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Prologue
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The desert air was cold and dry, and the smell of salt from the nearby salt pans made the nose feel dry and burny. Out in the distance, a sandstorm seemed to be heading straight towards the ancient temple ruins.

The stars above the temple ruins glimmered brightly, each little speck a distant world with its own troubles, impassively looking down at the scene below.

A rider came galloping towards the ruins, and reined in just behind one of the smooth, thick walls. He quickly dismounted, all the while careful not to drop the bundle of rags he was carrying. The first wisps of sand began swirling around his legs as the sandstorm approached, and to his relief, the man saw a doorway in the otherwise solid wall.

Hurriedly, the man pulled on the camel's reins, and the camel moaned loudly, but followed. Soon he was inside the doorway, being somewhat surprised at the size of the square stone room in which he found himself. The camel was too large to fit through the rectangular door, but stuck its head inside the room, partially closing the doorway with the bulk of its body, and darkening the interior almost completely.

For some time, the terrified man sat listening to the sound of the storm outside, and the occasional moans of the camel, but eventually tiredness overcame him.

A soft, red light woke the man, and he looked to see the doorway being open, with no sign of the camel. On the floor was a strange dried-out husk that almost looked like a tangled bundle of hessian ropes.

Outside, the pre-dawn was painting the sky a pinkish red. The man unwrapped the bundle of rags, and sighed with relief as he saw that the baby was still asleep, and breathing steadily. He held his child close to his chest, and tears began flowing from his eyes as he thought of the terrible events of the night before – the fires, the screams, the warmth of the blood that ran down his chest as his wife died in his arms. He would have his revenge, he swore.

A strange smoke slowly began filling the room, and soon the man was struggling to breathe. He scrambled to his feet and ran towards the doorway, but suddenly it was blocked, as if there had never been a doorway. The entire room was filled with a strange light that seemed to come from the smoke itself.

Through the smoke, a beautiful, naked woman became visible, and she began walking toward him. The man laughed as he realized that he was only dreaming, yet no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't wake up.

The woman came to a standstill before him, and put a restraining hand on his shoulder. She raised her other beautifully shaped hand and ran her knuckles against his cheek. “Shhh!” she bade him, and stroked his chest. Somehow, the man calmed down, and began losing a grip of the baby in his arms.

With a start he came to, and found himself back on the ground, with smoke rising from the floor  exactly as it had before. Now properly panicked, he shot towards the door like an arrow from a bow, but instead of escaping the room, he ran straight into a stone wall, bouncing backwards and landing on the cool stone floor with a gasp. The baby in his arms made no sound. Anxiously the man unwrapped the baby, only to find it still fast asleep and breathing quietly.

Confused, the man got up and began walking around. He could feel things moving amidst the smoke, and shivers ran down his spine.

“I have waited a long time for you, Mujaheed.”

Startled, Mujaheed spun around, and once a gain the feint outline of a very beautiful, naked woman manifested itself inside the smoke.

“Wh... who are you?” he stammered.

She came more clearly into view, and smiled mysteriously. She held out her hands, and, without thinking, Mujaheed gave his child to her.

The woman unwrapped the baby, and looked somewhat worried. “He is almost gone.” With that she held the infant to her breast, and the boy instinctively began drinking.

“Tell me, Mujaheed,  how do you feel about the men who raided your village?”

Mujaheed's eyes went wild. Through clenched teeth he said: “I want them. I want to hunt them down one by one and kill them all. Burn them, like they burned my brother. Skewer them with their own spears, like the did with my wife.”

“In exchange for a child, you can have that.”

Mujaheed looked confused. “You want to take my son?”

“No, silly!” the woman laughed. Her voice had a silvery colour to it, and yet something dark lurking beneath the surface. “I want you to give me a child.”

“Oh...” Mujaheed slowly said as comprehension spread across his face.

He looked her up and down, as if seeing her for the first time. She was young and beautiful, with firm, pointy breasts, a trim waist and shapely hips and thighs. He reached out and touched her upper arm, and her dark brown skin was smooth like silk and soft as down. Strangely, there were tattoos swirling underneath her skin, like a drop of ink that had fallen into a glass of water.

The beautiful woman sighed wistfully, and ran a hand over one of her breasts. “Do you not find me beautiful?”

“Yes, yes, of course! I... I am... was married. I...”

With her left hand, the woman put a restraining finger on his lips, and as she pulled her hand away, Mujaheed noticed that the nail of her thumb was long and filed into a sharp point.

“Take me...” she said with a soft moan, and carefully placed the baby she had been holding on top of what seemed to be a stone sarcophagus. “Take me,” she whispered again, and held her arms out toward Mujaheed.

***
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Mujaheed woke from the warmth of the sun baking his face. He sat up and rubbed his head. Immediately he felt awkward. His head had a strange texture. He looked at his hand and let out a scream – his hand was not that of a man, but that of a beast of some kind. Something came at him from the side, and he jumped up with a mighty roar.

The thing came at him again, and he grabbed it and bit the thing. A sharp pain shot through his body, and he looked at the thing he was holding. It was a tail.

Mujaheed began screaming and screaming and screaming, until his voice was so hoarse and damaged that he coughed up blood.

A strange sensation came over him as he began crying, and suddenly he was back in his normal form as a man. He got up, and carefully inspected his naked body. He flexed his arms, and they were strong and muscular, unlike before. He looked at the muscles on his thighs, and bent over and felt his calves. Muscles were rippling on his back, and as he straightened up, his stomach muscles flexed involuntarily.

“Do you like it?” A soft feminine voice said.

Mujaheed looked up, bewildered. “What have you done to me?” he rasped.

“You are now an Asura-Deva. You serve me. And thank you for both children you have given me. They will become very powerful.” With that the woman shimmered and turned into thick, black smoke that slowly thinned out and drifted away.
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Chapter 1
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Pennons are usually made of very strong fabric. The type of fabric would of course depend on where the pennon is to be used: Thick velvet embroidered with gold thread, or canvass embroidered with ordinary cotton thread. There were pennons for kings, there were pennons for common footmen. There were pennons for the Kigari, there were pennons for the archers. Pennons for the horsemen. Pennons for the camel-riders, yes, pennons for everybody.

The young king stood with slightly bowed shoulders, his hand resting on the staff of one of the magnificently embroidered pennons planted just outside his tent. He sighed softly, and let his gaze wander around his camp.

A hand gently touched his shoulder from behind, and he came out of his reverie. “My love!” he said as he looked around and saw the beautiful tall girl standing behind him. She was slender and elegant, and had a graceful dignity about her that none could rival, and yet, when the occasion called for it, she could be wild and raucous.

“My king,” she said, inclining her head.

“Better not let your father hear you say that,” the king replied.

She giggled. “My love, soon we are to be married, and then you really will be my king. Until then, well, you'll always be the king of my heart.” She smiled at her betrothed. It was one of those magical, disarming smiles that could make a man forget who he was and whatever it was that he had meant to say.

The king looked at his bride-to-be, and smiled back. Slowly, his attention strayed back to his men. He sighed heavily.

“I know,” the tall girl spoke. “I just can't bear the thought of sacrificing all these beautiful young men. The gods are cruel.”

Princess Shruvari was her father's first child, and all his subsequent children, from three different wives and eight concubines, were all girls as well, all twenty-three of them.

From her thirteenth birthday, the day she had become a woman, Princess Shruvari had been forbidden to cut her hair, forbidden to wear pantaloons, except for battle, and forbidden to play with boys.

In the kingdom of Badeshtra, such was the custom: Boys and girls were freely allowed to play together, they wore the same pantaloons and bodices, and cropped their hair in the same, short style, until the child's thirteenth birthday. Then everything changed. The girls had to wear dresses, grow their hair and assist their mothers in the home, while the boys had to choose an apprenticeship, usually that of their fathers', and wear the customary garb of that guild.

For Princess Shruvari, however, things had been different. Her own mother had died during the birth of her youngest sister, when she was four, and so her upbringing had been somewhat haphazard, with her father being too busy seeing to the affairs of his crown, and the king's other women mostly being too busy taking care of their own offspring. The result had been that Shruvari and her three sisters had more-or-less raised themselves. One one occasion the four of them – the youngest still a baby in her sisters' arms – had slipped away to go see the fireworks at one of the annual fêtes, gotten lost, and returned only six days later, with no-one having noticed.

On account of their largely unchecked childhood, the four sisters had grown up doing whatever they pleased. Shruvari had always found it more fun playing with the children whose fathers were serving in the guard at the time, than the children of the courtiers, whose noses always seemed to be buried in books. Naturally, most of the games they ever seemed to have played were the ones involving wooden scimitars and spears.

Woe had been the day when Shruvari had been summoned to see her father, the king, and told to prepare for her birthday the next day. On the following morning, she had been ceremonially stripped of her old clothes, sprinkled with the blood of a water buffalo, and bathed thrice with water – first water mixed with lemon, which had burned her eyes and made her scream so loud that the guards had panicked and had come running; then water mixed with milk, and lastly, water mixed with fragrant oils. Finally, she was dressed in a woman's clothes, and given a shoal to wear over her head, until her hair had grown to one-half cubit below her ear. 

All three her sisters had stood by watching the ceremony, crying their eyes out. When finally all had been done, her father had simply said: “Come sit here,” and pointed at a small throne standing next to his. From that day onward she had been her father's shadow, eating when he ate, sleeping when he slept, reading documents, hearing court, dispatching messengers, practising with weapons, and whatever else the king himself had need of doing.

Now, none of these childhood memories were anywhere near the surface of Shruvari's conscious mind as she too looked at all the gathered troops; and yet each and every moment of her childhood had prepared her for the very moment she now found herself in. “I think they're ready.” She stroked her long, black hair, and absently said: “I also need to get ready. Will you excuse me, please?”

“Of course,” King Falir answered, and bowed slightly. He followed her with his eyes as she turned and began walking back to her own tent.

Some time later, Princess Shruvari re-emerged from her tent, clad in full battle-armour. Her breastplate was made of the best steel the forges of Badeshtra could offer, and was elaborately engraved and gilded. Her surcoat and undergarments were emerald green, her family colour, and the scimitar hanging from her side had a gilded handle, with a giant emerald set in the pommel, and a smaller one in each of the capstan rivets. The scabbard was similarly engraved, but without any jewel inlays to make it lighter. All-in-all, the princess looked magnificent, almost too pretty to be on a battle-field. Her confident stride, however, hinted at the fact that she was a warrior to be reckoned with.

“Ready, my love?” King Falir asked.

Shruvari nodded and smiled tersely.

“Let's go then.”

The king had his sergeant-at-arms gather all his officers, and these in turn called up all the men. Cow-horns were sounding everywhere, and the din of a hundred-and-twenty thousand men hastily grabbing weapons and armour filled the air.

When eventually the men were gathered, King Falir jumped up onto a huge rock he had moved there for the very purpose of standing on. “Men!” he shouted. He stood tall and erect, hands clasped behind his back in a relaxed way. His voice, carried to the farthest ranks by a light breeze he had summoned, was clear and confident. “We are at war!” He shouted, and slammed his two fists together. A roar went up from the ranks, and King Falir waited till the din died down. “We face an enemy  four, five times more numerous than us. They are here because their bigoted king said they must come here and fight. Their hearts are not here. We-e...” and he paused for dramatic effect “are here to protect what's ours!” Again he waited, then asked: “Do you love your family?” There was hardly any reply. “Do... you... love... your family?!” he shouted even louder. A loud “Yes!” went up from the men in front of him, but Falir repeated the question again, again, and again, until the “yes” was a roar.

“Do you love your land?”

Another roar went up from the gathered troops.

“Do you love your wife? Your mother? Your sister? Your father? Your brother?”

Another roar went up.

“Do you love your land?”

Another roar.

“Do we win this war?”

A loud roar went up, and the troops kept it up for quite some time.

When eventually the troops simmered down, Falir shouted: “Behold, your future queen, ready to battle alongside you!” At that, Shruvari jumped up onto the rock and stood beside Falir. She drew her scimitar and performed a graceful strike-parry-strike sequence, and all the troops cheered. She drew herself up to her full height, and saluted the men with her scimitar before sheathing it, and then bowed gracefully.

“Men!” Shruvari shouted. “I am honoured to be in the company of such brave soldiers. I am humbled by your valour, and your devotion. We win this war!”

The troops roared once again, albeit this time much longer.

When the cheering had finally died down, King Falir spoke again: “Tomorrow, at sunrise, we retake our land!”

More roaring and cheering.

“Tomorrow, at sunrise we all meet our fate, and our fate is to win this war!”

More cheering from the men.

“Get some rest, my brothers, so that we can all be fresh tomorrow morning, and in the evening, celebrate our victory!”

The cheering was slightly less enthusiastic, but spirited nonetheless. Slowly, one division at a time, the troops began dispersing, with officers barking orders, and the rank and file obediently carrying them out.

***
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Leaves on a jungle floor never quite dry out – there's always still a tiny bit of moisture in them. The three soldiers wearing blue turbans and tunics quickly gathered some leaves and threw them onto the fire they had built. Elsewhere in the jungle, three more soldiers did the same, and somewhere in the foothills, another trio of soldiers also threw leaves and debris onto their fire, watching as the thick smoke lazily drifted upwards.

***
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“Your majesty,” a girl in a white linen robe said, bowing. The Kadin-kahraman turned around from where she was standing at a table, regarding a miniature diorama of the land, with her two generals flanking her on either side.

“Yes, Ayah, what is it?” The Kadin-kahraman had a kind voice and gentle manner. She seemed to be in her early twenties, possibly even younger, and had a flawless, olive-brown skin, large grey-blue eyes and long, curly, dark brown hair. The light in her eyes though, was that of a woman who had seen much.

“It has begun, your majesty.”

The Kadin-kahraman contemplatively pursed her lips, then looked up, straightened her posture and walked out from her tent, with the translucent pale-blue fabric of her kiyafa flowing behind her like some kind of ethereal mist. “Thank you,” she said to her servant girl as she walked past.

She had already given all the speeches she had wanted to, and her men were ready – they knew exactly what was expected of them. Her generals had, to her surprise, agreed with her plan. Five hundred thousand of her boloyi against a hundred and twenty thousand of the coalition army. How many of my men will they kill before they come to their senses? She wondered silently, the concern spreading furrows across her otherwise flawless face.

***
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The scout came running with the same rapid skelter of a mouse running across a kitchen floor.

He was still panting slightly by the time he got to King Falir. “Your majesty, they're amassed to the north of the old ruins, in that wheat field there. Blue turbans as far as the eye can see.”

The king nodded. “Thank you, soldier. Anything else?”

“Well, they're just sitting there. All of them. And not hodge-podge-like. All neatly in rows.”

“Hmmm,” the king took this in. What kind of subterfuge is this then? He thought.

“Majesty,” the scout asked, “is it true that the boloyi drink snake venom to make themselves stronger and faster?”

The king looked at his scout in surprise. “Soldier, where do you hear such drivel? They're ordinary men just like us. They bleed like us, they die like us. Don't let me catch you mongering gossip and stories. I'll have your hide for that.”

“Pardon, your majesty, I beg your pardon. I was just...”

“I know,” the king said and put his hand on the man's shoulder. “I know.” After a pause, King Falir looked the scout in the eye and said: “Now off you go, go get something to eat and drink, then report back to your commander.” The king pointed at a gazebo with tables underneath it. “I'll be here for a while longer. If anything else happens, you know where to find me.
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Chapter 2
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The air was crisp and fresh. The horse snorted, and the puff of steam coming from its nostrils hung in the air for while.

“Ready, your majesty,” the sergeant-at-arms reported.

King Falir sighed, and stood up in the stirrups. “One thing is for sure... our victory today will be no reason for rejoicing. It will be a sad occasion. Very sad.”

The sergeant-at-arms, who had actually grown up with Falir, often took liberties. “I think you're mad. There's no way we'll win this.”

Falir gave him a sideways glance. “Really? At a time like this?”

“Sorry, your majesty, I just...”

“How about you shove your hand right into your mouth and hold your tongue?”

Samil, the sergeant-at-arms, bowed his head. He was shivering slightly.

King Falir's keen eye had picked it up earlier, but had simply dismissed it as his friend being cold; but now for the first time he realized that his sergeant-at-arms was in fact, not cold, but scared. “Samil,” he spoke in a whisper, “we win this war. No, look at me. We win this war!” the king's stare was intense.

Samil nodded, and let out a sigh. “Yes, my king.”

Just then, a scout came running towards them. He was a bit winded and stammered: “Nothing, your majesty... they're... all still just sitting there... crossed legs, shields in front of them.”

Falir suppressed the urge to bite his fingernail. He heaved a deep breath of air, and let it out with the words: “Let's attack.”

“They obviously want us to,” Samil added.

Falir looked at Samil with a steady gaze and pursed lips. “Let's go then. You know what to do.”

***
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“My lady, the enemy is on the move. They seem confused.”

“Yes, I know, thank you, Ayah.”

Rana, the Kadin-kahraman of the two great nations of Illuz-lur and Patha, regally rose from her divan, walked over to a table with a velvet cushion bearing a delicate and intricately woven silver diadem, and made a gesture with her hand. As she did so, the three fine silver chains that connected the ring on her middle finger with the bracelet around her wrist, made a delicate tinkling sound.

Ayah stepped closer, carefully brushed Rana's hair back, and then took the diadem and gently placed it on her queen's head. Ayah looked at her queen, and nodded. “You look perfect, just like the Kadin-kahraman and queen should, your majesty.”

Rana smiled, and nodded in the direction of the entrance to her tent. Ayah led the way, and held the tent flap open.

Outside, a magnificently carved and gilded sedan chair stood waiting, with four very handsome and muscular young carriers. The four men were all half-naked, each wearing only an elaborately decorated blue loincloth, and all four of them being almost exactly the same height. Rana didn't even see them. Her mind was focussed on the enemy she was about to face. Out of habit she climbed into the sedan chair, and simply said: “Front line.”

The sedan chair lifted with practised precision, no corner being lifted faster or higher than any other, and then the whole box began moving with a steady gait.

Rana actually used to enjoy riding in the sedan chair. It had always been a thing of great fun for her. On this day, however, all her thoughts were turned inward, and she didn't look out of the windows, not even once.

After some time, the sedan chair came to a halt, and slowly lowered, almost imperceptibly touching the ground.

“Thank you,” Rana said rather absent-mindedly, and made her way toward the forward command post.

Vikashna, the general over all the boloyi, was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, looking out over the sea of blue turbans that was his army, all sitting down with crossed legs, shields in front of them.

He felt the approach of his queen, and turned around. With a reverent bow, he said: “Greetings,  Kadin-kahraman. Your troops are in position as you instructed. We are all ready to die. By your leave, may I please join my men so that I may die with honour?”

Rana felt a tear rising in her eye, but she quickly dispelled it and said: “Of course.”

General Vikashna bowed once more, and began walking to the very forefront, his intention to take a seat right in front of the very first row of his men, facing the enemy.

“I hope they come to their senses...” Rana whispered to herself.

***
[image: image]


“Archers!” a strong voice boomed from somewhere.

King Falir was watching with great interest to see what would happen.

“Nock! Draw! Release!” again the orders were barked “Nock! Draw! Release!” and again, and again...

“Archers halt!” king Falir bellowed.

He dismounted, and began running all along the one wall of the old ruin. The wall was at least two hundred yards in length, and he was quite winded by the time he got to the end. To his surprise, the ranks of the enemy was still sitting, only, they had their shields up. Even from afar, Falir could see that many of the men were dead, but they all simply sat, making effort neither to move nor to attack.

On impulse, Falir gathered a frightful amount of energy in his cupped hands, and released it as he muttered a spell. The ground erupted a few feet from where he stood on top of the wall, and continued erupting in a long precipitation line that cut a broad swath of destruction through the enemy ranks.

Sickening cries of pain and fear went up all along the path of destruction, yet no-one made any move to fight or to flee. Confused, Falir stepped out from behind his hiding place, and into full view. Some of the enemy soldiers spotted him, but simply brought their shields down from above them, to holding the shields in front of them.

Falir began walking towards them, and as he drew closer, he noticed two very strange things: The first thing he noticed, was that the shields of the men were covered in some sort of woven rope, which had caught most of the arrows and prevented them from going straight through.

The second, and most shocking thing Falir saw, was that none of the men had any weapons. Falir broke into a sprint, and when he reached the first line of soldiers, he grabbed the one closest to him, pulled him up onto his feet and growled: “What is going on here?”

The soldier meekly cast his eyes to the ground, and remained silent.

Falir turned his head, and began shouting in the direction of his own men: “Samil! Samil! Get over here! And bring me my horse!”

Moments later Samil came galloping towards King Falir, leading another horse by its reins.

“Your majesty!” Samil looked at his king, then at the enemy soldiers, then back at his king. His face was slightly pale as he spoke: “What in the names of all the gods is going on here?”

Falir let go of the soldier he was holding, who promptly sat down again, crossing his legs and putting his shield up.

Somewhere to the left, a tall figure got up, drew two small flags from a quiver on his back, and made a series of twirls and swishes with them, before returning them to their quiver.

Alarmed, both Falir and Samil quickly took defensive positions, Falir building a powerful spell in his right hand, while his left hand whipped his scimitar from its sheath. Both men anxiously waited for something terrible to happen, but it never came.

Instead, a gilded sedan chair, carried by four men, began making its way towards them.

After what felt like an eternity, the golden box arrived, was gently put down in front of them, and a woman stepped out. The smell of her perfume filled the nostrils of both men. It was the kind of perfume that makes a man involuntarily close his eyes and sniff the air.

The woman who got out of the sedan chair was in herself some kind of weapon. Her clothing was both evocative, yet modest; she wore a translucent, pale-blue kiyafa, with a blue sash tied around her breasts and behind her neck. The sash had a beautiful silver clasp with blue gemstones that gathered the sash in the centre, between her breasts. At the back, where it tied, the ends were long, and each corner of the fabric had a tiny silver bell sewn onto it. Underneath the kiyafa she  wore blue silk pants, richly embroidered around the waist and hems with silver thread and blue gems. The ease and grace with which she moved, her breathtakingly beautiful face and hair, and her magnificently flowing and semi-translucent robes stumped the two men as good as though they had  both been beaten over the head with a pikestaff.

“Greetings. I am Rana, the Kadin-kahraman of Illuz-lur and Patha. I come to you in peace.” She  bowed low, and gracefully touched her forehead with her flattened hand as she did so.

“I, ah...” for a moment, Falir honestly had no reply. “I, ah... we... um... are pleased to meet you, my lady. We...” Falir suddenly felt angry. Before he could stop them, the words leapt from his mouth: “What the hell were you thinking? What the... arrgh! What?! Why?! What is going on here??” he was so angry that he was stammering almost uncontrollably.

“My lord,” the woman began in her calm, sweet voice, “please do not be angry. I had no other way to show you our peaceful intentions. Our fathers have been fighting each other for years, and that was what they had left us as an inheritance: not peace, but war. Not prosperous kingdoms, but bankruptcy. How much has this war cost you so far? In lives and in gold?” Rana let the weight of her questions sink into Falir's mind, before she continued: “My father died about a month ago. Surely you know that. You also knew about the army he was marching toward you. You also knew how my boloyi drink the blood of their victims, tear the hearts from babies and fly on magical shoes. And even if you did know that that's not true, your men still believe it. And the army was still marching...”

“We were told your men drink the venom of snakes...” Samil cautiously said, and quickly added: “My lady.”

“Well, there you have it. Monsters. All of us. And of course you do know that we are quite well aware of all your revolting practices – how you sacrifice naked women on every full moon, how you have relations with beasts...”

Falir and Samil both looked confused, then shocked. “Is... is that what they say about us?”

Rana's large grey eyes locked with Falir's almost black eyes, and she gravely nodded. “More, even. Terrible things. You have no idea what things we have heard about your people and your land. We scare our children with stories about you when they're naughty or disobedient.”

“But...” Falir held his hands up in a helpless gesture.

“I know. So the only way I could show you that we are not monsters, was this...” and she made a broad sweep with her one hand. “My troops are loyal to a fault. Imagine going into battle without any weapons. Yet, for me, they all laid down their weapons and sat down.”

“What kind of an army sits down?” Samil asked, suddenly belligerent.

“One who wishes to make peace. One who wishes to end the war our fathers had begun, and go home... Till our fields. Raise our livestock. Have you any idea how little we have left by way of food and other necessities? My...” Rana almost used the word insane, but checked herself just in time, “... father, conscripted every man who could hold a spear. He wanted to crush you. We would've crushed you. I could've crushed you today. But I want peace. I want us to be, if not good neighbours, at least neighbours that leave each other alone.”

Falir, once again, was struck by the woman's grace, elegance and beauty as she stood there, delivering her offer.

“Yes,” he said on impulse. There was something irresistibly drawing him towards this woman. Something strange, almost as if he had known her once upon a time. He was still musing thus, when Samil broke the silence.

“So you want us all to just forget everything? Forget all our fathers and brothers and sons who got slaughtered by... by you! And your ilk!”

“Samil, go back to the camp.” Falir had a soft, steady tone, but Samil knew by now not to try his king's patience.

Samil stormed off, muttering something, and Falir called after him: “Ask Princess Shruvari to come here. And tell the men to stand down.” Falir turned his attention back to the the Kadin-kahraman of Illuz-lur and Patha, a woman with what felt like a hundred times more power, wealth and men than what he had, and he softly said: “Apologies, my lady. My sergeant-at-arms and I grew up together, and sometimes he can be a hot-head. Please forgive him.” He thought a moment, then continued: “I am intrigued by what you have told me. I was not aware of... you father's passing.”

“It's fine. He took an arrow during his last battle, and the wound got infected. Not at all surprising... He pulled through just fine, when suddenly one day, a few months later, he simply collapsed. He was dead before the healers even got there. They said that the infection from earlier had weakened his heart, and that his heart had simply stopped...” Rana looked up and smiled weakly.

Without thinking, Falir said: “I'm sorry to hear about your grief. May you find comfort.”

“Oh, no, it's not like that... we weren't... close.” A slightly haunted look flashed across her face, which was immediately replaced by a sober look of resignation. “So you will hear my proposal for peace then?”

Falir nodded. “Yes, of course. I myself was not looking forward to all of today's killing. I too, prefer tilling fields to waging wars.”

Rana smiled, and said: “That is good news indeed. We should discuss it over tea.” She turned around, and made a peculiar series of gestures with the fingers of her one hand. The four men who had been carrying the sedan chair, sprang into action. They pulled several items from a cleverly concealed compartment inside the sedan chair, and in no time at all they had a fire going, four blue hassocks and a tea set neatly arranged atop a very thin yet robust rug, and a kettle with water sitting atop the fire.

“Impressive!” Falir said, nodding with approval.

“Oh, they'd better be impressive if they want to work for me. I love riding in my chair, and I love my tea... and being fanned on hot days.”

Falir smiled. Inwardly, he was beginning to like this woman more and more. 

***
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“So, what you're saying, Queen Rala...”

“Rana,” Falir quickly corrected Princess Shruvari.

“Rana, my apologies. So what you're saying is that you think your father was under some kind of evil influence?”

“To put it that way, yes. He took too many concubines, and some of them...” a haunted expression swept across her face as she remembered the agonized screams echoing through the palace corridors during the dark of night. Always on the eve of something great, and on every solstice... She shivered lightly, and goose-flesh formed where the frightening memory dragged its cold fingers over her shoulders and arms as though the memory itself was some living monster.

Falir nodded gravely. “I see...” he said, paused a moment, then asked: “And you never found out exactly who or what it was?”

Rana shook her head. “I merely had suspicions. There was too much... secrecy. I was often sent away – told to go see to things that weren't important – whenever a certain few of his concubines came to see him... and then soon after... the screams would start. Those four or five of them were vicious. They scared me. I always thought that they were some unholy witches coven that had insinuated itself into my father's court. And yet, apart from those times that they came together to see my father, I never saw them together otherwise.”

“Are they still at court?” Shruvari asked.

“Yes, they are, which of course concerns me greatly. I have no means of ousting them, and no means to defend myself against them, should they choose to attack me somehow. It is safer for me here, facing tens of thousands of hostile troops, than at my own palace.”

“Pardon me, but what does the term 'Kadin-kahraman' mean – it doesn't mean 'queen', does it?” Falir politely enquired.

“No, it doesn't. It simply means 'woman-hero'. As a title, however, it puts me in charge of all our armies. I have not yet been crowned as queen, although I am the queen-apparent. The crowning can only take place after I return to the capital, and after much ceremony and nine days of fasting. In the mean time, I am called the Kadin-kahraman.”

“So, it basically means the equivalent of our 'General'.” Samil said flatly, then groaned ever so slightly as he uncrossed his legs and recrossed them the other way round. His one leg was going numb, and his mood was yet again becoming dour. 

“No, we also have generals. You have met my one general,” and Rana pointed in the direction where General Vikashna was standing, arms folded across his chest. “The title Kadin-kahraman, or simply Kahraman, in the case of a man, needs to be earned. One night five hashishim tried to kill my father. I successfully killed four of them and kept the fifth alive so we could question him, and afterwards publicly beheaded him myself to complete the victory.” Her calm manner and gentle voice completely unnerved Falir as Rana told her grim story.

“Impressive,” Princess Shruvari said, nodding her head in approval.

“Thank you, princess. I hear that you too, are an accomplished warrior.”

“Yes, Kadin-kahraman, I am. What can I say? I mostly grew up with boys, and a few very, very wild girls – you know, the kind who want wooden scimitars instead of darning needles, a pony rather than a kitten...”

“...and to climb trees rather than sit under them drinking tea?” Rana finished the sentence, laughing loudly. Her laughter sounded like silver wind-chimes in a gentle summer breeze, and infected everyone nearby.

“Exactly!” Shruvari said with a broad smile and twinkling eyes.

“Well, I was not such a girl, but I knew one.” Rana smiled fondly as she thought of a freckled girl whose hair was always dishevelled and who regularly beat up boys a few years older than herself, for teasing her little sister. A brief look of sorrow passed over Rana's face as she remembered how cruelly fate had taken away her older sister.

“No! Really? Were you the kitten-type?” Shruvari asked in surprise, not noticing the slight change in Rana's mood.

“Yes, kittens and tea,” Rana said, and gestured towards the dainty tea set standing on its pretty tray in the centre of the delicately woven rug that they were sitting on.

“So how... I mean, if you don't mind my asking...” Falir began.

“How did I come to be the Kadin-kahraman?”

Falir nodded. “Well, yes. You've just told us about the event that led your gaining the title, but...”

“How does a dainty girl who likes kittens and tea kill five hashishim?” Rana interjected, then stolidly said: “Training. Every single day of my life, for three or more hours a day. Even when I was sick.” Rana had dark and heavy eyebrows, but they had been beautifully groomed into elongated, curved scimitar-shapes – broad in the centre of her face, and thinning to sharp, downward-curving points just past the outer edges of her eyelids. She pulled her eyebrows together in a theatrical display, making them look like two hairy caterpillars. “A girl needs to know how to fight!” she said in a deep voice, mocking her erstwhile instructor. “hashishim and killers don't wait till you're better. They attack any time!”

Falir, Shruvari and Samil all laughed out loud at Rana's performance, and the laughter made them feel slightly more trusting of her. Her easy manner and delightful charm were personality traits that could not easily be resisted.

“And you?” Rana asked Falir as the laughter simmered down, looking him straight in the eye.

“Me? Oh, same story, I suppose. But I was also schooled in the arts of war-magic. I showed a propensity for it from a young age.”

“Yes, I saw how you destroyed thousands of my men.” There was a sudden chill in Rana's voice as she spoke, and her eyes were still locked with Falir's. This unnerved Falir, and he blinked, and looked down.

“I am sorry. I am truly sorry.” There was a remorseful tone in his voice as he spoke, and he let out a deep sigh. “I wish I understood your intentions sooner.” He rubbed his fingers in the palm of his hand, and sat staring at his nails for a moment, before looking up into Rana's piercing gaze.

“Well, at least you understood, eventually.” Rana's voice was soft and calm. “Now, to business. I propose we exchange envoys. We should get to know each other's kingdoms better. Of course, this opens the opportunity for a lot of spying, but I have nothing to hide. My boloyi are loyal to me, and we outnumber you five to one. I already know you cannot defeat me in battle. I also know everything I need to know about your fortresses, your weapons, your... what is the word you use? Machinations? I know just how devastating your Kigari are – with their six arms, and their great weakness – their lungs. I know full well how to defeat you, just as you know pretty much everything there is to know about my boloyi.

“What I really want for us, is not to be spying on one another so much as trying to understand one another. I want your envoys to eat our food, drink our drinks, wear our clothes, come to appreciate the beauty of our way of life. Likewise, I want my envoys to eat your food, drink your wine, wear your clothes, and come to love your way of living.

“I think our kingdoms have a great deal to offer one another, not only by way of trade, but also by way of culture. During the times of all the great dynasties of old, art, music and literature flourished. Poets were revered and supported, musicians loved and welcomed everywhere. During our worst times, poets and musicians were given weapons and told to march at the front line. Unable to wield weapons, they simply died.”

Rana gravely looked at each member of her audience. “We have a choice now: fight or flourish. I choose flourish. No more fighting.”

Rana's audience silently sat contemplating her each and every word. Both Princess Shruvari and Samil knew that it was not their place to speak, and patiently waited for Falir to say something.

Finally, after much thought, Falir spoke: “Easier said than done, I'm afraid. I agree with you – no doubt in my mind – we must end this... this... stupid war. Too many people have died. And for what? Your father attacked my father. Or maybe my father attacked your father. I don't know, and neither does it matter any more.

“The problem, however, lies within our various peoples themselves: Your people might still want to fight – conquer us. Why? I don't know. Maybe because we eat babies, or maybe because our streets are made of silver and our horses are shod with gold. Lies, yes, but somewhere somebody still believes them.

“My own people, well, they want blood. They want vengeance for their dead families. It's just the way we are. My race of people are a stubborn lot when it comes to taking vengeance. Did you know that, in years gone by, my ancestors had a legal system of murder?”

Rana shook her head, her eyes widening slightly.

“Yes,” Falir continued, “you could actually go and obtain a murder licence from the city prefect, and then go murder whoever it was you wanted dead. He of course had the right to defend himself, but most murderers rather inconveniently never gave their victims any notice of their intentions. It was the duty of the city prefect to notify the victim that a licence had been purchased, but not by whom, and for a small fee under the table, the prefect would sometimes forget to deliver the notice, or deliver it only once it was a bit too late. 

“Registering the murder ensured that the murderer had immunity against reprisal from the victim's family because of the way the laws were structured, and so huge family feuds were usually avoided or at least minimized. Of course it also brought in huge amounts of revenue – buying a murder license was extremely expensive. There is still an expression to this day: 'Rich enough to murder ten'.

“I'm digressing... What I'm really trying to say is that you and I, as rulers of our different peoples, having had the training and education we've had, see the futility of this war... but I don't believe our peoples do... No, there is only one way to settle this...” Falir turned to Samil, and said: “Could you leave us please?”

Samil nodded, and gingerly got up, grimacing as he did so. He unceremoniously rubbed his legs for a while, then straightened up and asked: “How far do you want me to go?”

“Just... out of earshot, but close enough to see me when I call you back. I'll just wave.”

Samil nodded, and strode off in a rather quirky manner, trying his best not to let it show that his one leg was still numb and the other had pins and needles.

King Falir waited till Samil was far enough, then turned to the the two ladies. “What I am about to propose, is really the only way to forge a proper, peaceful alliance.” He looked at both women in turn, then said: “You must both marry me.”

“What?!” both women said in unison.

“Think about it. It's the only way.” Falir shrugged, got up and walked away, eventually joining up with Samil.

“Is your husband completely mad?” Rana asked Shruvari.

“Well, he's not my husband yet, but, yes, it does seem that way.”

“I'm sorry, but I hardly know what his plans are.” Rana retorted. “I don't know if he's a good leader – and by that I mean: there's a difference between a peace-time leader and a war-time leader. At our court, the generals sit to the the right of the king, and the sages to the left. We have an ancient book of wisdom that says 'The wise king looks to the left, and the foolish king looks to the right.'

“Your husband-to-be might be a great warrior, and a good war-time leader, but I do not wish to entrust my entire kingdom to a man whose only reputation is that of being an excellent warrior. You yourself, as beautiful as you are, are also too war-like for me to trust you. I'm sorry.”

Shruvari suddenly hated the armour she was wearing. She removed her helmet, unbuckled her breastplate, loosened her scimitar and tossed all these to one side. “I have led many raids, and commanded my own troops from a young age. I have always done my father great pride on the battlefield. And yet... I have always wished for a quiet life, after every single victory. Do you know that I have never been defeated? Neither myself, in single combat, nor my troops in a mass conflagration?

“Yet I've always hated it. Hated the death... the smell of blood... the smell of urine and excrement as men release their bowels when they die... the stench of victory. I hate it all. Perhaps I'm not a good peace-time leader. Perhaps I don't know how to make art and music flourish. I can't even play a musical instrument, and neither can Falir.... Perhaps I don't know how to properly administer my people – charging neither too much nor too little tax, giving them neither too many nor too few roads, giving them neither too many nor too few prefects and satraps; and yet, there is nothing I want more than to learn these things.

“My husband-to-be is the same. He grew up differently to me, but he is a creator.” she thought about it for a moment, nodded her head and said: “Yes, a creator.”

“A creator?” Rana asked.

“In this life, there are six kinds of people.” Inwardly, Shruvari was rather surprised that some of her father's boring lessons had actually stuck. Then, suddenly proud of herself, she continued: “There are creators, there are maintainers, there are users, there are abusers, there are destroyers, and lastly, there are subverters. These last ones are the most dangerous. The creators create, so that others can use and enjoy, but not all creations are good – some creators create what is evil. Take this for example...” Shruvari leaned over and stretched till she got hold of the hilt of her scimitar. She pulled it, and it came free from its scabbard. She held it hilt-first for Rana to take.

Shruvari's scimitar was a special kind called a talwar – different from an ordinary scimitar in that the blade was much narrower near the tip, making it useful not only for slashing, as with a normal scimitar, but for thrusting as well. The narrower blade meant that it had to be made from superior steel, and such was the case.

The blade was made of an annealment of two types of crucible steel, forming a steel called pearlite,  having the appearance of being made up of myriads of tiny layers. The smith who had made Shruvari's blade was so skilled, that, instead of a fairly random 'wood grain' texture as one would normally expect from this particular process, he had managed to control the process to the extent that the entire blade had the appearance of a peacock feather.

The hilt, forged by another smith, was made of a very rare alloy of gold, silver and steel – similar to electrum in appearance – with hand-woven silk cord wrapped around the grip, and magnificent jewels set in place on the capstan rivets, pommel and handle guard.

“Look at my weapon... look at its beauty, its craftsmanship... yet, it is a thing of evil. It has slain four-hundred-and-thirty-eight men. Some of them were just innocent young boys – boys who had simply been sent to battle by their king and told to fight. Yet my weapon ended their lives. On the other hand, this same blade ended the lives of numerous brigands and highway robbers, and even a rapist.

“What I mean to say is this: Sometimes the creators do evil, and the destroyers do good, but mostly, the creators do good and the destroyers, evil. The real question is: To what end will the creation be used? Or, what is the purpose that the destruction serves? Our purpose – the very purpose of my betrothed and I, is to build and unite our own two kingdoms. Some years from now, I too will be a queen with my own kingdom. Wouldn't it be a truly great thing if I am the queen of a stable, wealthy county, with fat and happy subjects? If that is what I want to inherit one day, then now is the time I must start building toward it..." Shruvari paused a while, resolutely nodded her head, and said: "You know what? Falir is right, we should marry.”

“This is too much for me. I came here looking for peace, not a husband. I'll need some time to meditate.”

Rana looked in the direction of where King Falir and his sergeant-at-arms were standing, and waved at Falir, motioning for him to come closer.

“Your wife-to-be makes a fine case, King Falir,” Rana said as Falir sat down next to Shruvari, “but I'm afraid that I cannot accept your proposal. At least not yet.”

Falir nodded, and began pouring himself a cup of tea. “Well, I'll miss your tea. It's lovely. That's actually the only reason why I asked you to marry us.”

“Fally!” Shruvari reprimanded, back-handing him on his upper arm.

Rana laughed, but quickly turned serious again. “What you are asking... is unheard of. Not to mention something that never even crossed my mind. I cannot say that I find you unattractive – either of you – but that doesn't mean we should all be blurry-eyed and infatuated, forgetting who we are. Our fathers massacred each other's troops, and our four peoples hate each other.”

“Precisely,” Falir said, swilling the tea in his cup and putting it down. He stood up, and held his hand out for Shruvari, who took it and got up. “And: you're wrong. Marriage is a time-honoured tool of uniting kingdoms, stilling strife... How much time do you need?”

“Till tomorrow. Give me till midday.” Rana answered. She got up, turned and beckoned for General Vikashna to come closer. “Order the men back to camp,” Rana said as he came within earshot.

Vikashna said nothing, but thumped his chest with his right fist in salute, bowing slightly.

“Your highness,” King Falir said, also bowing to Rana, the Kadin-kahraman of Illuz-lur and Patha. “Till tomorrow then.” He straightened and walked away. Shruvari also bowed, then quickly grabbed her armour and scimitar, and caught up with Falir.

“That was... sudden!” Shruvari said as she caught up next to Falir.

“I know. Sorry, you know how I like to discuss things with you first, but the thought just popped into my head while we were sitting there. She seems genuine. There's something so...”

“...mature... wise about her.” Shruvari finished his sentence.

“Exactly. We need her. And she needs us. She just doesn't realize it yet. If what she told us about her father...”

“I know! Scary!” Shruvari involuntarily shuddered at the thought of all the things Rana's father might have had been up to.

“And?” Samil said as Falir and Shruvari got closer.

“Well...” Shruvari began, “he just asked her to marry us.” Her tone was dry and the look in her eyes somewhat vacant.

“What?!” Samil blurted out. “Are you mad?”

“That's what I thought at first, but the idea's grown on me,” Shruvari answered before Falir could say anything.

Samil rolled his eyes, and let out a loud moan.

“That's enough, Samil! If you don't mind...” Falir gestured towards the rows and rows of blue-clad soldiers sitting just ten feet away, and continued: “we have company.”

Samil, ever respectful in public, and always cheeky in private, nodded and mumbled an apology.

“Let's get back to camp. I need to speak to the men. Please assemble them all.”

“Yes, my king,” Samil replied.

***
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“For how long will she be gone?”

“We don't know, Eldred Shadow,” came the reply from one of the shadow witches gathered in the zenana, the inner part of the palace reserved only for women.

The woman who had asked the question trammelled the fingernails of her left hand on the delicately carved stone water basin beside which she was standing. The nail of her thumb was long and had been filed into a sharp point. “Well, that makes things more difficult...” she went quiet, then spoke as her eyes lit up: “Or easier. Yes!” She looked at the other four women, then slowly, as if forming the ideas while she was speaking, began giving instructions: “Start a rumour... hmm, let's see, how did she die? She was ambushed... no, assassinated... right inside the camp... by the  Badeshtrani. Then see to it that it happens.” She threw her burqa over her head, turned on her heels and walked away.

“How do you kill the Kadin-kahraman?” the one witch asked  another.

“In her sleep. I can't think of any other way.”

“I know someone. Leave it to me...” a third witch said.
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Chapter 3
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Soldiers have a way of moaning and complaining among themselves, but quickly pretending as if everything is fine as soon an officer walks by.

Captain Hassan, however, was no fool, and immediately felt the brooding mood of his men as he approached the group of them sitting around the fire.

“I know what you're all thinking...” he said without any preamble. “We should get up tomorrow and show those devils exactly who we are.”

A soldier stood up and walked towards Captain Hassan. There was a whiff of liquor on the soldier's breath as he replied: “Yes! Show them! Show them who we are! I say enough of this sitting around. I came here to fight!” He adjusted his blue turban slightly, then added: “Dogs!” and spat on the ground.

Captain Hassan took a breath, then said: “But our queen has commanded us otherwise.”

“She is not our queen! She hasn't been crowned yet!” the same soldier retorted.

“Yes, but she soon will be. And besides, she's our Kadin-kahraman – we have to obey her. It is our way.” Hassan replied.

“I challenge her!” the drunk soldier shouted. “I challenge that whore to come and fight a real man! Then we'll see!”

“Easy soldier, easy! Show some respect.” Hassan knew that he would have to report the matter. Anyone had the right to challenge the Kahraman or the Kadin-kahraman to single combat – if they were stupid enough. Duels between disagreeing parties over ordinary disputes were usually settled with blunt weapons – staves, kali sticks or cudgels, and the victor had to grant quarter to his or her opponent and not kill him. A challenge to either the Kahraman or the Kadin-kahraman was a more serious matter, and was usually settled with somebody's head rolling in the dust.

“No! I challenge her! I challenge her!” The soldier clumsily drew his scimitar and held it in front of him. Tell that whore I'm ready for her.”

The next morning, Hassan went to see General Vikashna, who in turn delivered the message to Rana.

“Was he serious?” Rana asked, wide-eyed with disbelief.

“No, drunk, my queen...” Vikashna toyed with the idea of not telling her that the soldier had also called her a whore, but his sense of duty overpowered his desire to not hurt her feelings. “He, ah... also called you a whore.”

“A whore? I still wear pants! Surely he's figured out that I'm still a virgin?”

“He was... drunk, my queen.”

Rana sighed. Great. That's all I need. I have more important things on my mind! she thought to herself, then said: “I suppose we'll just have to make an example of him then. Take me to him.” Rana quickly took a beautiful semi-translucent blue burqa from where it was draped over a divan couch, and donned it.

Soon, Vikashna and Rana were approaching the group of tents that belonged to Hassan's company. Hassan saw them approaching, and ran to meet them.

“My queen,” Hassan said, bowing low. He straightened, saluted by thumping his chest with his right fist, and said: “General!”

“At ease.” Vikashna said. “Just take us to him.”

Hassan turned and began walking in the direction of the tents, bellowing: “Troops! Form up! Form up!”

The boloyi had a strange way of standing in rank – they stood in curved rows, in stead of straight rows like almost every other army anywhere else.

“The challenger will now step forward!” Hassan barked.

A red-eyed soldier stepped forward, looking this way and that. As soon as he saw Rana, he ran towards her, meaning to go down on his knees and beg for forgiveness. Hassan, however, thought he was rushing her, and tripped him up as he ran past. “You will wait till the Kadin-kahraman is ready, soldier!” he shouted, stepping with his heel on the small of the soldier's back.

“No, no Captain, I...”

“Silence!”

The soldier quivered slightly, then regained his composure, and made a placating gesture. Hassan removed his foot from pinning the soldier down, and slowly, the soldier rose to his feet. “Very well then. We shall fight.”

Rana surveyed the surroundings, and said loud enough for everyone to hear: “Let's get on with it then. Make a circle!” She removed her burqa and looked up at the sun. It's still early, I shouldn't bake too much, she thought. Her shoes were made from, amongst others, actual silver thread, with blue gemstones arranged in the shapes of tiny flowers inlaid everywhere. They were dainty and very pretty, with pointy tips that had a cute upwards curl. She removed her shoes and handed them to Vikashna. “Please don't let my shoes get ruined,” she said in a flat tone.

Vikashna, the tall, dignified man, sheepishly stood holding the pair of shoes hooked over the index and middle fingers of his one hand.

Soon, Rana stood alone inside a circle of soldiers, facing her opponent. “Do you realize that this is a fight to the end? Both of us have the right to honourably kill each other?” she asked.

“Where is your weapon?” the belligerent soldier called.

“I don't need one,” Rana replied, and took up a fighting stance. She began by gently bending her knees, while gracefully raising her slightly cupped hands, knuckles up, to shoulder height, and then pushing down, but with each hand going in an arc to the left. She ended up standing with her left hand extended, palm up and slightly cupped, and her right hand just below her left breast, palm down and also slightly cupped. “Are you waiting for an invitation?” she asked.

The soldier did exactly what Rana had expected: He came rushing at her, leaping forward and chopping downwards with his scimitar.

In what appeared to be more of an elegant dance form than an actual combat move, Rana stepped to the left, batted the scimitar aside with her right hand, and with a quick movement of her wrist firmly grabbed the upper, blunt edge of the blade, near the tip. Almost simultaneously, she brought her left hand in and hit the blade in the middle, with the flat of her hand.

The blade bent almost too easily, and Rana let go, spun round and, having accurately predicted where her opponent's head would be, hit him hard on the temple with her right elbow. In a flowing continuation of her spin, she punched him again on the temple, using her left fist.

The soldier staggered sideways, dropped his scimitar and stood holding his head, moaning softly. He shook his head a few times, stooped down and grabbed his bent scimitar, and then came rushing at Rana with mad, wide swings.

Once again, as if performing a dance in front of dignitaries at the palace on a warm summer's evening, Rana sidestepped and dodged each and every slash that the soldier aimed at her.

Eventually, the soldier began tiring, and his movements began slowing. He made one more dash-and-slash move, but this time, Rana took the offence. As he came past her after sidestepping him, Rana, with the most elegant move, took the soldier's scimitar right out of his hand. As he lurched forward, she jumped in behind him and, holding the bent scimitar by its hilt and tip, and threw it over the soldier's head like a stiff leash. She yanked back hard, while at the same time raising her foot in a graceful arch and kicking him in the small of the back, thus using his throat to bend the
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