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Epilogue

About the Author

The Sacred Laws of the Order of the Light as set down by Marjaru Temmoai, Chief Elder, in the year 521.

	To take the life of another person is to lose the self. The shedding of blood destroys everything.

	The quest for perfection is futile. One must be content with the self. Only then can there be peace. 

	The ground is not to be disturbed. Everything that is needed for life can be found without cutting deep into the planet.

	The boundaries of the atmosphere are not to be breached. It is not necessary to venture beyond the air of the planet. 

	The Chief Elder is responsible for the welfare of the people. The Chief Elder is to be outside of politics. 

	All life is sacred to the Supreme Being, the One. Only take what is needed to survive. 

	Balance and harmony are the goals to be achieved in life. 
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Prologue
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Abanar, located in the galaxy of Prexnar in the star system of Drenor, is a peaceful world. It is a world surrounded by three rings that are invisible to the people on its surface. The planet circles a large yellow star and has two satellites in orbit around it. One moon, Endjin is covered in a dense lush forest with rainbow generating waterfalls and crisp cool lakes and rivers; while the other, Xexis, is a barren landscape. 

The people of Abanar, however, were unaware of these things. They merely believed that the planet they lived on was the sole centre of life in their universe. They saw the two moons orbit the planet but they were distant celestial objects that had no real relevance or bearing on their lives and activities. This, was the thinking of the modern Abanarian, the Abanarian who was born in a world of peace and love and respect for nature. 

They were modern in their outlook, for though they still followed the dictates of the sole religion on the planet, they chafed at some of the restrictions that were placed on them. They did not think that the vast oceans of blue-green waters that ended on strips of glittering gold sand were special, for they had been taught that these things were a natural and normal part of life; the life that followed the traditions and ways of their ancestors. 

The large mountain city of Jkabal sat overlooking the craggy mountains below it. In the remote region of Pacoa it bordered the vast desert called the Wastelands. No life existed there for the harsh conditions of the desert made living virtually impossible. At least, that was what tradition taught. The city of Jkabal was unlike many other places on the planet, it was a gateway to the desert lands and kept watch over the blazing sands that sifted and shifted with the harsh winds that sprung up and covered everything in its path. 

The people of Pacoa were hardy and strong. Their lives were in a constant balance between the vast desert stretches and the verdant greenery of their region. On the hill outside of the city two strangers stood and observed. They made themselves invisible to the people, and kept records of the people who came in and out of the main city gates. 

“Hello there,” a voice called behind them. “I haven’t seen you before.” The man smiled at them and was a tall, rugged Abanarian whose craggy face with deep-set eyes of turquoise that appeared common to many of the planet, showed the harshness of life that he lived. 

“Damn,” one of the males whispered. 

The Abanarian felt nothing as his throat was cut. 

“Tromar!” was the hissed warning. 

“We can’t afford witnesses,” Tromar replied. 

“Damn!” the other cursed again. 

“Help me move him,” Tromar insisted. “We have a job to do and not a lot of time to get it done.”

“I really hate our job at times,” the other muttered. 

“Oh my friend,” Tromar grinned. “What’s really bothering you?”

“This place feels like it could be home,” was the reply.

“Just another world to conquer my friend, it’s just another world,” Tromar shook his head. 
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Chapter 1
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12 years later.

The floor of the arena shook with the stamping feet and thunderous roars of the gathered crowd. This was the main event, the one, which had cost many, a week’s salary to get seats in the farthest reaches of the arena. In the centre of the dirty red sand, which carried the remnants of previous matches crouched a lone female figure. Her hair was braided into a long red-brown rope that was held with a leather tong. Her light brown skin showed evidence of spending long hours in the sun. Her long lashes shuttered her eyes which were turquoise and almond shaped. Her body was wiry with a strong musculature that did nothing to hide her gender.  She wore a simple halter-top that ended just above her belly button and her skirt, which had two slits, ended at her mid-thigh. In her hand was a staff weapon that was called a bajole. It had two sharpened ends that concealed sharpened steel blades. 

She sat there immovable in the centre of the ring balanced on her feet, which were clad in ankle high boots. Then she rolled her neck and flexed her shoulders. The crescendo in the arena grew louder as the crowd began chanting, “Winna! Winna!” Every muscle in her vibrated as she unfurled her body from its crouched position. She barely gave her opponent a glance as she straightened her body to its full height. He was a large male and had won every one of his bouts so far. Winna smiled to herself and studied him carefully. 

She wrinkled her nose as she noticed the foul stench that emanated from him. Not only was in he in need of a bath but he had apparently soiled himself when he saw her. She noted the nervous glance to his handler in the crowd and realized that neither of them knew that they would face her. It was just like the Najai to keep that information secret. No one wanted to fight her, for she was death incarnate; a legend and all of Abanar knew her. Winna winced as she felt her leg tingle. Even with the superior Najai technology her body was not healing as well as it once did. She still had not fully recovered from being flung into the wall when she had her last match. 

Winna’s body tensed as she saw the walls of the ring change colours. They were now at amber and no one else saw it. She waited for the signal then saw the red lights flash three times. She sprang so quickly that her opponent did not see the movement. He barely had time to scream as she removed his head from his shoulders. The crowd stood silently as she began to twirl the bajole until it sang her name. Then the crowd erupted in screams as Winna glanced at the ceiling and wondered if one day the noise would shake the glass loose. She saw the Najai Commander seated in his box. He nodded at her, an indication that he was pleased. She kept her head still and walked out of the ring, barely noticing the attendants who came to clean up after her. Tears streamed down her face as she again tried to convince herself that her parents would not be disappointed in what their daughter had become. 

Every day was the same routine for her. She waited patiently for the entrapment beams to be lowered as she took her position in her cage. The hum of the beams was a steady reminder of her loss of freedom and she dropped to the floor when they were in place. She heard the vacuum of the hydraulic doors open and did not raise her head. She had no intention of staring at the new recruits. They puzzled her, as they were volunteers, unlike her who was a slave and had no freedom to choose what she did. She heard them shuffling into the their waiting areas and knew that they were all straining to see her, for they knew if they did not see her now, the next time they did, would be when they died. 

The doors opened again and the Najai Commander entered. Winna listened as the Commander spoke briefly to the guard instructing him to remove the recruits to another area. Winna had learned the Najai language but none of the Najai knew this, such knowledge would result in death. In fact, all infractions against the Najai were punishable by death.  She kept her knowledge to herself, but she knew that they understood her intelligence.  She had no idea that this particular Commander suspected her knowledge and he revelled in her intelligence, for it made him secretly proud. 

“Winna!” he commanded her.

She sprang quickly to her feet and made slight adjustments for her sore leg. The Commander appeared to frown at her, but she could not see his face as it was locked securely behind the armoured helmet that they all wore. However, she could sense that there was something wrong. 

“I have done wrong Commander?” Winna asked softly. 

“Why are you limping?” he barked. 

“The leg has not yet healed Commander,” Winna replied with her eyes carefully downcast. 

The beams for her cage lowered and she relaxed her muscles so that she would not break any bones should he choose to strike her. It was a lesson she learned early. The Commander removed his armoured gloves to reveal the black nylons underneath. He then dropped into a crouched position and checked her leg carefully, feeling along the muscles and bone to see if there was any permanent damage. Winna schooled herself not to respond to the gentle probing of the Commander’s hands. She had to stop her body from leaning into his as she felt a wave of safety in his grasp. She suddenly knew who he was and she held her breath as to why he had returned. 

He shook his head as he rose to his feet and donned his armoured glove. He merely waved his hand in front of him and Winna preceded him out of her cage. He took her to the nearest guard and instructed him to take her to the Med-Bay. Winna meekly followed as she wondered what fate would await her now. As they proceeded along the corridors she heard the cries and shrieks of the others who had been genetically altered. These men and women had implants surgically placed to alter their bone structure and muscle tone. It was a harrowing process that not many survived, and those who did lived in a state of constant pain and enforced rage. They were no longer sane as their minds were unable to cope with the agony of breathing and living. 

Unfortunately, the Najai were not ones to give up on their experiments and the new round of gen-als as they were called, were slightly better than the first set. They were still in a great deal of pain, but they had dials inserted that could be used to subdue them. Winna had to steel herself not to cry as she recognised some of the voices screaming. 

The Med-Tech, merely glanced at the guard when Winna entered. She waved at him to leave and instructed Winna to get on the diagnostic table. Winna, having been accustomed to their procedures removed her garments before she lay on the table. The Med-Tech removed a scanning device and moved a wand over body as she read the information that was relayed on her handheld screen. 

“Your leg has refused to heal Winna,” The Med-Tech said absently. 

Winna did not respond. She understood that the Med-Tech was merely recording her observations. She had been property for a long time, but there were times when she wondered what her life would have been like, had the Najai not come to her world. 

*  *   *
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10 YEARS EARLIER

“Noya!” the tiny woman called out into the field. She was no more than five feet in height, with a long cascade of white hair held together by a long leather tong. Her face was devoid of lines that most women her age had, except for the faint feathering of laugh lines around her eyes, which were a bright topaz brown. Her figure was gently rounded, the evidence she proudly wore after having birthed three children. She looked toward the wooded area near the house. 

“Noya!” she called again. “Where is that child?”

“She’ll come soon, Leta. Don’t worry about her so much,” a tall man of approximately six feet in height, with a rugged face and burnished skin which offset his bright turquoise eyes under a shock of white hair with red-brown streaks. 

“How can you be so calm? What if something happened to her Cono?” Leta asked him pointedly. 

“Then we would thank the Great Spirit that gives us life and peace for the time we had with her,” Cono replied quietly. 

Leta glared at her husband for a few moments. She knew he was not trying to upset her, but he was like his people of the mountains unfailingly calm and accepting of life. It was a different philosophy from the people in city where she grew up. Leta recalled how her friends believed that she was insane for going off with the strange ones. However, she had just been told that she would never have children and was inconsolable for no male in the city would have her for a wife. Then she met Cono. He treated her with gentleness and kindness, even more importantly he didn’t care about her fertility status. He told her that if it were the will of the Great Spirit they would have children or not. 

Leta’s parents were grateful that someone was willing to take her, for they knew that she was now unsuitable for anyone with any status in the city to take for a wife. The fact that she would live far away, that it would take a three-day journey to see her was even better. Leta found the adjustment to the mountain way of life difficult. The work was hard and her hands had to learn to make things grow in the harsh environment. Her husband was deeply religious but his religion was so much a part of him that it was natural. She had often wondered about that but after meeting so many of their neighbours and Cono’s family, she realised that it was simply that their lives were so precarious that no one took it for granted. 

Leta didn’t regret her decision to marry Cono, and then in their third year of conjoined union, the one thing that she had been told would never happen did. They were blest with a son; she named him Luntin for her grandfather. Within four years of Luntin’s birth, she had second son, Karo, named for Cono’s father. Leta was overjoyed but her family didn’t share her happiness, for Leta had two sons and her sisters had none. Leta asked Cono for an explanation, but he didn’t have any answers that would satisfy her. 

But the surprise of their life was Noya. Noya was sixteen and her birth was an event that no one had expected or planned for. In Leta’s heart Noya was special, for she felt that her child was destined for great things, Leta sighed heavily. Now if she could only find that child. 

“See, she comes now Leta,” Cono smiled at his wife. 

Noya was tall and lithe with her red-brown hair hanging in loose waves down her back. Her turquoise eyes shone brightly from her sun-burnished face, which wore a pensive expression. She was quiet and moved with a grace that made it appear she was gliding along the grass instead of walking through it. She was almost her father’s height, which made her nearly a foot taller than her mother. 

Noya glanced up and saw her mother and smiled. In her arms she cradled a zunsa, a small rabbit like creature that was known for its viciousness especially when hurt. Cono’s mouth curved into a frown as he watched his daughter carrying the animal. 

“Noya?” Cono asked. 

Noya stared up at her father who had the same eyes as her, “I couldn’t father, it was hurt and in pain.”

Her father remained silent but Leta became agitated. The last thing she wanted to do was to startle a creature whose vicious claws could sever her child’s arm. Fortunately the zunsa appeared to be quite calm. 

“Noya must visit the temple and stay with the Elders for awhile my Leta,” Cono pronounced. 

“But why?” Leta gasped in confusion. 

Cono turned to his wife and smiled sadly. He placed his hand on her cheek and stroked it in a manner that he often used to comfort her. 

“Because she may have been a beautiful gift, but she must do what she is destined to do in this life,” Cono explained. 

Leta attempted to step back but Cono gripped her. Noya looked from her father to her mother. 

“Father,” Noya whispered. 

“No my heart,” Cono shook his head as he wrapped Leta in his arms. “It’s not your fault. We have known since you were born that we wouldn’t have you for long. It was just our selfish wish to keep you longer.”

“No,” Leta’s eyes watered. “She’s too young.”

“She’s sixteen, my love,” Cono crooned. “She was ready ten years ago.”
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Chapter 2
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Later that evening Noya sat across from her parents while the zunsa remained at her feet. Noya had cleaned its wound and bandaged its paw. There was evidence that the animal had been caught in a trap, but unlike its usual nature, the animal permitted Noya to care for it. Now it sat at her feet like a loving family pet. Noya stared at her plate for she couldn’t bear to see the sadness in her mother’s eyes. 

“Mama,” Noya whispered. 

“I knew this day was coming my child,” Leta replied, tilting Noya’s eyes to meet hers. 

“Mama,” Noya frowned. 

“It happened shortly after you were born,” Leta sighed. “You must have been about six months. You were sitting up and then suddenly you started rolling across the floor trying to get out the door. Luntin was there to catch you and you kept pointing outside. So he took you outside and then you wanted to go to the tree. So he took you to the tree where he had to pick up a Borah bird. I screamed when I saw that vile creature, but you kept stroking its wing and cooing. Apparently it had broken its wing and you wanted to fix it. That bird remained with us until you were four years old. It was old and died, but you didn’t cry. You simply told your father that he had to pray for it and bury it.”

Noya frowned at her mother, for she had never heard this story before. 

“It was then,” Leta continued. “It was then that your father knew what you really were. The Elders came for you when you were six years old. But decided to let you grow up with us. I had always hoped that they were wrong.”

Cono pulled Leta into her lap as she wept as Noya also reached for her mother and attempted to soothe her. 

“It’s all right mama,” Noya said. “I won’t go if it will make you so sad.”

Leta cried harder, and Noya stared at her father in distress. 

“It’s all right, my heart,” Cono said. “That is the same thing you told her when you were six.”

“Oh,” Noya arched her brow. “Well, now I understand why she’s crying harder.”
Cono chuckled. 
Leta swatted his chest. “This isn’t funny!”

“Actually it is,” Cono shook his head. “You’re upset because you won’t get grandchildren.”
“Mama already has grandchildren,” Noya shook her head. “There are Karo and Luntin’s children, Jashah and Kobor.”
“Yes,” Cono nodded. “But your mother did not have as much to do with either Irak’s or Manci’s pregnancies. Their mothers were a part of the whole ritual of care.”

“I see,” Noya nodded. “And as a member of the chosen I wouldn’t have those experiences.”

“I think your mother fears that you will become an Elder,” Cono grinned. 

“Great-grandmother was permitted to have a family and a husband when she was chosen before she became an Elder,” Noya shrugged her shoulders. “Why wouldn’t I be accorded the same privilege? Especially if I found a suitable partner.”

“You both are just trying to comfort me,” Leta muttered. 

“Yes,” Noya replied. “Besides, maybe you’ll get lucky and Irak and Manci will give my brothers more children to worry about.”
Cono laughed.
Leta struggled out of her husband’s embrace and kissed her daughter on her forehead. 
“It is because you are my youngest,” Leta sighed. “You are also my only daughter. If it were either of your brothers, I would console myself that I had one left. But you, you are a promise that I never expected. I always wanted a daughter. I always wanted her to be more special than anyone else, and now I have my wish and my heart is breaking.”

“It will be fine mother,” Noya smiled. “It is the will of the One that we all follow. You are my mother and you will always be.”

Leta nodded as she left both father and daughter together. 

“You should have told her,” Noya shook her head. 
“Told her what my heart?” Cono smiled at his daughter. 
“The truth of the family,” Noya sighed. 
“That you are the sixth generation called to serve in the Order?” Cono asked. “I told her that a long time ago.”
“That your grandmother was Chief Elder?” Noya stared at her father. “That you were to be the next one?”
Cono grimaced. “Luntin had no right.”
“Luntin and Karo were discussing the possibility of one of their children becoming the next one,” Noya grinned. “They never thought that I would be one of the Order.”
“No,” Cono shook his head. “They knew that you would be it. They just wondered if one their children would follow in your footsteps.”
Noya arched her brow. 

“Sleep my heart,” Cono said gently. “Tomorrow we go to see the Chief Elder, Visna.”

“Visna was the one who replaced you,” Noya whispered. 

“We won’t tell your mother that fact,” Cono smiled. “The poor woman carries enough guilt.”
“Guilt?” Noya prodded. 
“Her sisters had no children, and she had three,” Cono shrugged. “They believed the tests as to their fertility, but they forget that it takes more than that to create a child.”
Noya nodded absently as her father left her around the table. She cleared the table and put away the washing then picking up the zunsa went to bed. 
The next day dawned early, as the family prepared for the journey to the temple. The temple was located a half day’s journey from their farm. Cono walked with his wife and daughter to the transport depot where they would board the train to the temple. Noya stared at the gleaming train that waited on the tracks. She had no recollection of ever being on one. She felt her mother’s hand grip her tightly and she looked down at her. Leta smiled as she led her child to the train. 

They sat on the benches by the windows as Noya stared out at the lush green hills that were dotted with farms. The train moved quickly and Noya felt her breath catch, as she had never travelled that quickly before. 

“If you think this is fast,” Leta read Noya’s apprehension on her face. “You should see the vehicles in the city of Curborra, where I grew up.”

“You never went back mama,” Noya shook her head. 

“My child, I never wanted you to be subjected to those people,” Leta shook her head. “Their ways are so different and it has been almost forty years since I left that place. There is too much bitterness.”

“Such a thing is not good in a family,” Noya observed. 

“Perhaps,” Leta sighed. “But we are what we are.”

Noya remained silent for the rest of the journey. 

The train came to a stop and all disembarked. There was a small marketplace near the temple and Noya stared at it for a moment. There were vendors hawking food and other items to visitors of the temple. 

“Father,” Noya grabbed Cono’s hand. “Why are there people selling here?”

“Many come from all over Abanar to visit the temple here,” Cono said quietly. “There have to be vendors to provide for the needs of so many travellers.”

“Why do they all come here?” Noya asked. 

“Because this is where the Chief Elder Visna lives,” Cono explained. “He is the leader of the Order and there are those who make pilgrimage to hear his words.”

“But the Chief Elder’s words are broadcast to everyone on the planet,” Noya shook her head. “There is no need for them to make such a journey. It is an unnecessary hardship.”

Cono smiled gently at her. “You sound like my grandmother when they convinced her of the necessity of this place.”

“Your grandmother?” Leta’s head snapped up. 

“You remember her,” Cono nodded his head to indicate that they should follow the path to the temple. 

“Yes,” Leta nodded. “She said that I would give birth to the greatest symbol of our people.”

Cono stopped at stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

Leta shook her head. “I don’t know. I barely remember her, but just now I could hear her voice and recall her words.”

“Those are words of comfort mama,” Noya smiled. 

“Yes,” Leta nodded vaguely. 

Cono quickened their pace but kept an eye on his daughter. His grandmother had never told him that, and he felt a chill in the marrow of his bones. What else had his grandmother kept from him?

The gate to the temple stood open, it was a large marble wall with wrought iron gates that stood twelve feet high, the main entry way was a garden strewn with a variety of flowers that appeared to have been thrown in a haphazard manner but were in truth in carefully plotted beds. There were benches near the main fountain that stood central in the paved courtyard. It was made of volcanic obsidian glass hardened to create its shape. The water flowed out of three spouts and emptied into a pool that then flowed along the pathway through the flowerbeds. Noya saw that the water would then be used to feed the flowers so that they remained fresh blooms. 

She noted that the visitors stood mesmerised by the fountain but a flash of white caught her attention. She stared at the man who appeared before her and she knew him. Noya gripped her father’s hand and pointed to the man. He was a little taller than her and had long flowing white hair with a short white beard. His eyes were sparkling obsidian offset by white eyebrows set against skin that was a creamy mocha colour. His hands were tapered and his fingers appeared to dance as though waiting to play an instrument. However, there was the aura of calm and peace about him that made him completely restful. 

“Do you remember me, Noya Temmoai?” the man’s velvet voice intoned.

Noya stared at him and a memory of her with this man playing with a leaf by her house. 

“I was a child, and we played with a leaf,” Noya smiled. 

Cono and Leta remained silent. 

“Yes,” the man nodded. “You told me that the leaf was sad to be away from its home but that it understood that it had a part to play.”

Noya nodded. “And you said, that like that leaf, one day I would have leave home and play my part.”

“Cono,” the man greeted her father.

“Visna,” Cono bowed. “You remember my wife Chief Elder?”

Visna smiled. “How many tears did she shed this time?”

“Not as many as the first,” Leta answered. “Do you really have to take her?”

“What did she do?” Visna asked. 
“What hasn’t she done,” Cono sighed. “It was a zunsa this time. We had no choice but to bring it.”
“Where is it?” Visna’s eyebrow arched. 

Noya reached inside her cloak and removed the animal. There was a gasp behind them and Noya turned and stared into the face of a wizened woman. She was as tall as Leta, but had a wreath of blue-black hair, which offset topaz brown eyes, a full mouth and a narrow nose. She was dressed in the traditional robes of the Elders. However she was staring at the zunsa with an expression of horror. 

“Mischai relax,” Visna smiled. “If she could tame a Borah bird when she was six months old, I assure you the zunsa is harmless.”

Mischai stared at Visna. Leta gripped the woman’s hand and squeezed. “You should have heard me when she brought home one of the most poisonous species of snake,” Leta sighed. 

“She has an affinity to tame dangerous creatures,” Mischai nodded. “It is a rare gift indeed.”

“Noya,” Visna offered her his hand and waited for her to take it. “You will study under me.”
“No,” Cono started.
“You have no say in this matter, Cono Temmoai,” Visna stated flatly.

“You can’t be serious,” Cono argued.

“She must play her part,” Visna shook her head. “Even your grandmother saw it, and as we share the same gift, you must trust me.”

“You are the Chief Elder, we have to obey,” Cono recited. 

Visna laughed. “Oh my friend, it has been too long. I granted your request when she was six. But now we are running out of time.”

“What do you know?” Cono stood straighter. 

“Nothing, everything,” Visna smiled as he turned with Noya. “It is time child.”

Noya stared at her parents and both Cono and Leta kissed her forehead and cheeks, the traditional goodbye blessing. 

“You are my heart,” Cono whispered. “As long as you remain strong so will I.”

“You are my heart,” Leta whispered. “As long as you live, so will I.”
Cono and Leta left the courtyard and returned home. 
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Chapter 3
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Noya stared at the walls of her cell as she sat cross-legged on the pallet provided for her. She had nothing with her except the necklace that her father gave her when she was ten years old, the one which had the family name Temmoai inscribed on the pendant. That would be the only worldly possession she would be able to keep with her. She thought of what happened in the courtyard and how her parents were sad to leave her at the temple. Would it have been easier if she had been six years old? She didn’t know the answer to that one but suddenly she missed her mother terribly. The zunsa crawled into her lap and she began to sing the lullaby that her mother would often sing to her, giving herself and the creature comfort. She fell asleep when the last strains of the song were done. 

While Noya sang, Mischai was seated across from Visna with a cross look on her face. Visna merely shook his head. 

“You can’t mean to train that child,” Mischai shook her head. “Let one of the others do it.”
“They won’t teach her what she needs to know Mischai,” Visna smiled. 
“Don’t you pull that Chief Elder mysticism with me,” Mischai growled at him. “Just because her father was to be Chief Elder doesn’t give you the right to make his daughter your successor.”
Visna laughed. “Cono wasn’t supposed to be Chief Elder Mischai, he was.”
“What?” Mischai sat up straighter. 
“He had already been ordained,” Visna chuckled. “Yes, it was quite a thing when he went to Curborra and found Leta. Leta never knew what her husband gave up. But his children do.”

“Why keep that from her?” Mischai demanded. 
“Leta would never have married him,” Visna explained. “Cono’s grandmother had decided to step down after he had been Chief Elder for a few years, to ensure that there was a smooth transition. He was quite young at the time.”
“Yes, he would have been,” Mischai nodded. “But why did she allow him to renounce?”

“Because she saw Noya,” Visna sighed. “Mischai there are things already in motion. They have been for the last two years. We must train Noya in a way that no one else can be trained. She was presenting at six months old. At six years old she was skilled enough to be an acolyte. Now at sixteen she has gifts that will only serve her well.”

“She’s too young,” Mischai argued. 

“You sound like her mother,” Visna shook his head. “Cono isn’t in agreement. But he knows what must be done.”

“You will train this child and then what?” Mischai argued. “What happens then?”

“Then we will trust that the strength of her bloodline will protect her against the storm that we have long expected to come,” Visna’s shoulders sagged. 

Mischai reached for him but he waved her off. 

“Please,” Visna stared into her eyes. “Help me. Help our world.”

Mischai’s eyes filled with tears. 

The next day Mischai greeted Noya as she exited her cell. Noya looked at the Elder and bowed in greeting. Mischai smiled at her and then started when she saw the zunsa in Noya’s arms. 

“I think that you should release that one,” Mischai said. 

Noya looked down at the zunsa. “Mora doesn’t want to leave.”

“Mora?” Mischai frowned. 
“Mora is her name,” Noya replied. “I didn’t know it before. But I woke with the sense that her name is Mora.”
Mischai nodded solemnly then looked up as other acolytes came forward. A young man named Milaak approached Mischai and bowed. He looked at Noya and then he grew pale. 

“Milaak,” Mischai called to him. 

Milaak stared at her blankly for a moment then shook his head. “I’m sorry Elder. I was momentarily taken aback by how young this one is.”

Mischai frowned but didn’t press him on his prevarication. But she stared at Noya with a great deal of concern. 

Milaak indicated that Noya should walk ahead of him as they both followed Mischai. 

“Milaak,” Visna’s voice sounded behind them. 

They all stopped. 

“Come with me,” Visna nodded. Milaak meekly followed the Chief Elder, while the others proceeded to their lessons. 

Visna took Milaak into the private garden behind the kitchens. Milaak thought it an odd place, but kept his counsel to himself. 

“You saw,” Visna said quietly. 

“Chief Elder,” Milaak kept his eyes firmly on the ground. 

“Look at me Milaak,” Visna commanded. 

“Please,” Milaak kept his head down. 

“I saw Noya’s future and it is not a pleasant one,” Visna told him. “I know what she must undergo, what I need to know from you is if you saw a different future from me.”
Milaak’s head snapped up. “I wish that I could live her life for her. That I could endure the suffering that she will, but my destiny is different from hers.”
“Yes,” Visna nodded. “You will keep this secret.”

Milaak knew that this was not a request. “I will keep this secret.”
Visna rubbed Milaak’s shoulder. “I would have had you not see her future, but it is the will of the One greater than us. Rest here Milaak, I often find this garden to be calming.”
Visna left him and so did not see when Milaak’s knees slid to the ground and the tears that were wrenched from his soul. 

*  *  *
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6 MONTHS LATER.

Noya excelled in all her classes. She was consistently the highest scorer on all the tests. Milaak teased her mercilessly that she was the reason that he was always second. Noya merely grinned at the young man who reminded her so much of her brother Luntin.  Physically, he was nothing like her brother except for his height. Milaak stood at a little over six feet and had sandy brown hair with bright brown eyes. His nose had a slight hook and his eyes were deep-set. He had slashing brows and a stern mouth that was constantly in a wreath of smiles. His hair was close cropped in a style he said came from his region of Penmair. Noya was grateful that she had made a friend, and put his initial reaction to her as a result of her age. 

“I’m not that young!” Noya chided him when Milaak again fixed her shoes. 

“Relax little one,” Milaak teased. “I don’t need that mad zunsa you call a pet slicing me open because you fell and it got hurt.”

“Mora wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Noya shook her head as she removed the zunsa from her cloak’s pocket. The zunsa merely wagged its tiny tail and wrinkled its nose at her. “See?” Noya said as she placed the zunsa in front of Milaak.

“Milaak,” Gagaoi called. She was from the city of Jkabal and had light golden hair and turquoise eyes set in a pleasant oval shaped face with a pert nose and a generous mouth. Noya had wondered why she chose to follow this life when it was apparent that she could have easily married. 

“Yes,” Milaak turned. 

“I tell you that you shouldn’t trust that thing,” Gagaoi admonished. 

“Are you referring to me or Mora?” Noya asked. 

Gagaoi studied her for a moment. “Actually I was referring to Mora.”

“Hmm,” Noya nodded. 
“Milaak, she’s not a baby,” Gagaoi snorted. 
“If I had come here at six, I probably wouldn’t have been allowed to walk anywhere,” Noya sighed. 

“Six?” Gagaoi stared at her. 

“Yes,” Noya nodded absently. “When I was six years old, the Chief Elder came for me. But my mother was crying so much that they let me stay home.”

“Well that explains it,” Gagaoi huffed. 

“What?” Milaak asked as he straightened while keeping a close eye on the zunsa.

“Why we can’t outscore her. She must have been reading the ancient scrolls in her mother’s womb,” Gagaoi grinned. “Come on Noya, if I leave you with Milaak you’ll probably let Mora attack him to give you some peace.”
“It’s ok,” Noya shrugged. “My older brothers are the same way. Can’t believe that I can fix my own shoes.”
“You have older brothers?” Milaak prodded. 

“Yes, Luntin and Karo,” Noya smiled. “Luntin has a son Kobor and Karo has a daughter named Jashah. They are adorable my niece and nephew. Of course they do get into trouble.”
“Your mother had three of you?” Gagaoi shook her head. 
“Well, I’m the last born. Luntin was nineteen and Karo fifteen when I came along, so it was quite an experience growing up,” Noya nodded. “My mother had it easy because she only had one baby to deal with.”

“I bet you were a handful,” Milaak grinned. 

“Well, my father told me the story of my pet Borah bird,” Noya shrugged. “I was six months old when I got Luntin to take me outside so that we could heal its broken wing. The bird stayed with us until I was four when it died. I don’t really remember this of course.”

Milaak and Gagaoi stopped and stared at her. Noya looked at them quizzically. 

“Well, fellow Elder,” Milaak said to Gagaoi.

“Yes, fellow Elder,” Gagaoi replied. 

“Shall we take the next Chief Elder to her lesson?” Milaak asked. 

“I think we had better, since we will just be lowly council members,” Gagaoi grinned. 

“Actually, you’ll probably find a husband when you go back home,” Noya shrugged her shoulders. 

Gagaoi and Milaak both erupted in laughter. Noya was confused by their response but she said nothing else. 
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Chapter 4
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Noya sat in the main dining hall surrounded by the other acolytes. Even though she was excelling in all her areas, the information was difficult and cumbersome. She felt that she had to work that much harder to keep up with the others. She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Visna there. He indicated that she was to follow him. The entire hall became silent as they watched the Chief Elder lead Noya away. 

Noya followed Visna to his private chamber and they both sat on pallets opposite each other. 

“Noya, you have been with us for six months,” Visna stated. 

“Yes, Elder, I have tried my best to keep up but some of information is more than I had ever thought,” Noya admitted. 

Visna chuckled, “I know Noya. But you have to understand that the training that you are excelling in, is usually reserved for those who have completed at least fifteen years of study.”

“Fifteen years?” Noya was stunned. “But Chief Elder, I’m not ready for that.”

“This is your training my Noya,” Visna nodded. “But you will not be ordained in the Order.”

“But why train me?” Noya was puzzled. 

“In time you will understand my child. In time you will understand,” Visna said cryptically as he rose and she matched him. Then he touched the temple of her forehead and left her in his chamber. 

Noya remained there puzzled. She slowly left the room and walked right into Milaak. She looked up at him and saw the question in his eyes. 

“You knew that the material was too advanced for me,” Noya accused. 

“I only know that you have a grasp of things that I have studied for years and never grasped,” Milaak sighed. 

“Why do others think that I’m being trained?” Noya pressed him. 

“My Noya,” Milaak wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry.”

Noya pulled out his arms. “Milaak.”

“Okay,” Milaak sighed. “They think that you are being trained as the next Chief Elder.”

“Is it because Visna is overseeing my training?” Noya asked. 
“That would be part of it, but no,” Milaak shook his head. “Actually you have Mora to blame for that one.”
“Mora?” Noya scooped the zunsa out of her pocket and stared straight at her. The zunsa nuzzled her nose and closed her eyes and went back to sleep.

“Yes,” Milaak grinned. “Only a person who would become Chief Elder could befriend such dangerous beasts. There was a betting pool that you’d find some new dangerous creature and have two of them as pets.”

“Mischai wouldn’t allow that,” Noya looked away from him. 

“What did you do?” Milaak asked although there was a trace of fear in his voice.

“Nothing,” Noya shrugged. “I just saw a pokra cub.”

Milaak jumped and Noya laughed at him. “Don’t worry, Mischai doesn’t let me outside without a guard to prevent such things.”

“Guard?” Milaak asked. 

“One of the Elders always accompanies me when I go outside of the building,” Noya shrugged. “I figure that Mischai was frightened by what my mother told her.”
“Your penchant for dangerous pets,” Milaak agreed. “I’d be worried too.”
Noya followed Milaak back to the dining hall and rejoined the others. She saw Visna studying her and the look on his face was sad, but she saw that he also looked at Milaak. Milaak glanced at the Chief Elder then held his head down. Noya felt a strange niggle in the back of her mind, that she should be aware of something that was just beyond reach. Gagaoi reached over and gripped her hand and Noya smiled. But she saw that she was not the only one who watched the Chief Elder. There was something wrong. 

3 months later

The Chief Elder Visna was noted for his wisdom however his behaviour had become erratic. Visna would remain silent for weeks and then make cryptic utterances. But there were none more confused than the other members of the Council. There were some who wondered if it was his age catching up with him, or if it was the pressure of the visions that he was blest with were finally pushing him over the edge. They worried that the new successor already being present would have to step into the role earlier than expected. 

It was here before the council that Noya stood waiting to hear the council’s decision. She was a prodigy who had mastered skills and knowledge that those who were older than her had failed to grasp. They decided to that she was to undergo the testing as was mandated long ago when the Order was formed. 

Everyone in the advanced class stood before the council. Mischai stepped forward as the acolytes faced the council table. 

“You have studied hard for this moment,” Mischai intoned. “It is the decision of the council that the fifteen of you, who are in the advanced class will begin the testing process tomorrow.” 

The other members of the class were excited but Milaak remained solemn, as did Noya. She wondered why she was being included and saw Visna indicate his head that they should leave. Milaak stayed close to Noya as they left the council chambers. Gagaoi was almost dancing as she followed them. 

“We’re going to be tested,” Gagaoi clapped her hands. 

“That doesn’t mean that we will be chosen,” Milaak told her. 

“Oh stop being so pessimistic,” Gagaoi scolded. “We have studied hard for this.”
“Yes,” Milaak agreed. “But, remember that no one of the class last year passed. Nor the year before.”
“We were not part of that class,” Gagaoi muttered. 

“Yes, but seven of our number were,” Milaak conceded. “Also remember that there were others who left after deciding that they were not going to spend more time here.”

“They spoke with the Chief Elder first,” Gagaoi shrugged. “He won’t need to do that. Everyone knows that Noya will be the next one, and we will succeed the others.”

Noya frowned at them, for she recalled that Visna had told her that she would never be ordained as a member of the Order.

“I’m too young,” Noya merely stated. “I would have to be much older before I could be made Chief Elder. Even both of you are too young.”

Milaak smiled. “We’re not that young, my Noya.”

“Yes you are,” Noya frowned. 

“I remind you of your older brother, perhaps because we are close in age,” Milaak continued. “It’s why you are so comfortable with me.”

“Well, I agree Noya,” Gagaoi nodded. “Milaak here is older than dirt.”

Noya laughed at the both of them as they separated to go their cells to prepare for the tests the next day. 

Noya was awake an hour before dawn staring at Mora. The zunsa lay on her back and opened her eyes blinking up at her. Noya rubbed the zunsa’s head as she considered what the day would bring. 

“I’m afraid that you’re going to have to stay in the cell today Mora,” Noya sighed. “I can’t take anything with me. Not even my necklace with my family name on the pendant.”

Mora rolled over and nuzzled Noya’s hand. “It’s the whole giving up everything familiar. We can’t be a member of the Order and still cling to the material things. Not that you’re a material thing Mora,” Noya assured her. “But, I suspect that they would put you in the same category.” 

Mora merely rolled back over and went to sleep. 

Mora amused Noya by reminding her that the things she believed were important were not necessarily so.  Noya lay back on her pallet but she felt restless. So she dressed and exited her cell. She walked outside to the garden behind the kitchen and began her morning meditation. 

She had watched Visna one morning shortly after she had arrived and it had reminded her of her father’s meditation. So she simply followed the motions and found that it gave her comfort and calm. 

Noya walked to the centre of the path and stepped off onto a small paved area. There were no benches here and the only plants in the garden were the herbs that the cooks used to flavour their food. Noya grinned, as she knew that her mother would never consider what they prepared as food. In fact, Noya had lost a great deal of weight since her arrival at the temple. Now that she considered it, all the members of the temple were spare in body and light in weight. She shrugged her shoulders and began the first step of the meditation. 

It began by taking deep breaths. She steadied her breathing and her heart rate. She centred herself and began the first movement. She extended her left arm over her head and lunged with her right leg. Then she reversed the motion, sweeping her leg up to her waist as she squatted back on the other leg. Again she reversed the motion. Noya then moved in a circle as she stopped at each point and extended first one leg then the next. She arched her back and clasped her hands before her as she then rolled to the ground and jumped back to her feet. Noya then repeated these actions until her motions became a fluid dance that allowed her mind to relax and be at peace. 

“I could never get it that well,” Milaak’s voice sounded behind her when she had finished. 

“Perhaps if you practice with me,” Noya smiled. 

“If only my Noya,” Milaak nodded grimly. 

“It’s time to eat?” Noya asked. 

“Yes,” he replied. “Come let us take our sustenance,” he grimaced and Noya erupted in laughter. 
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Chapter 5
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The fifteen acolytes were taken into a large chamber and placed before the computer panels. All fifteen of them were placed at strategic locations throughout the chamber and no one could see where the other sat. Visna appeared before Noya and held out his hand. 

“I left her in my room,” Noya told him. 

Visna’s eyebrow went up but he merely smiled and nodded as he took his position to oversee the test. 

The screen flashed a series of symbols that Noya had to correctly interpret in order to move on to the next screen. She quickly moved on to the next screen that held a picture of Mora. Noya frowned at the image and then selected the corresponding symbol that correctly identified what Mora was. On the next screen flashed an image of her great grandmother holding a picture of a baby in her arms. She had to correctly date the image and list the correlating edicts that were enacted to protect the welfare of all children. 

Then the screen moved on to the next scenario. Noya looked at the situation that was presented, it was a dispute between farmers over the right to use a stream that bordered both their lands. Each farmer claimed that in the purchase of their land, they had the sole right to use the stream. The documentation presented showed that both did indeed have the sole right to the stream. What was the correct response to this dispute? Noya stared at the screen for a moment and then typed. ‘Water is life for all, and cannot be owned. The resource must be shared to benefit both parties involved.’

The gong sounded to signal the end of the exam and Noya noticed that it had taken them three hours to complete the test. She frowned because she hadn’t noticed the passage of time. That was unusual for her but she simply shrugged and decided to see how Mora was doing in her cell.  Noya walked quickly to the cell and found the door open. She looked cautiously inside and found one of the Elders staring in rapt attention at a hissing and snarling Mora. 

“Mora!” Noya admonished. “What are you doing?”

She rushed into the room and scooped up the zunsa cradling it against her chest. The Elder stood and smiled. 

“Very impressive,” he smiled at her. 

Noya had only seen this particular Elder at a distance. She frowned as she took in the man who was a few inches shorter than her but was of a spare frame as well. His nose was wide and his mouth stretched into a wide grin. She could see that he not been at the temple he probably would have been a round man, with his squat frame and wide forehead. His sparkling brown eyes matched his brown hair, which was streaked liberally with silver. 

“Why are you in here?” Noya asked. 

“To see how well you can control that beast,” he replied. 

Noya glanced



















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





