
    The Strange R eater

    The cold penetrated my wide robe and sent a shiver down my spine. I shivered once and tucked my hands deep into the robe, then cast a scrutinizing glance into the basket. My shopping list wasn’t particularly long, yet I hadn’t managed to get everything. Farmer Ewald had only a few clods of earth left for sale, all of which looked rather stunted. I had bought them anyway, at an exorbitant price. Eggs, on the other hand, I hadn’t been able to get any. Instead, I had bought a few apples from Navik that weren’t on the list. I liked the boy, so I took every opportunity to stop by and see him. Besides, I felt sorry for him. I knew his business was struggling. Not just his—in fact, all the farmers were fighting for survival. The town owed it solely to the Order’s generous donations that no one had starved to death yet. But Navik was all alone. His mother was dead; his father had left him behind. One night he had disappeared, and all he had left Navik was a note saying he wanted to try his luck further north, where there was supposed to be water, but he couldn’t use any dead weight on his journey. That was three years ago; Navik was thirteen at the time. He didn’t like to talk about it, but everyone in town knew. It was one of the few stories I’d picked up over the years. I rarely had the chance to talk to people outside the Order, since I was locked away behind the thick walls of the monastery most of the time. When I did get out, people often met me with hostility or at least cautious reserve. Navik was different. He always had a friendly smile for me, and unlike most others here in Alvara, he even recognized me by now. I— —couldn’t blame them. Like all novices, I wore a loose, silver-colored cloak that completely enveloped me. The only distinguishing feature was the yellow J on my sleeve. Since I was so small and petite, the hem of my robe dragged along the ground and was accordingly dirty and full of holes. The large hood would probably have been enough to protect me from prying eyes, but I also wore a dark veil that covered my face, leaving only my eyes and forehead exposed. The sleeves were also a bit too long, which is why I always folded the ends over twice. Still, they usually hid my yellow birthband, which showed that I was born under the sign of fire.

    It was already shortly after noon, which is why the marketplace was almost empty. I should have been here first thing in the morning, but Sister Karena had made us climb up and down the wall for so long that in the end I could barely move and had to rest first. In a corner of the square stood four satyr soldiers. They shifted from foot to foot in a huff, watching the remaining people. The people made a wide detour around them and tried their best not to acknowledge them. Fortunately, on market days they usually remained peaceful. In return, however, the merchants gave them their share without much fuss. Everyone knew how capricious they could be when they were having a bad day. Incurring their wrath often meant death. In the big cities, it was said to be even worse. There, the soldiers roamed the streets at all hours of the day, harassing the residents. They took whatever they wanted, without regard or mercy—food, money, women, anything that couldn’t be hidden quickly enough. Fortunately, Alvara was too insignificant and small to attract much of their attention. And it lay too far south. In the last five years, a satyr battalion had marched through the small town only once. It had been enough to destroy two more houses and kill ten people. If you strolled through Alvara, you could still see the destruction. The houses around the market square had all been restored , but in the western part of town, where the soldiers had been particularly destructive, the houses were falling into increasing disrepair. The residents were dead, and no one had bothered to rebuild the houses. I didn’t even want to imagine what it must look like in the north, where the troops marched toward the Tamalirian capital almost every month. If the people of Alvara were truly willing to get rid of the soldiers, it would probably be a piece of cake, especially if they had the Order’s support. But then what? No one here wanted to draw the Satyrs’ wrath upon themselves. Who knew what would happen then? The town was close to the border; within a few days, it could be swarming with Satyrs.

    I was glad there wasn’t much going on anymore. The smells of the market made my stomach churn regularly. Now, only the sweetish scent of Ivar’s bread and thunderstorms hung over the square. Besides, I felt uncomfortable in large crowds. Maybe it was the loneliness of the monastery, or maybe it was the stares of the others. The townspeople knew of the Malam Order, but no one understood it. The Order’s members lived in seclusion in their small monastery, and even the youngest always wore a veil. No one knew where the money came from that we used to regularly support trade and thus keep the town alive. As a novice, I knew, of course, that the monastery was merely a cover.

    After one last glance, I turned around. Only to walk straight into Isra. Like me, she wore a long cloak, except hers was blue, not silver. She had light blonde, almost white hair and equally fair skin. She had a blue dot on her forehead. Isra was the village sorceress of Alvara. She had come here a year ago after one of the soldiers had been attacked by a passing vagrant. Since then, she had been prowling the streets with her head held high and a look of utter disgust on her face.

    “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you,” I stammered, taking a few steps back. I humbly bowed my head and watched the woman out of the corner of my eye. She wrinkled her nose and her hands twitched, but then she relaxed.

    “Watch where you’re going,” she snapped at me, turned around, and walked away. I breathed a sigh of relief. She scared me. As a mage, she would be capable of helping us. She could heal the sick and maybe even make it rain, but she used her power only to spread fear and terror. I knew she couldn’t disobey King Ricardo’s orders, but she seemed to enjoy tormenting us.

    I watched her walk away for a moment, then I turned away for good and made my way back to the monastery. The path was bone-dry; it hadn’t rained in months. Without paying much attention to my surroundings, I strolled along the road. It led me past a cluster of aham trees and Farmer Ivar’s fields. As a child, I’d always stolen the prickly pears from his tree. When I got caught, Mother Superior Othilia sentenced me to a month of house arrest. That didn’t really make me any more sensible, but it did make me more cautious. This year, the trees had borne only a few fruits. Their branches hung limply, and they were already losing the few small leaves they had formed in the spring. If it didn’t rain this winter, they probably wouldn’t bear any fruit at all next year.

    I heard the sound of horses’ hooves behind me and turned around. Around a bend, two riders were charging straight toward me. Within seconds, they reached me, and only a leap to the side saved me from being run over.

    “Have you been possessed by the Soulless?” I shouted angrily, but the riders didn’t even turn around. Furious, I wanted to hurl more insults at them, but something about their appearance made me pause.

    The two men wore brown cloaks that fluttered in the wind and were almost the same color as their horses. The symbol on their backs was all too familiar to me. A sword with two wings. The coat of arms of the satyr royal family. I’d seen it before, but usually only on the armor of the soldiers, in a simpler form, not on billowing cloaks. I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands into fists. Those damned Satyrs acted as if this land belonged to them. Apparently, it wasn’t enough that their mages had cursed Vai Lagi and our land, and that their soldiers stole money and food from the people. No, they also treated us with no respect whatsoever and treated us like second-class citizens. What would it be like if they actually won the war? I’d rather not even imagine it. For now, they were still concentrating their forces on the capital, but once it had fallen, they could descend upon the land like locusts upon a field. Beneath my veil, I grimaced, then shook my head. There was no point in getting upset over them. They had already vanished from my sight, and only the distant clatter of hooves bore witness to their existence.

    I glanced upward. The clouds in the sky were piling up into huge mountains and had a slightly greenish hue. If I didn’t want to get caught in the middle of a thunderstorm, I’d better hurry. I hurried on. The monastery lay a short distance from Alvara, near a small lake. At least it used to have been a lake. These days it was more like a small pond, and even that had been an insult this summer.

    I reached the lake just as the first flashes of lightning streaked across the sky. Cursing, I quickened my pace until the monastery came into view among the trees. Supposedly, the building had stood there since the time of the Seven Blessed Brothers, but I didn’t really believe that. No question, it was old; holes in the roof constantly had to be patched, the walls reinforced, or the floor re-laid, but over 1,000 years? I simply couldn’t imagine that.

    The entrance to the monastery was formed by a wide colonnade leading to a crescent-shaped courtyard. The main building was U-shaped, with four towers at the corners. At its center was a large hall where the members of the order gathered regularly. To the left lay the women’s wing, to the right the men’s wing. In the monastery garden stood an earthen shrine. From the outside, it looked unremarkable, more like a hill, but a staircase led down into a bronze-colored room illuminated by magic. If this were a real monastery, there wouldn’t be just this one shrine here, but hardly anyone ever set foot on our grounds, so no one noticed.

    When I reached the colonnade, I slowed my pace again. I finally came to a complete stop in the courtyard. Ten boys were training here under the strict supervision of Brother Cygus. They were no older than ten and clearly intimidated by the storm, but that didn’t stop Cygus from continuing to make them do push-ups. Groaning, the children kept getting back up. When one of them’s arms gave out, he was punished with a few blows to the back with a stick. He cried out, for which he immediately received another blow. They were all war orphans and hadn’t been at the monastery long. On the other side of the courtyard, two horses were tied to the columns. Restless, they scraped their hooves and moved their heads up and down. I recognized them at first glance. They were the horses of the satyr riders. What were they doing here? I couldn’t remember the last time satyrs had entered the monastery; besides, these weren’t soldiers, but nobles. Curious, I let my gaze drift toward the windows. Since they hadn’t been intercepted in the courtyard as usual, there was only one place they could be: with the Mother Superior.

    Instead of delivering my groceries, I ran around the building until I was standing directly beneath the window of the high-ceilinged room. As always when I entered the room, Othilia sat regally in her chair. She looked at the two men with interest. She had clasped her hands and rested her head lightly upon them. Her robe was the same color as mine, but a white crescent moon was embroidered on her back. I took a closer look at the satyrs. Neither of them was young anymore. The one on the right had gray hair streaked with a few black strands and a gray beard as well. The other had blond hair and stubble. He towered a few inches over the dark-haired one. His belly bulged slightly under his large clo . I knew him! Not personally, but I had seen his picture often enough. That was Lord Iraisan, the king’s brother. But what was he doing here? I pressed my ear against the cold glass pane to hear what the three were discussing.

    “I think my suggestion is in everyone’s best interest. It’s the best way to avoid further bloodshed; you must agree with me on that, venerable mother.”

    “That is not a decision I will make hastily.”

    A thunderous tone gave her words an ominous effect, even though her voice was calm and composed. I had never even heard her sound angry or raise her voice, even though I had given her plenty of reason to do so as a child. When I first arrived here at the monastery, I had struggled greatly with the strict rituals and rules. From one day to the next, my whole world was turned upside down. Instead of being gently woken up by my mother in the morning, I had to get up at sunrise to train. Instead of a loving family, I was suddenly surrounded by the members of the order, who seemed interested in nothing else but preparing us for battle. Over the years, I grew accustomed to life here. The grueling training had steeled my body and mind and broken my resistance. By now, the Mother Superior only summoned me when I had once again left the grounds without permission to climb the plateau.

    “Haven’t you learned anything at all in the last few years, Jarmila?”

    At the sound of my name, I spun around in fright.

    “If you have to eavesdrop, at least don’t get caught doing it.”

    Sister Amalita stood before me. She had her arms crossed behind her back and was looking back and forth between me and the window with raised eyebrows. Inside, I felt even smaller than I already was, and I sheepishly slid away from the window. Silently, I stared at the floor in front of me and waited for the lecture. Once again, a flash of lightning lit up the sky and I flinched. Amalita didn’t even seem to notice. She wasn’t the strictest sister in the convent; on the contrary, I actually liked her very much. She always had an open ear for me and my worries, and even today she would sometimes brew me a soothing cup of tea in the middle of the night when I couldn’t sleep. But she was right. The order had been training me for nine years, and I was crouching beneath the window like a novice, oblivious to my surroundings.

    “The Mother Superior has asked not to be disturbed, and I think we should respect her wish, don’t you think? As long as she doesn’t say otherwise, it’s none of your business, and if anything changes, you’ll find out soon enough.”

    Surprised, I looked up again. I hadn’t expected that. It was hard to tell behind the veil, of course, but it looked as if she were smiling.

    “But what does Lord Iraisan want here at the convent?” I asked curiously. Amalita shrugged, then took my hand and pulled me away from the window.

    “Instead of eavesdropping on other people’s private conversations, you’d better get back to your duties. Besides, it’s not wise to be running around outside during a thunderstorm.”

    She cast a meaningful glance at the basket I was still holding, and I sighed. I let her lead me back to the courtyard, from where she disappeared toward the fountain. I cast a longing glance back, but eventually I entered the convent. It was unusual that I’d gotten off so lightly. If another member of the order had caught me, I would have had to scrub the floors for at least a week, and I could really do without that.

    “Hello?” I called out as I entered the kitchen. Just a moment later, Sister Bernadette peeked out from behind a shelf. Most of the time she was completely alone in the kitchen, yet she never took off her robe or veil. But even without the green B on her arm, she was easily recognizable by her plump figure.

    “There you are at last. I was starting to think the soulless ones had taken you. You should have been back hours ago. You missed lunch, but I saved you some leftovers. Did you get everything?”

    I set the basket on the table. Sister Bernadette glanced inside and let out an unhappy sound, then she shook her head slightly and pushed a wooden bowl of porridge and a cup of tea toward me. I wrinkled my nose, but luckily Sister Bernadette couldn’t see that through the veil. For nine years, we’d had this millet porridge every day, thickened with a bit of white moth milk. The tea was even worse. Sister Bernadette made it from a mixture of amarilis, snowheal, and sea treubel. It tasted bitter and left an aftertaste of iron, but according to the cook, it was a miracle cure. As a child, I had tried pouring the tea onto the plants, and once I even tried to palm it off on Koah in exchange for kitchen duty. Unfortunately, Sister Bernadette quickly caught on and sentenced me to several months of double shifts, since I obviously loved working in the kitchen so much. Still, I wasn’t spared the tea. I knew I should count myself lucky that our well still had water at all. The further inland you went, the worse the water shortage became. This year, it hadn’t rained at all in large parts of the country. Here, so close to the border, a few clouds did manage to stray in, though not nearly enough to irrigate the crops and feed the livestock.

    I took the bowl and the cup and retreated to the small chamber next to the kitchen, where I finally removed the veil. It was the highest law of the Order that every member, whether full-fledged or still a novice, had to wear the veil as long as he or she wasn’t eating, training, or sleeping.

    As I hastily wolfed down my porridge, my thoughts returned to the High Mother’s visit. What did Lord Iraisan want here? It was more than unusual for him to be on this side of the wall, especially without his bodyguards. The Tamalirers were not fond of the royal family. Of course not! If they found out who he was, someone might easily get the wrong idea. Me, for example. Instinctively, I reached for the small dagger that was always tucked into my right boot. It was an heirloom from my father, who had found it in the river one day. He had always claimed that the dagger held the soul of a powerful being that would protect me from danger. Now I would gladly make use of it. Killing Lord Iraisan wouldn’t end this war, but it would certainly make many people happier. After all, things could hardly get any worse. Still, the desire to find out what they had been talking about was stronger than the desire to kill him. He had offered Mother Superior something, but why had he come here of all places? There were few who knew what the Order really was, and the royal family of Satyr was not supposed to be among them.

    I finished my meager meal, stole another apple from Sister Bernadette’s basket, and ran into the catacombs. The vaulted cellar was larger than the convent standing above it. Underground, it branched out into a labyrinth that stretched almost all the way to the city. When I was twelve, they brought me down here together with Koah. We weren’t allowed to take anything with us, not even clothes, and had to find our way back out on our own. It was brutal and had pushed us to our limits, but ever since then, I’d seen in Koah the sister I’d never had.

    Now, however, I stayed in the front section of the cellar and followed a long, wide corridor. Several training rooms branched off to the left and right. I entered one of them and closed the door behind me. The room was sparsely furnished. Against the right wall stood a bench and two training dummies made of wood and straw. Across from them, several weapons hung on the wall. I picked up one of the short swords, balanced it on my index finger, and jabbed it into the air a few times to test it. My own sword was still up in my chamber, but this one resembled it. It was a bit heavier, but about the same length. The other novices liked to refer to my sword as a knitting needle, saying I should use it to knit a tunic instead of fighting. They had a good laugh. Every single one of them towered over me by at least half a head. For me, my sword was perfect.

    I took off my robe and hung it on the door along with my veil. Without the heavy garment, I felt much freer. Relieved, I hopped up and down a few times and shook out my arms. Then I assumed the starting position. With my arm outstretched, I turned my foot backward and traced a semicircle. I swung the sword from top to bottom and back again. My movements were slow but fluid and controlled. I focused on my breathing, closed my eyes for a moment, and felt my muscles alternately tense and relax. Seamlessly, I transitioned from the first to the second and then to the fifth kata. Afterward, I pulled the training dummy to the center of the room and unleashed a rapid succession of strikes upon it. Soon my brown hair was sticking to the back of my neck and my breathing grew heavier. Finally, I thrust the sword into the dummy and sat down on the bench. I leaned my head against the wall and closed my eyes again.

    Suddenly, the door flew open and a veiled figure stormed into the room. Startled, I flinched and raised my arms protectively in front of my face, but it was just one of the novices. At second glance, I recognized Caedda. I rolled my eyes. She was barely a year older than me and significantly taller, but also a lot more conceited. Ever since we’d met, she’d felt threatened by me. Her jealousy led her to tattle on me to Mother Superior at every opportunity and generally make my life as difficult as possible. The fact that she’d shown up here wasn’t a good sign.

    “The Mother Superior would like to speak with you. It sounded pretty urgent.”

    I couldn’t see her smirk under the veil, but I couldn’t miss it.

    “What have you gotten up to this time, Jarmila? Have you skipped class again to sneak out?”

    “Unlike you, I’m interested in the world out there and enjoy getting to know it. She probably just wants to talk to me to tell me that I’ll be taking my exam soon.”

    I tried to sound confident, but in reality, my stomach was in knots. I rubbed my index finger against my thumb. Had Sister Amalita betrayed me to Mother Superior after all?

    “I just know my place! Out there, your kata won’t help you much either. If you ever get into a real fight, you can only hope your opponent overlooks you.”

    I ignored her comment and instead thanked her curtly for the message. Visibly disappointed that I didn’t respond to her teasing, Caedda left the room with a soft “Tss” and slammed the door behind her. I grabbed my robe and carefully fastened the veil, then made my way upstairs. I hesitated for a moment in front of Mother Superior’s door. The uneasy feeling in my stomach grew stronger, and my knees trembled slightly. I knocked timidly and waited for Mother Superior to say “Come in,” then stepped into the dark room.

    “Hello, Jarmila. Thank you for coming so quickly. Please have a seat; I have something important to discuss with you.”

  OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE SILV ER GUARD





