Parry, feint, duck, jump. The moves occupied Raja’s mind, driving fatigue, heat, and politics from her mind. Thrust, parry, parry, dive. Her sword went skittering out of her hands, not an usual thing in these matches. She dove after it, narrowly avoiding a strike from her opponent. She kicked at the sword, sending it further away, and then twisted to completely the action, hitting her opponent’s wrist. He grunted, and caught his sword in his left hand.


Raja took the brief moment of distraction to jump to her feet. She grabbed at his wrist with both hands, turned her back to his chest, and circled his leg with her own. One mighty twist and she’d pulled both of them to the ground. She realized the mistake too late, as he rolled, pinning her beneath his greater bulk. A moment later his sword was at her throat.


“Thine honor,” Raja said dejectedly. The man stared her in the eyes a moment longer, before nodding abruptly and standing. He didn’t offer her a hand, and the young woman fought a wince as she drew to her feet.


“Another loss, Raja?” Commander Abadia said with a frown. The commander was a beautiful woman, with large brown eyes and a smooth complexion. Nobody would ever mention the fact to her face, however. She was as likely to stick a knife in a man as kiss him.


“My failure dishonors my sword, Commander,” Raja said, bowing down. She knew the words that would follow. . .the same that always did. Then perhaps you do not work hard enough, girl. Perhaps you do not want to join the ranks of The Emperor’s Own. Perhaps you are not worthy. 


The truth was that she knew she would never be worthy. She couldn’t be. There was something. . .different about her. No matter how many hours Raja put into her exercises, she was never better than the other men and women in her cadre. No matter that she woke up an hour before the others and went to bed two hours earlier, no matter that she spent her free hour doing push ups and running. She was always the last one on a trek, always the easiest to defeat in combat. She couldn’t put on muscle the way that her comrades did, and what muscle she had never seemed as strong.


She wasn’t Gehannan, and she knew that, and supposed perhaps that was the reason she could never keep up. It wasn’t hard to tell she was something different. Every Gehannan she’d met was dark, with beaked nose and silken black hair. She, on the other hand, was lighter in all ways, her hair almost white from the sun’s bleaching, and her eyes the lightest of browns, so that in some lights they seemed more golden than amber. 


“Perhaps you do not work hard enough, girl,” the commander said, her eyes as black and hard as onyx. “Perhaps you do not want to join the ranks of the Emperor’s Own. Perhaps you are not worthy.”


“No, Commander,” Raja said, keeping her eyes straight forward, staring hard at the Commander’s breastbone. Law saw she could not raise her chin to meet an officer’s eyes, yet it always seemed unfair that because she was short she couldn’t be on equal footing in a conversation. “I will prove myself worthy. I will rededicate myself to my lessons.”


“Ten lashes,” The commander said critically. Raja nodded her head. A just punishment, for three failures in a row. Her back was already crisscrossed with old scars. The pain would remind her of battle, of the greater price paid in war for not being up to par. Her previous opponent, however, did not seem to find the punishment as far.


“Let up on her, Abadia,” Bahir said. His voice was flat. He was the only one Raja had ever met who called her commander by first name. Even the emperor always provided the honorific. But she supposed that even the emperor must feel uneasy around Bahir at times. “It is not her fault that she cannot defeat me.”


“Being defeated by you is no dishonor,” Commander Abadia agreed, a wry twist to her list. “But being defeated by two cadre members of less experience is not acceptable.”


“Agreed,” Bahir said. “Except for this one. You and I, and I suspect she, know that she will never measure against our warriors.”


I will, Raja thought fiercely. If I must get up two hours earlier I will measure up, and I will beat you all. Someday.


“Her talents lie in different directions,” Bahir said, and at that Raja and Abadia both shifted uncomfortably. There was no doubt that around Raja strange things sometimes happened. There had been combative bouts she’d been losing, when suddenly her opponent’s hair had caught fire, or the time a rock had fallen in the middle of a trek, just in front of her. When she’d been unable to move it, it had just. . .melted away. Little things, too. A spark in the darkness during reconnaissance jaunts, or an extra burst of energy when she should have had none left. Small things, barely noticeable on their own, but when such things happened on a weekly basis. . .it was hard to ignore.


“We do not speak of such things here,” Abadia said. “Here she is only cadre, like the rest.” Bahir nodded his head, but his dark gaze scanned over Raja as though he saw something that nobody else did. She stood up a little straighter, though she would not have thought it possible a moment earlier. 


“Regardless,” Bahir said. “The Emperor requests her presence tonight.”


“I have already decided the bodyguard,” Abadia said. Not a note of surprise entered her voice, but Raja thought she saw a tiny quirk of eyebrow. 


“Not as bodyguard,” Bahir said. “As guest. Only five lashes. We can’t have her bleeding at table.” He threw his sword into the barrel. It arced, perfectly in the dying afternoon light, and then landed perfectly in the center of the other swords. Raja felt a slight surge of jealousy. She’d been working on her aim for weeks, and was lucky to have the sword land anywhere in the barrel, let alone hilt up and directly in the center.


As Bahir left, Abadia sighed. She crossed her arms across her chest, and turned to survey Raja. “An audience with the Emperor himself,” she said lowly. “A great honor among young cadre. What could you have done to catch the eye of the Great Lord?” she shook her head abruptly. “No matter. Take yourself to Sergeant Nadia, and take your lashings. That should still leave you enough time to dress. You may wear full cadre uniform tonight.”


Raja blinked twice at that, though she kept her face completely impassive. Full cadre uniform? But she was months, maybe even years from completing training! Still, she would not question the commander’s decision. She simply bowed, straight from the waist, and then turned to head toward the Sergeant Master’s grounds. 


Nadia was lounging outside her tent when Raja arrived, reading a book, of all things. Raja nodded her head once. Nadia had been relaxing lately, more than most comrades ever would, though it was possible that she’d earned it. The woman was almost eight months pregnant, now, and the large belly made most training difficult. She still went on the treks and running, but anything that might endanger the babe was avoided. She glanced up as Raja arrived, and a smile split her face.


Pregnancy was a strange thing, Raja thought. Nadia had always had a gentle temper for a warrior, but the smiling was something new within the last few weeks. The sergeant stood up slowly, one arm pressed hard against her back, as though to make up for the extra weight in front. “Hello, chickadee,” Nadia said. “How many lashes for you today?”


“Ten,” Raja said shortly, already pulling off her tunic. Her shoulders were already stiffening—not a good sign, as it had been only an hour since the bout. Nadia clucked as she headed over to the weapons barrel and pulled out the flail. “Only five today?” she asked, selecting the lightest one. “You must have been fighting someone good.”


“Bahir,” Raja answered. 


Nadia whistled lowly. “That is someone good. I’m surprised you’re receiving anything. But orders are orders. Hold your breath, dearie, and it won’t be so bad.”


Raja nodded her head. She formed a blank picture in her head, and willed herself to focus on the blackness. This was one of the first thing young men and women were taught when entering cadre. To form utter emptiness, and to pour everything into it. The lashes wouldn’t hurt, then, fatigue wouldn’t touch one. She always found it difficult to find such emptiness, and sure enough, it failed again this time.


At the first lash Raja grunted slightly. Her shoulders suddenly didn’t hurt as much. On the second she kept her breath in. On the third a gasp escaped. The fourth she bit her lip, drawing blood, and finally at the fifth she let the pain pass into emptiness.


“There you are,” Nadia said, and began gently rubbing a salve into the raw skin. This was new, as well, since the pregnancy. Raja wondered idly what Nadia’s mate thought of her new gentleness. He probably didn’t even notice.


“Thank you, Sergeant,” Raja said when the feel of hands on her back disappeared. She began walking away, back stiff and straight. She’d learned from experience that any twisting would only call screaming pain. If nothing else, she thought wryly, the lashing improved body posture.


Sayin was waiting for her at her ten. One eyebrow was quirked as she entered the room. She allowed a ghost of a smile to dance on her lips. It was clear what Sayin was waiting for. He stood there, no shirt, and only a towel pulled around his waist. She admired his young body again. She could do worse for a mate, she thought, and if he grew to be anything like her father she couldn’t do much better.


“My father told me about the lashing,” Sayin said. He grabbed her shoulders and turned her around, surveying her back. “It is not so bad this time. Nadia is losing her touch.”


“Babies seem to do strange things to people,” Raja agreed. “I am sorry, Sayin, but I do not have time for play today. The Emperor has called me.”


“I know,” Sayin said, nodding his head. He ran his hands down her arms, gently massaged at sore muscles. “My father told me that as well.”


Raja rolled her neck into his experienced hands, letting out a small sigh. Sayin’s lips danced playfully on her neck. Raja glanced at the tent door, was glad to see that the young man had the presence of mind to have closed it. “No, Sayin,” she said firmly, grabbing him by one earlobe. 


“Let me help you dress,” he said, dropping the play as immediately as he’d begun. Raja shrugged her shoulders, and began pulling on the grey pants of a cadre uniform. Sayin went to the chest, and began rummaging through it, pulling out gaunts and hairpieces. As fast as Raja pulled on the light armor, he was there to buckle, tighten, and tie. The entire dressing process, which could have taken her as much as half an hour on her own, took only a few minutes.


“Take this as well,” Sayin said, pressing a small knife into her hands. Raja gaped in surprise at that, all of her training not enough to maintain the expression. Absolutely no arms were allowed in the Emperor’s presence, and she found it hard to believe that Bahir’s son would suggest such a thing. He noticed her surprise. “It is small enough not to be noticed,” he said. “Beta Bronnan will be there. It would not be wise to go unarmed.”


“I am never unarmed,” Raja said, reciting the words of cadre’s creed. “My body is my weapon.”


“It may not be enough against the Beastlords,” Sayin said. When she did not take the knife, he tucked it into her belt himself. Not even the blade showed. “It is little enough,” he said. “But at least it is something.”


Raja shook her head. “Sayin, you know better than any that I can protect myself.” She lit a small ball of fire in her hand, and the man stepped away nervously. His eyes darted around the tent, trying to find anything to look at that was not the fire in her hand. Sighing, she clenched her fist shut. “Very well,” she said finally. “I will take your knife, and tomorrow I will return it to you, still in my belt.”


“I hope so,” Sayin said. He placed his hands gently on either side of her face, and drew his own forehead forward to rest on hers. “Keep well, Miraja,” he said seriously. He kissed her, lightly on the nose, as close to her lips as he dared. She smiled at that, though she was careful to erase it by the time he had drawn back. She liked Sayin, she really did. He could be so damned sweet at times.


“Until the morrow, comrade,” Raja said, winking at him. Sayin sighed and shrugged his shoulders. She did not understand his worry. Being called before the emperor was one of the greatest honors a cadre could receive.


As she walked through the camp, it seemed as though nobody was about. She frowned at that. She’d heard a rumor that the Emperor’s Own was being called out to the mountains, though for what reason she did not know. Still, though, no trainees were in the field, and the last of the masters were bundling things up and heading inside. Sayin stood outside, watching as she left, and as she passed Nadia’s tent, the woman was still outside reading. A few children ran across the streets, but altogether it was far too quiet. Could the rumors have been correct?


When she arrived at the palace, the one permanent building in the camp, the guards stood aside silently, allowing her to go in. They must have been informed of her coming. She couldn’t have named either of them, but then, she hadn’t been in Al’Majar more than a month, and there were still many faces she could not name.


She had never in her life been inside a real building, at least not that she could remember. Gehannans were nomadic people, and a permanent tent , with stakes that had been rooted in the ground long enough for moss to grow over them, was the most permanent she could remember. This building was. . .strange. She could smell wood, and leaves, and not the fresh air. It worried her a little, not to feel the breeze over her skin. She couldn’t hear things, either. The moment the door closed behind her, the shouts of the children had disappeared, and the snorts of the horses. She took a deep breath. How silly she was being, worried about a building when she should be worried about the Emperor.


The building seemed to just be on long, rectangular room, although she saw those things called doors along the sides, and one, larger than the rest, at the end of the room. She assumed that she was to enter one of the doors, probably the one at the end. She threw her shoulders back, grimacing at the pain shooting across her back. Nadia had a light touch that day, but it had still been enough to draw blood.


She hesitated before the door. It customary to announce your entrance in a camp, unless one wanted a foot of steel in the gut, but she was not sure how to act inside a building. The guards had already let her in. . .suddenly she wished that she had questioned Bahir more about this meeting. 


Before she had the chance to consider it more, the door was ripped open, a young prisoner staring at her with wide eyes.


“Comrade,” she said lowly, ducked, and hurried into the rectangular room. Raja watched her for a moment, surprised. The thing had been small, light, and with the evident ears of the elf. Did the Emperor now have elves serving him?


“Enter,” A low voice ordered. Pivoting lightly on the balls of her feet, Raja looked inside the room for the first time. Small holes on the wall allowed in light from the outside, and a small breeze. She let out a deep breath, surprised she had kept so much in her lungs, and stepped into the larger room.


Emperor Zaacov sat idly at the far end of the room, in front of a large table. Raja’s eyes widened. She had seen the Emperor before, of course. In the week that he had been in Al’Majar he had not kept entirely within his palace, but she had never seen him in such strange clothing—had not, in fact, ever seen such clothing at all. He did not wear traditional light armor, but rather tight fitting pants and coat in all black, and a large cloak. It was the kind of clothing that she had heard of in the center cities, where the Gehannans had forgotten the nomadic ways and settled down to grow crops and herd animals, but she had never actually seen it. Still, he carried himself with all the dangerous grace of a warrior, and his eyes glinted darkly in the dim light. Raja walked forward.


IT was not until she entered the room that she saw the other people. Bahir was there, of course, in his customary position at the king’s right hand. He stood, dressed in the same manner as the training yard, his face as cold as ever. Corinn, the Maste of al’Majar was there as well, flanking the Emperor. Around the table were four other Gehannas, she presumed from the camp though she did not recognize them. And there, at the far end of the table, were two men she was certain were not Gehannan, though they wore the traditional clothing.


The two men looked eerily similar, though one had perhaps twenty years on the other. Neither was young. They both had long hair, reddish in color, tied back by leather thongs. The older of the two, with grey streaking his hair, had ears nearly covered in silver, while the younger had only a half dozen in either ear. She had never seen such a thing before.


“My Lord Emperor calls my sword, and I answer with haste,” Raja said formally, dropping to one knee before her lord. He inclined his head, and gestured for her to sit across from the strangers. She nodded her head, more confused than ever. She did not understand why she had been called to this meeting, and the emperor’s negligent dismissal of her did not explain any of it.


“Enough of the waiting,” the older stranger said, and his voice had a strange timbre to it, low and rough. He sounded as though he growled when he spoke, and his accent danced strangely on Raja’s ears. “Move your troops back. That is all we ask. A simple thing.”


“Politics can wait until we have eaten,” The emperor said. He did not even look at the strange man. “Or do you disagree with our customs, as well?”


“There is not time for this,” The younger man said flatly. “If we must respect yours, must you not give some consideration to ours?”


“No,” The emperor said. Nobody reacted to the word, although Raja was certain all were as confused as she. She might not know much of politics, but she knew enough to recognize that the emperor was beyond rude. The eyes of the strangers narrowed, but neither said anything.


“Who are they?” Raja whispered to the man sitting beside her. He seemed vaguely familiar, and merely shrugged his shoulders at the question.


“Ambassadors from Bestia,” he replied. “Unimportant. They want Gehanna to pull troops further from their border. But we have not invaded,” he said, and then, as an afterthought. “Yet. I doubt they will gain much from this meeting.”


The food was brought, meat and berries, the same as Raja would have eaten in the common square with the rest of the cadre. Everyone ate silently, as was customary, and it was not until several minutes after the last plate had been cleared that the Emperor spoke.


“I have gathered you all here because it is time to move,” he said, self-importantly. “And all of you have a part to play. It is not, however, the part of the arm to know what the leg does. Wait outside, and I will speak to you each.”


Raja stood in unison with the other cadre. Only the Beastlords remained sitting. The emperor glared at them a moment, and Raja fought a shiver. She would not like to have such a glare focused upon her. In a moment the emperor nodded. The Gehannas all left the room.


“I do not understand. . .” Raja whispered when she was once again in the long rectangular room. “Why he called us all together. . .why not one at a time to begin with.”


“Who can know the mind of an emperor?” the man she had spoken with at dinner asked. “Perhaps he wanted us to know who is important in the camp. Perhaps he wanted us to mark the faces of the Beastlords.”


“Perhaps your role is not to question,” Bahir said. Everyone glanced uneasily at the emperor’s advisor and then fell silent.


It was only a few minutes before the door swung open, and the Beastlords paced out again. The younger one walked past impatiently, anger writ large across his face, but the older paused for a moment in front of Raja. He turned his head for a moment and stared at her.


“You are not of Gehanna,” he said shortly. Raja did not respond. She kept her face blank as she had been taught and responded only,


“I am called Raja.”


A moment later his hand was around her neck, and she could have sworn that she felt small knives pricking the back of her neck. The other Gehannans tensed, but until Raja was actively attacked they would do nothing.


“I did not ask your name,” he growled. Over his shoulder the younger one stopped, looked back in surprise. “I asked who you are. Vajine, or halfbreed? Or are you from across the mountains?”


“What does it matter?” the younger one asked, and spat as though he had a bad taste in his mouth. “Leave her.”


Abruptly Raja felt her feet beneath her again. She still did not react, though it was hard for her to still her muscles.


“Do not touch me again,” she said. “Or it will be a question of honor.”


The Beastlord smiled at that, and his teeth glinted too sharp to be human. Raja remembered what she had heard of the people of Bestia—their unnatural connection to animals. Some said that the strongest of them actually became beasts themselves. She could believe it of this man. 


“Do you not know yourself?” the Beastlord asked. “You are familiar to me. And yet perhaps that is all it is. A familiar face.” He laughed. “I will not touch you again. I will return to my people alive. Can you say the same?”


He turned and left, the younger man shaking his head in disgust. The Gehannas looked after them impassively.


“What did he mean by that?” Corinn asked. Her voice sounded idle, but her gaze remaind unnaturally long upon the door. 


“Nothing,” Bahir said. “The Beastlords are mad. All know that.”


There was that, Raja remembered. So much time spent with animals turned their minds. She had been taught such since childhood. One could never listen to the Beastlords, nor believe any word from their mouths. They had been tainted by a madness. He might not have even known who he was talking to, she reminded herself.


“Raja of Turin of al’Majar,” the voice rang hollowly from within the room. Bahir nodded his head at her, and she entered the room again.


It was. . .different. . .within, with just the emperor. His presence filled the room now, and he sat up straight. She marched quickly to him, her feet ringing out on the dull stone of the room.


“I have a mission for you, Raja of Turin of al’Majar,” he said. She answered him by clapping one hand to her breast. “Good,” he said. “You have heard the rumors of the barrier, and troops sent to the mountains.” It was not a question. “The rumors are true. I have lowered our barrier. We will invade Tnemele within the year, and reclaim the land that is ours by right.”


Raja did not move even a muscle, though a roil of emotions went through her gut. What did any of this have to do with her? 


“But Tnemele has kept her barrier up, of course,” The emperor said. His voice was dry and flat. It did not echo in the room. “I am sending a small contingent through. You  have one target; First Lord of the Realm Easpir Decriste. Kill him in battle, in his sleep, through poison, I do not care how, but kill him within two moons.”


Raja blinked, twice. “I am not an assassin,” she said lowly. “My Emperor. I will fight this man, but I will not kill him in secrecy.”


“I do not care how you do it,” The emperor said. “But see him dead. With him gone, Tnemele cannot hold up her barrier. Do you believe in the Ultimate Destiny, comrade?”


“With my heart and sword,” Raja responded automatically. The emperor nodded.


“Go to the mountain camp,” he said. “Talk to Mojado. He will go with you, and two others of his choosing. Two moons. If you fail, death awaits.”


“My Lord Emperor has called my sword and I answer with haste,” Raja said, an echo of her earlier words. The Emperor nodded his head, and she knew she had been dismissed. As she walked out, her fingers toyed unconsciously with the small belt Sayin had given her. She had not needed it, but she was not certain that had made the meeting any less dangerous.


None of it made sense, to her mind. Never had a Gehannan worked in a role of assassin. They were warriors, bound to meet in battle. She could work this to her honor, she knew. Declare a duel to this Easpir. What she didn’t understand was why she had been chosen. All knew that she was the weakest in the camp.


The only thing she could think was that this had something to do with her. . .ability. She shook her head, not even realizing that emotion was playing across her face. She felt better when she left the building, when warm hair brushed across her face, but there was still a wrongness.


It does not matter, she reminded herself. The reasons do not matter to a warrior, only the outcome. Her emperor had demanded something of it, and she would do so. To question was not her role. She marched quickly to her tent, and began putting together all of her possessions. She had not been speaking in vain when she’d told the emperor she would move in haste. She meant to leave the camp within the hour.


A shame, she thought, to leave Sayin behind. He would likely find another mate by the time she returned. No matter. She would have the glory of taking down the barrier. She could have Bahir himself as mate after that! She allowed herself to smile for the second time that day. She would prove to the commander and to all of her comrades that she was not the weakest. A small voice in her head added that she would prove it to herself as well. 

