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The Story So Far

According to legend, before ONDUN (the creator of all things) departed from the world, He sent out His sons AIDEN and UREC each in a separate great arkship to explore His entire creation, while His third son, JORON, remained behind in the Eden-like land of Terravitae,.

Today, the known world has two continents, Tierra and Uraba, connected by a thin isthmus of land, on which the sacred city of Ishalem was built. The people of Tierra believe themselves to be the descendants of Aiden’s crew, while Urabans are convinced that their ancestors originally sailed on Urec’s ship. The wreck of an ancient vessel sits on a high hill in Ishalem, and each people insists it belongs to them.

After generations of strife, KING KORASTINE of Tierra and SOLDAN-SHAH IMIR of Uraba agree to sign an Edict that divides the world in half, above and below Ishalem. This will remove all need for conflict, and both leaders look forward to peace at last. Korastine sails from Calay, the capital of Tierra, with his young daughter PRINCESS ANJINE and her childhood friend, MATEO. Soldan-Shah Imir sails from Olabar, Uraba’s capital, for the formal signing ceremony.

King Korastine and Soldan-Shah Imir meet at the wreck of the Arkship on the hill above Ishalem, accompanied by PRESTER-MARSHALL BAINE (representing the Aidenist  church) and UR-SIKARA LUKAI (representing the Urecari church). The Edict is signed, peace is declared between the two continents, and the celebrations begin.

Back at the Olabar palace, Imir has left his son and heir, OMRA, in charge. Omra’s beloved wife ISTAR is pregnant and will soon bear their first child. The sikaras—priestesses of the church of Urec—bless the unborn baby, and Omra is very happy. His cousin BURILO comes from the distant soldanate of Missinia to deliver the head of a slain bandit leader from the Great Desert; the bandits have been plaguing the soldanate for years, but though their leader is dead, Omra knows the problem isn’t solved. Before Soldan-Shah Imir can return from signing the Edict in Ishalem, tragedy strikes: Istar collapses and dies from a difficult miscarriage. Omra is devastated.

In Ishalem, we meet PRESTER HANNES, a fanatical follower of the Aidenist church, who has spent years in disguise among the Urecari. He was given this spying mission by Prester-Marshall Baine to gather information about the rival religion. Hannes hates the followers of Urec with a passion. During the celebrations after the signing ceremony, an accidental fire starts and quickly spreads across the city. Both Tierrans and the Urabans assign blame for the disaster and spend more time fighting each other than trying to extinguish the fire. As flames rage through the main Urecari church, Prester Hannes breaks in to steal a religious relic. In the process, he is caught in the inferno, terribly burned, and barely manages to stagger away, delirious.

Korastine flees the city with Anjine and Mateo, while Soldan-Shah Imir calls for an evacuation of his people. On her way to the harbor to escape the fire, ASHA (one of Imir’s wives) finds the injured Prester Hannes; believing him to be a devout follower of Urec because of his tattered clothes and the Urecari relic he took from the burning church, she decides to bring him along and  nurse him back to health. As Korastine and Imir sail away in opposite directions, the holy city of Ishalem burns behind them, and both leaders know the war is just beginning....

 



The young Tierran sailor CRISTON VORA and his new wife ADREA sail his cargo boat from the coastal fishing village of Windcatch to Calay. Criston dreams of sailing the seas and visiting new lands and, though he hates to leave lovely Adrea behind, joins the crew of the new exploration ship, the Luminara; CAPTAIN ANDON SHAY plans to sail to the edge of the world and find the lost land of Terravitae and Holy Joron. Criston sells his boat so Adrea will have money to support herself while he’s away; she gives him a lock of her hair, and he promises to write her letters, which he’ll throw overboard in bottles. The sympathetic magic binding the hair to Adrea should bring the bottles to her. She says farewell, and the Luminara sails off. Only after she goes back to Windcatch to live with her younger brother CIARLO (who has a lame leg) and Criston’s old mother does Adrea discover that she’s pregnant....

Another group of people, followers of neither Aiden nor Urec, are the Saedrans—scientists, craftsmen, philosophers. They believe their ancestors left Terravitae voluntarily, long after the two brothers sailed, and settled on another continent, from which they established a maritime civilization. But the Saedran continent sank beneath the waves, and the only survivors are the descendants of traders who were away from home at the time of the catastrophe. Saedrans have settled in both Uraba and Tierra but don’t espouse either religion.

One young Saedran in Calay, ALDO NA-CURIC, is being trained by the old scholar SEN LEO NA-HADRA to become a chartsman (a navigator much in demand by ship captains). Aldo passes his test, having memorized all of the generations of  navigational data as well as volumes of the Tales of the Traveler—journals written by a mysterious wandering stranger, said to be either Aiden or Urec himself. Excited to become a chartsman, Aldo goes to the Calay docks, where he meets the con man YAL DOLICAR, who sells him a fake map of unexplored lands. When Aldo eagerly shows Sen Leo his discovery, the scholar denounces Dolicar’s map as a forgery, and then proves it by taking Aldo to a secret chamber beneath the Saedran temple. There, covering the walls and ceiling, is an intricate map of everything the Saedrans have compiled about the world: the Mappa Mundi, or the Map of All Things.

In Olabar, Asha nurses the burned Prester Hannes back to health, praying over him, giving him Urecari sacraments. When he recovers his strength and learns that she has fouled him with the hated rival religion, Hannes becomes enraged, kills her, and escapes into the night. Grief-stricken to learn that his young wife was murdered by the mysterious man she tried to help, Soldan-Shah Imir calls out his guards ... but Hannes is gone.

Omra is despondent over having lost his own young wife Istar, but his father arranges another wife for him, CLIAPARIA, the daughter of the Yuarej soldan. Though she is beautiful and ambitious, he cannot bring himself to love her. Instead, Omra fixes his anger on the Tierrans for burning Ishalem. Many in Uraba feel the same rage and call out for war. Soldan-Shah Imir increases production of metals at the Gremurr mines, a secret facility on a rugged coast that should technically belong to Tierra, but is inaccessible to them due to a mountain range. Because Uraba is poor in metals, the people are forced to mine the ores in enemy territory.

Hoping to rebuild Ishalem, Prester-Marshall Baine and a group of volunteers from Tierra set up camp in the burned ruins and set to work clearing away the rubble. They are beset by an  angry Uraban soldan, who feels the Tierrans are further desecrating the holy city. Baine and his followers are murdered horribly, and only one man, an Iborian shipbuilder named KJELNAR, escapes to tell the tale. When King Korastine learns what has happened to the well-meaning Aidenists, he has no choice but to prepare for all-out war. Though his ward Mateo is still young, he sends the young man off to be trained in the Tierran military, while his daughter Anjine will have to study to be a leader, the next queen.

Learning of the ill-advised massacre at Ishalem, Soldan-Shah Imir dispatches a diplomat with an apology and a proposed peace treaty to Korastine, but the diplomat is intercepted by TAVISHEL, destrar of Soeland Reach, who brashly takes his revenge against the Uraban man for the slaying of Prester-Marshall Baine and his followers. The retaliatory murder of the diplomat is an atrocity that further inflames the Urabans.

Ignoring his new wife Cliaparia, Omra leads violent raids along the Tierran coast. In Windcatch, as her pregnancy progresses, Adrea misses Criston, who has sailed far away in the  Luminara; her brother Ciarlo is training to become the next prester of the village. Everything seems at peace, until Omra and his raiders strike Windcatch, setting fire to the buildings, massacring many of the townspeople, and destroying the small Aidenist kirk. Ciarlo, unable to run with his injured leg, barely escapes and hides. The men are about to kill Adrea, but when Omra sees she is pregnant, he thinks of his own wife Istar who died in childbirth, and he spares her. Omra takes Adrea captive, along with many Tierran children, who are herded aboard the Uraban raiding ships. They sail away, leaving the wounded Windcatch behind. Eventually, they reach Olabar, and Omra tells Adrea that this is her new home.

Meanwhile, voyaging aboard the Luminara, Criston sees many  new and strange things. Captain Shay takes him under his wing, showing off the journal in which he sketches the sea serpents he has encountered. Criston also becomes close with PRESTER JERARD, a kindly old priest. He writes his letters to Adrea, seals them with a strand of her hair, and throws the bottles overboard. The ship has been gone for months, seeing no sign of Terravitae, when they encounter a terrible storm—along with the most terrifying sea monster of legend, the Leviathan. The Leviathan attacks and destroys the Luminara.


Criston and Prester Jerard are the only survivors. For days, they drift on a makeshift raft, fighting off sharks. Then a black-and-gold sea serpent devours the prester, but Criston manages to snag it with an iron hook. The enraged beast races through the water, dragging Criston’s hodgepodge raft for many leagues before the rope breaks. Fortunately, the serpent has towed Criston back into Tierran shipping lanes, and he is rescued. When he finally makes his way home to Windcatch, desperate to see Adrea, he finds the town recovering from the Uraban raid. Ciarlo reveals that Adrea was either kidnapped or killed; she is long gone and there is no chance of getting her back. A broken man, Criston leaves Windcatch, rejects the sea, and goes up into the mountains to live alone.

 



Four years later, Aldo na-Curic is an experienced Saedran chartsman and has sailed on many Tierran ships. When his captain ventures south of the Edict Line, however, the ship is surrounded by Uraban war vessels. Aldo, with his rare talent as a chartsman, is captured and taken to Olabar, where Soldan-Shah Imir asks a wise Saedran woman, SEN SHERUFA NA-OA, to convince the young man to serve Uraba. But both Aldo and Sherufa owe their loyalty to the Saedran quest to complete the Map of All Things, and she gives him all of her information about Uraban  geography, then secretly helps him escape back to Tierra, where he can share his knowledge.

Since recovering from his burns and murdering his benefactor Asha, Prester Hannes has adopted a new mission: stranded in a foreign land, he vows to harm the enemy as much as possible. Moving like a shadow, he burns churches, poisons wells, and wreaks havoc among the followers of Urec. They are spooked and assume that the Tierrans have sent many spies and saboteurs among them.

Over the years, Omra has kidnapped many Tierran children and—under the guidance of a sinister and mysterious masked figure, the Teacher—has brainwashed and transformed them into zealous assassins and saboteurs, called ra‘virs, which he intends to turn loose on Tierra. Adrea is a household slave at the palace, and all this time she has pretended to be unable to speak. She has given birth to Criston’s son, SAAN, whom she is allowed to raise; the boy is now almost four, and is being schooled in Uraban ways and the teachings of Urec. Ur-Sikara Lukai informs her that when the boy turns four, Saan will be taken away from her and sent to a special training camp to become a ra’vir. Adrea is panicked, but there is nothing she can do.

She accidentally discovers a plot hatched by Ur-Sikara Lukai and VILLIKI, another wife of Soldan-Shah Imir, to poison Omra, frame Cliaparia, and then set Villiki’s good-natured and unambitious son TUKAR (Omra’s half-brother) on the throne. Adrea reveals the plot to Omra and, as payment for the information, demands that Saan be kept out of the ra’vir camps and raised in the palace instead. Their scheme exposed, Ur-Sikara Lukai is killed, Villiki is stripped of all possessions and cast out, and Tukar (who had no real part in the plot) is exiled to live at the harsh Gremurr mines. Saan is brought back to Adrea, but the old soldan-shah is broken by the revelation of the  murderous scheme, and so he retires, handing over the leadership to Omra.

After saving Omra’s life, Adrea is taken into the new soldan-shah’s household. Despite the obvious jealousy of Cliaparia, Omra asks Adrea to marry him as well, and in return he promises to raise Saan as his own. Seeing this as the only way to ensure a future for her son, she grudgingly accepts. But a Tierran name will not do for the wife of a soldan-shah, and Omra insists that she change her name to Istar.

Meanwhile, Criston Vora lives in isolation in the mountains, going to other villages only when he needs supplies. Once each year he makes the trip to the seashore, where he casts another letter in a bottle into the sea, clinging to hope that someday, somehow, Adrea might receive them....

Up in Tierra, Mateo undergoes years of military training, including arctic survival with the destrar of Iboria, BROECK. Broeck takes a liking to Mateo, and when his daughter ILRIDA agrees to be the new bride of lonely King Korastine, Mateo escorts her down to Calay. Anjine is thrilled to see Mateo back in the city (they are very fond of each other but cannot admit their feelings), and Korastine is delighted with his new bride, who is fascinated by legends of Holy Joron in Terravitae. As a special gift for Ilrida, the king constructs an Iborian-style kirk so that she can worship as she did in her own land.

 



Over the years, Omra becomes very fond of Saan and raises him as a true son, despite the boy’s Tierran heritage. Adrea/ Istar and Cliaparia develop a rivalry as wives: no matter what she tries, Cliaparia can’t make Omra love her, and the soldan-shah’s true affection is reserved for Istar. He now has three daughters—ADREALA and ISTALA by Istar and CITHARA by Cliaparia, but the soldan-shah still needs a male heir.

Back in Calay King Korastine and Ilrida are very happy together and produce a son, TOMAS. One day, as she prays in the special Iborian kirk that Korastine built for her, Ilrida scratches herself on a rusty nail. The wound becomes infected, and Ilrida dies of tetanus; Korastine is so paralyzed by grief that Princess Anjine shoulders more and more of the burdens of ruling Tierra. Knowing how much Ilrida revered Holy Joron, Korastine announces a quest in her honor: Tierra will build another great exploration ship that will sail off in search of Terravitae. Anjine thinks this is an expensive fool’s quest in a time of war, but Korastine takes her to a high tower and shows her a relic that has been kept secret for generations: Aiden’s Compass, a magical object that will reveal the location of the lost homeland. Anjine sees that the plan isn’t so foolish after all....

At the southern boundary of Uraba, at the edge of the Great Desert, a strange man staggers in from the dunes, speaking no tongue that anyone can understand. The Saedran woman Sen Sherufa eventually learns his language. His name is ASADDAN and he has crossed the Great Desert; his people, the Nunghals, live on the other side of the expanse of dunes. Asaddan becomes a court sensation and convinces Omra to sponsor an expedition so he can return to his side of the desert, using a balloon-borne sand coracle to ride the winds. Saan, now twelve, accompanies him, along with the retired soldan-shah Imir and a reluctant Sherufa (who would rather stay home and read about adventures). The group crosses the desert and is received among the Nunghals. As guests of KHAN JIKARIS, they travel to a large clan gathering on the coast of the southern ocean, a body of water that Sherufa never even guessed existed. From seafaring Nunghals, she obtains maps and begins to suspect that the southern ocean may in fact connect with the coastline of Uraba, far to the north. Sherufa, Imir, and Saan return home with their exciting news.

Prester Hannes continues his depredations against the followers of Urec, leaving a path of death and destruction behind him as he makes his way back to Tierra. He reaches the burned ruins of Ishalem, which have remained uninhabited for more than a dozen years, and he weeps to see what has become of the holy city. Before he can leave the ruins, though, Hannes is captured by a Uraban patrol, and he is sent with other prisoners to work in the Gremurr mines. They do not know he is the man who has caused them so much harm; they just need more slaves. Hannes toils for a long time, always looking for a way to escape, and finally slips away from the mines into the supposedly impassible mountains that lead to Tierra. No man has ever survived the trek, but Hannes is not like any other man. Frostbitten, starving, and near death, he stumbles into a high mountain meadow, where he is rescued by the hermit Criston Vora. Criston nurses him back to health, and then helps the prester make his way to Calay.

As the Iborian Kjelnar constructs Korastine’s new Arkship, Destrar Broeck goes out into the northern wastelands to track down and kill the fabled ice dragon, whose horn supposedly has magical properties. Broeck returns to Calay with the shimmering horn, which will be mounted on the prow of the Arkship. Both Broeck and Korastine intend to sail on the vessel, and Aldo na-Curic will be the chartsman. Before the new Arkship can depart, though, ra’virs strike in the night and burn the ship in the harbor. The Tierran dreams are dashed.

Soldan-Shah Omra decides to recapture the barren city of Ishalem for his people and puts together a major assault. His wife Istar gives him a son at last, whom she names Criston, which only increases the jealousy Cliaparia holds toward her. Omra has recently taken a third wife, NAORI, who is also pregnant. The soldan-shah bids them all farewell, and heads off with his armies  to conquer Ishalem. His operation works perfectly. Before the Tierran army can respond effectively, Omra destroys the enemy military outposts and kills all the Aidenist pilgrims. He claims the ash-strewn ground in the name of Uraba.

Back in Olabar, Cliaparia schemes to oust Istar, but she fails ... which only forces her to try even darker treachery. After Naori gives birth to a baby boy—another heir for the soldanshah—Gliaparia slips a poisonous sand spider into the crib of Istar’s year-old son Criston, and the boy dies. Saan returns from the land of the Nunghals to discover that his mother has been nearly driven mad by the death of the baby, while Cliaparia remains smug. When Istar learns that Cliaparia was the murderer, she does not hesitate. Thinking of nothing but revenge, she goes to the market, where she finds Cliaparia laughing with her ladies-in-waiting. She stabs the hateful woman to death in broad daylight and dumps her body into the harbor, then staggers away in shock, covered in blood. As she wanders through the market stalls, Istar is stunned to discover a merchant selling a letter found sealed in a bottle. One of Criston’s letters to her.

Having saved Prester Hannes, Criston at last decides to return to his former life. Over the years living alone in the mountains, he has dabbled with making models of sailing ships, exploring different designs. King Korastine and all of Calay are reeling from the heinous burning of the Arkship, but Criston presents himself to the king with new models and offers his services to create, and captain, a new ship.




On the Map of All Things, each life is a kingdom.

—Tales of the Traveler




Part I

Six Years After the Burning of the Arkship




1

Shipbuilders’ Bay, Calay Harbor

Suspended in a rope cradle abeam of the vessel, a grizzled crafts-man used mallet, chisel, and rasp to fashion the ornate lettering. He followed charcoal lines drawn on the sanded surface, coaxing the ship’s name from the wood.


Dyscovera. The word embodied everything that the magnificent new ship was meant to be, evoking the hopes pinned on her mission and her captain.

Criston Vora stood on the dock in Shipbuilders’ Bay, regarding the whole ship. His ship. Soon, she would sail across the unexplored seas to find the lost land of Terravitae,. And he would succeed this time.

Using hooks and a block-and-tackle, seasoned workers scurried up the shroud lines, stringing a cat’s-cradle of ropes to support the masts and spars. From inside and outside the curved hull, caulkers hammered oakum between boards to prevent saltwater from leaking in; carpenters sanded and planed the golden wood that furnished the cabins, while painters and gilders added finishing touches to the exterior, making every detail as beautiful as possible—for HolyJoron.

Even under the bright sun, the late spring air remained crisp and cool. Work progressed on the three-masted carrack, six years after hateful Urecari saboteurs had burned the new Arkship that King Korastine had commissioned. A few blackened hull timbers could still be seen at the bottom of Shipbuilders’ Bay, where the ruined exploration vessel had sunk.

But this new ship proved that hope was not gone, merely  delayed. This wasn’t the first time Criston Vora had resurrected hope from the ashes....

The bare-chested Iborian shipwright, Kjelnar, walked up and down the deck, indifferent to the chill. For a man who had grown up in the cold northern reach, this was a balmy day. Waving to Criston on the dock, he yelled over the bustling noise of construction work. “The fittings are ready, Captain! The ice-dragon horn will have its home on the Dyscovera’s prow.”

Criston cupped his hands around his mouth and called back, “Let’s hope your Iborian legends are as reliable as your craftsmanship. We need all the protection we can get.” The horn had originally been meant for Korastine’s first Arkship; fortunately, the relic had not been installed when the ship burned in the harbor. Now the horn would be kept under guard inside the main Aidenist kirk, until just before the Dyscovera sailed.

Feeling a tug on his sleeve, Criston looked down to see his young companion. “Are we going aboard, sir? I want to see what they’ve finished in your cabin since yesterday.”

Criston gave Javian an indulgent smile, feeling a bond with him. He remembered when he himself was fourteen, excited to sail out on fishing boats with his father. He would stare out to sea, imagining mysterious lands just beyond the horizon. “You’ll have more than enough time to memorize every splinter and every knot in every deckboard. I suggest you spend your time on dry land while you can, take advantage of what Calay has to offer.”

But Javian could not take his eyes off of the ship. “The sea has more to offer, sir.”

The young man had lost his mother in the last major gray fever epidemic that scoured the streets of Calay and had run away from his desperate and abusive father. Javian had told Criston how, since the age of ten, he had haunted the docks and eked out a living by doing odd jobs, begging afternoon scraps from fishmongers’ stalls.

The young man was curious, determined, and—most important of all—made himself useful. During the Dyscovera’s construction, if one of the craftsmen grumbled about an unpleasant task, Javian bounded off to do it without being asked. After observing him, Criston had offered to make Javian his personal cabin boy for the voyage.

So much like me, when I was his age...

It had been more than eighteen years since the Luminara sailed under Captain Andon Shay with similar dreams and determination. Back then, Criston and his crewmates had gone beyond the boundaries of any known map ... and he had lost everything. Though he survived the shipwreck, his life was forever changed. After many quiet years as a hermit, Criston had decided to face life again and return to the sea. He’d been back among humanity for six years now, but he never stopped feeling alone. His focus, his obsession, set him apart from others: Criston was sure that the Luminara had been close, very close, to her sacred destination. With the Dyscovera, he intended to go back and search again.

A hush drifted across the docks like an unexpected breeze. A group of blue-uniformed royal guards escorted an old man in plush maroon robes. King Korastine leaned on a carved walking stick, though he seemed embarrassed to be using it. The king had closely watched the progress of the Dyscovera, from the laying of the keel to the setting of ribs and the mounting of hull planks. Criston knew how badly Korastine wanted to sail away from Tierra. Years ago, the king had planned to go aboard the new Arkship, along with Destrar Broeck, both of them hoping to find peace from the tragedies in their lives. But that was not meant to be.

At Korastine’s side walked a smiling ten-year-old boy, blond-haired and thin-faced. Equally fascinated by the ships in the harbor, Prince Tomas often joined his father in Shipbuilders’ Bay. The boy’s pale hair and eyes reflected those of  his Iborian mother, who had died when he was but four.

The king hobbled after his son, favoring his left knee. In recent years, the gout had become so bad that he could barely walk, though he refused to be carried on a palanquin. “What news today, Captain Vora? Are we on schedule?”

Criston bowed formally. “With Kjelnar as our shipwright, Majesty, of course we’re on schedule.”

Korastine ran his wistful gaze over the lines of the vessel. With a forced smile, he patted his swollen leg. “Much as I’d like to be part of your crew, Captain, I will stay here and await your reports.”

Prince Tomas took a step ahead of his father. “I want to go along.”

Korastine smiled at him. “I don’t doubt that would be more amusing than court functions, but the voyage will be too dangerous. You have to stay here in Tierra, where it’s safe.”

Criston pulled his jacket tight as a cold breeze wove through the docks. By sailing in early spring, the Dyscovera should have months of good weather to take them farther than any man had ever gone. “We depart in three weeks, Sire, when the winds should be most favorable for a long westward voyage.”

Korastine caressed his beard. “I have high hopes for you, Captain Vora.” He squeezed Tomas’s shoulder, resting some of his weight on the boy. “Find Holy Joron. We need his aid in the crusade against the evil followers of Urec.”




2

Ishalem

The great wall across Ishalem blocked the isthmus from the Aidenist enemy. Behind God’s Barricade, the holy city would at last be safe in Urecari hands, and on the other side Tierra would wither and die like a branch broken from a tree.

From the high hill where once had stood the ancient wreck of Urec’s Arkship, Soldan-Shah Omra watched his construction workers and Tierran slaves continue their labors. The sweating men used log rollers lubricated with mud to pull blocks into place. In the western harbor, a barge rode low in the water, carrying heavy blocks hewn from cliffside quarries.

In charge of the project, Kel Unwar had nearly completed a towering barrier seven miles long, stone after stone after stone, now that the Uraban army had recaptured the blood- and ash-encrusted land. Though trained to be a military leader, Unwar was more gifted as an engineer and organizer, commanding work teams instead of armies. When Omra first challenged him to build the wall, Unwar had stared off into the distance, then slowly nodded. “No man has ever attempted such a task, Soldan-Shah. It will be magnificent.”

Over the years, the enemy had tried—and repeatedly failed—to breach the defenses, and Omra had no intention of ever allowing the ’Hooks to set foot on this sacred ground again. Wearing clean sashes and carrying bright scimitars, soldiers patrolled the rocky landscape north of the boundary line to watch for Aidenist forays. Warships patrolled the harbor and the coast. As the wall neared completion, the enemy grew  increasingly desperate—and the soldan-shah felt increasingly secure.

Soon he would be able to go back home to the capital of Olabar, to his family and the palace. But not yet.

His goal was to restore the true glory of Ishalem. The pilgrim camps and the last ruins of burned homes had been replaced by new dwellings made of white and tan stone. Sturdy Uraban horses dredged the debris-choked canals so that water flowed again; small boats could travel inland from the harbors on both the Oceansea and Middlesea coasts. The air resonated with the noises of construction: the clink of hammers, the creak of ropes and rattle of pulleys, the grunting calls of hardworking men. It was a joyful sound, a satisfying racket.

Perhaps Ondun Himself would notice and decide that the people He had left behind were once again worthy....

Riding up next to Omra, Soldan Vishkar from Outer Wahilir slid down from his dapple-gray stallion and somehow managed to bow at the same time. The stallion’s showy tack was made of ornately tooled leather, the bit cheekpieces stylized with plated golden ferns and deep purple tassels.

“A fine afternoon, Soldan-Shah.” Twenty years Omra’s senior, the new soldan of Outer Wahilir had a square face and barrel chest. His delicately pointed noise and the quirk of his smile always brought a brief sadness to Omra: the man looked so much like his daughter Istar—Omra’s first wife and first true love—who had died in childbirth long ago.

Vishkar extracted a long cylinder from his saddlebag, unrolled the paper, and looked around for a place to display the drawing. Finally, he used his horse’s flank as a makeshift table; the stallion grazed on patches of grass, unconcerned. “And the day will be even finer once I show you these plans for my church. My  Saedran architect has outdone himself. This building will be far more impressive than Huttan’s.”

“I knew you were up to the challenge. Let me see your designs, even if they were drawn by a Saedran.” Vishkar often tried to coax forth details about his competitor’s plans, but Omra would not say. “Wouldn’t it be better to have a follower of Urec design the church of Ureca”

Instead of looking abashed, Vishkar shook his head. “No, Soldan-Shah. It is best to use the most talented architect, regardless of his beliefs. And Sen Bira na-Lanis is the best. I intend to win this contest.”

In the city’s glory days, two churches had dominated Ishalem—an Aidenist kirk on the western side and the main Urecari church on the eastern side. After the great fire, the soldan-shah commanded that the two churches be rebuilt, but this time both would be raised to the glory of Urec, and both would display the unfurling fern symbol. The new Ishalem had no place for the Aidenist fishhook.

The neighboring soldanates of Outer and Inner Wahilir had always been rivals, and Omra had challenged each of the two soldans to rebuild one of the grand churches. Stodgy Huttan had complained, while Vishkar vowed to demonstrate his worthiness for such an important project. As the newly installed soldan, Vishkar felt he had much to prove.

Several years ago, after the former leader of Outer Wahilir and his entire family were poisoned by a heinous Aidenist assassin, Soldan-Shah Omra had caused an uproar among the nobles by installing Vishkar in the vacant ruling seat. An unexpected choice, but he was a wealthy and stable Olabar merchant—and, as the father of sweet Istar, he was a man Omra respected. Much to the consternation of old-guard noble families, Vishkar ruled  the entire rich soldanate with its major coastal cities, its shipyards, and its trading ports.

While his Inner Wahilir rival Soldan Huttan grumbled about the expense of building a new church, Vishkar enthusiastically set to work. Now, pointing to the parchment spread on the grazing stallion’s flank, he indicated the turrets and minarets, the vaulted worship chamber with a spiraling walkway. Numerous windows would admit a flood of light. From the highest balconies, sikara priestesses would shout out the scriptures or burn prayer ribbons in braziers. Although this plan was far more ambitious than anything Soldan Huttan had suggested, Omra allowed no hint of reaction to show.

Suddenly, the stallion’s head jerked up, ears pricked, as a thin man ran up the Pilgrim’s Path toward the top of the sentinel hill, as if a host of demons were on his heels. Covered with dust, dirt, and powder, he carried a rolled object in his hand. Guards raced behind him, in shared excitement rather than pursuit. Panting and gasping, the man reached the hilltop, bent over, and coughed, resting his weight on his knees.

Vishkar blinked in surprise. “Sen Bira? I hardly recognized you! Sire, this is my Saedran architect.”

Bira shook dust out of his tangled hair and tried in vain to neaten his appearance. He gulped a breath of air. “I... I should have taken a horse.”

The guards arrived quickly beside the Saedran, embarrassed that he had outrun them. “Soldan-Shah! This man has made a discovery—”

“He was about to explain himself.” Omra nodded to the man once more. “Go on—my curiosity is piqued.”

With an effort, Sen Bira na-Lanis caught his breath and composed himself. “We have been excavating the ruins of the old Aidenist kirk that burned to the ground in the great fire. Today,  we broke through a stone wall deep in the catacomb levels and discovered a vault that has remained untouched for centuries.” He raised the cylinder—an ancient letter container made of varnished leather.

Vishkar snatched the leather tube and, without opening it, passed it to Omra. The soldan-shah withdrew a well-preserved sheet of parchment, unrolling it with painstaking care, and saw glorious illuminated text. The chart was of a land he had never seen before: islands and reefs along a strange coastline, floating mountains of ice, along with fanciful illustrations of sea serpents and tentacled things. The writing was so ornate and archaic that Omra had trouble deciphering the letters.

With surprising reverence, Sen Bira said, “It’s the Map, Soldan-Shah—the original Map. The information it contains, the wonders ...” He pointed a dirty finger at the coastline but took care not to touch the parchment. “See here, it says TERRAVITAE.”

Omra looked at Vishkar, then back at the Saedran. “Urec’s  original Map? The one given to him by Ondun Himself before the two brothers sailed away? The one Urec used in his search for the Key to Creation?”

Sen Bira nodded. “I believe so, Soldan-Shah. It has been sealed in a catacomb, undisturbed, for an impossible amount of time.”

“But Urec supposedly lost his map,” Vishkar argued. “We know all the stories. That’s why he could never find his way back home.”

Sen Bira’s eyes traveled over the document. “The legends are so old, who can say what is true and what is not? Tales change over the years.”

“The truth doesn’t change,” Vishkar said.

Omra marveled at the map, breathing quickly as his suspicions  grew, his sense of wonder shifting to anger. “If this is indeed Urec’s original Map, then why was it hidden beneath an Aidenist  kirk?”

In the city below, war horns sounded from the wall, a fanfare that made the workers pause in their labors. Omra looked up from the ancient relic in his hands, instantly on edge. Vishkar slid a spyglass out of its loop on his stallion’s saddle and extended the embossed brass cylinder to the soldan-shah.

Omra passed the newly discovered Map back to the Saedran. “Take this to my residence for safekeeping, but tell no one until I have had time to contemplate it.” Without waiting to hear the architect’s answer, he pressed the spyglass to his eye, focused, and saw a scout rider on the other side of God’s Barricade, galloping along the rough and overgrown old road that had once carried Aidenist pilgrims to Ishalem. The rider raised a fern banner so that archers from the top of the barricade would not shoot at him.

“It’s one of our scouts returning, riding hard.” Omra swiftly mounted his horse while the guards and Sen Bira milled around in alarm. With an effort, Vishkar climbed back into his own saddle, and the two men kicked their mounts into a trot, making their way down the steep path, whistling and shouting for others to move out of the way.

They reached the uncompleted gap in the tall stone wall, where more Uraban soldiers converged to meet the scout. “Make way for the soldan-shah!” Vishkar bellowed, and the uniformed men shifted aside.

As he pulled up his horse, the scout was flushed, his eyes shining with excitement. Seeing Omra, he sketched a quick bow from his saddle, but wasted no time on formalities. “It’s the Tierran army, Soldan-Shah! Ten thousand strong—cavalry and footsoldiers, the largest force they have ever sent against us.”

Omra received the news without surprise. “They must be serious this time. When will they arrive?”

“Within days, Sire. Three at the most.” A ripple of excitement spread through the people gathered at the wall.

Omra stroked his dark beard. “Then we will be ready for them.”
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Olabar Palace

In the high tower room, the soldan-shah’s First Wife Istar—who had been called Adrea, a lifetime ago—sat with her daughters, ostensibly studying verses in Urec’s Log. The blue silk curtains were drawn aside, and hot Olabar sunlight gleamed on the polished marble of the open balcony.

From the milling crowds in the square far below, the penetrating voice of Sikara Fyiri wafted upward. Her words were as sharp as a gull’s beak, but even gulls weren’t so malicious or persistent. “Did Urec not teach us that a mirage can be as deadly as physical danger? He warned us not to trust in strangers.” Fyiri grew more strident. “Do not fail to recognize the stranger you have let into your own house and into your bed.”

Clearly a reference to the First Wife and her role in the Olabar palace. Istar kept her temper in check, pretending to be aloof. The sikaras were never so bold when Omra was present in the city.

Leaning over the cool stone table, Istar pointed to ornate letters on the page, correcting her youngest daughter’s mumbled pronunciation. The three girls—Adreala, Cithara, and Istala—were disturbed from their studies by the sikara outside.

Because he spent so much of his time in Ishalem, Omra designated advisers in his absence to monitor the Uraban treasury, agriculture and trade, military preparations, the navy. As the soldan-shah’s First Wife, Istar had spent many years at his side listening to complaints of injustices; now he let her handle many of his day-to-day duties at court. Since she was a mere woman, though—and a foreigner at that—many Uraban nobles, priestesses, and commoners were disturbed to see her influence. They circulated rumors that Istar was an Aidenist witch who had cast an unholy spell on the soldan-shah. Utter nonsense. She was more concerned with her daughters’ education.

Twelve-year-old Adreala, the eldest, paced around the tower room, bored with the poetry in Urec’s Log; she preferred stories of adventures to lyrical verse. She and her little sister, Istala—two years younger—would soon begin schooling in the main church of Olabar, entering the ranks of acolytes at the same time.

Adreala took after her mother, showing a hint of Tierran skin tone; her hair was a lighter brown than Istala’s, her figure more wiry. The girl felt no great desire to become a sikara; she had dreams of doing other things in her life besides studying and preaching.

Istala was the other side of the cuar coin: olive-skinned, her hair a true blue-black, her demeanor studious. The ten-year-old loved to listen to the priestesses and their music. She perused Urec’s Log on her own, wrote out prayers, and burned the paper strips in hopes that Ondun Himself would see the smoke.

The crowd roared outside, incensed by something Sikara Fyiri had said, and Istar glanced up from the thick tome. The third girl in the room, Cithara, at eleven years old, was harder and more moody than her two half-sisters. She turned away from the open balcony with a sniff. “You should not listen, Mother Istar. Sikara Fyiri spreads poison against you.”

Despite the knot in her stomach, Istar did not let herself show  any distress in front of the girls. “I am proof against her poison. She can talk all she wants.” She took the girl’s hand and drew her back to the table and their studies.

Cithara was the daughter of the soldan-shah’s late wife Cliaparia, whom Istar had stabbed to death in broad daylight. Covered with blood, staggering through the souks, Istar had been horrified at herself, but she had felt no guilt. Cliaparia had killed her baby son ... Criston ... the soldan-shah’s heir.

Six years ago, when Omra had rushed back from his conquest of Ishalem, the soldan-shah easily found proof of the other woman’s crimes. His rage had been thunderous. He dispatched proclamations to all the soldanates absolving Istar of all blame in the killing. “I would have executed Cliaparia myself. Istar was merely meting out the soldan-shah’s justice.”

Omra had wanted to exile Cliaparia’s little daughter—his own daughter—though the girl was much too young to bear any responsibility. But when Istar had looked at the child, something changed inside her. She had caught a glimpse of her humanity again, much as she had upon finding the long-lost note in a bottle from her beloved Criston Vora. “You cannot punish the girl for the sins of her mother,” she had insisted.

The soldan-shah was puzzled, for Istar had more reason than anyone else to hate Cliaparia and her family. But she stood firm, and he relented. Instead of letting the girl be exiled, she raised Cithara as one of her own daughters. Though Omra still didn’t understand her motives, the arrangement had worked well for the past six years. The three girls were inseparable.

Outside in the square, Fyiri continued, “Ondun will keep His back turned from us as long as we remain tainted, as long as there are those among us who hide behind masks and whose thoughts are never truly known.”

Another veiled reference to Istar. She found it ironic, actually.  Masks? With her golden-brown hair, light skin, and blue eyes, Istar could never pretend to be one of them. She had never wanted to be here in the first place; she was born to be a village wife with a Tierran sailor for a husband. But Omra had taken all that from her more than eighteen years ago. Now this was her only life, and she had made the best of it.

“Don’t worry, Mother,” Istala said in a quiet voice, speaking for herself and her sisters. “When we all become sikaras, we will never hate you, no matter what they try to teach us.”

 



With beautiful cushions piled about her, Istar sat on the dais in the throne room. Acting in the soldan-shah’s stead, she waited to receive Soldan Huttan’s emissary from Inner Wahilir.

Beside her, a fluted silver pot filled with hot water, fresh mint leaves, and honey was accompanied by a single eggshell ceramic cup. Istar would not waste social pleasantries on the emissary. She had met Ualfor once during a banquet with Omra, but she doubted he had even noticed her; he was a man who saw only the “important” people in a room.

As Soldan Huttan’s mouthpiece, Ualfor was delivering a proposal to annex certain border lands on the edge of Yuarej soldanate, areas that Huttan claimed were ignored by Yuarej and already settled by the people of Inner Wahilir. Istar would accept the document on the soldan-shah’s behalf, but she did not intend to render any decision.

Ualfor sauntered in, head held high, a clean white olba wrapped around his dark hair. He smelled of sandalwood and cloves, the scent preceding him by several steps, but when he saw Istar sitting on the dais, the emissary stopped abruptly. “I have been dispatched by Soldan Huttan to speak with the soldan-shah. I have an important petition, for his eyes alone.”

“I am his eyes here today.”

The emissary clutched a scroll, his grip so tight that he wrinkled the fabric. “I cannot trust a matter of such import to a...”

“To one of his wives?”

“When will the soldan-shah return? Tell me.”

Istar was put off by his tone and how he presumed to command her. “I do not set the soldan-shah’s schedule, and neither do you. By Omra’s command, I sit here in court, to receive—and decide—such matters in his absence. You may deliver your document to me, or you may go home with your task uncompleted. It matters not to me.”

The emissary turned to two of his retainers who had entered after him. He struck one on the side of the head, berating the man for making him look like an uninformed fool. Without bidding Istar farewell, Ualfor stalked out of the throne room. She could barely keep herself from chuckling in the face of such childish behavior.

 



That night, alone in her spacious bedchamber, Istar lit five beeswax candles and sat cross-legged on the floor beside a low table of polished mahogany. She contented herself with a solitary game of glass spheres and beads. Hearing a soft voice, she looked up to see doe-eyed Naori, Omra’s other wife. “Excuse me, Lady Istar—might I speak with you?”

Istar gestured toward the table. “You’re always welcome here, Naori.”

In stark contrast to the murderous Cliaparia, Naori was sweet and gracious. From the day the soldan-shah had married the girl, Istar and Naori had gotten along well. Immersed in the Uraban culture, Istar had long ago surrendered preconceptions of monogamy, as the Aidenists preached. She had never wanted to wed Omra in the first place, and in her heart—as well as in the eyes of Ondun—she was still married to Criston Vora. Naori was no threat to her,  nor to her children. The younger wife had given the soldan-shah two sons, Omirr and Irec, who would be the heirs of Uraba.

Naori arranged her silk skirts so she could kneel at the low table. Istar rearranged the beads and glass spheres, setting up the game for two players, but the other woman looked deeply troubled. “Ur-Sikara Erima came to me again in the church at sunset services. While I was praying, she whispered dangerous things in my ear.”

Istar pushed the game pieces away. “What did she say?”

“She said that”—Naori swallowed hard—“she said that you and Saan are going to kill my two sons, so you can rule Uraba. The ur-sikara mocks me for trusting you.” When she shook her head, dark ringlets waved from side to side.

Istar rolled her eyes. “Why would I be so foolish? Even if I managed to put Saan on the throne, he would never be safe. He’d be assassinated within a month. We both know the Uraban people—not to mention the sikaras—would never tolerate him on the throne.” Mere logic would not comfort Naori, though. Istar forced herself to remember Cliaparia’s treachery. She reached out to pat the younger woman’s hand. “I have felt the pain of losing a child. I would not do that to you or my son.” She lowered her voice. “Or to our husband. I love Saan. Omra loves him. I want him safe and alive.”


Istar arranged the pieces once more and pushed the blue spheres closer to Naori, encouraging her to pick them up. The game would distract her from the ur-sikara’s poisonous accusations. “We are all part of the same household. I love you, Naori, and I have helped raise your sons. Omirr will make a fine soldan-shah someday.” She meant it sincerely. “I want your sons, and mine, to grow up and prosper.”
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Olabar Harbor

Saan’s little brother loved the colorful ships in the Olabar harbor, the merchants who hawked exotic items from far-off soldanates, and the fishermen who dumped their catch into marketplace tubs. As seabirds wheeled overhead, he kept a firm grip on the six-year-old’s pudgy hand and led him through the bustling crowds. “Let’s go sit out at the end of the docks.”

Zarif Omirr was a scrappy boy with his playmates in the soldan-shah’s palace, but he minded Saan. The boy knew full well that bad behavior would result in a day of lessons in his stuffy rooms rather than exploring the city.

The two walked to the end of the wharf and sat on the weathered planks, letting their feet dangle above the water. The low tide had left seaweed and barnacles exposed on the pilings. The brothers wore plain clothes, since Saan did not want to draw attention to himself or to the young zarif.

Back in the palace, advisers complained that Saan was endangering the soldan-shah’s heir every time he took the boy into the city. (Naturally, the complainers weren’t worried that Saan might encounter an accident, since they had never considered him to be Omra’s real son.) For years now, however, Kel Rovic, the captain of the palace guard, had trained Saan in self-defense and a variety of fighting techniques. Saan was handy—maybe even a bit cocky—with both a curved sword and short dagger, and he could protect Omirr as well as any uniformed guard. The zarif also had basic training in simple defensive maneuvers.

While his little brother sucked on a hard lump of date-sugar  bought from a merchant stall, Saan pointed to the bright green sail of an approaching ship. “That one’s a merchant vessel, probably from Kiesh. And that one”—he pointed to a blocky and much dirtier vessel that was tying up at a far pier—“an ore carrier from Gremurr, just sailed across the Middlesea.”

“I like the red sails best,” Omirr decided.

“Those are from Sioara.” Saan himself had traveled west to Sioara and all the way east to Kiesh, and many points in between, but never all the way to Ishalem, where the soldan-shah had been for the past month. Since he had no place in government activities, Saan wanted to be a sea captain. Someday, he was sure his father would grant him any ship he wished, and then he’d sail far from here.

Omirr grew restless as soon as he finished his sugar lump. Saan playfully yanked the boy back to his feet and swung him by his arms. “Enough for today. Come on.” The two wound their way back through the crowded souks, heading home to the palace. In midafternoon, the crowded buildings cast lengthening shadows.

Navigating the convoluted alleys was more of a challenge than threading the sand shoals off the coast of northern Abilan, but Saan had grown up here in Olabar. He knew the meandering spice merchants’ street, the threadmaker’s alley, the streets filled with goldsmiths, jewelers, woodcarvers, and potters. They passed booths with henna painters and tattoo artists, rug weavers, ceramic makers, bone carvers. Winding past the noisome tannery district, the two held sprigs of fresh mint to their noses to mask the smell, and then Saan took the boy on a zigzag course to streets filled with vendors of dates, olives, and palm wine, as well as fishmongers and men with caged pigeons or chickens. It was an endless fascinating parade of sounds, colors, and smells.

The two men thought Saan didn’t see them as they darted out from a blind alley that smelled of garbage, but he spotted  the figures out of the corner of his eye. The pair tracked them with painfully obvious furtiveness, stopping at occasional intervals, pretending to peruse spices or jars of olives, then moving on, casually closing the gap.

Saan picked up the pace, careful not to let the little zarif notice his concern. With his free hand, he touched the fighting dagger in its sheath at his waist. If these men were cutpurses seeking an easy target, they would be in for a surprise. He kept his attention on them, letting Omirr pull ahead.

Despite his alertness, Saan failed to see that it was a double-ruse, a trap.

While he worried about the men behind them, he didn’t notice the other two lurkers in the opposite alley. As he and Omirr passed the opening, the hidden men sprang out, knives already drawn. The first man grabbed the boy’s arm, clamped a hand over his mouth, and yanked him away so fiercely that his sleeve ripped. Omirr let out a muffled squawk as the kidnappers retreated deeper into the alley.

The narrow passages between the clay-brick buildings connected with other alleys in a winding labyrinth, and Saan knew the men could easily lose themselves—with the zarif—in moments. He drew his dagger, throwing all caution aside, and bounded into the alley to rescue his half-brother.

Just around a sharp corner, Omirr squirmed, but the first man kept a firm hold on him and a hand over himself; he was the smaller of the two, dressed in a green Khenara vest. His fellow cutthroat was tall, with a brown olba tied around his head and a brown sash at his waist. The taller man turned to face Saan.

Most men in such a situation would exhibit caution, study their opponent, take stock of the situation. Saan, though, wasted no time with threats or testing. Yelling like a wild animal, he charged toward the man with the brown olba and slashed hard.  The knife felt fluid in his hand; his arm danced back and forth like an embroiderer’s needle.

The brown olba was knocked askew as the tall man pressed hard to defend himself with his own dagger. With his left hand, he drew a second curved blade from his sash, standing between Saan and his companion. Still struggling, Omirr yelped, but could not break the captor’s grip.

Steel blades clanked together once, twice. Saan withdrew, jabbed with the point, and slashed with a quick reverse to lay open the tall man’s forearm along the inside of his elbow. An alarming fountain of blood sprayed from the open artery, drenching his linen tunic and his brown sash. The man backed away in shock. “He cut my arm!”

The shorter man holding Omirr had no olba, his dark hair loose and sticking out in all directions. “You let him cut you, idiot.” The scrappy zarif grabbed at the man’s Khenara vest, popping off two brass buttons that clinked on the alley floor.

Now the pair of decoy stalkers blocked the mouth of the alley with drawn knives. One of the men was as large as a hill bear. They closed in.

Saan glanced over his shoulder at the two new opponents and made a rude sound. “It takes four of you to best one man and a little boy? You must not have a high opinion of your own fighting skills.”

The man with the Khenara vest wrapped his forearm tight around Omirr’s throat. “It’ll take two of us to dispose of your body, and two to cut up the boy here and leave him to be found. After you vanish, it’ll be obvious that you killed your own brother out of jealousy, then fled Olabar.”

Laughing, Saan pretended not to be concerned. “And I suppose the sikaras are ready to start those rumors?”

At the mouth of the alley behind him, the bear-sized man let out a low chuckle. “And everybody will believe them!”

His wiry companion jabbed him with an elbow. “Nobody said anything about priestesses.”


Nobody had to, Saan thought, but now I know. The man with the cut arm continued to wail as if he’d received a mortal wound.

Little Omirr thrashed, barely able to breathe in the chokehold. “Cowards! Let me have a knife and watch how I defend my brother!”

The man in the vest yanked his arm tight against the boy’s throat. “I’ll give you a knife soon enough.”

As the two men closed in from behind, Saan made up his mind in a flash. He had been taught never to hesitate, never to let an opponent guess what he had in mind. He hurled himself at the bear-sized man, the one who seemed the greatest threat. Another fighting lesson: Kel Rovic had taught him to concentrate on the most formidable opponent when he himself was freshest and strongest.

Saan had no qualms about killing anyone who threatened his little brother. Using a single stroke before the big man could realize his suicidal audacity, he stabbed the thug in the gut: no finesse, just pain. While the bearish man doubled over, Saan’s second jab struck beneath his left ear, through the neck. It was a mortal wound, though the man would be a long time thrashing and moaning in the dirty alley.

While his wiry companion gaped at his fallen comrade, Saan engaged him fiercely, slicing, parrying. The wiry man’s own knife was an awkward storm of clumsy attacks and defenses, but by sheer luck, he cut Saan across the chest, and a long line of blood soaked into his tunic.

Seeing his brother wounded, Omirr spat and struggled; his captor struck him hard in the face, cuffed him again, and bright blood spurted from the boy’s nose. The casual brutality against the zarif enraged Saan further.

He faked a slash at the wiry man’s eyes, then used the opening  to land a ferocious kick to his opponent’s crotch. When he doubled over in pain, Saan stuck his knife in the man’s throat, yanked it back out. Then he rounded on the zarif’s captor. Omirr’s battered face and the blood streaming out of his smashed nose made Saan come forward like an angry bull. “You hurt my little brother.”

The man held his knife against the boy’s neck. “Stop, or I’ll kill him right now!” But the look in Saan’s foreign blue eyes made him more frantic. “You hear me? I’ll cut him right now if you don’t—”

Saan slowed, but did not stop. “Omirr, do you remember what Kel Rovic taught you?”

The zarif had been trained well enough. The boy stomped on the man’s instep and used the instant of surprise to slip out of his chokehold. Saan grabbed the boy and pulled him away, then kicked the thug’s knee. Hard. The kneecap crunched, and the man collapsed sideways with a sharp grunt. A moment later, Saan had thrust his knife through the kidnapper’s heart.

Only the whimpering man in the brown olba remained, shocked at the amount of blood flowing from his wounded arm. Wailing, he scrambled headlong out of the alley, nearly tripping over the dead bodies of his coconspirators.

The battle had lasted only a few minutes, and people clustered in the merchants’ street, a few venturing into the alley to look at the slain men. Such assaults were not uncommon in the dark underbelly of the souks.

Saan grabbed his little brother and hurried him out of the alley, eager to get away before a well-meaning shout identified the sons of the soldan-shah. His chest was bleeding, though the knife wound wasn’t deep. Flushed, terrified, and excited, little Omirr cupped a hand to his face to catch the red droplets from his bloody nose. Both of them were covered in blood—most of it from their  attackers, three of whom lay dead in they alley behind them. Three dead. Ijust killed three men. There was no time to think about it now.

“I want to go home,” Omirr said as his shock began to wear off.

In spite of his own pounding heart, Saan pasted an aloof grin on his face to dispel the zarif’s fear. “Ha! Those four weren’t much of a threat once you and I stood up to them. I’m proud of you.”

Saan moved at the best speed the boy could manage, choosing large open streets, working his way back to the palace. “You were very brave. Maybe Kel Rovic should induct you into the palace guard right away.”

“I’m the zarif, not a palace guard!”

“Too bad. A zarif doesn’t get much practice with swords, but a palace guard carries one every day.”

As soon as Saan glimpsed the graceful arches and spires of the palace, he felt great relief. Handmaidens came to greet them, startled to see the torn clothes, the bloody nose, the cut on Saan’s chest. “What have you two gotten into now? You’re lucky your mothers don’t see you this way.”

Saan pretended that nothing serious had happened as he passed Omirr to the alarmed women. “Better clean him up before he goes back to Naori.”

The boy was already babbling about killers and knives and fights, but Saan slipped away before the handmaidens suspected he might be telling the truth. Turning the corner, he put on a burst of speed. He had to report to Kel Rovic, one of the few men in the palace that Saan could really trust.
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The Pilgrims’ Road, Outskirts of Ishalem

As the large army of Aiden finally reached Ishalem, the sight of the detestable wall lit a fire in the weary and footsore men. Ten thousand strong, their shouts rumbled like thunder across the countryside, slamming into the high stone barrier. These men were ready to tear down the blocks with their bare hands.

This time, Mateo promised himself, the soldan-shah’s wall would crumble.

On a sturdy horse next to him in the vanguard of the army, Comdar Delnas—the leader of all Aidenist land and sea forces—shaded his eyes, seemingly weighed down by his chain mail and leather armor. “By this time tomorrow, Ishalem will be ours.” Because of the heat, he had loosened his chest plates, but he would have his boys tighten the vulnerable spots before they engaged the enemy in battle.

Delnas was a man who liked his uniform, and he often discussed military matters with overemphasized gravity. Years ago, he had served as an effective administrator in times of peace and stability, but as a wartime comdar, his vision was too narrow. Many brave field commanders had demonstrated their mettle in real battles, but Delnas was little more than an administrator. This would be his first actual engagement with the enemy.

Back in their war council in Calay Castle, stodgy old Delnas had expressed his reservations about mounting such a massive assault with so many troops; he did not want to leave too much of  Tierra defenseless for the sake of a precipitous action. But Mateo had disagreed vehemently. “An action is not precipitous when it’s long overdue, sir.”

After the Urabans recaptured the site of Ishalem six years earlier, the indignant Tierrans had tried to drive them back out. Eight times in the past several years, Tierra had sent small skirmish parties and warship forays down to Ishalem. In every instance, they had been defeated because King Korastine did not send enough troops to do the job. The operations were too small, too disorganized.

It was time to stop underestimating the enemy.

“We’re prepared for it, Comdar.” Mateo sat high in his saddle and assessed the immense barricade that spanned the isthmus from shore to shore, and the relatively small gap that remained incomplete. “But it will still be a difficult fight.”

Though he rarely commented during war councils anymore, King Korastine had said, “Prester-Marshall Rudio tells us that Ondun is displeased to have half of His children cut off from the holy city.”

Barely able to control her temper, Anjine had struck her fist on the council table. “I don’t intend to wait for Ondun to knock down the wall with a sweep of His mighty hand. Since we know what God wants, it is a sin for us not to act.”

With contingents of the standing army drawn from all five reaches, and after boisterous rallies in Calay to see them off, the soldiers had crowded aboard nearly a hundred ships and set forth with favorable winds and currents down the coast. Though this would be a ground assault with vast numbers of fighters, transport ships were the only way to move them swiftly, before their supplies ran out. The men disembarked at Tierra’s southernmost port and began their five-day-long overland journey, while supply trains hurried to keep up with the masses.

As the Tierran army moved, Mateo rode up and down the ranks, talked with them, kept up their morale by fanning the flames of anger against their mortal enemies. This would be their last chance to strike before the Urecari completed the wall. Each soldier knew how much was at stake: if they did not conquer the holy city this time, they would lose Ishalem forever.

For years after the burning of Ishalem, the charred wasteland had remained a haunted place of ashes and skeletons, a reminder of how the followers of Aiden and Urec had offended Ondun. A well-intentioned Prester-Marshall Baine and his flock had gone there to rebuild, only to be hideously murdered by a vengeful soldan. Then, after more than a decade, Soldan-Shah Omra shocked the Tierrans by swarming in with his armies and claiming the abandoned ruins of Ishalem in the name of Urec.

That was when the Tierrans decided they wanted it back.

In the first year, impetuous Destrar Shenro of Alamont Reach had sent an undisciplined group of ninety riders down to the isthmus to sweep away the invaders. All of those brash and unprepared Alamont horsemen had died. The Aidenist church had declared them martyrs, but that was little consolation. Subsequent forays and retaliatory advances fared no better as Soldan-Shah Omra systematically increased his defenses to make Ishalem impregnable.

This time, though, the Tierran military would strike with sufficient soldiers, weapons, supplies, and resolve. This time, they would throw out the “Gurlies”—derogatively named because of the unfurling-fern symbol they all sported. This time, loyal Aidenists would tear down the stone wall and raise high the fishhook symbol.

Mateo rode at the head of nearly five hundred cavalrymen, their group commanders, and the young boys who carried their masters’ colorful standards. The warriors wore leather armor  and chain mail, some of them with fitted breastplates. Behind the mounted vanguard came an army of Tierra’s best footsoldiers—archers, swordsmen, and spearmen—in thick leather armor. Their swords were sharp and ready to be blooded.

“Aiden will watch over us.” Delnas’s horse shifted restlessly, and the comdar’s young redheaded pageboy held the bridle. “When we attack, I will ride at the front—I’m going to personally plant King Korastine’s flag high on the hill where Aiden’s Arkship once stood.”

“Yes, sir. May the Compass guide you.”

“The Compass will guide us all.”

Shifting into position near his troops from Alamont Reach sat General Vanov. The Alamont commander’s face was pale and weathered, his skin peeling from a recent sunburn; he sweated heavily in his armor, but stared ahead with steely eyes. Around the campfires at night, Vanov had made no secret that he wanted revenge for the ninety martyred Alamont riders.

The dust of their passage on the worn Pilgrims’ Road rose up in clouds, both disguising and exaggerating the size of their forces. The soldiers banged swords against shields and marched forward. Young boys pounded a drumbeat, keeping spirits high. Even the drummers and standard-bearers carried swords, more eager to fight than the seasoned soldiers.

Delnas looked over at Mateo, cleared his throat—a persistent habit the old man wasn’t aware of—and said, “Omra must be pissing on his sandals right now. We’ll show him and all of the Curlies whose side God is on.” He whistled, then raised his voice. “They can see us now. Let’s show them who we are. Standard-bearers!”

Mixed among the cavalrymen and field commanders, young boys lifted colorful flags high, proclaiming loyalty to the various reaches. “I want the soldan-shah to see all the colors arrayed against him, that he might be blinded by the rainbow of God’s  warriors!” Spontaneously, the soldiers let out a loud cheer, a bellowing challenge that rippled across the land.

Delnas was flanked by a pair of young standard-bearers, a blond one and the redheaded page; one flag represented the church with its golden fishhook, the other was a plain scarlet pennant (which Delnas said symbolized the blood of the faithful). Next to Mateo, a young boy carried a flag of indigo and gray, the colors of Calay and the king, which Anjine had given him. The thought of her solidified his resolve.

Atop the looming wall, Urecari defenders moved about in a flurry of preparation; outside the gap, workers scrambled to dig trenches and set up hazard lines of pointed spears to prevent the horses from charging. Vigilant enemy scouts galloped to and fro in front of the gap, waving bright pennants of their own. Shrill horns sounded, and the soldan-shah’s troops moved in a practiced, orderly manner, retreating through a temporary wooden barricade, taking shelter inside the city.

Mateo knew that Soldan-Shah Omra couldn’t possibly have sufficient soldiers stationed in Ishalem to stand against so many angry Tierrans.

General Vanov removed a gauntlet to wipe perspiration from his brow, then made a brusque comment to the standard-bearer riding next to him. “Keep the flag up, boy. Let them know we’re proud of who we are.” Comdar Delnas repeated the order down the line.

The raised flags flapped in the wind. Each commander seemed confident. With a glance at Delnas, Mateo said, “We’ll throw them out of Ishalem and send them running all the way to the Great Desert!”
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Calay Castle

At the age of twenty-nine Anjine remained unmarried, much to her father’s dismay. She could not allow herself to think of romance or husbands in the midst of this war ... but the conflict showed no sign of ending.

Though Prince Tomas was bright and healthy, and certainly worthy to be in line for the throne, Anjine was King Korastine’s successor. Isolated by her royal position, she had never dallied with the schoolgirl crushes her maidservants enjoyed. The war against Uraba consumed her thoughts and erased such giddy ideas from her mind.

Still, she knew Korastine wanted her not only to be married, but happy.


Anjine sat in the war council room, poring over summaries from the five reaches. Each day, she waited for a report from Mateo on the front lines, some news about the success of the march against the Ishalem wall.

Her cat Tycho curled up on her lap, finding a way to melt into the valley of her skirts. As he grew older, the cat spent more and more time with Anjine, following her from room to room. Some days, Tycho seemed a perfect sounding board for her to talk through her ideas, especially when Mateo could not be there.

Mateo Bornan, her friend and childhood companion, had risen through the ranks to serve as special subcomdar in the Tierran military, a new liaison position from Calay to the military units. Other men might outrank Mateo, but Anjine trusted him over anyone else.

Her father entered the room smiling, and she could tell that he wanted to talk of husbands or weddings. “My daughter, in these quiet days while we wait to hear from the army, why don’t we take the time to discuss other matters that are relevant to Tierra? There is more to life, and to the crown, than war. Sometimes we forget that.”

“I don’t forget about it, Father. But we have to choose our priorities.”

“Yes, indeed we do.” Korastine took his seat and leaned forward on the table of varnished Iborian pine. “I just received a letter packet from Destrar Unsul of Erietta, and I am very pleased by his suggestion.” He pushed the papers in front of him. “Unsul is a wise and studious man, not given to displays of temper. By building clever windmills to pump water and irrigate the crops, he’s greatly increased his yields of cotton and hemp.”

She looked up, absently stroking the cat behind his ears. “Good. We always need rope and fabric for our war effort.”

Korastine continued as if he hadn’t heard. “Such a dedicated man—Unsul worries more about the welfare of his people than about his own personal wealth, or politics in general. I think he would have been happier as an engineer than a destrar. His wife loved the Eriettan horses and was quite an accomplished rider herself, until she was killed in a fall.” A cloud-shadow of sadness crossed Korastine’s face. “Unsul loved her very much, and now his eldest son Jenirod is a spectacular showman...takes more after his mother than his father, but I’m sure he’s a good man.” He lifted one of the letters; the wax seal was already broken. “It would make me very glad if you took this offer seriously.”

“And what offer is that?”

“Jenirod is strong, handsome... and of marriageable age. He comes highly recommended.”

Her expression quickly changed. “We’re too busy to plan a  wedding right now.” Done with the subject, Anjine studied an assessment of the Urecari captives that had been sent to the work camps in Alamont and Corag. It wasn’t clear whether their unwilling labor produced enough to justify the food required to keep them alive.

Korastine looked dejectedly at Destrar Unsul’s letter, tapping his fingers on the words written there. “Forgive a father for wishing his daughter happiness. Having a husband is more than simple political necessity. Ilrida made my life brighter than it had ever been before.”


And you were devastated with grief when she died. Anjine nodded. “I realize that, Father, but please ... not now.”

After losing his dear wife, not through treachery or violence but to a simple infection, Korastine had wanted to sail away in search of Terravitae, in search of peace. But the burning of the new Arkship had dashed those hopes, and since then the king spent evenings alone in his chambers, reading the Tales of the Traveler. His swollen, gouty knee had dashed his hopes of sailing to the ends of the earth, and so he explored the world vicariously through the adventures of the fabled wanderer.

“And Tomas ...” Korastine sat back, smiling. “What a dear boy. With two such wonderful children, what more could a man want?”

Perhaps because of Ilrida’s death, King Korastine was overprotective of the boy, fearing any harm that might come to his only son. Anjine remembered the great panic in the castle only five months ago, when her brother hadn’t arrived for his lessons on time. No one could locate Tomas—or Mateo, or Obertas, the marshall of the royal guard who was responsible for the prince’s safety. Despite a frantic search throughout the castle, Tomas was nowhere to be found.

Though Anjine had tried to downplay the seriousness, poor Korastine’s alarm had increased with every hour. He summoned  the entire royal guard and city guard, mounting a full-fledged search of the city. The king had melted into relief and nervous laughter when Mateo and Obertas sauntered back to the castle with the boy between them. Grinning, Tomas held up a string with great pride, showing off the four fish they had caught in the bay.

“Can we eat them for dinner?” Tomas didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. “I want the cook to prepare them. They’ll be the most delicious fish we’ve ever had. We used fishhooks and lumps of cheese, and when the fish bit, it almost pulled my arm out!”

While Obertas had begged forgiveness for the inadvertent panic they had caused, Korastine hugged the boy and wouldn’t let go. Anjine looked fondly at her friend Mateo, thinking of their times as “Tycho” and “Tolli” when they too had caused the castle staff much consternation.

Mateo smiled sheepishly at her. “We just took your brother fishing. He’d never caught a fish before.”

“Can we go again?” Tomas looked up at the king. “I want to go fishing every day. Mateo said he’d take me!”

Korastine shuddered, apparently unable to find an answer, so Anjine replied for him. “Not just yet, Tomas. Next time, let us know where you’re going.”

Obertas had squirmed in abject apology, but with twinkling eyes, Mateo had added, “Next time, Anjine, we’ll even take you with us.”

Mateo didn’t often appear so happy, but he always tried to make a good show for her, hoping to lighten her burden. Now Anjine hoped he was safe at the Ishalem wall. Maybe, when the soldan-shah faced the large Tierran army—nearly ten thousand troops, gathered for a single attack—he would simply surrender....

Now Korastine studied the letter from Destrar Unsul again;  he was certainly persistent. “You could have the same joy, if you would marry.”

With a bustle at the door, Anjine’s plump handmaiden Enifir came in bearing a small crock of mulled cider. She was of hardy Iborian stock and enormously pregnant, but her condition did not slow her one bit. “I thought you both might be thirsty.” Her voice still carried a nasal accent of the northern dialect.

Enifir was one of five handmaidens who had accompanied young Ilrida on her wedding procession from Iboria Reach. The other women had returned to the cold north after the death of their mistress, but Enifir remained in Calay and married a man named Vorannen, who was now the marshall of the city guard. Waddling up to each of them, she ladled warm cider into their mugs. “Drink up before it grows cold.” Enifir watched like a hawk until each took a sip, then left the chamber.

Tycho shifted on Anjine’s lap, stretched, then dozed again.

“Tomas is about the same age I was when Mateo and I accompanied you on the last trip to Ishalem, to sign the Edict,” she pointed out. “Don’t you want him to be able to see the holy city, too? Our army is at the gates of Ishalem, Father. We’ll conquer it for him—and for all followers of Aiden. With ten thousand soldiers, how can we fail?”

Korastine sipped his mulled cider, let out a sigh. “Once Ishalem is safely in Aidenist hands again, will you take time to plan a wedding?”
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Southern Ocean, Position Unknown

The tall masts and weathered deckboards creaked as the Nunghal ship swayed in gentle swells. The gray sailcloth sighed and strained as the easterly breeze pushed them along, forcing the helmsman to shift his tack to keep them angling northward. The waves of the open sea rocked the vessel from side to side, rolled it up and down.

Up and down.

Side to side.

Up and down.

Endlessly.

Amidships, gripping the rail with his powerful hands and bunching his arm muscles, Asaddan struggled not to be sick—again. He longed for solid ground that did not lurch and sway under his boots. In the month since their departure from the clan gathering, he had spent more time retching than sleeping.

With a good-natured chuckle, the wiry shipkhan of the vessel, Ruad, came up behind him; he wore no shirt beneath his sharkskin vest. “Cousin, you’ll miss the scenery if you spend all your days heaving. We’re in waters no man has ever seen.”

“The water looks the same to me.” Asaddan whistled his sibilants through the gap of his missing front tooth; he groaned as his stomach lurched again.

“That’s the way I feel about your grassy plains.” Amused, Ruad spread his arms expansively. “It’s not even a rough sea.”

“If it was a bad storm, I’d be distracted enough to keep my guts  inside me.” Asaddan stared at the endless ripples of water, the shattered yellow reflection of the sun. He fought down another wave of nausea.

With uncharacteristic sympathy, Ruad lowered his voice. “It’s just teasing, cousin—my little revenge for how your clans pestered me mercilessly for my clumsiness in riding horses, herding buffalo, and tracking game.” The shipkhan drew a deep breath of the salty air. “Ah, I am glad to be back on deck again, where I belong!”

As punishment for wrecking his ship in a storm, which had cost the lives of most of his crew, Ruad had spent a year exiled from the sea among the nomadic Nunghal-Ari. Now he was a joke among his fellow seafaring Nunghals, but he hoped to regain his clan’s respect. “We’ll go to those fantastic places on the other side of the Great Desert. If the oceans take us there.”

“They will ... but it’s the long way around,” Asaddan said. “You’ve looked at the maps. There can be no other answer.”

After being lost in the sandy wasteland beyond the Nunghal grazing lands, Asaddan had stumbled upon Uraba, a land no Nunghal had ever seen. He had met the soldan-shah, become a sensation at the Olabar court, and eventually convinced his new friends to lead an expedition across the Great Desert. Since that time, Asaddan had made three additional journeys by sand coracle to visit his friends in Uraba.

After hearing Sen Sherufa’s theory that a well-provisioned ship could reach Uraba by way of the southern ocean, Asaddan had proposed a scheme. The captain was still considered a great embarrassment to his clan, but if they could complete such a spectacular journey and discover a new route, Ruad’s name would be written in gold leaf in all the Nunghal logbooks.

So at the end of the recent clan gathering, Ruad, Asaddan, and a hardy volunteer crew set forth in search of a new route to  Uraba. Unaccustomed to long sailing voyages, Asaddan began puking his guts out within the first day. He had never felt so pitiful, not even during his crossing of the Great Desert on foot. Determined to pull his weight as a crewman aboard the Nunghal ship, he had intended to scrub decks, haul nets, even scramble up a swaying cable ladder. Surrounded by the dizzying openness of the deep sea, he prayed to his gods that they would soon reach the distant Uraban city of Lahjar.

Now the wrenching knot in his stomach tightened, and he vomited over the rail. He coughed and spat the foul taste out of his mouth. Though Ruad tried to restrain himself, he couldn’t help laughing.

As Asaddan watched the greenish-pink stain disperse, he noticed a metallic glimmer beneath the waves, a sheen of silver scales that went on and on, then disappeared again. His queasiness forgotten, he shouted, “Ruad, look there!”

Off to the port side of the ship, a large serpent rose from the sea. Water sheeted from its armored hide, and a beard of long spines and seaweed hung from its jaws and chin. Dark blue scalloped fins undulated along its fluidly bent neck.

Ruad did not look at all afraid. “Ha, there’s something to keep you distracted, cousin! Silver and blue—never seen one like that before. Must be these northerly waters.”

The creature’s hinged jaw dropped open, displaying long teeth that could rip a hole in the hide of the largest whale. The serpent emitted a mournful hoot, then a deeper roar; a plume of silvery steam blasted from its blowhole.

“Will it attack?”

“Depends on its mood.” Ruad whistled, and the men on deck rushed to their stations. “Load the port cannons!”

Wiry Nunghals pulled on ropes and opened a pair of gun-ports in the hull. Crewmen scrambled down the deck ladders  and raced to take up positions behind two bronze cylinders that were loaded with firepowder, tamping material, and projectiles.

Asaddan backed away from the rail, wishing he had a long-bow, spear, or harpoon. “Looks like it’s going to charge.”

“That it does. Light torches and fire those cannons!”

The creature hurled itself forward with a speed that reminded Asaddan of a spotted plains viper slithering off of a hot rock.

The Nunghal crewmen touched their torches to the fuses, and two explosions rocked the ship, sending a shudder like thunder through the decks. One of the heavy balls missed the target, and a splashing plume of water appeared far behind the serpent. The other projectile struck home.

The silvery monster snapped in half like a felled tree, its neck severed just below its bearded jaw. With a series of splattering noises, shredded flesh and scales rained down on the water, some striking close to the ship. The serpent’s lifeless head, mouth agape but no longer threatening, floated for a moment then capsized. Slowly, the rest of the silver-scaled creature rose to the surface.

Ruad placed his hands on his narrow hips and studied the chunks of meat floating around the hull. “Leave it for the sharks. I’ve never been fond of sea-monster meat.” Asaddan continued to stare, but the shipkhan clapped him on the back once more. “Shall we keep sailing northward? It can’t be far now.”

Asaddan realized to his surprise that he no longer felt seasick.
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At the Edge of the Great Desert, Missinia Soldanate

In five years, the settlement at the edge of Missinia’s sandy wasteland had grown from a camp to an actual village. Most of the workers still slept in tents, but a permanent administrative dwelling now housed Soldan Xivir and his son Burilo. Deep wells had been dug to provide water for the crews working on the sand coracles, for the merchants and adventurers who flew them, and for the suppliers who brought Uraban goods to be sold at outrageous prices to Nunghal clans on the other side of the Great Desert.

Imposing taxes and tariffs on any goods carried aboard the sand coracles, Soldan Xivir had transformed a rough camp into a civilized town with necessary services, and the road from Desert Harbor to Arikara was well traveled. He was quite proud of his operation.

Once each year, at the seasonal turning of the prevailing winds, intrepid explorers inflated silken balloon sacks fastened to wicker coracles and flew them across the sea of sand. The previous year, nine such vessels had braved the crossing; this year, twelve had launched.

Even priestesses had made the passage, hoping to spread the word of Urec. The Nunghal nomads had listened politely, but showed no desire to change their own beliefs, much to the sikaras’ consternation. The Nunghal khan Jikaris had asked a frustrated priestess to become one of his wives. Pragmatic, she had agreed to be his lover on the condition that he convert to  the Urecari faith, but Jikaris responded that while the offer was tempting, he didn’t find her quite that attractive. He preferred his own rough, open churches and his own version of tales of the sailor Sons of God and unexplored lands.

In the past four years, eight Uraban sand coracles had been lost during the hazardous crossing. In one terrifying incident, the wicker basket of a loaded coracle had caught fire from the brazier that kept the silken balloons inflated. As flames engulfed the basket, some men had thrown themselves overboard to their deaths; others climbed up the ropes, clinging to the balloon sack, where they were roasted alive. The burning sand coracle had crashed onto the dunes like an angry meteor.

However, because of the potential for riches and adventure, many merchants still braved the crossing. Each year, the colorful vessels departed from Desert Harbor like a fleet of sailing ships. Six months later, the winds would reverse and blow the sand coracles home. The camp town swelled again with eager caravan leaders and representatives of merchant families ready to receive the unusual Nunghal merchandise.

Any day now, the first sand coracles were expected to come back.

Since the flatlands offered no high points for lookouts, Soldan Xivir had erected a tall wooden tower at the edge of Desert Harbor. All day long, anxious observers stood on the upper platform, scanning the skies with spyglasses, alert to glimpse the first colorful balloon.

Just after noon, a spotter shouted out, “Two coracles! Red and orange balloons!”

Men rushed out of tents, and three eager caravan leaders scrambled up the wooden steps to crowd the observation platform. Soldan Xivir marched out of his headquarters building  and turned to the portmaster. “Go, look in your records to see who owns the red and orange coracles.”

The small-statured man did not even need to check. “Why, my Lord, the orange vessel carries the former soldan-shah himself. The red balloon belongs to the Gahari family.”

The soldan of Missinia felt a wave of relief to know that Imir—his brother-in-law—would soon be returning. He shaded his eyes, looking up. “Prepare a traditional reception feast, and you’d better make it an extravagant one.”

Drifting along with painstaking slowness, the airborne vessels took two more hours to arrive at Desert Harbor. Gentle breezes delivered the orange balloon well in advance of the second coracle. High above, the figures in the wicker basket doused the central brazier and let the silk balloon sack deflate. As the coracle descended, the men threw coils of rope down to ground workers who had pounded stakes into the patchy grass.

When the basket was anchored, former soldan-shah Imir swung himself over the coracle’s side and dropped to the ground, where he swayed unsteadily on knees unaccustomed to solid land. “What a pleasure to be back on Uraban soil again!”

Xivir came forward to embrace him, sending up a flurry of brown dust and grit from the other man’s dirty traveling clothes. “Welcome home.”

“Please tell me you have a bath and food—most importantly a bath.”

Burilo came up to shake his uncle’s hand. “We have already drawn water from the wells, my Lord. Cauldrons are heating it over a fire.” Xivir’s son was Omra’s age—the two had been boys together—and Burilo had already proven himself to be a good administrator, a wise man, and a fitting soldan-in-training to rule Missinia.

The three men walked toward the bath tent. “Was your journey successful?” Xivir asked.

“Oh, yes.” The older man’s eyes sparkled. “More than I had hoped, more than you can imagine.”

 



When the second coracle drifted in half an hour later, caravan leaders and representatives of the Gahari merchant family swarmed forward with slate boards to tally the goods. Curious camp workers unloaded the cargo, while traders squabbled over the division of the profits.

Imir had made the desert trek three out of the past five years, and by now he had grown quite fond of the nomadic people; he knew their culture, their customs, and had even learned to speak passable Nunghal (though Khan Jikaris teased him for his silly accent).

Given the freedom to travel, and relieved of political responsibilities, the former soldan-shah felt more content now than when he’d ruled all of Uraba. He did not miss the press of advisers and emissaries with their accompanying rivalries, nor the tragedy of scheming wives and assassination attempts. His only disappointment on these trips was that Sen Sherufa na-Oa did not accompany him. The Saedran scholar would have been a great companion during his explorations—not only because she spoke the native language far better than he, but also because Imir was quite fond of her company. However, while she encouraged him to bring back any information about the unknown southern half of the continent, Sherufa didn’t personally enjoy the rigors of traveling.

Nevertheless, Imir clung to hope....

Entering the shade of the bath tent, he gulped down a flask of cool well water, then savored a cup of good Missinian wine. Burilo directed servants to pour buckets of heated water into a wooden tub, while a young woman added aromatic herbs and oils.

With a groan and a sigh, Imir shucked his filthy travel clothes,  let them fall to the ground, and nudged them away with his toe. “No need to wash the garments—just burn them.” He sank into the steaming tub of water with a contented sigh, closed his eyes, and slid his entire head beneath the surface, scrubbing the dirt from his stubbly gray hair and beard. Traditionally, Imir kept himself clean-shaven when in Uraba, but never bothered once he boarded a sand coracle.

He spluttered to the surface again, shaking his head and spraying water from his lips. Burilo and Soldan Xivir pulled up tripod stools with leather seats and waited to hear more of his travels.

Imir’s eyes were hard, and his expression had changed from a smile of delight to a predatory grin. “You’ll be happy to know that we spotted two bandit camps as we flew over, and I noted their positions.”

Burilo looked eager. “We will raid them and crush them, as we’ve done before. They’ve been a thorn in our sides for far too many years. In fact, the bandits harassed Desert Harbor only a week ago, but we drove them off.”

Soldan Xivir shifted uncomfortably on his stool. “We interrogated one of the captives. Before he died, he told us the name of their new leader: Norgo. Each time we kill one, another springs up. More severed heads for my growing collection back in Arikara, I suppose.” He placed his hands on one knee. “But enough of that. You said that your mission was more successful than you had dreamed. What did you mean by that?”

Imir enjoyed the relaxation of the warm water, though he was anxious to join the first caravan back to Olabar, given his vital news for Omra. He blew air through his lips again. “After years of pleading, I finally convinced Khan Jikaris—well, a great deal of gold convinced him—to give me what I wanted.” He smiled enigmatically. “I have the recipe and process for making firepowder.  Now we can blast the Aidenists from the face of the world!”
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The Wall of Ishalem

From the parapets of God’s Barricade, Omra stared at the mob of enemy soldiers on the terminus of the Pilgrims’ Road. His scouts had given him several days’ warning, but the size and speed of the Tierran advance took him by surprise. His scouts had not exaggerated the strength of the oncoming force; the army of Aiden could well crash through the gap in the wall and overwhelm Ishalem.

Previous Tierran attempts to retake the city had been disorganized groups of undisciplined men whose rowdy anger petered out by the time they reached the imposing wall. Kel Unwar had built a remarkable, invincible defense, and the sight of it alone was sufficient to deter most Tierran raiders.

But this was no unruly raiding party, no group of foolhardy blusterers with more bravery than brains. Omra muttered, “So, King Korastine has finally found his balls.”

“Or Princess Anjine found hers.” Kel Unwar chuckled beside him. “Tierran females are more like oxen than women.”

Omra shot him a sharp glance. “My First Wife is Tierran.” Unwar blanched and fumbled for an apology, but the soldan-shah dismissed the comment. “You will be forgiven, Kel—if your wall holds.”

“It will hold, Soldan-Shah, though I wish they had waited a few months, until construction was complete. As it is, they will try for the gap, and we have to defend it at all costs. I suggest we send men outside to hold it against the ’Hook advance. We can set up obstacles and lure the enemy into range.” He looked up and down  the wall where groups of archers took their places, stringing their bows; young helpers ran along the parapets, making sure that the tall narrow baskets beside the bowmen were filled with arrows.

Omra nodded his disapproval, but knew he had to prepare for the worst. Ten thousand attackers—swordsmen, archers, horsemen ! Even the wall might not be sufficient to hold back such a crush. And if they broke through the gap in the barricade and rushed into the city...

He had been prepared for this over the past few days. “Mount cavalry and distribute swords to the crew masters at the construction sites. In fact, arm all the faithful Urecari here in the city. And lock away the Aidenist slaves so they can’t possibly attempt treachery in the heat of battle.”

Unwar scrambled down the scaffolding and whistled for his subcommanders to give them new orders.

By the rockpiles and construction sites, the Tierran slaves began shouting insults to their captors, but after Unwar ordered five of them killed, the rest fell silent. Guards put them into leg irons and herded them into the middle of the city, to the large pit excavated at the site of the former Aidenist kirk. The big hole in the ground would hold them, for now.

Omra paced the top of the wall, studying the colored flags of his enemy, the gleaming armor and snorting horses. From their positions on the parapets, several eager Uraban archers drew back their longbows and let premature arrows fly, though all of them fell short of the front ranks of the army. Omra shouted, “Cease firing! Hold your arrows!”

Unfortunately, the damage was already done. Those impetuous shots now clearly delineated the range of Uraban weapons, and the Tierran commander halted his horses where they were safe. From there, he could issue orders and prepare for the main charge against the wall.
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