The guards around the camp were to be expected. Raja knew the nature of Gehannan soldiers to know that her word would not be expected without proof. She had, however, assumed that the proof would be limited to the sigil ring that the Emperor had given her. She had not expected to be completely searched, stripped of all armor, and forced to walk through the camp wearing only her underclothes. Nonetheless, she would not give them the honor of seeing her shame, and she walked with her back straight and her shoulders thrown back.


What was fortunate, she reasoned as she fought to keep her face impassive, ignoring the burn of tiny rocks and shards of glass burrowing into her feet, was that the guards were taking her directly to Mojado. So, if nothing else, she was spared the annoyance of having to search for one man among all of those in the camp. A child stared wonderingly from a tent as the small contingent walked by. What was a child doing in a battlecamp?


Apparently the camp was set up differently than the various settlements throughout Gehanna. Rather than leading her to a tent outside of the center, far from the noise of practice fields and the stink of the latrines, she was brought directly to the heart of the camp. The unadorned tent had a flap open, another surprise. She had assumed that Mojado, like the other Masters, would jealously guard his privacy. After all, private chambers were one of the great privileges of rank.


One of the guards struck his chest hard before yelling out “Raja of Turin of Al’Majar asks to speak with you, Master. She claims to have been sent by the Emperor himself.”


“Send her in,” A dull voice rang from within the tents. The guards did not so much as shrug a shoulder as they motioned for Raja to enter.


She could see immediately why Mojado kept his tent flap open. There was no fire within, which, while it helped keep the tent cool, meant very little light. Only the rays from outside disrupted the cool darkness of the habitation.


The man sitting at the back was all that Raja would have expected. Heavily muscled, with a torso that dwarfed his lower body. His hair was long, caught in a leather tie at the back. One long scar ran across a craggy face, and his eyebrows seemed almost to droop at the ends. A sword lay close to his left hand, though he himself seemed completely comfortable.


Raja inclined her head, a trifle lower than was necessary for decorum. Mojado nodded blankly to her, and motioned to the floor. One fluid motion, trying to ignore that she was still clad only in underclothes, Raja dropped to the ground.


“So, comrade, you are the one Zaacov is so adamant about having on this mission,” Mojado said. His eyes raked over her body. Raja didn’t move even a muscle. He was in his rights to inspect her—she was a soldier, after all, her body for sale. She did not, however, appreciate the hint of a smile that ghosted his lips. She doubted very much that Mojado often let his facial expression run away from him—clearly he wanted her to see that smile, and it was this thought which irked as much as any other.


“I serve the Emperor,” she said tightly, her tone flat. 


“As do we all, comrade,” Mojado said. “As do we all.” And then, as abruptly as the paternal tone had begun, it disappeared. He stood up, amazingly fitting his tall frame within the narrow confines of the tent. “Go to Lilis. She is seeing to trip preparations. She will insure that you have everything you need. We leave tomorrow.”


Raja nodded, inclined her head again, and backed out of the tent. She was unsurprised by the haste. Gehannans were accustomed to moving quickly and without much forwarning. She would have been more surprised had Mojado invited her to have a cup of tea.


The minute she left the the tent a prisoner immediately caught her eye with quick, humble gestures. She nodded to show that she had seen him before idly heading over. 


“You are to see Lilis?” the prisoner asked. Raja nodded, trying to place the man’s accent. A southern Gehannan, perhaps? Strange to see one with his accent so far west. He bowed and then began walking across the compound, his stride elegant and efficient. A good warrior, Raja guessed. Here was a surprise, then, enough to make up for Mojado’s normalcy. Few warriors would ever allow themselves to be taken prisoner.


They stopped beside a large tent that looked to be some kind of a market store. Armor and travel packs littered the area outside. The prisoner bowed once again, asking leave and Raja nodded, releasing him from current service.


“Watch out for the wolf,” he warned before hurrying across the compound again. Raja looked toward the tent again, and sure enough there he lay, long, powerful and grey. He stared at her unblinking yellow eyes narrowed in almost human contemplation. After a long moment he seemed to shake his head and then dismissively yawned. He shook himself and then lay his head own on his paws. Silver rings glinted in his ears.


“You’re a strange one, aren’t you?” Raja murmured. He didn’t seem threatening anymore, just lounging against one side of the tent, but she would have to step over those outstretched forepaws to make it into the tent. The wolf didn’t react in anyway. Taking a deep breath, Raja stepped quickly over the body and into the darkness of the tent.


Lilis, Raja realized immediately, was not a warrior. That was abundantly clear simply from the darkness of the tent, the sweet, almost pungent smell. When the woman herself appeared, it was even more obvious. Her dark eyes were outlined with kohl, gold studs dotting her nose and ears. Her lips were redder than flesh could ever be. 


“Raja, yes?” she said. Raja nodded her head. A concubine. No doubt Mojado was having her along just for the simple pleasure. Raja took no issue with that. She wasn’t after Mojado for a mate herself, and it would be just as well if he could find entertainment elsewhere. “I have your equipment ready for you. We leave in the morning, then?”


Raja nodded her head curtly. She took the heavy pack, pulled one arm through the straps. It was surprisingly light, perhaps only thirty pounds instead of the regular fifty. Thick straps rested easily on her bare shoulders. She must have let out a small sound of surprise, for Lilis smiled at her with great satisfaction.


“Comfortable, isn’t it?” she asked. “Mine design.”


“Impressed,” Raja admitted. She pulled it off her back, held it lightly in her hands. “Are you coming?”


“I haven’t decided yet,” Lilis said. Which was a bit surprising to Raja, since it would ultimately Mojado who decided. Though, with a second look at the confident way Lilis was standing, Raja could see how the entire decision might not be up to the leader after all.


Walking out of the tent, she nearly tripped over the wolf again. She must have been more surprised than it, for it just continued to stare at her with those wide, amber eyes. And then, unbelievably, it seemed to wink.


Raja shook her head, and hefted the pack more tightly. The journey must have exhausted her more than she’d thought, that she was seeing such things. She would do well to get to her tent, run through her exercises and turn in early. After all, she would have to be well-rested for the journey.


But, after two hours of calisthenics and a light dinner, she found herself unable to sleep. Arms curled beneath her head, she stared up at the sky and the endless array of stars. This would be her first real mission—she had never done more than scouting and training in the past. Why on earth would Zaacov have sent her on such a highly sensitive case?


But at some point she must have fallen asleep, for the sun was up when Raja next opened her eyes. She raised her head, and let out a sharp scream, for she found herself face to face with a wolfish snout and placid amber eyes.


“What in Jesu’s name are you doing?” She asked, inching away from the wolf which seemed no more menacing than it had the previous day. It merely sat on its haunches, watching her every move. Which, in effect, made Raja certain to waste no movement. She shrugged into her traveling clothes, rolled her bedroll into her pack, and headed toward the center of camp. Annoyingly, but not unsurprisingly, the wolf followed behind her. 


Mojado was already there, as were two other soldiers. After a cursory bow, Raja glanced around. “Lilis?” she asked. Mojado smiled tightly, his features drawing skeletally across his bony face.


“Lilis will not be joining us,” he said, but even as the words left his mouth the concubine jogged up, clothed more appropriately, but with her face just as made up.


“The sun shines brightly,” Lils said, shrugging into her own pack, the same size as Raja’s, though decorated with vivid embroidery. She glanced at Mojado’s amazed face, and a small smile graced the broadly painted mouth. “I never take a cup of java before a trip,” she said coyly, and Mojado’s face underwent a series of emotions. Lilis, meanwhile, winked once at Raja, noticed the wolf shadow, and began to pet the thing behind its ears.


“And who is this?” Mojado asked darkly, peering at the wolf. Raja opened her mouth once, closed it, opened it again. She wasn’t entirely certain how to explain her new shadow, but Mojado apparently shrugged it off. “No matter,” he said. “The instant that Aryam is here we leave.”


As if his words were a summons, a young man came jogging up. His pack was done, traveling clothes on, and the thick cloth of the deserts tied around his neck. He was quite good-looking, too, Raja’s roaming gaze reminded her. Gleaming golden limbs and jet black hair, too short for Gehannan standards. But his eyes, unlike the traditionally dark eyes of the country, were a startling, bright blue.


“So good of you to join us,” Mojado drawled. The new arrival grinned back, white teeth dazzling in the humid mountain air.


“It’s always a party with you, Mojado.”


“Enough,” the leader said, his mood clearly disgruntled and unpleasant. “We move out. We will be entering dangerous territory—the Code of Silence is in place.”


The two soldiers nodded their heads, along with Raja. Aryam winked at Lilis who lifted one delicate hand to hide the smile breaking out across her face. Mojado nodded abruptly clearly expecting his directions to be followed, and led the way down the mountain pass.


Raja found herself in the middle of the convoy, directly behind Aryam—an excellent place to be, she decided, as it offered her an unimpeded view of his backside which turned out to provide enough entertainment to compensate for the day-long silent hike. The wolf, meanwhile, seemed to have adopted her as its master, and trod complacently at her heels. Whenever Mojado urged them into a run, the wolf would dash off up a steep cliff or down into a ravine, only to reappear a few hours later.


Mojado set a grueling pace, but not painfully so, and everyone kept up. Raja wondered whether their leader was keeping it slower for Lilis, or whether it was part of his own directives, when they came out of the pass and suddenly stood at a length of open valley, the likes of which she had never seen.


Green grass stood up in large tufts, dotted with yellow and pink flowers. Strange little animals, colored as brightly as the animals themselves, danced across the meadow. Raja thought it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.


“Stop,” Mojado said, his tone sharp and commanding, though no one had actually taken a step forward. “We camp here for tonight.”


“But why, lovey?” Lilis asked, her voice light and dreamy. Her eyes were staring out, drinking in the sight of the meadow. “There’s still plenty of light, we could go in—”


“That,” Mojado said, his tone still flat, “is Tnemele. Three feet from where we stand is the barrier. The instant we cross that barrier, the royal family will know about it. They won’t take kindly to any Gehannans entering their kingdom. So we wait until tomorrow, ‘til light, ‘til we have a full day to travel before we enter.”


With those words he set about creating a camp for the evening, setting the tents and ordering everyone to specific tasks. But as Raja gathered wood from just inside the pass, the wolf at her heels once again, she couldn’t help but continue to gaze across into the openness of Tnemele. She squinted, trying to see the border that had been the basis of so much of her youthful education.


“Doesn’t look like much, does it, Wolf?” she said, absently letting her hand rest on the animal’s head. It looked up at her reproachfully. With a deep chuckle, she ruffled the fur, and the animal shook her off, growling slightly and moving away. Raja gathered the last few pieces of wood in her arm and straightened, glancing at the open  meadow again. She really couldn’t see even the slightest sign of a border. . .surely it wouldn’t hurt to cross just a bit. . .even the wolf had bounded toward it, turning to look back at her, its head cocked almost expectantly.


She wagged her finger at it and turned her back on the enticing meadow. She could feel a tug, low in her belly, pulling her back into that meadow. But she shook her head. Training took over, of course. Mojado had said that they would enter in the morning. So she, as a good Gehannan soldier, would wait until the morning. 

