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 Chapter 1






There was a
definite buzz in the air. He had to smile as it seemed that the
students’ excitement had spilled over on to their teachers as well.
It was the start of the new school term and it seemed especially
joyful to everyone in this sun cycle. Géra Ville just shook his
head as he made his way over to an empty table in the teachers’ tea
room.

He liked
teaching but it was not his life’s dream. Responsible for training
the youngest of the warrior students – he loved seeing the
potential in the young magicians as they grew in their abilities
and confidence as their nation’s protectors.

‘Hey,
Géra.’

He looked up at
his best friend’s smiling face and then pointed to the chair next
to his. Ta’an Asea was also a teacher, but he was born to it,
comfortable in his own skin and loving teaching history and
cultural studies to almost all the grades of students in the
school. The School of Magic and Knowledge not only had magician
students; so many more subjects were taught than just skills in
healing and fighting with magic. He watched as Ta’an smiled and
waved to several other teachers as he sat down.

‘You noticed
the excitement this sun? It is as if there is living energy in the
air.’

Géra smiled. ‘I
did.’

Although his
eyes were covered in the black lenses that all magicians wore to
protect others from the power within them, Ta’an could tell that
his friend did not share in the excitement surrounding them. Or on
any other day, for that matter. He hid it very well, and while most
people would deny that the warrior skills teacher was not a happy
man, he knew better. Sudden laughter drew his attention, and the
reason for Géra’s emotional state was at the centre of the mirth.
He sighed inwardly. If only he knew the true reason T’ara stopped
talking to his best friend.

While T’ara did
not avoid him, she did not go out of her way to keep in contact
either. They exchanged greetings when they ran into each other, but
other than that, he could not really say if T’ara was happy with
the way things were between her and Géra. And he didn’t like it one
bit.

They grew up
together. He loved her like a sister, but this tension between his
friends placed him in a very awkward position, and he knew she went
out of her way not to make him choose between the two of them.






T’ara Von felt
Ta’an’s gaze and knew he was confused about the situation. She
could feel his pain for the break-up between her and Géra, but for
the life of her, she couldn’t seem to get around her own feelings
of betrayal. She knew, her sense of perception never lied, that
Géra had loved her, and that had made his betrayal so much more
painful. How he could cheat on her, she never understood, and even
now, three suns later, it was still too hard to even think about
what had happened between them.

Taking a deep
breath, she turned back towards the group of teachers who had been
joking about her students taking part in the latest Strategy
contest. She loved her students, and their unusual tactics employed
during the game made for an interesting experience all round. She
just sometimes wished that she still had her childhood friends to
share it with. Even though her sense of perception was fairly
sensitive, it still hurt that Géra had learnt to hide his feelings
from her. There were two more women she knew who had this same
gift, and only one she knew that could have taught him that skill.
It didn’t matter that she understood Elizabeth’s loyalty towards
her cousin, the pain was still there.

With tremendous
effort, she turned her attention back to the group before her when
she realised they had called her name several times without her
responding. It was going to be a very long school cycle.






‘Good morning,
students.’

‘Good morning,
Lord Géra,’ the seven students of the new class reciprocated before
bowing and taking their seats.

Géra looked at
the young faces of the third grade magic students before him. That
day they were truly beginning their life as warrior magicians.
‘Today is your first practical lesson in the warrior discipline. We
will be going to the combat arena of the school, where we will be
met by another teacher, who will be your opponent today. I will be
watching and giving you instruction. Come on, then. Let’s go.’

They followed
him down the stairs from the second level. In the entrance hall,
they were met by five more students who would share the class with
them. Laughing and joking, they all followed him outside through
the large garden. At the entrance of the arena, Géra touched the
wall to lift the protective barrier that protected the arena. The
students stepped inside, suddenly not so sure about themselves any
more. The barrier fell back in place once Géra also entered the
large combat area.

Normally, the
building was off limits to students, so it was the first time they
had been allowed to come inside the impressive structure. The domed
roof was as high as that of the school, and the walls seemed to be
just as far away from each other as that of the school. As old as
the school, it was recently upgraded, if one hundred suns could be
called recent, to house the latest technology for training.

Twelve young
faces stared at the softly lit interior with absolute awe. They had
learnt from their books that the building was protected by the most
powerful computer in the five territories. The computer could match
skills with the best magician, and because it learnt from its
mistakes and weaknesses, it was also the most difficult adversary
to overcome. According to the rumours they had heard through the
school, only two magicians had ever been able to win a fight
against the computer, and one of them was their teacher. They
looked at him with new interest. It was only then that they saw the
woman.

She was dressed
in a long white dress that left her shoulders bare. Her long pale
blonde hair was hanging loose down her back, and she looked at the
students with a smile on her face. They were positively transfixed
as she stepped into a bright spot of light. She was extraordinarily
beautiful, and they could not keep their eyes away from her.

Géra frowned
slightly as he also watched her. She looked like T’ara but her eyes
were blue, and she was not as tall. Before he could walk closer to
find out who she was, he felt a light touch on his wrist and a
voice spoke into his mind.

Gorgeous,
isn’t she?

His heart
skipped a beat.

T’ara?

Don’t move. I
am standing inside an invisibility barrier, but if you move, your
shadow will give me away.

Is that
Ariana?

Yes.

But she looks like you, and . . . he
hesitated.

And?

Ilyni.

You always had
a good eye.

Why did you do
that? I assume that you were involved in the last software upgrade
of her human interface.

With you and
the guys always saying that we were the most beautiful girls in
school, I guess it eventually went to my head.

He smiled. She
was teasing him; he liked it.

Look at her.
She is flirting with your students, and they are mesmerised by
her.

I take it that
turning her into a seductress was your idea.

Well, why not?
I mean, she was very good before. Now, she is perfect.

He almost
groaned out loud. Just hearing her mind voice was testing his
self-control. He had really missed her. It was time for the true
reason she was speaking to him for the first time in almost three
sun cycles. He hoped that perhaps she had forgiven him.

Géra, can we
talk after the lesson? I know you have no further lessons
today.

I think we
should.

Thank you. Now
go and teach your lesson. I will appear when it is time.

She pulled her
hand away from him and walked three paces to her right to remain
out of his shadow as he walked forward to join the students. Ariana
was still chatting and flirting with them. He watched the students.
At fifteen sun cycles, they were full of hormones, and it was
blatantly obvious that their minds were no longer concerned with
the warrior skills lesson. Even the girls watched her in action. He
hoped he was better at that age, but he suspected that he had been
just as bad. He made a mental note to himself to ask T’ara about
that, but then again, it might be not such a good idea to admit
something to someone who could read his feelings like a book.

He stepped
around the students towards Ariana. She bowed to him as he came to
a halt next to her.

‘Class, let me
introduce you to Ariana. She is the combat computer that you have
learnt about in class.’

The students gaped at him. She introduced herself only as
Ariana but said nothing more. They laughed a little nervously,
obviously finding it hard to believe him. He ignored them and
repeated the facts they had learnt in class – her skills
and learning abilities, the history of her existence, the
complexity of her programming, and the power she was capable of.
They did not hear a word he was saying as they continued to stare
at her. The next moment, all twelve students lay on their backs,
utterly confused.

T’ara, no
longer invisible, stepped in front of them. She was dressed in a
black robe, with the hood over her head to hide her identity. There
were no shields on her left arm either.

The shields
worn on the left upper arm were there to tell others of the
achievements of the magician as well as membership of the order.
The Xa’anian Order had a yellow shield, shaped like a triangle with
rounded edges, with three black stars. Other orders had
different-coloured or different-shaped shields. The three stars
were the symbols of the oath all magicians of the Seven Nations of
Peace took at graduation: honour, knowledge, and truth.

As the students
slowly got to their feet, still stunned at what had happened, she
bowed to Géra and Ariana, who bowed in return. ‘Lord Géra, your
students did not listen well in your classes.’

She held up her
right hand with the index finger pointing to the roof.

‘What is the
first rule of combat?’ she asked the students. They were no longer
staring at Ariana – this woman in the black robe was scaring them
with her commanding voice.

Géra looked
annoyed at the silent students. ‘Come on. Answer the lady.’

‘Always be
aware of your surroundings so that you will never be surprised,’
the answer came from one of the female students.

‘Yes, so why
did I surprise you?’

They looked
confused at her hooded face.

‘I surprised
all of you just now by knocking you over with stun-balls while you
were staring at Ariana. I could have killed every one of you before
you even realised I was here.’

‘But, my lady,’
one began pointing to Ariana, ‘she is not real. How were we
supposed to know that you were here when we could not see you?’

She held up
Géra’s warrior shield. ‘I also surprised your teacher. But he can
be forgiven because he knew I was here, and since I am his friend,
he knew I would never hurt him.’

The students
laughed nervously as she handed Géra back his graduation shield. He
tried very hard to look stern, but he was amused at her antics. She
definitely had the students’ attention. She removed the black robe
to reveal a dress similar to the one Ariana was wearing. The
students looked from the one woman to the other, the resemblance
making them more confused. Then she stepped closer to them and
looked them directly in the eyes.

‘How do you
know I am real? How can you tell that Ariana is not? If Lord Géra
did not tell you, you would not have known she was the projected
image of the combat computer or of me, for that matter.’

She walked
around them again to stand at their backs. This time they were
careful to keep her in the eye as well. Géra spoke again.
‘Invisibility barriers give themselves away. You would have seen
Lady T’ara if you had been paying attention. Back to the lesson for
today. Form a row here, next to me.’

Ariana
disappeared and reappeared next to T’ara as the students came to
stand next to him, facing the women.

‘Now as the
lady demonstrated to us just now, you have to be aware of what is
going on around you all the time. Your opponent can strike at you
from any angle with any means within his or her capability. Such as
projection . . .’

T’ara projected
an image of a ferocious tiger running at them. They started to back
away and she withdrew the cat.

‘Or personal
distraction . . .’

This time,
Ariana started to unbutton her dress. To the boys’ disappointment
though, she stopped at the fourth button.

‘Or any other
means to make you think your opponent may be weak or tired. You
have to be careful, as there will be opponents that have abilities
that you do not have. Some can sense your feelings and use that
against you. Others will try to intimidate you with mind messages.
You have to be aware that these abilities can be well hidden from
you. Never, never underestimate your opponent.’

They nodded at
him, although not really understanding yet.

‘Now for your
first practice session. You have all learnt already to form a
barrier about your body. Barriers drain your power, so it will be
useful to learn to raise and lower the barrier as you need it to
conserve your power. The first exercise will be as follows: raise a
small barrier in front of your chest only.’

He demonstrated with a visible barrier in front of him. ‘My
ladies over there,’ he pointed to T’ara and Ariana, ‘are going to
strike at you with stun-balls and blue-strikes. You will have to
move your barrier up and down the front of your body to deflect the
strikes. Also strengthen and weaken it to conserve your power.’ He
nodded to T’ara to start. She sent three stun-balls at him
–
one close to his throat, the second at his
midriff, and the last at his knees. Ariana sent three blue-strikes
from his left shoulder to his right shoulder. He moved and
strengthened his barrier accordingly.

He looked at
the students after he deflected the strikes away from himself.
‘That is what we are going to practice today. The stun-balls and
blue-strikes will not hurt you, but you could get burnt if too many
have struck you. Please tell me when you are hurt so that we can
stop to help you. Everyone ready? Spread out across the room.’

He walked from
one student to the next to help them. They started with two strikes
a few seconds apart and gradually increased the rate to several
strikes in five-second intervals. Many seemed to get it right and
could fairly quickly divert the strikes from the woman warriors.
One or two were a bit slow in getting their barriers to move fast
enough to deflect the strikes, but with a little patient
instruction, they were soon catching up. At the end of the lesson,
they all could move their barriers fairly quickly to deflect a
number of random strikes sent straight at them. No one got
seriously hurt, and Géra was well satisfied with their progress. At
the end of the lesson, he clapped his hands to stop the lesson and
get everyone’s attention.

‘Students, you
did well for your first practice session. Remember, you may only
practice in class, so no striking at each other. Good afternoon to
you.’

He motioned to
the students to bow at their opponents. T’ara and Ariana bowed back
and smiled at the students as they walked out of the door that Géra
had opened for them. Géra walked towards the women. ‘T’ara, Ariana
is a credit to your abilities.’

Ariana smiled
slyly at him. ‘Although I think she has her eye on more than my
fighting skills,’ he added dryly.

T’ara laughed
at him as Ariana’s image disappeared and the room was shut down to
conserve its power. She picked up the robe she discarded and put it
back on again. They left the building, and Géra put the barrier
back into place at the entrance.






With the
distraction of the students suddenly out of the way, the air
between them became uneasy. They walked away from the combat arena
in the opposite direction from which they had come. The path wound
its way through another garden but eventually led them into the
forest that surrounded the village of Akan, where the school was
located. They walked in silence, and Géra wondered what T’ara had
on her mind. They walked past the smelly mosses and the yellow
stalks of the blue ferns. The path became narrower so Géra fell
back to let T’ara walk in front of him. Still deep in thought, she
kept on walking for another twenty minutes till she stopped.

Géra looked at
his surroundings. They were in the deep forest. He could hear a
waterfall and the singing of a blue feather up on the high branches
of the overhanging trees. The path they were standing on was joined
by another at an angle. The place started to look familiar. He saw
T’ara sit down on a patch of grass and green leaves. She looked up
at him and motioned for him to join her. He sat down next to her,
still wondering about the familiarity of the place.

‘Do you
remember this place?’ she asked.

‘It does feel
familiar.’

She pointed to
a big rock partially sticking out of the ground at the intersection
of the two paths. ‘We met here.’

Géra looked at
the rock and the memory came back to him. ‘Ta’an and I were out
searching for black mushrooms when we came across you sitting on
that rock, crying.’

‘I was only
seven, and we had just moved into the village because my parents
were told that I had magical abilities and that I should go to this
school when I was old enough. I went exploring and got lost. You
won’t believe how relieved I was when the two of you came
around.’

‘Actually, we
were not so happy to find a crying girl in our favourite part of
the forest, but we could not leave you here. We took you home, but
your mother was so upset that we did not stay long enough to find
out why.’

T’ara smiled as
she remembered her mother. ‘I am so much younger than Cole that my
parents were not really ready to cope with another child at their
age. She was just upset that I was away so long and then I showed
up, no injuries and with two strange boys, no less.’

She sat silent
for a few minutes staring at the ground in front of her. ‘Three sun
cycles later my parents died, and with Cole already the Peace
Ambassador and away from home so many times, you and Ta’an became
my family. And then your parents practically adopted Ta’an and me.
Who could have foreseen that that day would become such an
important one in all our lives?’

Géra listened
to her voice as she relayed the events of thirteen sun cycles ago.
They had known each other almost all their lives. How could they
not have a bond?

She touched his
hand where it rested on his lap. ‘The three of us were inseparable
after that, but I think we were complete when Ilyni came into our
lives.’

He winced at
the mention of Ilyni’s name. She had been the only non-magical
member of their group, but that did not matter. She and T’ara were
so much alike in appearance that many thought they were sisters.
Both had the palest blonde hair that they wore long, and they were
both incredibly beautiful.

He looked at
the woman at his side. Even when their paths had been separated, he
had noticed how maturing into adulthood only made her more
beautiful. Gone was the girlish softness in her face and body to be
replaced by the curves of a woman and the lithe body of an active
warrior.

There were
differences between the friends as well. Aside from their eyes and
their difference in height, T’ara was confident and outgoing and
very good with numbers. Ilyni, on the other hand, appeared fragile
and she had been very shy. She hated maths but she had a talent for
languages. The one thing they had in common that few people were
aware of was their sense of perception. In both women, it was
highly developed.

It was
disconcerting to eventually realise that they both could sense that
he had fallen in love with T’ara almost before he did. He did not
mind that they knew, but sometimes it made him feel exposed.

He did not
respond to her statement, but he knew what she wanted to talk about
– the day she found him and Ilyni and believed that he had betrayed
her. He sighed. It was probably the right time anyway. He waited
for her to ask.

She did not
wait long. ‘Tell me about Ilyni.’

He looked down
at her hand still lying on his own. He turned his hand over and
took hers. ‘Do you want to read my memories?’

She shook her
head. ‘No, I want you to tell me. If I read your memories, your
feelings would overwhelm me since I cannot control it. I know that
you will not lie to me.’

Her trust in
him made him feel even more guilty. ‘Where do you want me to
start?’

‘Let me ask the
questions that have been bothering me the most, and then you can
answer.’

He nodded.
‘Very well. Ask anything you want.’

She came
straight to the point. ‘Why did she come to your room?’

‘She was raped
that night and she came to me for help.’

T’ara stared at
him. Shocked at the reason and shaken by the pain and frustration
she sensed that he still felt, guilt washed over her. Ilyni had
needed her, and she had turned her back on her. How could she not
have known? Or sensed it? ‘By whom?’

‘She did not
say, but she made me give my word not to tell anyone.’

‘Why? It would
not be good to have other girls exposed to such a man.’

‘I found out
why just before you and Ta’an came into my room and found the two
of us lying on my bed.’

T’ara remained
silent and softly squeezed his hand in encouragement.

‘She was
pregnant,’ he replied to the unspoken question.

‘Was it
his?’

‘Thankfully,
no. She asked me to check if I could sense something like that. I
put my hand under her dress on her stomach, and I saw that she was
already about ten days pregnant. She could not yet sense the baby
because it had no presence yet, but I could see the life inside of
her. Then you guys stormed in.’

‘And thought
the worst of both of you.’

He watched as
the tears started to roll down her face.

‘I am sorry
that I did not want to listen to you then.’

‘Why didn’t
you?’ he asked softly.

She looked at
him through her tears. ‘Géra, I have loved you almost from the day
I met you. You were my protector and my saviour and there you were
in bed with my best friend. I felt so stupid and naive and jealous.
I thought you had betrayed me, betrayed our dream of being
together. I could sense the presence of the baby from you,’ her
voice trembled, ‘and I thought it was yours.’

He pulled her
towards him and held her tightly. ‘I am sorry too. I did not think
straight that night, and all I wanted to do was to protect my
friend, and with my unthinking action, I lost my love. I should
have come after you, if only to stop you from leaving.’

She pulled back
a little so she could look into his face. ‘I lost three friends
that night. You have no idea how much I have missed your
friendship. I miss Ta’an too. And Ilyni.’

He felt hurt
when she only mentioned his friendship. But it was a start. At
least they were talking again.

She touched his
face softly. ‘Did she say who the father of the baby was?’

He hesitated.
He gave his word not to tell and now he also said he would not lie.
He sighed heavily. ‘I know who it is, but I vowed to Ilyni that I
would not say it to protect her and the baby’s future.’

T’ara nodded,
wiping the tears with the back of her hands. ‘Then don’t tell
me.’

He leant
forward and kissed her softly on the lips. The surprise on her face
was replaced by a small smile. ‘Thank you for telling me. I have
another question.’

He looked into
the black eyes so close to his own. ‘Anything.’

‘Why did you
wait three sun cycles to ask me to help you with your students’
lesson?’

He looked
sheepish. ‘Lord Aidan was not available, so he suggested I ask
you.’

She smiled at
his embarrassment. ‘You are such a coward, my lord warrior.’

‘I have a
question for you.’

‘Anything,’ she
echoed his reply.

‘Why did you
wait three sun cycles to talk to me again?’

She stopped
smiling as she looked directly into his hidden eyes. ‘I grew up,
Géra. What I eventually had to learn was that I had to be happy and
at peace with myself before I could offer my love to someone. When
you love with the absolute conviction of a child, it is hard to
distinguish between real love and infatuation. I should have
trusted in your love for me, in our love for each other, but
instead, I reacted like a child instead of giving you the
opportunity to explain.’

She sighed
softly. Not even Ta’an could get her to listen as she ran out. He
called after her and tried to talk to her later, but stubbornly she
refused, believing only what she wanted. She felt betrayed, when in
truth she was the one that betrayed them. All of them.

‘And now?’

She shrugged.
‘I am still not sure. All I know is that I need my friends, and I
think Ilyni needs all of us.’ She looked at him. ‘Will you forgive
me for the pain I caused you?’

He cupped her
cheek in his hand and softly ran his thumb over her lower lip. ‘I
can only ask for the same for not trying to talk to you, for not
even trying to explain.’

T’ara nodded.
‘Can we be friends again? Forgive the past and move on?’

This time he
smiled. ‘We have always been friends. And in my heart, we will
always be friends.’

Impulsively,
she kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you.’

He stood up and
helped her up. Still holding her hand, they started back on the
other path. ‘You should go and talk to Ilyni. Her memory is
seriously affected, but she remembers us and I think she will be
happy to talk to you again.’






Feeling like he
found something precious that he had lost, Géra kept their renewed
friendship to himself for almost a moon cycle. It was not that he
did not trust Ta’an, but he needed to have T’ara to himself – to
convince himself that she had truly forgiven him. And perhaps even
herself. He spent almost every evening with her after the evening
meal. Although there had been one or two other women since their
break-up, he never could feel anything more than friendship towards
them and the relationships did not last very long.

T’ara allowed
herself to feel forgiven. Although she had also kept Ta’an at a
distance, she felt that the relationship between herself and Géra
needed to be mended first before she could face her other friends
again. They had been very close before the break-up, and she had
missed the sharing and the closeness. They were her family, and
Géra had filled her need to love someone and be loved in return.
They were more mature now, and she sensed that he too longed for
the special relationship they had before.

He watched her
contemplate her next move on the Strategy board, her face calm and
focused. He still loved her, he realised. Although the sudden
thought stunned him, he was by no means surprised by it. He had
always been aware that they had connected on a level so deep that
he sometimes felt lost after the break-up, as if he had lost a part
of himself that he needed to be complete again.

The physical
attraction sizzled between them in the arena, and the force of it
definitely surprised him, but there was more to it than that. He
needed to have her close to him, as if her presence guaranteed his
existence. No, he thought, he had existed, but he had not lived.
Not since that day. He had missed her sparkling and outgoing
personality. He even missed her flirting with him.

Once she
realised that he had fallen in love with her, she had flirted with
him mercilessly, until the one day when he had kissed her. He
smiled to himself as he remembered her reaction. She would flirt
with him every time that Ta’an and Ilyni would leave them alone to
attend class or go to the library; she would never give up,
shamelessly batting her eyelids or licking her lips until that
afternoon. Ta’an and Ilyni had a practice session in translations,
so he took his chance.

They had been
in the garden, supposedly studying for an exam the next day, when
again she tested her feminine wiles on him. He grinned as he
remembered the surprise on her face when he took her books and put
them down on the grass. Without saying anything, he wrapped her in
his arms and kissed her. For a moment, he had thought she would
push him away, but instead, she grabbed his shirt and held on. He
could still feel her soft and sweet lips and her own surprise at
her response. He had totally surprised her, so she had no time to
hide her feelings from him. She had been so pleased with him that
he could not think straight. He became almost instantly aroused,
his blood pounding hard through his veins.

She had gotten
what she wanted, so the flirting stopped, until she wanted him to
kiss her again. He had only gotten a taste of what he knew was the
promise of the most exquisite pleasure waiting for both of them but
decided to wait. Patiently. They had been very young, and he could
sense that an even younger T’ara had not been ready for an intimate
relationship despite her teasing.

‘Why are you
smiling?’

He looked at
her as her voice brought him back from his memories.

‘I am going to
lose this game again, aren’t I?’

She looked down
at the board and then back up at him. ‘Yes, you are. But you were
not thinking of the game.’

He became
serious and took her hand in his. ‘No, I was thinking of you. How
much I missed you and how happy I am to be with you again.’ He was
not sure if he should have told her that, but she was too
perceptive not to know anyway. He didn’t like lying and starting
now just as they were healing their relationship would not be a
good idea.

She smiled
gently. ‘Thank you for forgiving me. I must have caused you a lot
of pain, and I will always regret that.’ The smile died away as he
saw sadness sneak into her dark eyes.

‘I only regret
that it took us such a long time to talk about this.’

He stroked her
hand with his thumb. ‘I cannot vow never to hurt you again, but I
will vow not to do it on purpose, all right?’

‘And I will do
the same. But let’s agree that if it does happen that we will not
wait three sun cycles to talk about it.’

He smiled and
took her hand in his to shake it. ‘That is definitely a deal.’

She removed her
hand from his and turned the board on the table between them
around. ‘Now let’s see if we can rescue this game of yours.’

He laughed,
full of hope that all was going to be well again.






Ta’an was
surprised when he saw them walking towards him during the midday
break. He had been in the teachers’ library doing some research
when he saw them entering together. They were not talking as they
approached him, but he could see that they were friends again. It
was such a relief to see them relaxed and smiling spontaneously
when together in the same room. He got up from his chair and gave
T’ara a hug, which she returned with interest.

‘I am so happy
to see the two of you talking again,’ he whispered so that the head
librarian would not get upset and give him his famous glare.

She smiled and
hugged him again. ‘I missed you, too,’ she whispered back.

The days and
moon cycles that followed saw the three of them regaining the
friendship and trust they once had. Also more mature now, they
valued what they had and worked hard to support each other. Their
work as teachers was difficult and demanding, and many hours were
spent in research on their respective subjects. T’ara was often
delayed in practising games of Strategy, especially with another
contest coming up.

Ta’an knew that
she needed their support. There were few people that really tested
her skills, so she played against several opponents at the same
time to increase her focus. Both Géra and he played, but they could
not always spend the time to test her, so they spent their time
talking to her and researching other games with unusual strategies
that she could use.

A few days
before the tournament was to start on Abea, the friends kidnapped
her from a game.

‘You are coming
with us,’ they insisted.

‘But I have to
practice,’ she protested.

They each
grabbed one of her arms and marched her out of the lecture room the
contestants were using to practice. She glared at them and
threatened to use magic on them if they did not release her. They
just laughed at her attempts to threaten them. A last attempt to
pull herself from their grasp only saw her being picked up and
thrown over Géra’s right shoulder.

‘Put me
down!’

After carrying
her a few paces, he stopped and carefully put her down on her feet.
He then gently cupped her face between his hands. ‘T’ara, honey, we
don’t want to hurt you, but you need to rest a while. You have been
going all out for almost a moon cycle and you need to take a
break.’

She blushed
under his quiet reprimand.

‘Ta’an and I
only wanted to take you on a picnic with us in the large garden
behind the arena. Then you can go back to practising, if you want
to. Will you come now?’

‘Oh, very well,
then. I can see that this time you are not going to stop pestering
me,’ she agreed.

They walked to
the agreed spot and were met by Sara and the man she was promised
to, Tonni. They got up as the friends approached and bowed in
greeting. T’ara smiled when she saw her aide and the love of her
life. She introduced everyone. Tonni, the aide of the Grandmaster,
invited them all to sit down on the blankets they had brought with
them.

Géra looked at
the smile on T’ara’s face as she talked to Sara and Tonni. Not only
did she like her aide, she approved of the man she was promised to.
They chatted like friends, not like employer and employee. Aides
were not servants – they were employed to ensure that their
employers’ needs and daily requirements were taken care of, like
arranging with servants to do the laundry and clean the house or
apartments they lived in. Since he and Ta’an lived in the teachers’
quarters in the school, these services were provided by the school
administration and they had no need of a personal aide.

The food was
good and they chatted and laughed a great deal during the meal.
Excusing themselves as soon as everyone finished eating, Sara and
Tonni left hand in hand. Ta’an stretched himself out on his back
and yawned. ‘That was nice, but now I feel sleepy. It is
terrible.’

T’ara lay down
as Géra also stretched himself out next to Ta’an.

‘Since you
distracted me, or rather abducted me, away from my games, you will
now have to provide the entertainment for the afternoon,’ T’ara
demanded saucily.

Ta’an did not
reply, apparently fast asleep. Géra grinned. ‘Sorry, my lady, but
the entertainment is too tired to help out.’

He took her
hand in his. ‘Relax, T’ara. Everything will go well.’

She nodded, too
drowsy to answer. He watched her fall asleep. She needed the rest.
They would be travelling with her to Abea for the tournament later
that evening.

Aside from
that, they were all excited to visit Ta’an’s parents, who lived in
the capitol city, where the tournament would be held. Since Ta’an
only saw his parents once every sun cycle, the opportunity for them
to visit was very welcome.

Three of the
students of the school would also take part in the tournament, in
the Novice section, whereas T’ara would take part in the Masters
section.

She had been
unbeatable in Xa’anian tournaments since she started playing
seriously five sun cycles earlier and attained the title of Master
two sun cycles ago. Every Xa’anian Strategy player was proud of the
fact that not only was she the youngest Master player, she was also
the third highest ranking player in the five territories.

His own cousin,
Elizabeth, also a high-ranking player, wouldn’t play in this
tournament, as she had been studying full-time since leaving
school. He liked the game but did not play at that level. As a
warrior, he found it very trying to sit quietly in one place, as
the game demanded. T’ara often accused him of playing badly only
because he could not focus. He knew that he did not lack focus; he
only played badly against her because he did not want to think of a
game when he could rather sit and watch her. He played because it
enhanced his abilities as a warrior, not because he wanted to
become a Master player.

His timepiece
beeped to remind him of an appointment. He turned his head to watch
his friends sleep. They would probably kill him if he let them
sleep any longer. On his hands and knees, he moved closer to them
and grabbed T’ara’s braid lying on her chest. Carefully, he used
the brush-like ends to tickle Ta’an’s face.

Ta’an opened
his eyes and glared at him. He only grinned and did the same to
T’ara. Slowly, she opened her eyes and looked at him. Unwilling to
resist touching her when he had the chance, he softly caressed her
cheek. ‘Come on, honey,’ he whispered as she emerged from sleep,
‘time to go.’

She sat up and
looked at Ta’an, who stretched himself. Géra smiled at his friends.
Ta’an had been alert the moment he opened his eyes, but T’ara
gradually woke up and he loved watching her. After a few minutes,
she smiled at him.

‘I have an
appointment with the Grandmaster, but I will see you later at the
landing area,’ he told them as he got up from the rumpled blankets.
They watched him leave before grinning at each other. Ta’an got to
his feet and pulled T’ara to hers. They folded the blankets,
gathered the remains of their picnic, and leisurely followed Géra
to the Grandmaster’s house to return everything to Tonni. They
found him in the garden in front of the house talking to the
gardeners.


 Chapter 2


Géra got up
from his chair to stand at the first level window. He watched T’ara
and Ta’an talk to Tonni, but he could not make out what they were
saying. T’ara said something that made the gardener blush and he
smiled. She could make any man weak in the knees, and he wondered
idly if she had any idea how beautiful she really was.

‘She is
special, isn’t she?’ he heard Ashane say.

‘Very special,’
he answered almost to himself. Realising what Ashane said, he
turned around and saw him watch him rather than the woman in
question. He dropped his gaze away from the older man. He felt a
hand on his shoulder, and he looked at his great-uncle. They were
almost the same height, and they faced each other squarely.

‘Are you going
with her to the tournament?’

‘Yes. She asked
that both Ta’an and I go because there are also three students
playing in the Novice section, so that one of us can be with her
and the other with the students.’

Ashane watched
his great-nephew as he once again looked at the young woman in the
garden. ‘I take it this will be the first time you will be going to
a Strategy tournament since she became a Master player.’

Géra glanced at
his great-uncle hearing what he did not say – the first time since
their break-up three sun cycles ago, the first time that she would
rely on him for support. Ashane was the only one, aside from Ta’an,
who knew how hard that separation had been on him.

He only nodded
but did not answer. Ashane lightly squeezed his shoulder before
returning to his seat. ‘She will do well,’ he said, making himself
comfortable.

Géra smiled. ‘I
did not know that you have the gift of second sight,’ he
teased.

Ashane smiled
at the young man sitting before him again. ‘One does not need the
gift of second sight to know that when you have your friends with
you, it will go well.’

He dropped his
head as he considered Ashane’s words. Of course he was right. When
you were surrounded by people who cared about you, the outcomes of
the games were not the only things that mattered.

He got up as
Tonni came in to remind the Grandmaster of his appointment with the
King. After he left again, the two men hugged and said goodbye. As
he walked back to the teachers’ quarters at the school, he thought
about Ashane. Their time together was always limited because of the
demands placed on the Grandmaster, but he always enjoyed his
company.

He packed his
clothes and books for the journey. After closing the bag, he
wondered if he had forgotten anything. Then he remembered – he
might need an extra robe in case the one he was wearing became
dirty, since Abeans did not care for the use of magic. Magicians’
presence on their planet was tolerated, but the use of magic, in
any form, was not. Quickly adding another robe to his bag, he left
to find his friends at the landing area.


He was met by
three very anxious-looking students who told him that Lady T’ara
and Lord Ta’an went to check on the arrival of the long distance
shuttle. He only knew one student, since the other two were not
magicians. He introduced himself and chatted with them as they
waited for the others to return. He smiled to himself as they told
him how much they admired T’ara and her skills at Strategy. He
looked at the three young male students and suspected that the
admiration was mostly for her beauty rather than her skill at the
game. Not that he blamed them.

Not long after,
T’ara and Ta’an joined them. ‘The shuttle is ready for us, so we
can board immediately,’ Ta’an explained.

They were the
only people on board aside from the crew and two match referees who
joined them at the last minute. They knew T’ara and sat talking
with her for a while before going to their own cabins. The journey
usually took three Xa’anian days, so the long-distance shuttle was
outfitted with small cabins to cater for groups of two to six
people. Since they were so few, they each had their own cabin for
the duration of the journey.

Géra placed his
bag on the bed and removed his books and toiletry bag. He was
hungry and wondered when the evening meal would be served. Deciding
to leave the books for then, he went back to the common room that
also served as a dining area. As he approached, he noticed Ta’an
sitting on a couch with an amused expression on his face. The two
referees were seated close by and they were also smiling. As he
entered the room, he saw the reason for their amusement.

He sat next to
Ta’an on the couch and watched the three students vying for T’ara’s
attention. They had their backs towards the other adults, so they
remained unaware of their joint amusement.

Géra glanced at
Ta’an, who only smiled widely. T’ara was calm and kept the
expression on her face fairly neutral, but he had the feeling she
was just as amused as they were but tried very hard not to hurt the
feelings of the three teenagers.

The attendants
entered the room to serve their evening meal, and they all moved
over to sit at the tables. T’ara deliberately made her way to sit
between Ta’an and one of the referees. With the adults all sitting
together, the students were forced to sit at another table as there
were no more vacant chairs. With the meal under way, they relaxed
and chatted about everyday things.

The two
referees were also teachers, but they were non-magic people, and
Géra and Ta’an had only met them once before at a teachers’
meeting. Anei taught mathematics to the youngest students, whilst
E’San taught languages. They both played as students but became
referees when the number of players increased and there were too
few referees. They explained that referees were only required in
cases of disputes or disagreements on rule interpretations. During
practice sessions, they would help the teachers, like T’ara, train
the players, but during tournaments, they walked between the
players and watched them to make sure the game was played within
its rules. A senior referee would attend all the Master players’
games should any disputes arise.

‘How many
Masters will be playing this time, T’ara?’ Ta’an asked.

‘This is a
ranking tournament, so I would think that most of them will be
there. If I recall correctly, the last ranking list issued by the
Strategy Guild stated that there were twenty-seven masters in the
five territories.’

‘Why are you
then only one here? You are not the only Master player on Xa’an,’
he asked again.

‘I think the
others left with an earlier shuttle. They will stay in the reserved
quarters and have to be there before a scheduled time for the
administrators to organise their schedules and their personal
requirements. Since your parents were so kind as to let all of us
stay with them, we could use the later shuttle.’

Géra glanced at
the students at the nearby table, suddenly not so sure that having
them stay with them was such a good idea. He just hoped that they
behaved themselves.

After the
attendants removed the remainder of the meal and served their tea,
the teachers adjourned to the couches. The women sat on one of the
couches and chatted quietly. Géra and the other men were discussing
political upheavals in the cities of one of the trading partners of
Xa’an.

The students
remained seated at their table, attending to their homework. They
were excused from classes for the duration of the tournament, but
their homework assignments were still expected on time. A computer
at the Asea residence had been arranged for them to send their
assignments to their teachers while they were away.

An hour later,
they heard the shuttle pilot’s voice over the internal
communication link. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we will be switching the
passenger areas to sleep mode in fifteen minutes. Rest peacefully
and we will awaken you tomorrow at the time of the rise of the
first sun of Xa’an.’

The men rose
from their chairs to escort the ladies to their cabins. Géra and
Ta’an walked with T’ara and Anei, while E’San chased the students
to bed.

After wishing
her and Ta’an a good night, Géra went to his cabin next to T’ara’s.
Inside his cabin, he removed his robe and boots and sat down on the
bunk where he left his books earlier. Switching on the reading
light, he chose the duplicate of an ancient text on martial arts
that he had found in the library. Not really tired, he sat sideways
on the bunk with his feet up and adjusted the light above his head.
He had read two passages, frowning as he tried to figure out the
intricate moves explained in the text, when he heard a knock on the
door.

Not even
looking up, he told the computer to open the door. ‘Lord Géra,’ he
heard his name. Surprised, he snapped up his head from the
book.

It was Anei,
and she was dressed only in her nightgown, a very thin, pale blue
nightgown. He swallowed as he realised her intentions. She came
inside and the door closed automatically behind her.

Slowly, he got
up from the bunk and looked down at her. She was more than a head
shorter than him. Although she was a very attractive woman, she
left him cold, unlike the reaction he constantly battled when he
thought about T’ara. He wondered what to say to her not to hurt her
feelings. He put down the book he still had in his hand and put
both hands on her shoulders. She smiled at him.

He frowned.
‘Anei,’ he started.

‘Yes, my lord,’
she whispered in a low voice.

‘I am
flattered, but,’ he paused for a few moments. ‘But my heart belongs
to someone else.’

‘Lady T’ara,’
she
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