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The Last War:
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CHARACTERS

Adoni – from Legitamia, now works in Khandarken with Loyal Hawker

Aird – acting Chief Constable of Khandarken

Amrilowala – head of Shafonneur tribe of Jiran

Anatoliy – assistant to Chief Constable Cownden Lanser

Barklam – Pollack Penrhy’s scribe

Boz –  Shandro Penrhy’s counsellor and advisor

Bramadat – Constable in Khandarken, working undercover with the Monarch, arrested while smuggling women through the border

Chinata /China – Princess, Aqatain’s illegitimate daughter, lives in the Sanctuary

Elkon – General in Emperor Carlton’s army

Emperor Carlton –  Aqatain’s son, emperor after his father’s death

Grant, Ms – shopkeeper in Gillebrand, northern village in Khandarken

Haggskyll / Hagg –guard and trainer for Shandro Penrhy

Hawker, Loyal – cousin to Abe and Beth Farmer, works undercover for his uncle, Governor Frank Maude

Hawker, Ms – Loyal’s mother, sister to Governor Maude of the Southern Territory

Hirst – bodyguard for Farish Penrhy

Kiggundu  – troop leader for Shandro Penrhy

Lanser, Cownden –  Aqatain’s illegitimate son, Chief Constable of Khandarken, running in election for Leader

Lanser, Judson– Advisor to Emperor Carlton, uncle to Cownden Lanser

Lena – Sister Two in Sanctuary

Maa – woman who established and runs the Sanctuary in north-east Khandarken

Major Paynter – in the military of Emperor Carlton

Maude, Frank—Governor of Southern Territory in Khandarken

Maxey – Chinata’s friend at Sanctuary

Mobs – Chinata’s maid

Moiselles – northern Jiran tribe that Farish Penrhy has married into

Monarch –strongman in the northern borderlands of Khandarken, son of Governor Frank Maude in his former life

Morrison – houseman at the Penrhy family compound

Nesha – Chinata’s maid, older, plump woman

Ollie – Chinata’s driver

Penrhy, Farish – second son of Pollack, engaged to a 13 year old Moiselle girl in Shaheen

Penrhy, Pollack – Sovereign of Penrhy tribe of Jiran

Penrhy, Rasheda – wife of Pollack Penrhy, mother of Shandro and Farish

Penrhy, Shandro – Prince, eldest son of the Sovereign Pollack Penrhy

Regiment, Dante– Major in Khandarken military, son of General Paulo Regiment

Regiment, Paulo –General of Khandarken military 

Shafoneurs – tribe to the south of the Penrhys in Jiran

Shaheen – village where Moiselles gather

Simon- valet to Sovereign Pollack Penrhy

Tippy – Rasheda Penrhy’s maid

Waite – works undercover for Major Dante Regiment

Wakeland – Shandro’s secretary
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You nicked me, you bastard.” The Prince of Penrhy leaped forward in sudden anger and pinned his opponent to the bare barn wall. Haggskyll just grinned and, with a twist of the wrist, unceremoniously dumped him on his back in the middle of the rubber-plastic mat.

The sun was still low in the morning sky, strings of clouds filtered in pale strands before a light winter wind just outside the city of Weinberg in the Jiran territory. The fighting arts building near the tribal military barracks was huge and open, with mats spread in uneven patterns across the unfinished brick floor. It was designed to accommodate four or five encounters, although at the moment they were the only ones there. Shandro Penrhy liked to fit his training sessions in early, before the duties of the day claimed his time.

He dropped his sword and flexed his fingers in the protective gloves, gulping for breath as the anger drained away, the tension easing its grip on his gut. The politics of the Penrhy tribe sometimes got under his skin in unexpected ways. The struggle to keep their people in a balanced position with the other tribes, the Shafoneurs to the south, Moiselles north of them, and a few bands that wandered in the vast lands to the west, was only equal to the effort needed to remain on good terms with his erratic father, Sovereign of the Penrhys.

He rolled to his feet and ripped the padding off his bare chest. His skin gleamed with sweat, the star tattoo on his right shoulder barely visible in the pale early morning light drifting in from the high windows. He glanced down at his side. Blood oozed sluggishly from a shallow wound over his ribs.

Brushing it off with a flick of the fingers, Shandro glared at his teacher and guard. “That’s the second time you’ve done that,” he said with a grimace, his voice echoing off the walls.

Haggskyll was a massive man trained in the fighting arts. He’d been Shandro’s bodyguard since his days as a boy at military college in Sommerset, in what was now Adar Silva. He often managed to inflict a small injury before they finished a training bout, especially with one-on-one combat, although the prince usually returned the favour.

Shrugging his thick shoulders, Haggskyll bent to pick up Shandro’s sword and handed it to him. “You got me too, and you were getting lax. Best to keep your guard up.”

Shandro heard a scuffle and glanced over to the entry. “Who is it?” he called.

Wakeland stuck his head around the door frame, a guard hovering nervously at his back. “Your father wants you in his offices. He said to be quick.” Shorter than Shandro, lean and wiry, Wakeland came through the doorway and stepped onto the mats. This man worked as secretary for the prince on all things to do with the Penrhy tribe and Jiran’s relations with neighbouring countries.

He grabbed the back straps of Shandro’s protective gear. Prying them free, he handed the padding off to Haggskyll. “The Sovereign’s had a delegation in with him since very early. No one knows who they are. They arrived with a great deal of pomp, I might add. Seemed to be important, if only in their own minds. And their clothing was old fashioned, like from Adar Silva years ago.”

Shandro felt a shiver of apprehension curl down his spine at the mention of the time when Emperor Aqatain was still in power and the Old Empire controlled the land. Stooping, he pulled the shield from his shins and stepped out of the boots. “You mean, like the Old Emperor’s men used to wear?”

He watched Wakeland’s face. They’d all been there—Shandro, Wakeland and Haggskyll—in those early days of college before the Last War changed everything. He’d learned much more than his father would ever have imagined.

The headquarters for the Empire had been long established by Aqatain’s father and his father before him, in the city of Sommerset, built around the palace. Aqatain’s personality had controlled the place, the attitudes and the culture. The college itself was first class, tutors dedicated and extremely knowledgeable. But the boys were enrolled in rough field games, and even rougher personal combat contests, that had toughened them physically as well as mentally. Shandro had worked hard and fought even harder. It shaped him into a different young man than the boy who’d left his home with the Penrhy tribe to get an education.

His father, Sovereign Pollack Penrhy of Jiran, always seemed surprised when Shandro had the temerity to oppose him, was taken aback when he dug in his heels and refused to cooperate with Father’s endless schemes and plans. But Shandro had learned to be rock-solid from the best in Sommerset.

So, what would this new conspiracy consist of? He’d soon find out. It was galling to have to enter one more tug-of-war with his father. He was a man of principles held firm and Pollack was a man of manipulation. It wasn’t always a comfortable fit for either father or son.

In the sparse change room, he showered, applied a small patch to the cut over his ribs and donned a formal suit made of the finest wool Jiran could produce, his shirt of soft linen. He took after his father in at least this one habit of dressing well.

Haggskyll had the transport running, Wakeland waiting in the rear seat when he emerged from the military barracks. The road to the new part of Weinberg and the modern office compounds led through streets of neglected shacks and collapsed sheds. Many of the small homes had been built on stilts at the river’s edge and others were on floats, anchored precariously to the river bank by woven ropes, or pieces of chain picked up from the flotsam abandoned after the end of the Last War.

The newer part of town was built back from the river on the edge of Weinberg. This was the capital city of the Penrhy lands and Pollack’s offices were located here. This is where the tribal meetings for all Jiran took place, and most diplomatic efforts were carried out from this core. Although there were more than five or six tribes in the Jiran territories, the Penrhys had the largest population and dominated the central and southern lands.

The office building was a tower of chrome and plexi, its entrance tightly controlled, the epitome of advanced technology in a country renowned for its relaxed and slightly backward ways of tribal peoples roaming the land with their cattle. Father’s offices occupied the entire top floor of the structure.

Shandro led his men through security at the entrance and took the hover-platform to the seventh floor. Several men lounged on the cushioned benches that lined the walls in the formal, heavily decorated entry. Their jackets told of old Adar Silva styling with belted waists and stiff stand-up collars, as Wakeland had reported. They acted more like guards than emissaries.

Pollack received many visits from other tribes and territories. Those delegations usually consisted of a politician or two, a tribal leader and a few businessmen and their assistants. But this had a different feel.

When Shandro came through the doorway, one of the men got purposefully to his feet and assumed an aggressive stance, staring him down. Shandro turned away with impatience and moved across the room toward the inner office door but the visitor stepped into his path.

“Who have you come to see?” the man growled, just as Haggskyll loomed into view in the doorway behind them.

“Are you the new security for my father’s office?” Shandro asked mildly. “Because I’ve never seen you before. Why don’t you sit down and act like the guest you are, before you find you’re no longer welcome.”

The fellow subsided grudgingly onto the cushions as Haggskyll, a menacing look on his face, took up position against one wall. Wakeland sat and made himself comfortable. Shandro knew he’d be there when needed.

Giving a perfunctory knock on Father’s entrance, he opened the door without waiting for a reply and stepped inside. The office was spacious, the walls decorated in warm tones, Penrhy artwork in riotous colours displayed everywhere. Panes of plexi down the entire front panel allowed light to filter softly into the room from outside.

Father sat, not at his chrome desk, but on the sheepskin lounging cushions around a low table, where a carafe of lemon water was placed for the convenience of his guests along with small bowls to serve them. As usual, his dark hair was sleeked smoothly back from his angular face and the tiger tattoo on the side of his neck, signifying his position as Sovereign of Penrhy, peeked above the collar of his linen shirt. He looked lean and cosmopolitan, if slightly over-dressed, in his finely tailored suit. But that was his way. He out-dressed almost anyone who entered the establishment, then spent his time so cordially disarming his visitors that they never realized they’d been manipulated.

Because no one manipulated better than Pollack Penrhy. Tribal leader since his own uncle’s death some years ago, Pollack had led by devious design. Even toward the end of the Last War, when every man standing was in the fight on one side or the other, Pollack had worked by influence. He’d done a rather amazing job of keeping Jiran on the fringes of the fighting rather than consumed by the battles, as had happened in the land along the Catastrophic Ocean. Shandro couldn’t fault him for that. He just wished it had been done on principle rather than expediency.

Shandro had been in the trenches as young as sixteen, untried but tough enough after his time in Sommerset with Emperor Aqatain’s trainers. He was only there because he’d disobeyed his father and signed up with the troops on his own. He’d been shoulder to shoulder with older, more seasoned warriors who soon received their instructions from the top. Shandro was Pollack’s heir, and though there was a younger brother, he still wanted him returned alive.

Back then the Helmcken Trail had been the main way through the mountains from Penrhy land to Aqatain’s stronghold, in territory that was now controlled by Khandarken. And what a mess that had been. He remembered...
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Shandro.” He was jolted back to the present as Father rose from his seat and waved him forward. “Good to see you, son. I’d like to present Judson Lanser. Judson, this is my eldest son, Prince Shandro Penrhy.”

He was well aware Father used this style of introduction to remind his visitor he was dealing with Prince Shandro’s father, the Sovereign. Just another mild guidance of the conversation that Pollack excelled at.

Judson was a tall stiff-looking older man, his long grey hair greased back from a lean strong-boned face, wearing clothes of similar style to those of his guards, well-tailored but dated in design. The message definitely seemed Empire. His skin was tanned dark from months of exposure to the elements. He stood to shake Shandro’s hand, barely cracking a smile. His expression appeared hard, but his hand was singularly soft.

Shandro nodded an acknowledgement and took a seat. Lanser, the name was familiar—the Chief Constable in Khandarken was Cownden Lanser. Shandro was positive he’d met this man before when a boy in Sommerset and had certainly heard about him since. He’d risen to a position of power beside Emperor Aqatain during the endless conflict.

“Mr Lanser is one of the Advisors to Emperor Carlton,” Father announced.

A shudder went through his body. Carlton, self-proclaimed Emperor since Aqatain’s death, was conducting forays into territory all around his tiny beleaguered holding in the south-west corner of Legitamia, and it appeared to be just a matter of time before they were all sucked into some kind of major military confrontation.

Lanser frowned. “I’m the only Advisor,” he corrected. “He also has Counsellors to aid and support him.”

“Of course.” Father nodded in acknowledgement and Shandro detected the familiar glint of amusement in his eyes. One day his habit of needling the high and mighty was going to get them all in trouble.

“And,” Pollack continued, “he has a favour to ask of us, son.”

Lanser’s frown deepened. “I didn’t pose it so much as a favour, Mr Penrhy. But I do have a proposition. I thought we had gone over this already.”

Shandro leaned forward, hiding a grin at Father’s sour expression at being called Mr Penrhy. “Tell me,” he said. “I haven’t heard it yet.” He smiled. Two could play this game and he and father had done it together often enough that they both understood their roles in the manipulation dance.

Judson cleared his throat. “Emperor Carlton sends his greetings to the Penrhy tribe and to your family.” He nodded graciously at each of them while delivering this news. “His proposal is as follows. My betrothed bride lives within the borders of Khandarken and I am unable to go in and fetch her out. As you must be aware, Emperor Carlton’s men are not welcome there. As Jiran is a neighbour of ours, but also on friendly terms with the country of Khandarken, you would be able to do that small task on my behalf.”

Shandro narrowed his eyes. Jiran wasn’t on such friendly terms with Khandarken as he implied. There was a lot of disruption by the military on both sides of the shared border, and Father had been less than eager to align himself with the people across the mountains, preferring to maintain neutrality amongst the league of nations that surrounded them—Adar Silva to the south, Khandarken to the east, Legitamia to the north and Sturridge beyond that.

And why would they be willing to conduct such an expedition for the imposter Emperor? Carlton acted as if he’d taken over the empire from his father, but in truth there was no empire. The Last War had demolished whatever holdings Aqatain might have had. Since his death in exile, there was even less for his son to claim.

Shandro was having trouble grasping the benefits of this scheme for the Penrhy tribe, but waited, knowing there was more to it. Father looked at him with the trace of a smile on his face, which signalled he must have found some advantage that wasn’t yet obvious from the conversation so far.

Lanser continued. “In return, Emperor Carlton wishes to sign a peace pact with your people. We don’t expect you to conduct this mission simply out of the goodness of your hearts, although you have a reputation for being generous to a fault.” He had his own sly expression now. “The peace pact promises that the Empire would not threaten your borders.”

Shandro sat back and waited, but the Advisor had obviously explained as much as he was willing to. The prince glanced down and flicked an imaginary piece of lint from the sleeve of his fine wool jacket as he waited for a quick flare of temper to cool. Then he looked back up and nailed Lanser with a hard stare. “Are you implying that the Emperor will invade our territory if we don’t perform this mission for you? That’s what it sounds like from where I sit and I must say, I’m liking this proposal less and less.”

Father hurried to lay a hand on his knee. “Now, son,” he began.

Lanser interrupted. “Nothing of the kind, Shandro. Perhaps you weren’t listening to what I said.” 

Now, why did this man feel free to use his first name in such a condescending manner when he’d just been introduced as Prince? The flare of irritation burned higher and hotter.

“No, you listen, Judson.”

Lanser started, apparently taken aback at his tone.

“You’re threatening us. We all know that Emperor Carlton,” and he used the term loosely, “has a small bit of land in one corner of Legitamia and a village across the Khandarken border that he recently seized. Now you come to tell us you’re planning to move on our lands unless we buy you off with a favour.”

Father’s eyes were not smiling any longer, and that told him he’d stepped over some imaginary line Pollack had drawn in his own mind. Meanwhile the Advisor had pulled himself up to his full height as he tried to stare Shandro down. When that didn’t work, he swung his head to flick a glance in Father’s direction. “Is your son always this inflammatory?”

Pollack managed a grin and Shandro noted the distinct lack of humour in the expression, even if Lanser didn’t. But Father was quick on his feet. “Not at all. He’s just saying what I’ve been thinking. It sounds like a threat. Is it? We might as well get this out on the table.”

“Of course not.” The older man’s mouth was tight under his wisp of a mustache. “I am asking a task that you can readily perform, and I’m offering peace in exchange. What could be better than a promise of peace?” He spread his thin brown hands and glared back and forth between father and son. “I’m surprised you’ve been so unreceptive.”

“Well, that’s as good as your word on a peace pact.” Pollack glanced a warning at Shandro, then gazed benignly at Judson Lanser. “What does this peace pact consist of?”

Lanser officiously produced a sheaf of onion skin from the inside pocket of his formal old-fashioned jacket. “It looks like this.” He carefully spread the sheets out on the low table before him. Father immediately called in his scribe and they began to go over the document in detail.

Shandro glanced at the thin papers but preferred to watch the expression on their visitor’s face. What was the catch here? Things were tense right now all along the borderlands, and the Emperor had taken more than a village in northern Khandarken. His own men told him the dispossessed who supported Carlton had spread out, camping in the shallow valley among the hills until they occupied most of the area between the village of Discovery and the Legitamian border. It wasn’t a lot of land, but it was a definite foothold on the wrong side of the line.

Why Khandarken hadn’t beaten them back was anyone’s guess, but he’d also heard through his own contacts that Major Dante Regiment, de facto leader of the Khandarken army, hesitated to bom the local people to evict Carlton. He’d taken the view that it didn’t make sense to kill his own population to evict the man who continued to have a remarkable amount of support amongst some of the populace.

But Carlton was steadily enlarging his holdings and that was a tough pill for anyone to swallow.

The last thing Shandro wanted was the Emperor casting his covetous gaze on Jirani soil. The Legitamia border where he currently held sway abutted north of Penrhy lands but there was a smaller tribe established there, the Moiselles, and his brother had recently been betrothed to the daughter of their leader. Farish lived in the north now and that would be the territory most at risk. Perhaps this was a good thing, a peace pact that might hold Carlton back from invading his brother’s land.
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Shandro entered the house with Wakeland at his heels, the Penrhy hounds milling anxiously about his feet. Haggskyll had driven him home, threading through the narrow streets of the older part of Weinberg and up into the hills overlooking the river. He’d veered off to the men’s barracks when they finally arrived, doubtless looking for a good meal and a young woman to see to his comfort. For a big brute of a fellow, Haggskyll seemed to have no trouble finding females who were willing to accommodate him.

Shandro envied him in some ways, but had no intentions of following in his guard’s careless footsteps in that regard. He held himself aloof from such activity, his purpose focussed on the role of future leader of the Penrhy tribe. He intended to be both trained and ready when the time came. He needed no weakness or indulgences that might test his resolve and steadfastness.

The family home was situated to the west of the city in the low hills. The building had clear views of the urban sprawl of low ramshackle structures leading down to the riverbanks in the distance, and vast tracts of pasture in the other direction. The house had the look of a compound, the five sides built in an expansive plan, all facing inward. The interior windows and doors opened on a spacious courtyard in the centre made up of gardens, walkways and pools. Trees shaded most of the rambling inner space and birds abounded.

He left Wakeland in his office with a copy of the peace pact from Judson Lanser, instructing him to read it thoroughly. How could they be sure Carlton’s signature and seal on the documents were real? It had come by holograph from the spot in Legitamia where the navigation locators told them Carlton was camped. They would just have to trust the Advisor that it was genuine. The fact Judson had been present at the application of the holograph bound him to the agreement, as well.

Carrying on down the hall, he turned the corner into his parents’ wing of the extensive building. He knocked softly at his mother’s door.

“Come in.” Her voice was weak, somewhat shaky. He didn’t know what her ailment was, but she’d suffered for years, since just before the end of the Last War when his uncle had died. As Father seized the reins of tribal sovereignty into his own hands, Mother seemed to fade away. She had taken to her bed and was seldom able to rise.

When he entered, he was pleased to see her sitting up on her pallet, a bed-jacket of pale blue lace and linen tied neatly at her throat. The door to the courtyard stood open and although it was winter, the day was mild and the room smelled of greenhouse blossoms from a vase on the table by the bed. Her Penrhy hound rose languidly on its long legs from a spot on the rug and paced slowly toward him, nails clicking on the bare floor. He ruffled the dog’s floppy ears and turned toward the bed.

“Mother.” He moved forward and leaned down to kiss her papery cheek. There was even a hint of colour in her face today. “You’re looking well.” He grinned. “What has you all excited?”

She laughed lightly and took his hand, urging him to sit on the side of the bed. She tugged the flowered cover aside to make room. “Shandie,” she said. “Thank you for the visit. I thought you’d be coming along soon.”

“I always do, when I’m at home,” he said.

“Tell me the news. Your father has been closeted with some emissary from Adar Silva.”

“Oh, you saw them, did you?”

“No, but Tippy heard of it.” Tippy was Mother’s maid and all information travelled quickly from her lips to Mother’s ear. It was how she remained conversant with all the comings and goings in the family compound. 

“Well, I can imagine why she’d think they were from Adar Silva, but they’re not. They have just maintained the old style of clothing from those years with Emperor Aqatain.”

She frowned, some of the glow leaving her face. “What do you mean, Shandie? She described the high collars and belted waist of their suits.”

“Yah, that’s true. That was the style of the old Emperor before he died, wasn’t it? But those men are from inside the Legitamian border, and they were sent by Carlton, the son. It looks like he’s kept the fashion as a symbol of the Empire.”

Her face flushed with pleasure. “I knew it! From the Emperor?” Her hands fluttered giddily. “What did they want? Is the Emperor coming to visit? I think I might be well enough...”

“No, Mother.” He studied the line of medicine bottles on the night shelf beside her bed. There were eight or ten different tinctures and remedies there, some of which had helped but none had restored her to health. “Carlton sent a messenger with a promise of a peace pact. We just have to conduct a favour for him and in return he won’t invade Jiran.”

“Invade Jiran?” He saw the glint of insight that was evident frequently in her steady gaze before she glanced down again. “Why would he do that?”

“He’s going wherever it’s possible to gain territory. I think it’s hard to have an empire if you don’t have land.” His tone was sardonic.

“He doesn’t border on our lands anyway, does he?” She sat back complacently against her pillows.

“No, not yet. But he’s pressing right up against the Moiselles where Farish is living. His wife’s tribe is vulnerable.”

She broke his gaze then, looking out through the open doorway. “It’s getting chilly, Shandie. Can you close the plexi for me?”

Just then Tippy entered with a tray of tea and biscuits, and Shandro closed the doors, leaving his mother to the tender ministrations of her maid.

~ * * * ~
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“Maa wants to see you.”

Chinata turned abruptly at the sharp tap on the classroom door, the drab grey Sanctuary robe swirling untidily about her legs. Her students jumped in their chairs and giggled nervously as Sister One stopped, ramrod straight, just inside the doorway, her stare hard and challenging. Sister One had forever been thus. As Maa’s first assistant, she had in all ways been demanding and aggressive toward the other women in the compound.

It was a clear winter day in northern Khandarken. The Sanctuary, built by Maa as a place of refuge toward the end of the Last War, was peaceful and well protected by the mercenary guards who’d been recruited from the hordes of dispossessed that ranged the surrounding hills. The high walls enclosed fields of vegetables, fruit and nut trees, farm yards and animal pens, everything needed to sustain the encampment and its inhabitants. The women who lived here were strictly ruled by Maa, but in exchange enjoyed a non-violent, protected life with an abundance of food and supplies.

But along with women came children. It had been Chinata’s idea to establish the school. The subjects she taught were languages and mathematical calculations. Women with more knowledge in different areas taught other subjects to the varied groups of youngsters who lived within the compound.

Maa had led them all here when it was no longer safe to remain in Sommerset to the south. That was where the Emperor had held court and where he’d been steadily losing ground against the growing and drawn-out rebellion. But she’d had her own resources. Maa’s honour guard, provided by Emperor Aqatain, accompanied them north, along with some other troops, the Sisters and a few handmaids. She was the one to choose the favourable south-facing valley to settle, part-way between Navoly in the central empire and Gilsigg farther north.

Maa had worked hard, they all had. And now the fruits of their labours were continuing to roll in. The Sanctuary was well known as a place where women could get the help they needed while fleeing from rough husbands and fathers, or violent circumstances. When they joined the Sanctuary, it became their permanent home and all their belongings were forfeit, forming a part of the Sanctuary’s resources.

Men who needed medical aid or other assistance were also welcomed and if they could pay for the help, they were encouraged to contribute generously.

Chinata often worked with the doctor in the men’s entry and knew well the wounds and injuries that were commonly treated there. But the school was from her heart. It had been created with great effort, under Maa’s constantly critical eye. China also did reading classes at night for the women residents who had never learned to decipher their letters. That venture was so successful, she’d then proposed teaching a class for the dispossessed who served as guards for the premises. Maa had quickly nipped that in the bud. The men who protected the establishment didn’t need to read to do their job.

China’s language class was nearly finished for the day, and she glanced at the small faces of the fourteen students who watched eagerly to see what she would do in answer to Sister One’s demands. They ranged in age from five to about fifteen, and it was a real challenge to maintain order but still keep them engaged in the lessons. “Listen, please,” she said, “tonight I want you to memorize ten more words of Jirani and we’ll try to have a conversation together tomorrow.”

There were giggles as she gathered her books together and stood by the entry to let them precede her from the classroom.
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CHAPTER four
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China obediently followed Sister One down the corridor from the school house. They crossed the beautiful gathering rooms of the Sanctuary, with their rose-tiled floors and airy views. This was where Maa held assemblies for the
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