he is very interested in the armor we are making. He is willing to pay a great deal for it if we are willing to export it. As for the amount of food Khadora has, I wouldn’t worry about it. Just counting the fields at Fardale, they probably have more watula than the whole country of Fakara.”
“That’s it!” exclaimed Rejji. “Food. Where is Grulak getting the food to feed his huge army?”
“He is raiding all of the villages in western Fakara,” responded Bakhai.
“Yes, but he is also destroying the villages,” replied Rejji. “He can only destroy a village once and I am willing to wager that he is running out of villages.”
“So his army is starving as well?” questioned Mistake.
“Of course,” nodded Rejji. “According to his plan, he should already be attacking Khadora and food would not be a problem for him.”
“But the tribes didn’t join with him,” added Mistake. “He has wasted a lot of time trying to track them down.”
“That means he will definitely need to conquer Ghala,” frowned Bakhai. “The food here is as important to him as conquering the tribes. Why does this excite you? I should think it would make you more depressed.”
“Because it is the first weakness we have discovered,” answered Rejji. “He can’t afford to lay siege to us because we have food and he doesn’t. Plus all of the eastern villages between the mountains and us have been abandoned. Everyone has come here so he can’t feed off them while he tries to conquer us.”
“I don’t imagine with the size of his army, that he will have much trouble overpowering us,” responded Bakhai. “I still don’t see how any of this helps.”
“It is a long and hungry march from Vandegar Temple to Ghala,” explained Rejji, “especially if something slows you down along the way. Bakhai, I have a mission for you.”
***
Wyant was feeling good about the task that he had accomplished. For years he had felt that the tribal warfare so indicative of Fakara was destroying the country. For the first time in centuries, the tribes were banding together and he was being a catalyst for it. Every tribe he had spoken to had agreed to join the effort to stop the Jiadin, which was no small accomplishment. Even tribes that had long standing feuds had been willing to shove their disagreements aside. He was so euphoric about the results of his mission that he decided to ride through the night to get to Ghala and tell Rejji the news. The blow that knocked him off his horse came unexpectedly.
Wyant groaned and stared up at the forest canopy. His vision blurred and he berated himself for his laxness. Bad enough that he had been riding at night in unfamiliar territory, but he would have punished one of his men for whistling while he was doing it.
“What have we here?” snickered one of the men. “Look at the fancy green scarf.”
“I thought the Zaldoni had come over to us,” stated the other man.
“He would be wearing red then, wouldn’t he?” crowed the first man as he deftly removed Wyant’s sword. “Let’s drag him back to camp. Maybe Winus will give us something special for capturing him.”
“I can save you some effort,” groaned Wyant. “I can walk.”
“Then you better start doing it,” scowled the second man.
Wyant rose to his feet and one of the men pushed him towards a game trail. He walked along the trail while his two capturers followed. Within a few minutes he smelled the smoke of the campfires and another few minutes brought him to the edge of the camp. The two Jiadin soldiers prodded him towards a large tent and pushed him through the flap before following him in.
“If it isn’t Wyant,” frowned General Winus. “Where did you find him?”
“Not five minutes south of here,” one of the soldiers replied.
“You have done well,” congratulated Winus. “Put his sword in the corner and leave us. Sit, Wyant. I have a lot of questions you need to answer.”
“Are you sure, General?” asked one of the soldiers as he dropped the sword in the corner of the tent.
“I can kill both of you and him before he reaches his sword,” growled the general. “Do I look like I need a minder?”
The soldiers scurried out of the tent and Winus stared coldly at Wyant.
“I heard you were dead,” the general began.
“No, just left for dead,” Wyant replied. “What are you doing so far from Vandegar, General?”
“Searching for the free tribes and some boy that Grulak wants,” answered Winus, “but I am the one asking the questions here. I heard that Brakas and Klavin did you in. Seeing as they botched the job, I have to assume that you are siding with the free tribes against Grulak. Would that be a fair assumption?”
“Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?” asked Wyant. “I will never tell you where the tribes are. Isn’t that what you pay Brakas to find out?”
“Brakas is an incompetent fool,” spat Winus. “Why you ever let him rise in the Zaldoni is beyond me.”
“Because he was clever, sneaky, and persistent,” responded Wyant. “Good characteristics for being a bandit. Things have changed though. As a soldier, he is only a good swordsman.”
“Grulak has me running all over the country trying to find this boy Rejji,” continued Winus. “Why is he so important?”
“Because he is the opposite of Grulak,” smiled Wyant. “He is a builder, not a destroyer. He is the future of Fakara, General.”
“You expect me to believe that the boy will make a difference when Grulak has amassed the army he has?” Winus asked.
“You can believe what you wish, but I believe in him,” declared Wyant. “I do not know what it is about him, but he brings out the best in people. I do believe that he will rebuild Fakara into a great nation and that he will defeat Grulak. Don’t ask me how, but he will do it. Your army certainly hasn’t been able to catch him.”
“Bah,” spat Winus. “Catching him would be no problem if I could get rid of the magician that has been forced on me by Grulak. The fool has no concept of strategy or tactics. He has had my army split in two for weeks. I just finally got them back together.”
“Before or after your little raid on Ghala?” questioned Wyant.
“After,” frowned Winus. “Brakas commandeered the southern half of my army for that little fiasco. You seem to be very well informed. That tells me much about what is going on.”
“How does that tell you anything?” quizzed Wyant.
“I would have to be deaf not to know that Ghala is getting food from somewhere,” smiled the general. “All of the villages east of the mountains are abandoned. My men saw large numbers of buildings in Ghala and heard Rejji’s name mentioned there. Brakas has reported that Rejji is there and trying to unite the tribes. Now you pop up. You happen to know where the tribes are. Oh, you may not tell me where they are, but you know. I have no doubt about that. Now you inform me that you know Ghala was attacked. Put that all together with the fact that we have been seeing tribe after tribe heading for Ghala and what do you come up with?”
“Why don’t you tell me so I can die with a smile on my face?” retorted Wyant.
“What I come up with is the same thing Grulak will come up with,” smiled Winus. “The tribes and Rejji and food are all in the same place. It will not be long before the full army of the Jiadin descend on Ghala like the vultures upon yesterday’s battlefield.”



Chapter 32



Wyant


“Well those vultures might just die of starvation like everything else in this country,” retorted Wyant. “If you are so sure of victory, why don’t you just let me go? It will only delay my death by a few days.”
“Why are you so eager to die, Wyant?” asked Winus. “You are slipping in your old age. Riding at night alone? Allowing my two men to capture without at least killing one of them? You haven’t even asked why my men were that far from camp.”
Wyant’s face puzzled over as he dwelt on the general’s words. It was true that he had been very careless in getting captured, but the Jiadin men were fairly far from the camp.
“They weren’t sentries, were they?” asked Wyant.
“Very good,” nodded Winus. “No they weren’t sentries. They were out searching for food. Just as I imagine all of Grulak’s men are. Or most of them anyway. I am sure Grulak’s elite are eating well enough.”
“So why didn’t your army seize the food in Ghala when you attacked it?” queried Wyant.
“Brakas told them their mission was to capture Rejji,” sighed Winus. “It appeared that Rejji had managed to escape during the attack, so they gave chase. I doubt the fools even knew there was food there. Brakas never told them the name of the town they were attacking and most of men have never been this far east. I found them before they found Rejji.”
“And why didn’t you go back and get the food?” inquired Wyant.
“I was very tempted to,” admitted the general. “There was one minor problem with that plan. Brakas sabotaged the gates so my men could enter. By the time my army was whole again, I was sure that the gates would have been repaired. Our losses with the gates operational would have been severe. I have less than five hundred men, Wyant. I am saddled with this fool magician who thinks food for an army doesn’t matter. I swear, I don’t think the man eats.”
“Why don’t you just get rid of him?” questioned Wyant. “You do not need a mage for your task.”
“Finally, someone who understands things,” smiled Winus. “The mage is dangerous. He almost killed me with his bare hands. He did kill two of my men who tried to murder him. If I had not known beforehand who they were, I would not have recognized them. Frankly, he scares me.”
“I can’t help you there, Winus,” frowned Wyant. “I know nothing about magic. I have to say though, I would not let him kill my men.”
“Those two were nothing,” scowled Winus. “This mage has cost me over a hundred men. He throws their lives away as if they were some scat stuck on his boot. I cannot tell you how many nights I have remained awake thinking of ways to rid myself of that evil.”
“You do not appear to be the happiest of Grulak’s minions,” observed Wyant. “Why do you continue to serve him?”
“Truthfully,” Winus said softly, “I have no desire to. Why do you think I am camped so close to Ghala? If I could rid myself of this magician, I would join the free tribes in a heartbeat. Perhaps one of the large tribes heading for Ghala will attack us. Even that offers an opportunity for the magician to fall during the battle. We have known each other for some time, Wyant. We have not always seen things in the same light, but we are not that different either. I eagerly joined the Jiadin because we were going to use our fighting skills to carve out a piece of rich Khadora, not to kill my fellow countrymen or to throw away young Fakarans to please a wizard. Every day I am saddled with this evil man makes my blood boil. Tell me how to get free of him and you will have close to five hundred more men to defend Ghala.”
“Will your men go along with this?” questioned Wyant.
“To the man,” assured Winus. “It is all I can do now to keep them from running off during the night. They despise the wizard and have come to hate Grulak for making us suffer him in our midst.”
“Can’t you send him back to Vandegar for some reason?” asked Wyant.
“The only news that would be important enough for him to make that move, is the information I refuse to give him,” the general said. “If I told him that Rejji, the free tribes, and food were all in Ghala, he would be out of here in a flash. I cannot do that to my countrymen any longer. I would rather my own men die first.”
“I think you have hit upon the solution,” smiled Wyant. “Let me ask this first though. What exactly would Grulak do when he heard the news? And I don’t mean order his army to crush Ghala. What would his troop movements be?”
Winus sat for a long moment before answering, “That depends on how the information is portrayed to him. If he knew that Ghala was a defensive position only, he would ready his army and march east. If he thought that time was critical, however, like if the tribes were to use Ghala as a staging area for attacks, he would rush out with a portion of his elite guard and order the rest of the army to follow. Either way, he would want to be in the vanguard for such a crushing blow.”
“And what would be the state of his army if he were to die?” pushed Wyant.
“Again, that depends,” responded Winus. “There are only around five thousands troops who are really loyal to Grulak, most of the original Jiadin tribe. Of those, one thousand are his elite guards. Unless the elite guards are annihilated, the Jiadin army will remain intact. Someone would just step up and assume command. If you can destroy Grulak and his elite guards, the others will crumble. To be safe, I would eliminate the other four thousand of the original Jiadin. The rest would be harmless.”
“Then I think we have the makings of a plan,” grinned Wyant. “You should keep a sentry out to the east each night. I will see to it that he discovers half a dozen wasooki soon. That should keep your men fed until we can spring this trap. I am almost sure that Brakas is trapped in Ghala. He does not know about me yet, but we will use him to let you know when to release your mage. Think about some task that will require Brakas to stay with your men, so that the wizard is required to go to Vandegar with the important information.”
“But what information will I give the wizard to relay to Grulak?” asked the general. “Surely you don’t want the truth given to him.”
“The information that Brakas will carry, is what we want Grulak to know,” assured Wyant. “I am not sure what that information will be yet, but I am sure we can manipulate Brakas into believing what we want to get to Grulak.”
“I am glad that you were careless tonight, my old friend,” smiled Winus. “Already it feels good to be back on the right side of things.”
“I am going to need a horse to get to Ghala,” stated Wyant. “Mine was lost when your men captured me.”
“Take one of ours,” offered Winus. “We would probably just have it for dinner tomorrow anyway.”
***
Veltar stared over the Vandegar Plains towards the unnatural extension of the sea that covered half the plains. The multitude of anguished souls trapped under the water cried out to him in despair. Veltar closed his eyes as he stood at the edge of the platform atop the Vandegar Temple and imagined the great Vand standing alongside him. He watched as Vand raised his arms and extended his staff skyward, cursing the other gods and defying them. He saw the ground tremble and rise and the waters of the sea boil. Great waves of tumult frothed with fury across the surface of the water and the sea began to ebb. The receding waters whirled in torrents and carved mighty canyons in the face of the plain as the sea was forced back from the land. A great chorus of hatred and vengeance screamed from the newly released souls and Vand cackled as the other gods retreated in awe of his great power.
“There you are,” interrupted Grulak. “Why are you always on this damned platform? I do not appreciate having to come up here to seek your advice.”
“My apologies, Your Excellence,” sneered Veltar as he tried to adjust to the interruption. “I find the platform ideal for the interpretation of my dreams. There is an aura of destiny about it.”
“Hmmph,” scowled Grulak. “Do your dreams tell you where we shall find food for my armies below? I am activating my troops and taking them into Khadora, with or without your dreams. If I do not strike soon, my men will starve and the chance for greatness will have slipped away.”
“No,” shouted Veltar as his eyes widened in anger. “You will ruin everything. My dreams have shown you that you will be totally annihilated by attacking Khadora before the boy is killed. He is your death if you do not kill him first.”
“That may be so, but your dreams have not managed to locate him,” growled the leader of the Jiadin. “I cannot kill someone I cannot find and my army must have food to survive.”
“Zygor is close to him,” promised Veltar. “He was spotted in Ghala, a tiny fishing village in the east. His men destroyed the village, but Rejji managed to escape. It will not be long now.”
“His men?” yelled Grulak. “Since when do your servants assume command of my armies?”
“General Winus’s men,” bowed Veltar. “I did not mean to leave the general out. I just could not remember his name. It is of no import in any event. The point is that Rejji will be found soon.”
“How soon?” questioned Grulak. “Soon, as in after half of my army has died of starvation? I have the largest army ever amassed in recent times and a neighboring country that has riches beyond imagination, and yet I sit here listening to your dreams. I will listen no more. In the morning the Jiadin army will strike fear into the hearts of the Khadorans. We will kill their armies and pillage their cities. If the boy has anything to say about it, tell him to meet me in Khadoratung, where I will be indulging in the fruits of my conquest. I question how one insignificant boy can affect my future in any event.”
“Insignificant boy?” screamed Veltar as his face contorted with rage. “You are a fool, you half-breed son of a Qubari. Did not your mother teach you anything of the prophecies? This insignificant boy murdered your son, your only heir. Are you so hungry to stuff your face with wasooki that you will throw away your chance to rule the entire world?”
“How dare you speak to me like that?” thundered Grulak as he trembled with anger. “Never mention Diakles to me again. And if you speak of my Qubari heritage again, I will throw you from this platform to the troops below.”
“You cannot dismiss your heritage just because it is not mentioned,” argued Veltar as the veins in his face bulged. “The boy is destined to rule Fakara unless he is killed. It is the task I have been sent to complete and I will not let some petty dictator stand in my way.”
“What are you talking about?” demanded Grulak. “Sent? Sent by whom? I am the one who chose you for advisor and I am the one who will discard you.”
Veltar’s hand streaked out and grabbed Grulak’s shoulder. A searing, raging pain scorched through Grulak’s body to the surface of the platform and Grulak’s knees began to buckle. The Jiadin leader’s face distorted in agony and blood appeared between his twitching lips.
“Your birth awakened us, half-breed,” sneered Veltar as his eyes glazed over in fury. “The blood lust of your youth called to us, reminding us of our legacy. The savagery of your manhood summoned me here to pave the way for the Time of Cleansing.”
Veltar released Grulak and the Jiadin leader crumbled to the platform. Muscle spasms trembled along the leader’s skin and his head twitched uncontrollably.
“From this point on,” instructed Veltar, “the army of the Jiadin will have one mission at a time and currently that mission is to destroy the Astor. All of your men will be used to hunt down Rejji until he is proven dead. When you have accomplished that, you may invade Khadora with my blessings.”
Grulak’s body seizures slowly subsided and he stared up at Veltar with unbelieving eyes.
“If you do not follow my orders,” sneered Veltar, “I will eat your living heart and select a new a leader of the Jiadin. Do you understand?”
Grulak’s eyes were wide with fear and words failed to utter from his throat. Pain wracked his body as he sought muscles that would obey his commands. The best Grulak could manage was a slight nod of his head. He stared pleadingly into Veltar’s eyes as his vision clouded over and he sank into darkness.
***
“Rider coming,” shouted the Mutang soldier as he placed another stone block atop the wall.
Several of the soldiers raced for their bows and others grabbed swords. Adger strode over to the large hole in the stonewall where the doors were meant to go and stood waiting. Within moments the rider came slowly into view.
“Wyant,” greeted Adger. “Welcome to Ghala.”
“Adger,” smiled Wyant. “I think we should stick to Marshal until our friend has left us for good. Isn’t this a little far from Ghala for a wall?”
“Not since the tribes arrived,” grinned Adger. “The Kheri and the Extala have joined with us to build this wall and a finer wall you will not find. Come let us meet with Blaka and Yojji. I will send a runner for Rejji so you do not have to enter the main part of Ghala. Brakas still roams around it looking to buy a horse so he can escape.”
“What is wrong with his horse?” questioned Wyant as Adger nodded to a soldier and indicated he should get Rejji.
“I am not sure,” laughed Adger. “It seems even his own horse refuses to suffer him these days. He has been thrown more times than the waves hit the beach.”
Wyant looked around as he walked and marveled at the number of homes that occupied the once tiny village. The last time he was this close to Ghala, it was not part of the town. The spot he was standing in was close to where he had hid outside of the town waiting for Brakas. Now it was well within the confines of the new wall.
“I did not imagine the tribes would take up so much room,” Wyant stated.
“You have not seen the tribes with each man having his own home before,” commented Adger. “In addition to the tribes coming here, many villages have picked up and moved here as well. The people still arrive daily.”
“And the food is adequate?” inquired Wyant.
“Rejji is generous with the food,” smiled Adger. “We are still a little light on meat, but that will change as the herd grows. Fishermen also bring in food daily. I have not eaten this well in a long time. I was concerned about all of the tribes getting along here, but there have been no problems. We started up some friendly competitions to provide some sport each night. It started out as tribe versus tribe, but quickly changed to teams that chose the best men, regardless of tribe, in order to win. It has broken down a lot of the tribal mentality.”
“Do you see that as good?” questioned Wyant.
“I would not have a year ago,” admitted Adger, “but I do today. The tribes have really outlived their usefulness I think. When we can accomplish something like this by working together, why should we seek to rule over one another.”
“So there are no complaints in working for the lad?” quizzed Wyant.
“Complaints?” chuckled Adger. “Quite the opposite. Each man has been responsible for building his own house. The men, quite on their own, have volunteered to help each other and I do not mean the men of the same tribe. When we Mutangs arrived, there was not any room inside the stockade. We camped outside the wall along with the Extala. When it came time to build our homes, we had volunteers from over a dozen tribes to help us, along with common villagers. It is a bonding experience to work side-by-side with another man for a common goal. No, if anything, Rejji has gained the admiration of every man here. Without his dreams, we would be starving in the mountains waiting to die at Grulak’s hand.”
“Well dreams are good,” conceded Wyant, “but times will not always be so rosy.”
“It is more than his dreams,” continued Adger. “He fosters good will towards others. He is always open to suggestions and never assumes he knows best, although most of the time he does. He has a good head on his shoulders. He seems to choose people for tasks that they are well suited for. I know times are going to get tough soon and the men know it too. Many of us will die, but we will go into battle knowing that we are not being discarded for someone’s ambition. What matters to Rejji is the welfare of all Fakarans. It is hard to dislike someone with such an attitude.”
“Marshal,” greeted Yojji. “Glad you made it through the Jiadin. We saw one of their armies on the way in.”
“As did we,” added Blaka. “I think it was Winus’s group. They did not appear anxious to engage us.”
“I can imagine that they were not,” smiled Wyant.
Wyant stood and gazed at the instant city. He stood staring down a broad street, which led to the old stockade wall in the distance. Dozens of cross streets intersected the avenue and each cross street ran for ten houses to his right and left before meeting with another street. In between the two rows of houses that comprised each block was a wide-open area, which would have looked like another street except for the gardens that were being planted.
“Why are the houses arranged as they are?” Wyant asked.
“A bright lad named Lakado designed them,” answered Blaka. “Each house is to have room for a garden behind it. Flower or vegetable, depending on the owner’s whim. The blocks are long to make it harder on an invading army. Their forces would be sufficiently divided to be attacked individually. You should see what they are planning for the center of the city. They have left a large area undeveloped for future community buildings. Some thought has gone into this.”
“I would like to see it,” frowned Wyant. “Is there some way we can get Brakas out of the way for a while?”
“We might talk him into trying to mount his horse again,” chuckled Rejji as he arrived with Mistake and Bakhai. “I am sure you could tour the entire city while he is at the healers.”
“That would suit me,” laughed Wyant. “There can not be too much pain inflicted on him in my mind.”
“I am glad to see that you arrived safely,” greeted Rejji.
“Actually, I didn’t,” stated Wyant. “I was captured by the Jiadin.”
“Winus?” questioned Yojji.
“Yes,” nodded Wyant. “He is fed up and ready to join us. I promised him we would send him six Wasooki to feed his men.”
“Send him food?” questioned Blaka. “Why doesn’t he just come in like the rest of us? This does not smell right.”
“Are you sure we can trust him?” asked Adger.
“Yes, we can trust him,” replied Wyant. “He would love to come in and join us if he could. Grulak assigned a wizard to him, or more correctly, Grulak assigned Winus to the wizard. Winus is tired of seeing his men killed for no reason. They are starving and the wizard controls their movements. Winus is afraid his men would be slaughtered if he tried to defect.”
“I believe that,” scowled Mistake. “I have seen this magician in action. His rockslides killed many of the Jiadin when they were chasing us up Mount Kiator.”
“He is powerful then?” queried Yojji.
“Yes,” answered Mistake. “If Winus is sincere, he has reason to fear the mage.”
“I will arrange for the wasooki to be delivered, if you will give directions to the men taking them,” declared Rejji. “How can Winus help us where he is?”
“Well, he will not be attacking us for one,” replied Wyant. “How we can use his forces outside the city is something we should discuss. One thing I think is becoming abundantly clear though, the Jiadin will have to attack us soon.”
“They are starving too?” posed Rejji.
“Yes,” nodded Wyant. “Grulak had hoped to be well into Khadora by now. Ghala now has the three things that Grulak needs to take care of. Rejji, the free tribes, and food are all here in one place. It is a target he can not resist.”
“Is he aware of all this?” asked Rejji.
“Not yet,” responded Wyant. “Winus has figured it out though so it will not be long before someone else does. I think that alone speaks volumes for the mindset of Winus. He could have delivered his thoughts to Grulak and has not.”
“I agree,” declared Adger. “The only reason for his silence is that he has made his mind up to change sides. Good, we can use all the help we can get.”
“Well the wall is almost complete,” interjected Blaka. “That will certainly slow them down a bit. We should make some plans for traps throughout the city and some organization of which tribes will defend which section of the city.”
“Lord Marak indicated that it might be better to take the fight to Grulak,” mentioned Rejji, “instead of waiting for him to arrive here.”
“That would be suicide, lad,” frowned Blaka. “We have a decent defensive position here with the wall and the forest limiting the approach. Out in the open, his superior numbers will destroy us.”
“Not necessarily,” argued Rejji. “I am not talking about abandoning our defenses. Ghala is our last stand and that is why we are building the wall and other things, but Grulak has long march to get to us. Does anyone know how he will approach Ghala?”
“Through the Valley of Bones,” answered Yojji. “It is the direct path from the North Fork to the Ghala River. Any other pass would take him too far out of the way and I gather that, if his army is starving, he will be in a hurry.”
“Once he knows we are all here,” interjected Wyant. “That I think is the key. I believe we can control when he finds out that Ghala is his target.”
“That is what we are holding Brakas for?” questioned Adger.
“Exactly,” smiled Wyant. “We can use Brakas to time the release of the information. We cannot, however, delay forever. It is only a matter of time before another of Grulak’s minions discover us, or one of Winus’s men accidentally slips in front of the magician.”
“So we need a plan and we need it fast,” observed Mistake.
“And we have to deceive Brakas into delivering the information we want Grulak to have,” added Wyant.
“And if we get any of it wrong,” frowned Blaka, “we all die.”
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“What do we know about how Grulak will attack?” asked Rejji.
“I asked Winus that very question,” stated Wyant. “Because of the food, Grulak will come with every man he has. He will also want them all here to have clear superiority over the free tribes.”
“That is a massive army,” frowned Blaka. “How can we possibly hope to last against that?”
“By splitting it up,” murmured Rejji.
“Precisely,” smiled Wyant. “There are basically three factions to Grulak’s army. There are the original Jiadin who will remain loyal to him no matter what. They number around five thousand. Of those, one thousand are considered to be his elite troops. Both of these groups must be destroyed to end the Jiadin threat to Fakara. The third group is the converts. They are the largest segment of his army and also the least loyal. If we can get that group not to fight, we will have victory.”
“Most of them are followers and will do what they are told,” stated Adger. “Asking them not to fight is not going to work. It would be easier to kill them, and I doubt we have the men to do it.”
“I was not suggesting that we ask them,” continued Wyant. “There are other ways to help them make up their minds. I think this is a crucial area where we should spend some time discussing ways to whittle down that large force.”
“That is if we can even get them separated,” posed Yojji. “How do you plan to accomplish that?”
“What Winus said,” continued Wyant, “was if there was some urgency relating to his discovery of Ghala, that Grulak would depart with his original Jiadin immediately and order the rest to follow.”
“That would separate the original Jiadin from the rest somewhat,” agreed Blaka, “but the Jiadin are excellent warriors and five thousand of them is a serious threat even to a much larger force. His elite are among the finest fighting men I have ever seen. A lot of our lads will fight to the death, but their skills are not up to the Jiadin elite.”
“I agree,” frowned Adger. “Our men have had many years without any serious battles. The villagers in our area have actually become friendly and offer their tribute without argument.”
“Your men still train don’t they?” asked Rejji as he remembered his time with the Zaldoni.
“Of course they do,” answered Adger, “and there is many a decent fighter among them, but in a one-on-one clash with the elite, we would be outclassed. My twenty-five hundred men would lose the battle against a thousand elite.”
“But we have more than just your twenty-five hundred men, Adger,” interjected Yojji. “What is the key to getting Grulak to come with his five thousand Jiadin earlier than the rest? You said some urgency, but what do you mean?”
“I am not sure,” frowned Wyant. “It has to be something other than us defending Ghala, because if that is the situation, he can travel with his whole army.”
“What if Winus was under attack by us?” queried Blaka. “Would Grulak rush to save Winus?”
“Not a chance,” Wyant shook his head. “Winus has only five hundred men and we would defeat him before Grulak left Vandegar, besides it is Winus who will be sending the message via his magician. That is along the line I was thinking earlier though. If we were seen to be using Ghala as base to strike out from, that would cause Grulak to act sooner, but other than Winus, what is there for us to attack?”
“The only thing we want to attack is Grulak,” sighed Adger. “Let us leave this question for later and concentrate on a plan for when we do manage to separate the two forces.”
“If Grulak possessed something that would allow his men to proceed here by traveling day and night without tiring, would he use it?” asked Rejji.
“If there were no downsides to it, he would be a fool not to,” replied Blaka. “Is this just a youthful question or do you have access to magic as well?”
“Not magic,” responded Rejji, “but I do know of such a fruit. It fills your body with tremendous energy and you feel as if you can continue forever. I know because I have eaten some.”
“Then perhaps it is something you should save for our armies,” chuckled Blaka. “We are likely to be the ones needing energy.”
“What I was thinking was a little different,” declared Rejji. “If Grulak had a limited amount of this fruit, say enough for only a thousand men, would he further split his forces?”
“Enough for his elite forces you mean?” replied Wyant. “I think he would. If we can create the urgency, Grulak will want to get here as quick as possible. He would feel quite comfortable with only his elite if he knew the rest of his army was coming behind him. I seriously question the wisdom of providing anything that will improve their fighting energy though. The elite will be tough enough to kill as it is.”
“Actually this fruit will make them easier to kill,” smiled Rejji. “There is a penalty for the extra energy. The extra energy will sustain you as long as you keep moving, but once you stop, you will sleep soundly for days. I used it to march through the night and slept for two days afterwards.”
“That means the elite will be as good as dead,” cheered Blaka. “Why not give it to all of them?”
“I could never get that much fruit,” sighed Rejji. “It only grows in one place. As it is, we need enough for the men and the horses. That is two thousand fruit just for the elite.”
“And we have to convince Grulak to use it,” added Yojji. “We also need a way to transport it to him without raising his suspicions.”
“I have already checked, and it will fit in the two wagons we seized from the slavers,” stated Rejji. “Bakhai has joined the two wagons together and lined the bars with wooden boards so the fruit does not fall out. Four horses will be needed to haul it.”
“This is sounding better already,” nodded Adger. “Assuming that the elite don’t rest until they reach here, we can have Winus’s men dispose of them.”
“Why wouldn’t we just kill them ourselves?” asked Blaka.
“Because we won’t be here,” smiled Adger. “We will be ambushing the other four thousand original Jiadin.”
“Where?” asked Wyant.
“I do not know yet,” admitted Adger. “Personally, I would like a spot where bows will play a major part. The original Jiadin are not as good as the elite, but they are formidable foes. It also will have to be accomplished quickly or we risk having the regular Jiadin catch up while we are still battling.”
“I think it would be helpful for the battle ground to be on the path of the regular Jiadin army though,” interjected Wyant. “I want them to see the bodies of their brothers. Any losses we have should be removed.”
“You seek to demoralize them?” quizzed Yojji.
“Absolutely,” nodded Wyant. “I want their ranks decimated by desertions. The more of them we can scare off, the less our losses will be.”
“I have an idea,” Bakhai said softly. “The Jiadin will not know that Winus has switched sides, will they?”
“No, they shouldn’t,” Wyant responded. “Why?”
“What if he sent a rider every hour towards Vandegar,” suggested Bakhai. “Each rider could announce to the approaching army how badly things were going for them. After twenty or thirty such warnings, I think anyone would be demoralized.”
“That is an excellent idea,” grinned Wyant. “Each report would be increasingly desperate.”
“And the final warning would be the bodies of the four thousand original Jiadin,” added Yojji. “I think we are on to something here. If they are scared enough, there will not be too many of them at our wall.”
“There shouldn’t be any at our wall,” corrected Wyant. “If we let them get this close, their hunger will drive them on towards our food supplies. I think we should plan for a final confrontation in the Valley of Bones. The valley is huge enough to hold both armies easily and we can block the exit to the east. If we can force them to retreat, they will have to go west. I doubt there will be much left in them to go south to another pass, especially if they would just end up meeting our forces again.”
“Which means the ambush of the original Jiadin should take place on the western approach to the Valley of Bones,” interjected Adger.
“An excellent place for an ambush,” approved Yojji. “Our bowmen would have a height advantage and we could block the western entrance to the valley.”
“There are also sufficient forests in the area to conceal our forces that will attack their rear,” nodded Adger.
“So, we have a plan,” declared Wyant. “There are still some issues to be resolved, but I think we have a much clearer idea of what has to come together to win this war. We will have to start this plan rolling soon, before Grulak decides to start his whole army out this way based on information from someone else. We need the spacing between the three segments of his army and that can only happen if we are the ones to alert him of what Ghala holds within her walls.”
Everyone agreed and the three tribal leaders drifted off toward their armies.
“I would like a dozen of those fruits before we give them to Brakas,” requested Wyant.
“Why?” quizzed Rejji. “You know of the aftereffects.”
“Yes, but they won’t matter for my use,” responded Wyant. “I want to send out scouts to notify us when the segments of Grulak’s army starts moving. The men can sleep all they want when they return. I am fearful that if the timing is not wide enough, that our plan can fall to pieces rapidly. If that happens, I want to know about it as soon as possible.”
“Bakhai will bring some back when he returns,” agreed Rejji.
“Good,” smiled Wyant as he turned to leave. “This may actually work so don’t let my pessimism affect you.”
“Where am I going?” asked Bakhai after Wyant had left.
“I want you to check out the Valley of Bones,” requested Rejji. “It is the one part of the plan that I am not happy with. Two huge armies meeting there may gain us victory, but I fear that we may lose too many warriors on both sides. I have another solution in mind.”
“Why do we care how many men the Jiadin lose?” questioned Mistake. “They are our enemy. We should want them all dead.”
“They are our enemy today,” declared Rejji, “but I fear we may need all the warriors we can find for the Time of Cleansing. It would be foolish to kill them today and wish we could recruit them tomorrow. Bakhai, take Mistake and Mobi with you. I think our jungle friends will help us in this battle.”
“What are we supposed to do when we get there?” asked Bakhai.
“I want you to be familiar with the terrain of the Valley of Bones,” smiled Rejji. “On your way back, set up the wagons of lygrims and bring Wyant his dozen. Come and I will explain my plan to you.”
***
“I will pay you a hundred times the value of your horse,” pleaded Brakas.
“You don’t have that much gold,” sighed Yojji. “Use your own horse.”
“I will give you my horse in addition to the gold,” begged Brakas. “I only need your horse for a day. I just have to get out of this city. It is driving me crazy.”
“It’s a wonderful city,” smiled Yojji. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to leave it for even a short time. Besides, if you just want to be free of the city for a few hours, you can walk.”
“You don’t understand,” implored Brakas.
“Yojji,” called Adger, “I need to talk to you right away.”
“Sorry, Brakas,” smiled Yojji as he and Brakas walked towards Adger.
“Yeah, I am sorry too Brakas, but this will be a private conversation,” Adger stated seriously. “Perhaps Yojji will pick up your talk later.”
Brakas stopped as Yojji met Adger and the two tribal leaders turned and entered Adger’s house. Brakas stood and pouted as they slammed the door. It was bad enough that nobody would sell him a horse, but now they even excluded him from conversations. Odd, he thought, they never treated him that way before. Brakas looked up and down the street and saw nobody paying any attention to him. Swiftly, he stole across the street to the rear of Adger’s house. He lowered himself to sit below Adger’s window and pretend that he was just resting while he eavesdropped on the conversation. He would find out what was so secret that they would exclude him. He had noticed the preparations for war going on and had a pretty good idea that they would be discussing the war plans.
“Greetings, Blaka,” Yojji said. “I did not know this was a war council.”
“Well war is coming, Yojji,” Adger stated. “There can be no doubt about that. It is only a matter of time before Grulak finds out where we are all hiding.”
“I don’t see how we can stand against Grulak,” declared Blaka. “The odds are just too great. I do not mind a good battle, but this stand is suicide. None of us are going to survive this.”
“I am,” Adger said. “That is why I asked the two of you here. I have come up with a brilliant plan. I trust both of you like brothers, so I wanted to share it with you.”
“If you have a way out of this coffin we are living in, I definitely want to hear about it,” nodded Yojji. “Just so it doesn’t involve going over to Grulak’s side. I would rather die than fight for that vermin.”
“As would I,” added Blaka. “What is your plan?”
“We will not only leave Ghala,” explained Adger, “but we will get rich doing it. You understand that Grulak plans to attack Khadora after he wipes out Ghala, right?”
“That has been his plan all along,” agreed Yojji.
“Well I propose to fight for Khadora,” Adger said.
“Preposterous,” scowled Blaka.
“And what clan is going to have us?” asked Yojji.
“We will be our own clans,” detailed Adger. “We know much about Grulak’s plans for Khadora. The information we have is worth a tremendous amount of gold to the Khadorans. We can tell them which clans have conspired with Grulak and the fighting capabilities of his different armies. We can warn them of the approximate time that Grulak will attack and which passes he will use. Think about it.”
“Okay,” argued Blaka, “we have valuable information for the Khadorans. So they give us more gold than we can carry. What do we do then? Gold will do us no good back here in Fakara. Not with Grulak still around.”
“You miss the point, Blaka,” lectured Adger. “We don’t just sell them the information. We point out the clans that have been working with Grulak and demand their estates. The Khadorans will happily help us wipe those clans out. Look at it from their perspective. They get rid of three clans that were going to be part of an attempt to seize the whole country and replace them with three clans that will fight on their side.”
“Do you really think they will go for it?” asked Yojji.
“I know they will,” smiled Adger. “I have been corresponding with them via the Khadoran ships that have been delivering the food here. I received their answer today. They will help us defeat the clans loyal to Grulak and give us their estates. In addition, they will donate one thousand gold for each man in our armies.”
“Count me in,” declared Yojji.
“Me too,” nodded Blaka.
“There is a catch,” stated Adger. “We have to be in Khadora well before Grulak. We will need the time to battle the clans and then regroup for Grulak’s attack.”
“So we leave tonight,” proposed Yojji.
“We can’t leave until I accept the proposal,” sighed Adger. “That means we must wait for the next ship before leaving. If our armies cross the border before they receive the acceptance, they will treat us as hostile forces and attack us.”
“But they may make it too late,” protested Blaka. “We have no idea if Grulak is already marching his army this way.”
“It might not be so bad,” offered Yojji. “Rejji has discovered a fruit that gives you boundless energy. It allows your army to travel day and night without tiring. In fact, it fills you with energy and makes you stronger.”
“Well, I am glad for Rejji,” scowled Blaka, “but he is not about to give any to us, especially when he finds out we are leaving.”
“No he wouldn’t,” chuckled Yojji, “but that won’t stop us from taking it. He sent a man out today to retrieve two wagonloads of it. Well, actually two wagons tied together. Takes four horses to pull it. I will send a couple of men out to make sure the driver has an accident.”
“Excellent,” grinned Adger. “Have your men leave the wagons and horses in that stand of sevemore trees where the river bends. You know where I mean?”
“I know the place,” agreed Yojji. “It is a perfect place to hide it. Nobody would see it from the road and it is not too far out of the way.”
“Once our armies get to Khadora, Grulak is finished,” declared Blaka. “I would give a great deal just to see his face when he realizes that he has been outmaneuvered.”
“No doubt about that,” laughed Yojji. “He might as well dive off that pyramid of his. With his allies gone, Khadora ready for him, and our armies in place, Grulak is history.”
“Let’s not celebrate until we get there,” admonished Adger. “We still have to wait for the ship to arrive before we can leave. That could be up to a week. Just keep your men making normal war preparations and nobody will notice anything.”
Brakas heard the chairs moving as the three tribal leaders stood at the end of the meeting. He rose swiftly and hurried back through the stockade and climbed to the platform that ran along it. He watched Yojji signal to one of his men. The man nodded and gathered five others. They mounted their horses and rode out through the gate in the stone wall. Brakas turned and sat with his back to the wall. He mentally calculated how long the walk would take him to get to where the wagons would be left.
Brakas rose and went back through the stockade gate to the new section of the city. He wandered around seemingly aimlessly while always getting closer to the stone wall. When Yojji’s men returned through the gate, Brakas smiled. He allowed them several minutes to leave the area and then proceeded directly to the gate.
“Open the gate,” ordered Brakas.
“You are leaving the city on foot?” questioned one of the guards.
“I am going for a walk as Yojji suggested,” scowled Brakas. “Do you have any objections?”
The guard shook his head and opened the gate. Brakas walked swiftly through the gate and along the road leading away from the city. When he was out of sight of the wall, he ran to the stand of trees where the river bends. He slowed as he entered the trees and cautiously approached the wagons. He looked around for the body of the driver and could not find it. Chuckling inwardly, Brakas climbed onto the seat of the wagon and headed west.
He wasn’t quite sure where he would find General Winus, but he knew the wagons made enough noise to be heard and were too large to miss for anyone keeping watch. He rode for several hours before being halted.
“It is Brakas,” he called out. “I must speak with General Winus immediately.”
One of the sentries jumped up to the seat of the wagon and directed Brakas along a trail to the Jiadin camp. They entered the camp and Brakas halted the wagons outside the general’s tent. Winus exited the tent as the noise of the wagons reached him.
“Brakas,” greeted Winus, “you have been gone a long time. Are you pedaling fruit these days?”
“Very funny,” Brakas scowled as Zygor walked over to see what the commotion was. “This fruit may very well save the day for the Jiadin. These wagons must get to Grulak immediately.”
“What is so special about the fruit?” questioned Zygor.
“It provides unlimited energy and strength,” promised Brakas, “and Grulak will need it to get to Ghala in time.”
“In time for what?” questioned Zygor. “And what interest does Grulak have in a destroyed fishing village?”
“Ghala is no longer a fishing village,” boasted Brakas. “It is the largest city in Fakara and home to the free tribes.”
“You have seen the free tribes there?” asked Zygor.
“Every one of them,” smiled Brakas. “Rejji is there too. In fact, he is the leader of Ghala. It is his city. He has food brought in on ships and stored in warehouses. They have great herds of wasooki and clova and more grain than they can eat. Thousands of homes have been built in the last few weeks. They also have a great stone wall guarding the entrance to the city now.”
“You have done well, Brakas,” smiled Winus. “This is what we have been waiting for. Everything in one neat package, just waiting to be taken.”
“Indeed word must be taken to Vandegar,” agreed Zygor. “The fools think a stone wall will protect them. If it were a mountain, it would still fall to the might of the Jiadin. That still does not explain the need for the fruit.”
“There is a complication,” frowned Brakas. “I overheard several of the tribes plotting against Grulak. They are planning on leaving Ghala and going to Khadora with information about the Jiadin attack. They also plan to help the Khadorans defeat Grulak. We must get enough men here quickly enough to block their escape from the city or the attack on Khadora is doomed.”
“We have men here already,” declared Zygor. “We will block the city until the army arrives.”
“That will not be nearly enough,” Brakas shook his head. “Yojji, Blaka, and Adger were the three I heard speaking. That is over ten thousand men who plan on leaving and I am not sure it is limited to just those three tribes. They would run over this army without breaking stride.”
“He is right,” frowned Winus. “We need the elite here and quickly. They will be able to contain the tribes until the rest of the army arrives. This is what Grulak has been waiting for. We must get that wagon to him immediately. I would suggest it leave right now.”
“I will go with you, Brakas,” stated Zygor. “I must make sure that this information arrives and you have the habit of getting lost when you are needed most.”
“May I speak with you alone, Zygor,” asked Winus. “It is important.”
Zygor nodded and Winus led the magician into his tent.
“I think Brakas should remain here,” Winus declared. “He is the only Jiadin that can penetrate the city. I would like to send him back to Ghala. He may be able to sabotage things that will delay the departure of the tribes. Time is our enemy now.”
“That is the first intelligent suggestion I have heard from you, General,” smirked Zygor. “I do not need anyone for this trip anyway. I will test out the stamina this fruit delivers by feeding some to the horses hauling the wagons.”
Zygor spun and left the tent with Winus right behind him. He extracted four fruit from the wagons and fed them to the horses. He climbed up on the seat and started the wagon moving. Brakas moved to join Zygor as the wagon started to leave and Winus grabbed him by the arm to detain him.
“You are not going,” Winus declared. “I am sending you back into Ghala.”
“Not a chance,” growled Brakas as he watched the wagon leave the camp. “I am too close to being discovered there. I have completed my assignment with fantastic results. Besides, I want to be here when Grulak arrives. I am sure I will be promoted for this.”
Winus frowned at Brakas’s refusal, but realized that there was little he could do to force the spy to return to Ghala.
“Where is Zygor’s tent?” asked Brakas. “I need to catch up on my sleep.”



Chapter 34



To Battle


The wagons rolled across the Vandegar Plains and approached the Vandegar Temple. The Jiadin soldiers followed the path of the incoming fruit with ravenous eyes. Zygor snarled as the soldiers began following the wagons and he kept the shipment of fruit moving until he spotted Grulak’s elite troops. He halted the wagon and spryly jumped down from the seat.
“This fruit is not to be touched,” Zygor shouted. “Take the horses and feed them, but guard this shipment with your lives. If a single fruit is taken, you shall forfeit your lives.”
Zygor sprinted into the temple and bounded up the long flights of stairs to the platform at the top, where he knew he would find Veltar. Indeed, Veltar and Grulak stood at the edge of the platform gazing down at the commotion in the Jiadin camp.
“I hope your have brought me the head of Rejji as well as that load of food,” snapped Veltar as he whirled towards Zygor.
“Not the head,” smirked Zygor as he came to a halt in front of Veltar, “but something even better.”
“Nothing could be better than the elimination of that fool,” spat Veltar. “Tell me what it is that should please me so.”
“I have located Rejji,” began Zygor, “and also the free tribes. They are building a city where Ghala once stood. They also have great quantities of food. Probably enough to feed our armies.”
“Rejji and the tribes have joined forces?” growled Veltar. “You think this is good news?”
“That is the good news,” nodded Zygor, “but there is also bad news. Several large tribes are preparing to leave within the week. They are defecting to Khadora and plan to be instrumental in Grulak’s defeat. They must be stopped.”
“Ghala is a long way from Khadora,” interjected Grulak. “We will crush those defecting tribes on our way to Ghala.”
“If you can find them,” declared Veltar. “I do not think they would be foolish enough to head for this temple on their way westward. Did you order Winus to block the exit from the city, Zygor?”
“Winus is incompetent,” spat Zygor. “He could not block a dog from biting his tender parts. Besides, he has less than five hundred men. How could he stop large tribes from leaving the city?”
“And whose fault is the low number of Winus’s men?” charged Grulak. “I have heard the reports of your carelessness with my men.”
“Enough,” shouted Veltar. “Shut up both of you. We need a way to stop those tribes from leaving.”
“I brought that solution with me,” smirked Zygor. “Those two wagons contain a fruit that supplies unlimited energy and strength. The defecting tribes were planning on using it to flee Ghala. I have deprived them of it. With the fruit, our elite forces can be at the gates of Ghala before they try to leave.”
“Magical fruit?” questioned Veltar. “How do we know it is not poisonous fruit delivered to make our elite forces incapable of attacking Ghala?”
“I wondered about that too,” nodded Zygor. “I fed it to the horses hauling the wagon. It was amazing. They did not tire the whole trip. The first night when I became drowsy myself, I also ate one. I have not slept in days and I feel full of energy. We should get the army moving immediately and trap all of our enemies in Ghala before they split up.”
“It will take a day for this massive army to break camp,” frowned Grulak.
“We cannot spare a day,” stated Zygor. “We know where they are now, but if some tribes defect, they may all defect. We should strike while we can.”
“Take whatever forces are ready now and march towards Ghala,” ordered Veltar. “All they have to do is contain the enemy in Ghala long enough for the rest of the army to arrive. I will go with you to make sure that nothing happens to allow Rejji to escape once again.”
“How much fruit did you bring?” queried Grulak.
“There should be enough for a thousand men and their horses,” replied Zygor. “It is all they had.”
“Then the elite shall have it,” decided Grulak. “The rest of my most loyal followers will have to do without it, but the elite are good enough to contain the enemy while they catch up.”
“Zygor, Grulak will order the rest of the army to make ready to leave tomorrow. You should get some rest and travel with them. Make sure they keep up a fast pace. With only five thousand troops to contain the enemy, it is important that the bulk of the army arrive as soon as possible. I want this portion of the plan completed so we can move on to Khadora.”
Zygor nodded as he watched the men below trying to pull the horses away from the wagons. The scene played through his mind as he entered the temple and sought a place to sleep. He wondered why the horses would use their new strength to stubbornly refuse to eat. Only as his eyes closed, did it register that they were not using their strength to refuse, but were already fast asleep, a sleep so deep that they did not care about nurturing their own bodies. Alarm raced through his body as he struggled to get up and warn Veltar of the devastating counter effect of the fruit, but his body refused to obey. As his mouth opened to shout an alarm, his vision blackened and he succumbed to unconsciousness.
***
The leaders of the free tribes milled about in the empty warehouse. Laughter and shouts of bravado hid the nervousness and anxiety that filled the building. The leaders boasted of the easy task before them, while secretly wondering how many of their men would never return from their mission. Sunlight flooded the room as the door to the warehouse opened and Wyant and Rejji entered. The room immediately fell to silence. The door swung closed and Rejji and Wyant stopped, facing the gathered leaders.
“Leaders of the free tribes of Fakara,” Rejji stated loudly, “and now citizens of Ghala, the time for action has come. The long days that your people have invested in building our future has been a time of great fellowship for us all. There remains one major task in bringing peace and prosperity to our nation. We all know what that task is, and it is no small feat. Today we begin to remove the scourge that has plagued Fakara and kept us poor and desolate. When this campaign ends, Fakara will no longer be a nation of tribe versus tribe. We will end the period of our history of the tribes raiding villages and living off the poor and begin a new era of Fakarans helping Fakarans.”
Rejji gazed around the room, making eye contact with each leader.
“We are a proud people,” he continued, “and we have developed a brotherhood in the tribes. Now it is time for the brotherhood of Fakarans to replace the tribes. From your days spent together building this great city, you have all seen how we can live and work together in peace. Now we will learn how we can fight together as one against a common foe. Put aside your feelings of tribe and embrace the feelings of a greater brotherhood that will mark a new beginning for Fakara. Today we reclaim Fakara from the clutches of poverty and ignorance. Marshal Wyant will outline our plan of attack. May God watch over each of us.”
The applause started weakly, but soon the room thundered with a chorus of optimism. The leaders shouted their promise of victory and defeat of the Jiadin in a deafening roar that surely was heard well outside the walls of the warehouse. Wyant smiled and waited for the noise to die down before addressing the crowd.
“You men make me proud to be a Fakaran,” he grinned. “We have developed a plan that will take us to victory. How costly that victory will be depends upon how well we work together. We are expecting the Jiadin to arrive in three groups. We will have confirmation of that before we attack. Our first goal is to eliminate four thousand of Grulak’s original Jiadin. They are seasoned fighters and I will not mislead you by saying this will be easy, but I think we will have both surprise and location on our side. The location is going to be the western approach to the Valley of Bones. I have selected three of you to lead the three prongs of this attack.”
Wyant signaled for the three chosen leaders to come forward.
“Blaka will lead the northern prong,” continued Wyant. “Your group must leave before high sun today. You will travel north to a pass through the Bone Mountains and back south on the other side. Your troops must get close to the headwaters of the Meliban River, but they must remain hidden until the signal is given. Adger, you will command the southern prong. You will head south and skirt the Qubari Jungle to the pass near the headwaters of the Qu River. Like Blaka, you must then go north to the headwaters of the Meliban River and remain hidden from sight until the signal is given.”
Wyant gauged the reactions of the assembled leaders and saw no discontent with his choices of group leaders.
“Yojji,” Wyant said, “your group will leave last. You are to enter the Valley of Bones and hide. You must let Grulak’s elite pass by without seeing you. Do not engage them. They are not our target. When the elite have exited the valley to the east, you must secure the western exit from the valley. Place your archers so that they can riddle Grulak’s Jiadin when they attempt to enter the valley. Use the rest of your force to block the entrance into the valley. When you are first engaged in battle, have your archers fire signals to Blaka and Adger. The northern and southern prongs will close in and complete the surrounding of the Jiadin. Every one of those four thousand men must be killed. There will be no prisoners taken in this battle. When the battle is won, strip the Jiadin bodies of their weapons and remove our own dead from the battlefield. I want the rest of Grulak’s men to see a slaughter when they arrive, but not to have access to the weapons.”
“Why is this?” asked one of the leaders. “The Jiadin armies that come after will surely have weapons of their own.”
“They will when they enter the Valley of Bones,” nodded Wyant, “but not when we allow them to leave.”
“We are to stop the four thousand from entering the valley, but not the huge bulk of Grulak’s men?” questioned another leader. “This does not make sense to me.”
“We will not engage the bulk of Grulak’s men,” replied Wyant. “We want them to give up the fight rather than battle them. The same is not true of the original Jiadin. What we are aiming at is destroying the original Jiadin and convincing the bulk of converts to Grulak’s cause that the war is over. After the battle of the four thousand, Yojji’s force is to leave the valley to the west and join with Blaka and Adger. They will hide until the huge army has entered the Valley of Bones. After they have passed, I want all three groups to form a corridor heading west. Those in the Valley of Bones who agree to surrender will exit the valley without weapons. They may go their own way and make a life for themselves in Fakara. I want the corridor of troops to impress upon them that any change in heart will mean their death.”
“If all of our troops are parading west of the valley,” asked one of the leaders, “what is going to make the Jiadin surrender? Why won’t they just continue their march to Ghala and destroy all we have built here?”
“That is my responsibility,” interjected Rejji. “General Winus has come over to our side. He will be sending out riders to the approaching converts that the war is already lost. We are hoping for enough defections to limit the enthusiasm of the remaining army. I will turn back the rest of them before they exit the Valley of Bones. Those who refuse to surrender will be killed. That is all I will say about it for now.”
“What of the elite?” asked a leader. “You have made no mention of them except that they are to be allowed to proceed.”
“General Winus and his men will deal with them,” answered Wyant. “We should use the time available to us wisely. Blaka and his prong need to be getting ready to leave soon. The sooner we all leave Ghala, the better chance we have of being in position in time to play our parts. Adger, Blaka, and Yojji will detail which men are to be in which group. Strike this blow for Fakara, men.”
***
Bakhai, Mobi, and Yltar stood concealed at the edge of the Qubari jungle. They watched the long stream of Fakaran warriors as they rode by just outside the edge of the jungle.
“That is a large number of men,” Mobi stated.
“Yes,” frowned Bakhai. “I hope Rejji knows what he is doing. This could turn out very poorly.”
“Do you think the free tribes will switch sides?” questioned Mobi.
“Not at all,” answered Bakhai. “I think Rejji was very effective at winning their hearts. I think seeing how Grulak uses the tribes shows them the folly of the lives they have been leading. I do worry about them being caught between Grulak’s forces though. What if the elite did not eat the fruit?”
“If they did not eat it,” interjected Yltar, “then the groups will not be separated. Do not worry about the Astor’s plan. Kaltara will not let him down. What we must worry about is our part. As soon as this Fakaran army is out of sight, we must gather our forces and head for the Valley of Bones. It will feel uncomfortable to be out of the jungle. I just hope it will be over soon so we may return quickly.”
***
Brakas stared into the darkness at the ceiling of his tent. Sleep had not come easy to him after his initial night with Winus, when he had slept all night and all day. His abnormally long sleep that night still troubled him. The wasooki he had been eating every night since also bothered him. There were no free-roaming wasooki in Fakara anymore and Winus’s troops had not been out raiding villages. He had wondered where Winus was getting the meat. Adding to his puzzlement was the daily plea from Winus for Brakas to return to Ghala. Correctly summed, Brakas knew that things did not add up properly, but he could not find an answer to the riddles.
The footsteps and talking outside his tent in the predawn hours caught Brakas’s attention and he crept to the tent flap. He peered out and saw one of the sentries escorting a soldier to Winus’s tent. He recognized the soldier as one of Grulak’s elite and excitement coursed through his veins as he realized that Zygor had gotten to Vandegar and delivered the fruit. The siege of Ghala was about to begin. Anxious to hear about the plans of Grulak, Brakas quickly got dressed and slid out of his tent. Knowing that Winus would frown upon his inclusion in the discussion, Brakas stole around the rear of the general’s tent. He listened closely and frowned as he realized that he missed most of the conversation already.
“Show our guest to a tent where he can get a couple of hours rest before we leave in the morning,” ordered Winus. “Return promptly so we can discuss what needs to be done.”
Brakas hid in the dark and listened to the receding footsteps. He stayed still in the blackness of the night to avoid detection until the sentry returned to the command tent.
“He is settled in,” the sentry reported.
“Good,” stated Winus. “Check on him in half an hour. If he is sleeping, kill him. We will be breaking camp in the morning. I want everyone up at first light and ready to move out.”
“Where are we heading, Sir?” quizzed the sentry.
“We are going to wipe out Grulak’s elite,” the general declared. “Every last man must be killed.”
“General, I mean no disrespect,” the sentry said nervously, “but we are no match for the elite. Even if it was even odds, they would carve us up quicker than we carve up those wasooki we got from Ghala. You are asking your men to commit suicide.”
“No offense taken, soldier,” chuckled Winus. “Your assessment is quite valid. What is missing from your knowledge, though, is the fact that they will all be sleeping like babies. The fruit Zygor delivered has a very nasty aftereffect. It makes you sleep like the dead for days. We shall have no trouble completing our task.”
“Ah, that is why you asked me to check on our visitor,” nodded the sentry. “If he ate the fruit, he will be out soundly. You are cunning, General. I will make sure all is ready in the morning.”
“I am sure he ate the fruit,” smiled Winus. “There is no other way he could be here so quickly.”
Brakas felt a tremor of rage race through his body as he listened to the treachery inside the tent. He thought briefly of trying to save Grulak’s man in the tent and swiftly brushed aside his concerns. There was no sense in revealing his knowledge to save one man, while endangering himself. He silently cursed himself for being too late to hear the location of Grulak’s elite as he eased himself away from the general’s tent.
Brakas slipped quietly into the trees at the edge of the camp as he pondered what to do. He had at most two hours before the camp began to arise. It was clear to him now that Winus had changed sides some time ago and had been in contact with Ghala. He shivered when he realized that Rejji and the free tribes must have known his identity while he was in Ghala. They had used him to sucker Grulak, but they had underestimated him too. Grulak’s elite would not sleep forever and if it was Winus’s job to slay them, then Brakas had to stop them from carrying out their mission.
Slowly and silently, Brakas crept to the tether lines that held the camp’s horses captive. He severed the lines, pausing frequently to hear if anyone had become aroused because of the gentle noises coming from the horses. When he was done, he took a horse and led it back to his tent. He retrieved his sword and his meager belongings. Quietly, he mounted the horse and began shouting.
“Enemy in the camp!” he yelled.
He continued yelling at the top of his lungs at he urged his horse faster and headed for the tether lines. Soldiers began swarming out of their tents and shouting for instructions. Mayhem reigned in the dark of the night as Brakas screamed and forced the horses into jolting away from danger. Brakas cackled loudly as the horses stampeded into the night and curses arose from the camp of General Winus. After an hour of scattering the horses, Brakas halted and tried to figure out how he should go about finding Grulak’s elite forces. After careful deliberation, he decided there was little he could do if he did find them and the most amenable plan was for him to ride towards Vandegar and alert whatever forces were left there.
***
Wyant nodded to the rider and told him to get some sleep. He turned and strode through the stockade and found Rejji and Mistake in the center of Ghala.
“The last rider has just come in,” Wyant reported to Rejji. “So far it looks promising. There are indeed three groups coming as we had hoped.”
“Then it is time for us to leave,” nodded Rejji. “Have we heard from Winus about the destruction of the elite?”
“Not yet,” frowned Wyant, “but I am sure that he has accomplished his task. If my calculations are correct, Yojji should be beginning his attack about now.”
Wyant, Rejji, and Mistake went to the corral and mounted their horses. The people of Ghala waved to them as they rose out the gate in the stone wall. They rode quietly as they headed for the Valley of Bones. It was just past high sun when they crested a hill and saw the Jiadin campsite. The camp was tidy and the fires were cold as they rode between the rows of tents. Wyant searched for signs that Winus had already been there and frowned when he could not find a single body or slashed tent. There were no signs of a battle or massacre.
Alarm raced through Wyant’s body as he spotted the carriage, because a carriage meant that Grulak had not ridden with his men and been forced to eat the fruit. He could have easily slept in the carriage during the trip. He turned to Rejji to point out the carriage as a lightning bolt shot down out of the clear sunny sky. The lightening struck Rejji’s horse with an explosive force and Rejji went flying through the air.
“Dismount,” Wyant shouted to Mistake as he jumped from his horse.
“So you would rather travel with children than join my forces, Wyant,” called Grulak as he stepped into the clearing with Veltar far behind him. “A pity. You always did seem to be cowardly.”
Mistake hurled a dagger at the hooded magician as he raised his arms to call up another spell. The distance was too far for her throw to be accurate, but she raced towards the mage as he reacted to the threat. Wyant drew his sword and advanced menacingly towards Grulak. Veltar sneered as he swiftly raised his arms again and Mistake jumped to the right just as a bolt of lightning slammed into the ground where she had been. The magician backpedaled as Mistake reached for another dagger. As she cocked her arm, she saw the magician casting another spell. She dove further to the right as dust and stones flew through the air where the lightening bolt had struck. She continued her roll and sprang to her feet, swiftly unleashing another dagger towards the mage. The magician frowned as the dagger soared towards his body, which was still moving backwards. The dagger missed him by inches and he raised his arms once again.
Wyant closed with Grulak and their swords clashed. Grulak whirled and slashed down hard on Wyant’s shoulder. Wyant gave way under the force of the strike and rolled away from Grulak. Grulak charged after him, but Wyant managed to pivot and kick Grulak’s legs out from under him. They both scrambled to their feet and faced each other.
Mistake tossed another dagger as she leaped further to the right to avoid another bolt from the magician. She knew that she had little chance of hitting the mage, but her knives were disrupting his concentration and allowing her to slowly spiral in closer to him. She frowned as she continued to roll away from the blast as she wondered if she would run out of knives before she got close enough to kill him. She knew that only her speed was keeping her alive.



Chapter 35



Valley of Bones


Rejji felt the lump on his head and groaned. He opened his eyes and stared at the collapsed tent pressed up against his face. He placed his hands down to push himself up and cringed as he felt the sleeping body of a Jiadin soldier inside the tent. Slowly he rose to his feet and looked around for his staff. He located it under one of the legs of his horse that had been split in two. He shook his head to clear his vision and struggled to pull the staff free. He twitched as he heard the explosive burst of lightning strike the ground far behind him, but managed to slide the staff free. He turned and gazed at the battle his two friends were engaged in. Wyant was battling Grulak and neither looked seriously injured. Some distance behind Grulak was a hooded figure with his arms in the air. He reminded Rejji of the magician, Zygor, but he was taller. He watched as Mistake, much farther away than the magician, threw a dagger as she dove to her right. The mage’s lightening bolt blasted the ground where she had been moments earlier. Rejji immediately started running towards the mage whose back was towards him.
Sweat ran down Mistake’s forehead as she felt the closeness of the last blast. She knew the magician was starting to anticipate her moves and that he would eventually adjust sufficiently to strike her. She thought about circling to the left to confuse him and that is when she saw Rejji running towards the mage. She felt along her belt and frowned when she realized that she only had four daggers left. She had managed to spiral in closer to the magician, but the throw was still too far for any accuracy. Instead of trying to continue her move inward, Mistake began to dash left and right in a chaotic fashion. She smiled as she sensed the hesitation of the mage as he tried to predict where she would be next. If she could delay the magician a little longer, she knew that Rejji would be able to sneak up behind him.
Wyant heard the running footsteps, but did not dare remove his concentration from Grulak as the Jiadin leader swept his blade towards Wyant’s midsection. Wyant leaped back and brought his sword down on top of Grulak’s. The clash of the swords rang loud and Grulak moved backwards, freeing his sword. Wyant watched the Jiadin’s eyes trying to anticipate his move and saw them dart off to his left.
“The boy is coming,” shouted Grulak as he briefly turned towards the magician.
Wyant seized the opening and scored a hit to Grulak’s side. Grulak’s hand went immediately to his side, but his sword viciously stabbed towards Wyant as he returned his attention to the fight.
Veltar immediately turned around towards Rejji and raised his arms. Mistake hurled a dagger towards the magician. The mage was obliged to dodge the missile, but swiftly returned his attention to the charging Astor. His arms went up and Mistake threw another dagger to disrupt the mage’s attack on Rejji.
“Hurry,” shouted Mistake as she fisted her next to last dagger. “Try to dodge the bolts if you can.”
The magician’s arms rose again and Mistake knew she was going to run out of daggers before Rejji reached the mage. She threw the dagger as she started to charge directly towards the hooded figure. He growled as he dropped his arms and saw her charging. He successfully dodged the dagger and returned his attention to the Astor. Mistake grabbed her last dagger without breaking stride. As soon as the magician’s arms rose, she hurled it as hard as she could. The magician was tiring and he was slow to react, but he dodged sufficiently for the dagger to sail harmlessly past his face. Mistake continued to charge, knowing she had no more weapons left.
Rejji was still thirty paces away as Veltar’s arms rose one more time. Mistake slid to a halt wishing she had just one more dagger. In desperation, she swiftly formed an Air Tunnel to the far side of the mage and spoke into it.
“Guess you forgot about me,” she snarled.
Veltar whirled around as he sought the voice. The moment of confusion distracted Veltar longer than a dagger would have, but he still managed to turn in time to see Rejji swinging his staff. He swiftly raised his arms, but instead of issuing a spell, he grasped the staff as it descended towards his head. Rejji and Veltar struggled for control of the staff as smoke rose from the magician’s hands. Veltar cried out in pain as the stench of seared flesh permeated the air. With a desperate twist that threw Rejji off balance, Veltar relinquished his hold on the staff. Rejji tumbled to the ground, still clutching the staff, as Veltar stared at his blackened and smoking palms and screamed in agony. Rejji swung the staff hard and connected with Veltar’s legs. He rolled away from the falling body and leaped to his feet as Veltar slammed into the ground. Rejji forcefully jammed the end of the staff into Veltar’s throat and put all of his strength behind it. Veltar gurgled frantically as his charred hands gripped the staff again and he tried to force it away. Mistake raced to halt next to Rejji just as Veltar’s body dissipated in a puff of smoke.
Wyant fought hard to keep his eyes on Grulak and not the battle that was taking place behind the Jiadin leader. Veltar’s cry of agony caused a hesitation in Grulak’s defense as he involuntarily turned towards the scream. Wyant was ready for such a distraction and swung his sword hard into Grulak’s neck. Grulak’s eyes opened wide with surprise as his head tilted onto his shoulder and his sword dropped from numb fingers. Wyant stood poised to deliver another blow as Grulak’s body toppled to the ground and sprawled lifelessly.
Wyant rushed over to Rejji and Mistake and stared down and the cloak upon the ground.
“I am thankful for that special armor you provided. It has saved my life today. What happened to him?” inquired Wyant.
“He disappeared,” Rejji said softly. “I have seen it happen before, but not to anyone real. Who was he?”
“That was Veltar,” answered Wyant. “He was Grulak’s main advisor. Is he dead?”
“Yes, he is dead,” nodded Rejji.
“What did you mean you had seen this before?” questioned the Marshal.
Mistake wandered off to retrieve her daggers and Rejji stood shaking his head. His face pouted in thought as he turned to Wyant.
“I have seen it in Angragar,” declared Rejji. “Evil spirits infest the city and rise again after they are killed. One marched around with Mistake’s dagger in his throat. The staff seems to be able to send them to their final rest. I do not really understand it, but just touching the staff caused the magician’s hands to burn.”
“You have been to Angragar,” gasped Wyant. “I always thought it was a myth. Where is it?”
“My horse is dead,” lamented Rejji, “and we are falling behind schedule. I wonder why Winus failed to act here.”
“You can take my horse,” offered Wyant. “I will start slaying the elite before they wake up. Winus should have been here already, so I guess he is not coming. I fear I may have misjudged him.”
“Jiadin!” Mistake’s soft voice announced as if she was standing next to them. “I will take him out.”
Rejji and Wyant turned towards Mistake and saw the Jiadin soldier approaching, his sword drawn as his eyes darted back ad forth.
“No, Mistake,” shouted Wyant as he saw her cock her arm. “He is one of Winus’s men.”
The soldier looked around in confusion and then marched towards Wyant. He sheathed his sword as he approached.
“Sorry, Wyant,” the soldier stated. “Brakas ran our horses off in the night. The rest of the men are a few minutes behind me. Have they started to wake up yet?”
“Not yet,” nodded Wyant, “but I am glad you are here. The thought of trying to kill a thousand of them by myself before they woke up was not reassuring. I will catch up to you Rejji when the first of their horses awaken. You and Mistake should be on your way.”
***
Yojji’s archers sent the signals to Adger and Blaka as the Jiadin climbed towards the western pass of the Valley of Bones. Cries of the wounded rippled through the forward ranks of the Jiadin as the archers rained down arrows upon the unsuspecting men. The column faltered as the surprise slowly registered and they tried to assess their position. Within moments, the column charged for the mouth of the valley. The archers continued to spray death upon the Jiadin as Yojji’s men stretched out low ropes across the ground and tightened them. The first riders to reach the ropes tumbled as their horses fell. The next few riders reacted in time to jump over the ropes and the fallen bodies, but they were soon blocked by Yojji’s men who had filled the path before them.
The archers were relentless as the Jiadin engaged Yojji’s swordsmen and soon the order was given for the Jiadin to retreat out of bow range. It was precisely at that moment that Blaka’s force met with Adger’s and they engaged the flanks and rear of the Jiadin column. Both Blaka and Adger kept their horse archers safely behind the swordsmen as they squeezed the Jiadin column from three sides. Chaos ravaged the Jiadin forces as conflicting orders were issued from each end of the column. The Jiadin at the head of the column tried to retreat, while the rear tried to advance. Shouts of surrender rang from the center of the column alongside shouts to charge. The Jiadin expended more time trying to assess a way out of the fighting than in actually engaging the enemy.
The battle was surprisingly short, given the skill of the Jiadin column, but the surprise and cramped location left them no room to maneuver as the arrows continued to drop man and horse alike. The free tribes lost three hundred men and carried the bodies clear of the battlefield. Adger had some men rearrange the Jiadin bodies so that there was a clear path into the Valley of Bones. Yojji called his archers down off the mountain and had men collect weapons and round up the horses that had survived. Within several hours of the end of the battle, the free tribes had returned to hiding in the forests west of the pass.
***
“The war is lost,” shouted the rider. “Grulak is dead. The elite have been destroyed. The Jiadin are no more. There is nothing but dead bodies ahead. Run for your lives.”
“That is the tenth rider today,” spat Klavin. “What fool thinks the fight is over when this huge an army is marching towards them? I don’t care how many men the free tribes have, we will still kick their tails just by the might of our numbers.”
“You haven’t spent much time looking behind you today, have you?” questioned Gregnic. “More men desert every time a rider comes by. I bet we have lost over half the army already.”
“That will just mean more food for the rest of us,” growled Klavin as he turned and looked at the column behind him. “We still have more than enough to wipe out the free tribes and take their food.”
Gregnic turned and watched hundreds of men split from the column and head either north or south. This time there were not even shouts about the men leaving as there had been in previous desertions. The news had gotten progressively worse with each rider who came from the east and the mood of the army had become quite gloomy.
“Easier for you to say than me,” frowned Gregnic. “I am not much of a fighting man like you are. I am a healer not a swordsman.”
“I’ll take care of you,” growled Klavin. “You just stay close to me and I’ll let you bring me food when we get to Ghala, wherever that is.”
“Another couple of those riders from the east and we won’t have enough men to worry about how much food is in Ghala,” Gregnic stated. “Our chances of getting any food out of this trip are ridiculous.”
“How can you say that?” questioned Klavin. “The free tribes are cowards. That is why they would not join with Grulak. They will run at the sight of such a massive army.”
“And if we manage to defeat the free tribes,” posed Gregnic, “who do you think will get the food? Grulak no longer controls this army. In fact, nobody does. Look around you. The men riding in front of you will cut your throat to get your food. Do you plan to fight every man in this army after you have fought the free tribes? It will be every man for himself when we get to Ghala. You will be so busy guarding your food, that you will never get a chance to bring it to your mouth.”
“Why would they do that?” asked Klavin. “We are in the same army.”
“We are in no army,” corrected Gregnic. “We are just a mob heading for a city we think has food in it. Most of the men here would probably surrender at the first sight of the tribes in hopes of getting some food. We only continue marching forward because we have no other place to go. Face it, Klavin, you are marching towards your death.”
“Well so are you then,” growled Klavin.
“Not anymore,” declared Gregnic as he veered to the south. “I will take my chances trying to find something to eat in the forest. At least I will die in peace.”
***
Bakhai sat perched upon the mountain peak and stared into the Valley of Bones. He had been watching the tiny column of Jiadin soldiers entering the valley for over an hour and he could not even see the far end of the valley where Yltar was keeping watch. Almos, a Qubari from the village sat down beside him.
“Yltar said the end is in sight,” Almos reported. “It will not be long now.”
“That is considerably less of an army than we expected,” noted Bakhai. “I guess that Winus’s riders were effective.”
“It is still a lot of men,” responded Almos. “It would be a shame to kill them.”
“That is an odd thing to hear you say,” Bakhai stated as he turned to the Qubari. “I thought you wanted all of the invaders dead.”
“We are not in the jungle,” replied Almos. “This is the invader’s land, not ours. We do not seek their destruction. We just will not allow them to seek ours. The Qubari revere life in all of its forms, but we realize that at times we will be called upon to take that life from some. It is not a pleasant thing, but necessary.”
“Well they shall have the choice,” smiled Bakhai. “Have you heard from Mistake?”
“She and Rejji will be here soon,” answered Almos. “She contacted me when they began climbing the mountain.”
“Talking about me?” chuckled Mistake as she and Rejji stepped up behind Bakhai and Almos. “How is it going?”
“Almost ready for the show to begin,” declared Bakhai. “I was afraid you would miss it.”
“We ran into some old friends of Wyant’s,” interjected Rejji. “He stayed behind to entertain them. How did Yojji’s men make out?”
“Only three hundred losses,” replied Bakhai. “The plan was very effective.”
“The last of the Jiadin have entered the valley,” reported Almos. “Yltar is notifying the free tribes and will begin his preparations as soon as the column is out of sight. He said quite a few deserted at the sight of Yojji’s battlefield.”
“How many do you think have made it this far?” asked Rejji.
“Not sure,” answered Bakhai. “I would estimate only fifteen to twenty thousand are left.”
“They must be really demoralized then,” calculated Rejji. “That is more defections than I even dreamed of.”
“Yes, but that is an awful lot of bandit groups now roaming around Fakara,” interjected Mistake. “You know they will begin terrorizing the people to steal whatever food they can.”
“That is why the free tribes will begin patrolling the country,” declared Rejji. “Eventually, all of the bandits will be brought under control. Right now I am more interested in preserving Ghala and the free tribes. One step at a time.”
“Yltar has sealed the valley,” reported Almos. “I will get the others.”
Rejji stood staring down at the tiny figures as they plodded eastward towards the end of the valley. He heard the soft footsteps and turned to greet the dozen Qubari tribesmen that had been waiting for this moment.
“You have agreed how to divide the column up?” asked Rejji.
“We have,” nodded Almos. “Your voice will be heard by most of the men. Eventually the word will spread to all.”
“Set it up,” ordered Rejji. “I would like this settled before nightfall.”
The Qubari clumped together before Rejji and spun their Air Tunnels down into the valley, each man choosing a different point in the long column. When they were all set, Almos nodded to Rejji. Rejji leaned forward and spoke where he was directed.
“You have entered the Valley Bones,” Rejji began in a loud voice. “The Jiadin have been defeated and we offer you a chance to save yourselves. You will find the exits to the valley have been sealed. Any attempt to exit to the east will result in your death. To exit to the west, you will need to follow my instructions. If you do not, you will die.”
Rejji paused and watched the men below turning and looking in every direction. All sense of order was erased and confusion rippled through the column.
“My name is Rejji,” he continued, “and these are my terms for your surrender. As the Jiadin no longer exist, you will remove your red scarves and abandon them. You will leave your horses and your weapons behind. Those who follow these instructions will be allowed to leave the valley alive. You must return to the western exit where you will be allowed to leave one at a time. Take your time and explore the valley if you wish, but come nightfall, anyone left in the valley will die.”
A small group at the head of the column charged towards the eastern end of the valley expecting to find the free tribes blocking the exit. What they found was much worse. The lead rider did not react fast enough and his horse slammed into the tyrik web, which spanned the entire pass. The horse screamed and the rider tried frantically to separate himself from the web. As the others watched in horror, several massive tyrik appeared high up on the web. As the lead rider screamed for help, the others turned and raced westward away from the web.
The group raced back to the column and reported what they had seen. The column turned and headed towards the western pass as the word spread rapidly. The riders halted as they saw the huge web blocking the exit. Unlike the eastern web, the western one was a long pace off the ground. There was just enough room for a man to crawl under the web without getting stuck.
Groups of riders split off and began exploring the rock walls of the valley. There were few areas that looked climbable and those few were also covered in webs. Men screamed and pointed whenever they spotted one of the huge tyriks above them on the walls of the canyon. Eventually, the column reassembled at the western exit from the valley. One brave soul dismounted and started to crawl under the web while the others watched. Yltar’s voice boomed among the men near the web.
“You were told to leave your weapons and scarves behind,” Yltar said through the Air Tunnel. “If you proceed further without following instructions, my men will slay you before you stand up.”
As if to demonstrate his point, a spear landed directly in front of the crawling man. He slithered backwards and rejoined his column. He searched for the location of the man that threw the spear and could not detect anyone.
Suddenly, one of the former Jiadin dismounted. He walked towards the web and tore his scarf off. He threw the scarf on the ground and dropped his sword. As the rest of the men watched, he lowered himself to the ground and crawled under the web. Cheers erupted from the column as the man stood up and walked down the path. Soon there was a crowd of unarmed men standing in line at the web. Fights broke out among the ranks of those who disagreed with the surrender, but the diehards where mobbed and killed.
One by one, the former Jiadin warriors crawled under the web and proceeded down the trail. As they cleared the narrow confines of the pass, they found the sides of the trail lined with men of the free tribes. The trail was lined for several miles before the unarmed men were allowed to walk freely in any direction they desired.
As the sun began to dip low in the sky, several hundred former Jiadin still occupied the Valley of Bones. Several of them tried hacking at the web with their swords, but backed off when the tyriks showed themselves. Some men tried killing the creatures with arrows, but the arrows bounced off the plating on the back of the tyriks. The men finally retreated to the center of the valley and lit campfires. Rejji and the Qubari kept watch from afar as the sky darkened.
The former Jiadin sat up late into the night, making plans for their escape in the morning. As the night wore on, the fires slowly dwindled to embers. And then the screams began. The tyriks climbed down off the walls of the valley and converged on the stubborn men. The men found themselves surrounded. Some tried to run to safety while others tried to battle the tyriks with swords. Neither approach worked and by morning all that was left were the bones of the men.
***
The city of Ghala was alive with celebration and the streets were lined with people. Long tables of food were set in the streets around the city center and several talented men were playing musical instruments they had made. It was a festive atmosphere and the ale flowed freely. Several of the men over imbibed, but a mere word from one of the tribal leaders was enough to send the offender home to bed.
Rejji felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to greet the man.
“So you are the Rejji that I chased across the country,” smiled Winus. “I am glad that I never caught you. It is a fine thing you have done for the people of this country.”
“Thank you, General,” greeted Rejji. “I also am glad you never caught me.”
“I have a question about what went on in the Valley of Bones,” continued Winus. “I have asked around and can’t find a single man that was involved in that action. I have heard that close to twenty thousand men surrendered there and walked out of the valley without their horses or weapons. How exactly did you manage that?”
“I suppose they realized the futility of continuing,” grinned Rejji.
“You aren’t going to tell me, are you?” questioned Winus.
“Winus,” smiled Rejji as he put his arm across the general’s shoulders, “sometimes you just have to have faith that things will work out all right. You of all people should know that Kaltara favors me and helps me at times that I need it. What army can stand against that?”
“I don’t know much about this Kaltara,” admitted Winus, “but I aim to learn. Someday I will learn about the Valley of Bones as well. I am sure I will run into some of those men before my days expire.”
“Oh that you will,” grinned Rejji. “In fact, we must start recruiting them soon. There are bigger battles coming and we will need every man we can get. We will be starting patrols all over Fakara, and food distribution too. Your services will be greatly needed. I will warn you though, there is no telling what strange stories you might hear from men who fled because they feared for their lives.”
“Are you saying there is another enemy besides Grulak?” questioned the general.
“The Time of Cleansing is soon upon us, General,” declared Rejji. “Our battles have just begun.”
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