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THE PEOPLE


From the Notes of Loremaster Rathfaust


Aadl (Istaz Aadl): Zeerani youthmaster


Aaraf (Loreman Aaraf): Zeerani storyteller and bard


Aasah (Aasah sud Layl): priest of Illindra, shadowmancer and advisor to Ka Atu


Adalia: Warrior of the Mah’zula


Ani (Istaza Ani): Youthmistress of the Zeerai prides; also the last known Dzirani


Annila (Annila Ja’Akari): young Zeerani warrior, peer to Sulema and Hannei


Annubasta (see Hafsa Azeina)


Ashta: journeyman mantist studying under Loremaster Rothfaust


Askander (Askander Ja’Akarinu’i): First Warden of the Zeeranim


Bardu: Daechen prince


Bashaba: former concubine of Ka Atu; mother to Pythos (deceased), Mattu, and Matteira


Basta (cat): kima’a to Hafsa Azeina


Bellanca (Matreon Bellanca): Matreon of Atualon


Belzaleel the Liar: an ancient, wicked spirit, currently trapped in a dragonglass blade


Boraz (Boraz Ja’Sajani): Zeerani warder


Bretan Mer (Bretan Mer ne Ninianne il Mer): salt merchant and liaison from Salar Merraj to Atualon; son of Ninianne il Mer




Brygus: member of the Draiksguard


Char (Charon): Guardian of Eid Kalmut


Daeshen Baichen Pao: the first Daemon Emperor, ruler of Sindan


Daeshen Tiachu: the current Daemon Emperor, ruler of Sindan


Daru (Cub-in-Shadows): a young Zeerani orphan; apprenticed to Hafsa Azeina


Davidian: Imperator General of Atualon


Davvus: a legendary king of Men


Dennet: a daughter of Nurati


Devranae: legendary daughter of Zula Din; abducted by Davvus, king of Men


Deyenna: a young woman who seeks to escape Atualon


Douwa: bathhouse attendant in Atualon


Duadl (Duadl Ja’Sajani): Zeerani warden and churra-master


Eleni: attendant at the Grinning Mymyc in Bayyid Eidtein


Ezio: Atualonian Master of Coin


Fairussa (Fairussa Ja’Akari): warrior of the Zeeranim


Gai Khan: Daechen prince


Gavria (Gavria Ja’Akari): Zeerani warrior


Ginna: Atualonian maidservant


Hadid (Mastersmith Hadid): Zeerani mastersmith


Hafsa Azeina: foremost dreamshifter of Zeeranim; mother of Sulema, and the queen consort of Atualon. Rarely: Annubasta.


Hannei: a young Ja’Akari warrior; best friend to Sulema


Hapuata (Istaza Hapuata): Zeerani mentor to Theotara Ja’Akari


Hekates: Draiksguard of Atualon


Hyang: village boy from Bizhan


Ippos: Stablemaster of Atualon




Isara (Isara Ja’Akari): Zeerani warrior


Ishtaset: Mah’zula warrior


Ismai: younger son of Nurati, First Mother among the Zeeranim


Istaza Ani (see Ani)


Jamandae: (deceased) youngest concubine of Serpentus, deposed Dragon King of Atualon


Jasin (Ja’Atanili’I Jasin): Zeerani youth and would-be warden


Jian (Daechen Jian, Tsun-ju Jian): young Daechen prince; a Sindanese daeborn youth


Jinchua (fennec): kima’a to Sulema


Jorah: Zeerani craftsman


Kabila (Kabila Ja’Akari): Zeerani warrior


Kalani: Zeerani maiden


Karkash Dhwani: powerful Daechen prince, advisor to the emperor


Lavanya: Zeerani warrior and peer of Sulema


Leviathus: son of Ka Atu, the Dragon King; born surdus, deaf to the magic of Atualon


Makil: Zeerani warden


Mardoni: Daechen prince


Marisa: maidservant in Atualon


Mariza: Renegade Ja’Akari. Once banished and declared Kha’Akari, she now rides with the Mah’zula.


Matteira: daughter of Bashaba, a former concubine of Ka Atu. Twin sister to Mattu, and sister to Pythos (deceased).


Mattu (Mattu Halfmask): son of Bashaba, a former concubine of Ka Atu. Twin brother to Matteira, and brother to Pythos.


Naruteo (Daechen Naruteo): Sindanese youth. Daeborn and yearmate to Jian.


Neptara (Umm Neptara): daughter of Nurati


Ninianne il Mer: Lady of the Lake, matriarch of the clans of Salar



Merraj, city of the salt merchants; mother of Bretan Mer, Soutan Mer.


Nurati (Umm Nurati): First Mother of the Zeeranim; mother of Tammas, Neptara, Ismai, Dennet, Rudya, and an as-yet unnamed infant daughter


Perri: Sindanese youth; daeborn and yearmate to Jian


Pythos: (deceased) son of Serpentus, deposed Dragon King of Atualon


Rama (Rama Ja’Sajani): Zeerani warden and horsemaster from Aish Arak


Rheodus: young Atualonian man, member of Leviathus’s Draiksguard


Rothfaust (Loremaster Rothfaust): loremaster of Atualon, keeper of tomes and tales


Rudya: daughter of Nurati


Sammai: Zeerani child


Santorus (Master Healer Santorus): Atualonian patreon and master healer


Sareta (Sareta Ja’Akarinu’i): ranking warrior of the Zeeranim


Saskia (Saskia Ja’Akari): Zeerani warrior and peer of Sulema


Soutan Mer (Soutan Mer ne Ninianne il Mer): son of Ninianne il Mer


Sulema (Sulema Ja’Akari, Sulema Firehair): Zeerani warrior, daughter of the dreamshifter Hafsa Azeina and Wyvernus


Sunzi: Daechen prince


Tadeah: (deceased) daughter of Bashaba and Ka Atu


Talilla (Ja’Akari): Zeerani warrior


Talleh: young Zeerani boy


Tammas (Tammas Ja’Sajani): Zeerani warden, eldest son of Nurati


Teppei: Daechen prince


Theotara (Theotara Ja’Akari): honored Ja’Akari


Tiungpei (Tsun-ju Tiungpei): a Sindanese pearl diver who took a lover from among the Issuq; mother of Jian


Tsa-len: yendaeshi to Naruteo




Umm Nurati (see Nurati)


Valri: warrior of the Mah’zula


Wyvernus: Ka Atu, the Dragon King of Atualon


Xienpei: yendaeshi to Jian


Yaela: apprentice to Aasah


Yeshu: Atualonian weaver


Zula Din: trickster/warrior of legend, daughter of the First People











THE LANDS OF THE PEOPLE


From the Notes of Loremaster Rathfaust


ATUALON


The mightiest kingdom in the Near West, Atualon is the seat of Ka Atu, the Dragon King. Fabled to be built on the back of a sleeping dragon, Atualon is the wellspring of a deep and ancient magic.


This magic is known as atulfah, and is comprised of sa and ka, female and male, heart and spirit, the Song of Life. Only those born echovete—able to hear the magical song of creation—have the potential to manipulate this magic, and only an echovete child born and raised to the throne may be trained to wield it.


SINDAN


The Sindanese empire stretches from the pearl-choked waters of Nar Kabdaan in the Middle East, over the ice-tombed peaks of Mutai Gon-yu, to Nar Intihaan in the Far East: End of the Bitter Lands, End of the Great Salt Road, End of the Known World. The story of Sindan stretches far beyond written memory and into the misted memories of the First Men, before the thickening of the Veil. The Daemon Emperor of Sindan rules absolutely from his throne in Khanbul, the Forbidden City, though his thoughts turn ever westward. He is covetous of atulfah, for its power is the only thing greater than his own.




QUARABALA


Once a place of beauty and art, high learning and gentle culture, the Quarabala was scorched clean of life and hope during the Sundering. Few now survive in the dead lands west of the Dibris. Occasionally a story will turn up in the slave-trading town of Min Yaarif, rumors of wicked beasts and wickeder men driven to desperate acts as they struggle to survive on the Edge of the Quarabala. Even more rarely an Illindrist, a shadowshifting sorcerer, will emerge from the smoking ruins, night-skinned and demon-eyed, leading a trader or three with packs full of the precious red salt and eyes full of waking nightmares.


THE ZEERA


A land of silk and honey, great warriors and greater predators, the Zeera is a vast golden desert and home to the desert prides. Once a proud and prosperous nation, the Zeeranim are now a remnant of their former glory. The Mothers live in mostly empty cities along the banks of the Dibris, the Ja’Sajani take census and record the final days of a dying people, and the Ja’Akari guard the people against enemies within and without the prides. Too few are born, too few survive, and too few are chosen to become Zeeravashani, bonded to the great saber-tusked cats with whom they are allied. The wardens write, the warriors fight, and the Mothers sing lullabies against the coming darkness, but their struggles are like the notes of a flute, lost and forgotten in the coming storm.











TERMS AND PHRASES OF INTEREST


From the Notes of Loremaster Rathfaust


Aish Kalumm (the City of Mothers): Zeerani river fortress


Akari (Akari Sun Dragon): according to legend, Akari is a draik (a male dragon) who flies across the sky bringing life and light to the world as he seeks to rouse his sleeping mate, Sajani the Earth Dragon


aklashi: a game played while on horseback; it involves a sheep’s head and quite a lot of noise


Arachnist: a human mage, who worships and does the bidding of the Araids


Araid: massive, intelligent spiders that live deep in the abandoned cities of Quarabala


Atualon: a western kingdom founded upon the shores of Nar Bedayyan; home to the Dragon Kings


Atukos (City of Dreams, City of the Sleeping Dragon): dragonglass fortress of the Dragon King, named for the living mountain into which it is built


atulfah: sa and ka combined to create the song of creation


Ayyam Binat: a period of time in the spring during which young Zeerani women vie with one another for the sexual favors of men


Baidun Daiel (also known as the Sleepless, or Voiceless): warrior mages who serve Ka Atu




Baizhu: a religious order of Sindanese monks


Bayyid Eidtein: trading town near the mouth of the Dibris, a known den of miscreants and rogues; the southernmost trading post along Atualonian-maintained roads


Beit Usqut: the Youths’ Quarter in Aish Kalumm


bintshi: an intelligent flying animal with some natural affinity for psionic manipulation; carnivorous; considered kith


Bohica: patroness divine of soldiers


Bonelord: one of the greater predators, bonelords are massive carnivorous creatures that rely on camouflage, speed, and mind-magic to capture prey


bonesinger: Dzirani medicine man


Bones of Eth: an ill-reputed ruin or monument in the Zeera, formed of a rough circle of tall, twisted pillars of red and black stone


churra (pl. churrim): a hardy desert omnivore prized by the Zeerani as a pack animal, and seen as a suitable mount for outlanders


craftmistress/master: Zeerani women and men who have been trained in and work at their particular craft—blacksmithing, painting, building, weaving, etc.


Dae: a race of magically gifted people who reside in the Twilight Lands


daeborn: of dae descent


daemon: commonly used to describe any wicked thing (also daespawn)


Daechen: half-Dae, half-human Sindanese warrior caste (male)


Daeshen: half-Dae, half-human, member of the Sindanese imperial family


Daezhu: half-Dae, half-human Sindanese ruling class (female)


Delpha (Big Sister): one of two moons; has a twenty-eight-day cycle


Dibris: a river that runs through the Zeera, supporting a wide range of life


Didi (Little Sister): one of two moons; has a fourteen-day cycle


Dragon King: Ka Atu, the monarch of Atualon (currently Wyvernus)




Draiksguard: elite military unit assigned to guard members of the Atualonian royal family


Dreaming Lands: see Shehannam


dreamshifter: Zeerani shaman who can move through and manipulate Shehannam


Dzirani: wandering storytellers, healers, and merchants


Dziranim: a member of the Dzirani clan


echovete: one who can hear atulfah


ehuani: Zeerani word meaning “beauty in truth”


Eid Kalish: trading town, a stop on the Great Salt Road, known for its thriving black market and slave trade


Eth: Quarabalese destruction deity, he whose breath creates the darkness between stars


Great Salt Road: trade route that stretches from the Edge of the Quarabala in the west to the easternmost cities of Sindan


Hajra-Khai: Zeerani spring festival


hayatani: a Zeerani girl’s first consort


hayyanah: Zeerani couples who are pledged to one another and remain more or less monogamous


herdmistress/master: responsible for the health and well-being of a pride’s horses and churrim


Illindra: Quarabalese creation deity, an enormous female spider who hangs the stars in her web of life


Issuq: Twilight Lords and Ladies who have a clan affinity for the sea and can shapeshift into sea-bears


istaza/istaz: youthmistress/master of the Zeerani prides


Ja’Akari: Zeerani warrior, responsible for keeping all the pridelands safe from outside threats


Ja Akari: Zeerani phrase meaning “under the sun”; loosely translates to being completely open and honest, hiding nothing




Ja’Sajani: Zeerani warden, responsible for maintaining order and security within his local territory


Ja Sajani: Zeerani phrase meaning “upon the earth”; loosely translates to being present in the moment


Jehannim: a mythical hellish place of fire and brimstone; also the name of a mountain range west of the river Dibris and east of Quarabala


jiinberry: a water-loving berry that grows along the banks of the Dibris during the flooding season


ka: the male half of atulfah, known as the breath of spirit; it manifests to most as an expanded awareness of one’s surroundings


Ka Atu: the Dragon King of Atualon (currently Wyvernus)


Kaapua: a river in Sindan


Kha’Akari: Zeerani warrior who has been exiled from the sight of Akari


Khanbul (the Forbidden City): home of the Sindanese emperor


khutlani: Zeerani word meaning “forbidden”


kima’a: avatar spirit-beast in Shehannam


kin: intelligent creatures descended from the first races and considered relatives of dragons—vash’ai, wyverns, and mymyc are numbered among the kin


kith: term used to describe creatures that are more intelligent than beasts, but lack the awareness of kin or humans


kithren: Zeerani person bound to a vash’ai, and vice versa


Ladies/Lords of Twilight: Dae lords


lashai: modified half-human servants that wait upon the Daechen and yendaeshi


lionsnake: an enormous, venomous, two-legged plumed serpent that lives in the Zeera


the Lonely Road: in Zeerani mythology, the road traveled by the dead


Madraj: an arena and gathering place of the Zeeranim


Mah’zula: a society of Zeeranim who live a purely nomadic life and



abide by the ancient ways of the desert


Min Yaarif: trading and slavers’ port on the western bank of the Dibris


Mutai Gon-yu (The Mountains that Tamed the Rains): mountain range in Sindan


Mymyc: one of the kin, mymyc live and hunt in packs. From a distance, mymyc strongly resemble black horses.


Nar Bedayyan: a sea to the west of Atualon


Nar Intihaan: a sea to the east of Sindan


Nar Kabdaan: a sea east of the Zeera and west of Sindan


ne Atu: member of the royal family of Atualon


Nian-da: a ten-day-long festival in Sindan. Any child born during this time is assumed to be fathered by a Dae man during Moonstide, and without exception is taken to Khanbul at the age of sixteen.


Nisfi: Zeerani pride


outlanders: term used by the Zeerani to describe people not of the Zeera


parens: heads of the ruling families in Atualon


pride: Zeerani clan. Also used to describe all prides as a single entity.


Quarabala (also known as the Seared Lands): a region so hot that humans live in cities far underground


Quarabalese: of Quarabala


reavers: insectoid humans that have been modified by the Araids; their bite is envenomed


Riharr: Zeerani pride


russet ridgebacks: large (five-pound) spiders that live in underground colonies. Harmless unless they are disturbed. Their eggs are considered a delicacy in the Zeera.


sa: heart of the soul. An expanded sense of empathy and harmony.




Sajani (Sajani Earth Dragon, the Sleeping Dragon): according to legend, Sajani is a diva (a female dragon) who sleeps beneath the crust of the world, waiting for the song of her mate Akari to wake her


Salarians: citizens of the salt-mining city Salar Merraj


Salar Merraj: city of the salt miners built upon the shores of a dead salt lake; the Mer family stronghold


sand-dae: shapes made of wind-driven sand


Shahad: Zeerani pride


Shehannam (the Dreaming Lands): the otherworld, a place of dreams and strange beings


shenu: a board game popular in the Zeera


shofar (pl. shofarot): wind instrument made from the horn of an animal


shofar akibra: a magical instrument fashioned from the horn of the golden ram


shongwei: an intelligent, carnivorous sea creature


Sindan: empire that stretches from Nar Kabdaan in the west to Nar Intihaan in the east


Sindanese: of Sindan


Snafu: patron divine of fuckups


Sundering: cataclysm that took place roughly one thousand years before the events of this story


surdus: deaf to atulfah


Tai Bardan (Mountains of Ice): mountain range in Sindan, east of Khanbul


Tai Damat (Mountains of Blood): mountain range in Sindan on the Great Salt Road, north of Khanbul


tarbok: goat-sized herd animal, plentiful near rivers and oases


touar: head-to-toe outfit worn by the Zeerani wardens: head wrap and veils, calf-length robe, loose trousers, all blue


Twilight Lands: a land at once part of and separated from the world of Men; home of the Dae




usca: a strong alcoholic beverage popular in the Zeera


Uthrak: Zeerani pride


vash’ai: large, intelligent saber-tusked cats. Vash’ai are kin, descended from the first races.


Wild Hunt (also the Hunt): deadly game played by the Huntress, a powerful being who enforces the rules of Shehannam


wyvern: intelligent flying kin


yendaeshi: trainer, mentor, and master to the Daechen and Daezhu


Yosh: name of the wicked spirit or deity that rules Jehannim


youthmistress/master (istaza/istaz): Zeerani adults in charge of guiding and teaching the pride’s young people


Zeera: a desert south of the Great Salt Road, known for its singing dunes, hostile environment, and remote barbarian prides


Zeeranim: people of the desert


Zeeravashani: a Zeerani person who has bonded with a vash’ai
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A LONELY ROAD


The wind was born of a shepherd-girl playing her lonely flute. Nimble fingers that had once danced across smooth bone were lost to memory now, sweet young breath was long gone to dust and war and the tattered cloth of memory. But the sunlight was still the same, pouring across the Zeera sweet and rich as mead poured from a pitcher of gold.


Born of song and longing and the magic of young girls, it swept across the soft yellow dunes, rousing them to song, raising an army of wistful little sand-dae that would die before they could become anything. They danced away what time was given to them, and died without regret.


Gusts rattled and knacked through the desiccated branches of a blackthorn, startling a hare so that she dashed from cover and fell to a hawk’s talons. The story of their battle was painted in blood, and the hawk rose from her masterpiece, screaming in triumph.


The morning was rank with night’s dying, and hare’s breath, and the song of silenced girls. Though Theotara was past caring about omens, and though it did not matter this day whether she rode toward the shadows or toward the light or down the throat of a dragon, she caught her breath at the sound of the hawk’s scream. This in turn caused her oft-mended left leg to twitch so that her faithful old mare shuffled and stumbled a bit to the east. The old woman shrugged and changed her course.


When all roads lead to death, she supposed, one might as well ride toward morning.


As their path changed, so did the wind. It sang to her of death,



a song of blood and fire. Zakkia tossed her fine head, sucked in a lungful of air, and let it out again in a long and thoughtful snort. Years past, the war-bred mare would have pranced and danced and fought for her head at the scent of death. Years past, the woman would have laughed and roared a challenge and plunged them both into the heart of whatever trouble lay ahead. It was a wonder either of them had lived so long.


They had drawn close to the Bones of Eth, a place of murder and ambush. Raiders had been known to pass this way, bent on taking captives for the slave markets. Perhaps she might find a few of them nearby, and rid the world of their filth. One last battle under the sun, and then she could fade away like the sand-dae. Theotara smiled, and turned to her true companion, her one love, her breath-and-blood.


Shall we join the dance, my Saffra’ai?


But Saffra’ai was dead. He had gone ahead down the Lonely Road and left her all alone. The grief came crashing down once more, and its weight was staggering. Her soul reached out in vain, like a warrior groping for a severed limb.


Zakkia wandered a bit, head nodding low. The dream-milk tea they had shared would give them three days of false life, and a gentle passage into sleep. This was the second day of their three-day journey… soon they would rest. Theotara and Zakkia had served pride and kin and herd, and none living would breathe a word of reproach if they turned aside from whatever peril lay ahead.


After a hard life, did they not deserve an easy death?


Theotara laughed at the thought and urged her mare on. One might as well bid the stars in the night sky to cease their shining, as well bid the hawk not take the hare, as ask an old warrior to turn her back on danger. Even on the last day of her life.


Especially on the last day of her life.


Mutaani, she thought. There is beauty in death. Every warrior mouthed these words, but Theotara had finally come to understand them.


As they drew closer to the Bones, Theotara was not surprised



to see carrion birds. She should have seen them earlier, damn her dim eyes. Damn the weakness that trembled in her hand. And damn whatever danger lay ahead if it thought to feed on her stringy carcass. She still had enough teeth to chew her own meat, enough strength to draw a bow and wield her sword. The sands of the Zeera would lie cold and silent before Theotara Ja’Akari was frightened off by a pile of rocks.


Even this pile of rocks.


The Bones of Eth was a lonely place, a shadow-stone set in gold. Nestled in the burning sands, it seemed to offer relief from the sun, a place to rest one’s weary bones. The traveler might look at the spires of rock and wonder whether there had once been a city here, before the Sundering, perhaps, when this land was cool and verdant. They might wonder why, when the road was so long and respite so fervently desired, travel-weary animals would balk and scream and bolt at the sight of the twisted stone columns. A wise traveler would heed the warnings of her four-legged companions and avoid the Bones altogether.


Yet wise travelers, like old warriors, were rare as rain. The wise stayed home and grew old, while the foolish became travelers, or warriors, and died young.


She drew her sword. Perhaps Saffra’ai was waiting for her beside the Lonely Road. Soon, she promised her heart’s companion. Soon.


The air between the Bones was not simply cool, it was aware. The rocks shimmered and danced like a mirage on the horizon, and the ground shuddered at their touch. Theotara urged her unhappy mare between the red-and-black banded pillars of stone that thrust up from the flesh of the world like the tormented legs of a monstrous spider. A chill caressed her spine as she passed through the scant shade. This earth, these rocks, had drunk deep of rage and blood and they were thirsty for more. She could feel death, smell it in the air, hear it in the desert’s hot breath as it hissed through the Bones.


Her heart skipped as she heard something besides the pockpock-pock of Zakkia’s hooves on stone. A hopeless sound, weak



and lost, faint as the last wisp of smoke from a dead man’s campfire. The cry of a human child.


Theotara resisted the urge to rush in. More than one of the greater predators could mimic that sound. She closed her eyes and allowed her ka, the breath of her spirit, to roll out from her body, prodding and poking at the land around her. She felt the chill regard of the Bones, and the small, warm lives of the carrion birds. She sensed no other humans, no greater predators, nothing that might be a threat to herself.


She opened her eyes again and frowned. Something had happened here, perhaps very recently, but whatever danger there had been had passed them by. Zakkia seemed to agree. Her ears swiveled this way, and that way, and then she reached back to nip at her rider’s foot.


Theotara nudged her horse’s teeth away and scowled, shading her eyes against the sun as it rose above the Bones of Eth. There, in the farthest and darkest corner of the clearing, was a huddle of painted wagons of the type used by merchants along the Great Salt Road to the north. She brought Zakkia down to a slow walk and as they drew nearer she could see, scattered among the broken wagons, the still and bloated forms of pack animals. One of the carrion birds lit, wings outstretched and screaming with glee. Theotara sheathed her sword. She could hardly do battle with rocks and buzzards.


They had missed the battle, but she could still hear the piteous wails of a human child. There was work to be done. “If you cannot slay the enemy,” she had often told the younger warriors, “then save the living. If you cannot save the living, soothe the dying. Send their spirits off with a drink, a song, and fragrant smoke.


“And never forget to loot the bodies.”


Theotara sighed, lifted a stiff old leg over the back of her stiff old horse, and slid to the ground, grunting at the hot little needles in her knees. She could have done anything she wished with her last three days. She could have ridden down the road to Nar Kabdaan, and let the red petals of a dying sun blossom before them as they



shared the last cup of tea. She had always wanted to stand before the sea, to smell the salt air and listen to the waves. She had heard that the sea sang a lovely song. That the water stretched farther than your eyes could see.


It would have been glorious.


The old warrior left her mare to doze in the sunlight and flapped her bony arms at the fat red buzzard that hissed at her and spread his wings. She sucked her teeth and sighed. The buzzard’s meal had, until recently, been a brace of churrim, spotted and sleek and fit. Stronger, hardier, and ornerier than horses, churrim were valuable animals. These were no more than so much spoiled meat, their graceful limbs and delicate ears broken and torn. They were not long dead, either. If she had ridden a breath faster, if she had arrived an hour earlier…


If she had wings, she might fly to the sea.


She turned from the slaughtered beasts and studied the broken wagons. Small, bright houses they were, all of wood and with little doors and oiled-hide windows, red lacquered roofs that reminded her of the jiinberry farmers’ broad, pointed hats. The wagons’ narrow wooden wheels were made for hard-packed roads, not for the soft singing and ever-changing sands of the Zeera. The wandering Dziranim were gone, long gone, to dust and sung bones… and yet here were their heavy wooden wagons, as if they had dropped out of the sky.


How had they come here? Where were the people that had driven them? The smell of fresh death was heavy, and she could see a thick splattering of blood and hair and other bits. By the looks of it, someone had had his head smashed open on the side of the nearest wagon. She could all but hear the wailing spirits of the newly slain, but there were no bodies. Even a dreamshifter left bodies behind.


There it was, then. Magic.


Theotara felt the hair at her nape prickle. She crept closer, wishing with every step for the sharp wisdom and sharper teeth of her Saffra’ai. As she drew near, she could see what damage had



been done to the beautiful wagons. Gashes and gouges such as a lionsnake’s claws might leave, or those of a larger wyvern. One of the wagons had had its roof smashed in, and the slender wooden wheels had been crushed to bits. There was an odd metal-and-sulfur smell that reminded her of the Uthraki hot springs, and the least damaged of the wagons was burning. A thin trickle of smoke breathed forth from the smashed door, and from this wagon came the sound of a crying child—if it was a child, and not some bit of fell sorcery.


The old woman did not fear death, but she had never liked magic.


Theotara stilled herself body and mind, closed her eyes, dug her toes into the sand through the worn, soft leather of her favorite sandals. Again she allowed her ka to unfurl like the petals of a blackthorn rose, like the supple stretch of a waking cat, like the kiss of dawn on the last long day. She opened herself to the feel of things: the buzzards filling their bellies with dead meat. Beloved Zakkia, her familiar spirit now flaring with brief, false life, now spluttering like a campfire burned down to its last embers. Her own spirit, crippled and broken, bleeding from a wound that would never heal. Half a soul weeping in the dark.


Saffra’ai, my love, I cannot do this alone…


She tore herself away from the truth of her own grief. There was work to be done.


She reached her ka into the sky above, and felt nothing. In the sands about her, nothing. In and around the three crushed wagons, she discovered half a score of new ghosts, angry but impotent. In the fourth wagon…


A small and bright life. Human. Wounded.


No, there were two lives.


No… one. One small candle, burning against the dark.


Then again, two. One bright flame, and one falling into shadow. A living child, a dying adult.


Theotara opened her eyes and grimaced as the vertigo hit, staggered a short step before shaking it off and walking toward the smoking wagon, where a child lay weeping in terror and grief



because her mama would not wake up. Outlanders, no doubt, thin of blood and unlikely to survive a single day in the desert. Here they were, three days’ ride from Shahad, she with but a day to live. Theotara had no hope for herself, and less to offer another. A scant mouthful of water, the dubious honor of her company along the Lonely Road.


And here I thought you a warrior. The thought was old and hollow, as if it had traveled a long way to reach her.


She jerked to a stop, heart stuttering in her chest. Saffra’ai?


Where there is life, there is hope. Did you not teach me that? Foolish human.


Saffra’ai, beloved…


I will wait for you, Kithren. A cat’s laugh, more felt than heard. For a while, at least. We will face the Lonely Road together… but first you must save the child.


Then he was gone.


Theotara crossed to the burning wagon and wrenched open the broken door. A small face peered up at her, pale and streaked with soot and tears. A child with hair as red as sunset, and next to her an unconscious woman with hair of moonsilk, both of them looking as if they had been dragged through a slaughter pit. Soft-skinned outlanders, and though that woman was not dead yet she looked to be well on her way.


Where there is life, there is hope. She looked at the child, and thought of the long road to Shahad. The woman might be dying, but the child was alive… and so, come to think of it, was she.


Where there is hope, there is room for foolishness. Her heart, still beating, urged her to folly.











A FALSE HOPE


“We should go no further,” Hamran said, pulling up his sleek dun stallion. “These lands are outside our borders.” Indeed, they had ridden so far from the river that Kemmet imagined he could feel the hot breath of Jehannim upon his face.


“Are you afraid of a few slavers?” Duna Ja’Sajani asked, pulling the veils of his blue touar down from his face and grinning at the dreamshifter. “They invade our lands every day. It is time we invade theirs.”


Hamran met the warden’s grin with a cool stare. He had been the dreamshifter of Nisfi for a score of years, and the scorn of Duna Ja’Sajani held no fear for him. “We have lost their trail,” he pointed out, “and Ja’Sajani duty ends at the pride’s borders. We should turn back and let the Ja’Akari take up the chase, if they will.”


“Lost the trail?” Duna leaned from his saddle and spat. “How do we know you have not simply lost your courage, old man?”


“Kemmet says they are gone, and he can track a hawk on a cloudy day. His ka is that strong.”


Kemmet shrank into his saddle, pinned by the stares of two powerful men. “They are gone,” he agreed.


“Gone how? Gone away? Gone to ground? Gone fishing? Men do not simply disappear.” Duna shot a sideways look at Hamran. “Or are these slavers all dreamshifters, able to slip into Shehannam?”


Kemmet shrugged. “They are gone, is all. I do not feel them on the wind.” He felt something, or thought he did, but did not give voice to his uncertainties and fears. This was his first time



accompanying the dreamshifter on such an important task, and he did not want his master or the Ja’Sajani to decide he was too young for such responsibility.


“It grows late,” Hamran noted. “Akari turns his face from us.”


Duna made a show of looking up at the sky. “So he does. I find it pleasant to ride by the light of the moons. Surely you do not fear the dark, Dreamshifter? Are shadows not your companions of choice? Surely you have faced worse than slavers in the Dreaming Lands.”


Kemmet shrank farther into his saddle at the look on Hamran’s face. It was dangerous to anger a dreamshifter, everyone knew that. Worse than the anger, though, was fear. Kemmet saw it in the way the old man gripped his reins, could see it in the way his mare played with her bit. If the dreamshifter was afraid, Kemmet figured the rest of them should be terrified.


Fear nibbled at the edges of his mind, as well. Kemmet had been apprenticed to the dreamshifter for six years now. He had grown up on tales of Shehannam fit to make the blood run cold, but nothing he had seen or experienced in that green world had been much cause for alarm. Until now, Kemmet had begun to think that neither this world nor the other was as dangerous as he had been led to believe.


As this day breathed its last, however, the old tales of war and wickedness seemed more real. The air grew cold, and still, and stale, and not just because Akari Sun Dragon had flown beyond the horizon. There was a smell on the wind that was unfamiliar to him, and which caused the chillflesh to rise on the backs of his arms. All day they had been riding hard, hunting a pair of slavers who had crept into their territory. They had passed the bloodstone spires that marked the foothills of Jehannim just before midsun, and ever since then Kemmet had felt a prickling at the back of his neck, as if he were a rabbit watched by a circling hawk. He had not wanted to say anything to the dreamshifter, or to the warden, lest he appear less than a man among men. Now he wished he had— and he wished harder that he could turn and ride for home, even if the warden mocked him for it and called him coward.


Duna Ja’Sajani was a champion among the people and a terror to outlanders. The boundary-stones around Nisfi were ringed with stakes set with the heads of their enemies, laughingly called Duna’s Wall, and their pride had not lost a child to the slavers since before Kemmet was born. Duna was the very picture of what a warden should be—tall, strong, and fearless, his skin baked dark by the sun despite the indigo touar which covered him from hair to ankles, his arms big around as a maiden’s waist. Duna rode the stallion Rudyo Fleet-foot, and he was Zeeravashani. His vash’ai queen, Tallakhar, was back in the village nursing a litter of fine new cubs. There was no reason to feel fear, if such a man as Duna was in charge.


Yet the fear was there just the same, and it would not be banished.


“The duty of a warden is to keep the pride’s territories clear, and you have done that,” Hamran pointed out. “They are well out of our lands and still running. If the boy cannot feel them, they are long gone. Our duty now is to return to the pride and tell the Ja’Akari what we have seen.”


Duna paid no heed. “Tell me, boy, do you feel anything? Anything at all?”


Kemmet glanced toward the dreamshifter, but his master’s face was a mask of stone. “There is something…” he hesitated.


“Yes?”


“Not human, but… something. Just past that tangle.” He pointed to a tangle of brush and debris, a dark smear against the coming night.


“Not human? What then? Is it a greater predator? Kin? A herd of tarbok?”


Kemmet wished he could follow Akari over the horizon. “I do not think it is kin. It is like nothing I have felt before.”


Duna snorted and pulled his veils back over his face. “You are as useless to me as the old man. Well, let us go see what this feeling is. I wager we will find a pair of pale-assed slavers, and I will have two more heads on my wall before morning. Het!” He kicked his stallion into a brisk trot.


Kemmet looked to Hamran, who scowled and gestured for him



to follow the Ja’Sajani. The old man brought up the rear, cussing under his breath. When he heard his master utter the phrase “titless idiot,” he picked up the pace. Whatever was ahead, it could not be more frightening than a dreamshifter in a fell mood.


The night took hold. The moons Didi and Delpha graced them with plenty of light by which to ride, and the stars danced bright overhead. The land on this side of the spires was dark and unfriendly, and the dunes lay mute in the bitter wind. Kemmet thought longingly of a bright fire, and warm food, and a game of shenu after the evening’s chores. Why had he ever thought he would like to be an adventurer?


Somewhere off in the distance, a bintshi screamed.


Rudyo stopped, and Kemmet urged his silver mare alongside, giving her a little kick when she reached over to bite the stallion’s rump. As Hamran joined them, Duna shouldered his bow, kicked a leg over his stallion’s back, and slid to the ground.


“What are you doing?” Hamran asked.


“Just past this tangle, right? Better to go round it on foot.”


The bintshi screamed again, farther away this time. Duna’s eyes crinkled over his touar at them. “You old men stay here, if you wish. I am going to kill some slavers.” Then he slipped away into the night.


“That man’s mouth is going to get him killed some day soon,” muttered the dreamshifter, but he dismounted. “Well, come on, boy!” With that, Hamran was off after the warden. There was nothing for it, then—Kemmet hopped off his mare and followed them, though every bone in his body told him it was the wrong thing to do.


He heard the men before he could see them.


“There is something here,” Hamran whispered. “Something…” and then as if to himself, “I have never felt that before.”


“Surely even you have not felt everything there is to feel in the world, or seen it either,” Duna replied in a low voice. “Look, there, I see something.” He moved forward at a quick half-crouch, bringing his bow to the fore and reaching for an arrow. “Men!”


Not men, Kemmet wanted to tell him. Whatever those are, they are not men.


But it was too late for a warning.


The figures they found, seated round a dead campfire, certainly looked like men. Two of them looked like the pair of slavers they had chased from the pride’s territory, and the other three were dressed as slavers as well, all in sand-colored linen with bits of leather armor, the better to remain unseen. They shone oddly against the dark, as if they had been draped in moonslight. They did not stir at the man’s approach.


“Dead!” the warden shouted, when he reached the cold fire. “I thought you said your apprentice could tell the dead from the living, Dreamshifter.”


The hairs rose all along Kemmet’s arms, his legs, up his back and the nape of his neck. He felt a sudden urge to piss.


“These are… they are not…” and he began to back away. These had been men, but now…now they were something else, something wrong.


They were not men, and nor were they dead.


“Boy!” Duna called to him. “Feel about with your magic, see if we are alone besides our friends, here. What do you suppose killed them? Poison, maybe?” He gave one of the still forms a shove with his foot, so that it toppled over sideways and slid to the ground. “Auck, these are covered in… what is this?”


Hands shaking, Kemmet prepared to unfurl his ka as he had been taught, but his master gripped his arm, hard enough to hurt.


“No,” the dreamshifter whispered, his voice urgent. “No. Those are reavers.” Louder, he said, “Warden, we must leave this place. Now!”


But it was too late to leave.


The glistening man-shape that had slid to the ground shuddered and writhed like a beast that had been shot in the head. It struggled to its feet as the moons peered down, and as it did Kemmet could see that the thing was shrouded tip-to-toe in some white, filmy substance.


It looks like corpse linens, the boy thought, gorge rising. Like spiders’ webs.


A man’s hands tore through the bindings, peeled them aside.



A man’s face emerged, and a man’s shoulders and body, but its skin looked pale and hard as a scorpion’s chitin, and the eyes that glared at them from burned and bloodied pits glittered in the thin light like an insect’s. As it freed itself, the thing cast about with its hands like a blind man feeling his way in the light… and then it turned toward them, and hissed.


Not a man, Kemmet thought, his mind gibbering with fear. Not a man, not a man.


Duna nocked an arrow, drew and released in a single movement. His shot was true, and took the not-man dead between its fell eyes.


Or should have.


There was a sound like metal on stone and Duna’s arrow skittered along the slaver’s face before falling away into the dark. It left a deep score from eyebrow to temple, and a pale ichor oozed out to drip down into the glittering eye. The thing that had once been a man opened its mouth wide, too wide, and a hissing laugh crackled forth. Then it moved. It scuttled sideways and leapt, crossing the distance between itself and the warden in two great leaps, and as it hit it wrapped its legs and arms around him so that they went down in a tangle. It opened that mouth wide, wide, and Kemmet saw a mouth full of needle teeth and a writhing black tongue. It sank those teeth into the side of Duna’s neck, and he shrieked.


Behind them, one of the horses screamed in answer, and then Kemmet heard the heavy thud thud of hooves striking flesh, followed by the sound of hoofbeats fading away. Their horses were gone.


He jumped when a heavy hand closed upon his shoulder, and a hand across his mouth muffled his scream. He blinked and shuddered. There was a sharp smell in the air, and his trousers were warm and heavy. Kemmet had pissed himself, and he did not even care. One of the other pale shapes began to move, and the warden’s shrieks had been replaced by a wet sucking noise worse than anything he could have dreamed.


“Come, boy,” the dreamshifter whispered. “It is time for us to go.”


Kemmet pushed the hand away from his mouth. “But the horses…” he whispered.


The second man-shape turned its pale face toward them and hissed even as a third began to struggle against its bonds.


“I am going to take you through Shehannam.” The old man firmed his grip on Kemmet’s shoulder, and raised his fox-head staff trembling into the air. Kemmet grabbed onto the old man’s tunic, daring to hope as the air before them brightened and shimmered with the false light of the Dreaming Lands.


The man-shape laughed at them, and crouched, and leapt.


It was too late for hope.











ONE


“It is only trouble if you get caught.”


Akari Sun Dragon had long since flown beyond the horizon in search of his lost love, and the night unfurled velvet-soft. A hundred girls and half again as many women had left Shahad at daybreak and traveled to the Madraj, the meeting-place of all the prides.


Sulema stood tall among her yearmates, surrounded by Ja’Akari, warriors stern-faced and proud. When next the sun rose, she would be one of them. It was the first day of spring in her seventeenth year, and the last day of her childhood.


The Madraj lay cradled in the bosom of Aish Kalumm, the City of Mothers. Larger than any three villages together, built as a semicircle of stone seats curled like the Sleeping Dragon above a raised stage and the red-stained grounds beneath, the great arena was where babies were named, where hayyanah couples were pledged and leaders elected, and where criminals came to die. Most importantly, this was where Zeerani girls were selected to become healers, or Mothers, or blacksmiths. Where a favored few would become Ja’Akari, beautiful and fierce and beloved of Akari Sun Dragon.


In the days of their glory, hordes of mounted Ja’Akari had rolled across the Zeera like thunder and the songs of the Mothers fell like gentle rain. But war, and slavers, and the failure of the Mothers to bear live young had left the people a shadow of a remnant. The voices of their ancestors echoed in the halls beneath the seats of the Madraj. As she looked upon the small crowd of



girls that had gathered this year, Sulema shivered to think of the Madraj staring with empty eyes across an empty desert.


Conspicuous in their absence were the girls from Nisfi. Sulema had overheard talk that the northernmost pride had been hit hard by slavers this year.


Her sword-sister Hannei thought that the people would never be able to regain their former glory. Too few children were born, and each year fewer warriors found favor with the vash’ai, the great saber-tusked cats that lived among them. The world had simply become too hostile for a return to the long ago of war and plenty.


Ehuani, she would say, meaning there is beauty in truth.


Saghaani, Sulema would argue. There is beauty in youth. They were young, they were strong and unconstrained by the failures of their elders. They would find a way to secure a future for the people. If there was no way to be found, she would make one.


First Mother insisted that the pride’s best hope lay in moving more of the people into stone houses along the Dibris, like those of the outlanders to the north. For most of a generation the craftspeople had been hard at work building and fortifying Aish Kalumm. Sulema privately thought that First Warrior had the right of it, and that their future was rooted in the past, in seeking out and joining with those Zeeranim who still lived a purely nomadic life. But such thoughts, as she had been told repeatedly, were too big to fill the mouth of a mere girl.


She found a place not far from Hannei and sat upon the ground, beneath the rising moons. Even as she settled herself, the girls from Nisfi filed in and took their places. The sky faded from dove to lavender, and then from indigo to deep, silent black. She could hear the breath of her yearmates in the wind, feel their combined heartbeats through the ground, smell the sweat of anticipation and fear. As the wind shifted she breathed in the cat-musk of the vash’ai, and her bones sang at the touch of their rumbling voices. They were out there, in the dark, watching.


See me here, she thought to them. Find me worthy.


A great fire roared to life, shattering the night. Sulema’s heart



leapt like a startled hare, and one of the girls shamed herself by crying out. Far away as she was, Sulema could feel the heat of it on her face, and blinked back tears.


The pride’s most powerful dreamshifter stood before them, above them, wreathed in flame. Her skin, dappled from long bonding with her vash’ai, had been rubbed in precious oil and gold until she gleamed. She was naked but for the golden armbands of Zeeravashani bondage.


Hafsa Azeina held her cat’s-skull staff of charred blackthorn in her hands and all the heat of the sun in her pitiless golden gaze. As the dreamshifter raised the staff above her head, Khurra’an, First Sire of the vash’ai, threw back his massive head and roared. His gold-cuffed tusks had never seemed so deadly, nor the dreamshifter so terrible, as in that moment.


Sulema felt her ka, the breath of her spirit, quiver like a trapped bird.


Show no fear, she reminded herself. The woman was her mother, after all.


“Yeh Atu,” she whispered. “You would think she might have tried to do something with her hair.”


“Hssst!” Hannei elbowed her ribs. “Already you get us in trouble.”


“It is only trouble if you get caught.” But she fell back into silence as those bright eyes found her, sought to burn her into submission. Sulema raised her chin and met that golden stare with her own. Saghaani, she thought. There is beauty in youth. This is our world now, Mother.


Her mother’s spell had not been broken, but its hold on Sulema had been tempered. As torches were lit all round the Madraj she felt anticipation begin to win its battle against dread. This was the night she had dreamed of, fought for, lived for. No longer would she be a child, with a child’s voice lost in the howling wind. No longer would she be that freckled outlander girl, daughter of a great and terrible dreamshifter. She would be Sulema Ja’Akari, a warrior under the sun, free to choose her own path.


The wind picked up, and the Zeera sang.


Three Ja’Akari stepped into the light. One held a dagger, the second a bowl, and the third held nothing at all. They were naked, oiled and dusted in gold just as the dreamshifter, for on this night all women were equal under the moons. They had painted their faces with streaks and whorls of black and white and gold, transforming themselves into snarling creatures half-human, half-vash’ai. Their dappled skin glowed with feral health, and elaborate headdresses framed their faces like many-colored manes.


Wordless, they stalked the young women, catlike in grace and intent, and as they pulled the first girl from the crowd Sulema’s breath caught in her ribs. The girl, a short Nisfi, trembled like a hare as the empty-handed woman stripped her plain garb away, as the woman with the bowl painted her face in deft strokes, and as the woman with the knife shaved the hair from her temples, all in the space of time it took Sulema to find her breath again. The girl’s clothes—and her hair—were handed to her and she was shoved toward the dreamshifter, even as the three women turned to their next victim.


Three craftmistresses stepped into the light. One held a stylus, the second a bowl, and the third held nothing at all. Their skin glowed in the firelight, their eyes flashed with pride, for on this night every woman was a pillar of her community. Their hands had been painted with whorls and swirls of henna, it stained their skin with beauty and proclaimed their place in the world. Wordless, they advanced upon the young women, sure in themselves and their choice as they drew a stout girl from Uthrak to her feet.


The woman with a stylus dipped it into the bowl of henna paste and then drew it across the skin of the girl’s outstretched hand, a few simple lines that would stain the skin for a short while, but mark her forever as a blacksmith. The empty-handed woman stripped the girl of her linen tunic and then gave it back. The clothes of childhood would be fed to the flames as the pride’s newest apprentice took her turn before the dreamshifter.


Three herdmistresses stepped into the light. One held an awl, the second a bowl, and the third held nothing at all…


Daru, the dreamshifter’s apprentice, came into the light alone. Sulema’s heart skipped into a trot, and then to a canter, as his dark eyes wandered wide and dreaming among the girl-children of the pride. She held her breath as his gaze found hers and held, as he took a step forward…


…no, please Atu, no…


…and then the little shit winked at her before turning away. The dreamshifter would take no new novitiate this year.


By the time the Ja’Akari came for her, Sulema had taken hold of her fear and throttled it into submission. She stood proud as they tore away the plain tunic that marked her as a child of the Shahadrim, as they painted her face to invoke the protection and ferocity of the great cats, and—finally!—as they cut away her sunset braids. Gladly she took her clothes and cast-off hair, and smiled as she fed them to the fire. The stink of charred hair was an offering to the pride, and sweet. She would have stayed to watch it blacken and burn, but a hand gripped her shoulder and turned her away.


Beaten-gold eyes peered out at her from beneath a pale crown of tangled locks, like a wild thing staring into the world from another place. They burned, with or without the fire they burned, and though they peeled back the layers of her soul, somehow never seemed to see her. The words, when they came, were as empty and cold as unsung bones.


“Sulema Shahadri.”


“There are no Shahadrim here.”


“Sulema Ali’i.”


“There are no children here.”


“Umm Sulema.”


“There are no Mothers here.” She lifted her eyes to that fiery stare, willing her heart to courage. “No mothers at all.”


The dreamshifter’s eyes flickered, in pain or fury or through a simple trick of the firelight. She heard Khurra’an growl as the dreamshifter raised her cat’s-skull staff and touched Sulema’s forehead. It felt, oddly enough, like a kiss.


“Who stands before me?”


Sulema straightened her shoulders. She was taller than her mother, now, if only by a hairsbreadth.


“I am Sulema,” she answered. “Sulema Ja’Akari warrior of the Zeeranim.” Then she held her breath, because the dreamshifter had the power, in that moment, to deny her heart’s desire. One word, and Sulema might be sent, not to the warriors, but to the dreamshifters. Those rare individuals who could hear the songs of sa and ka were rarely allowed to choose any other path in life, and Sulema knew herself to be gifted.


Or cursed, depending on how you looked at it.


Hafsa Azeina gave the tiniest shrug, as if it were of no matter to her at all. Her eyes were already on the girl behind Sulema.


“I see you, Sulema,” she intoned, “I see you, Ja’Akari. I see you, warrior of the Zeeranim.” She raised her staff high, and brought the end of it down upon the ground. Khurra’an threw his head back and roared, a sound that made the bones of her feet tingle where they met the earth, and several of the vash’ai added their great voices to his. She had been found worthy. Sulema’s heart sang in her breast. Almost, it seemed, the heart of the world sang out an answer, a rumbling song of welcome from the very ground beneath her feet.


She felt a faint tickling at the back of her mind. A voice, at once unfamiliar and beloved.


I come, Kithren, he said to her. I come!


The vash’ai roared again, and the moons bathed the desert in silver light, and all was right in the world.


It was done.


* * *


“What happened?” Hannei asked. “I heard the vash’ai roaring. They hardly ever do that when a warrior is raised. I do not know whether I should hug you, or hate you. They say when that happens, a warrior is always chosen Zeeravashani.”


“It was nothing,” Sulema replied, and then ruined it by grinning. Humility had never been her strength. “Is there mead? I am so thirsty I could drink moonslight.”


“There is mead, and usca, and food. The fast is over.” Hannei’s brown eyes sparkled in the firelight. “The fast is over, Sulema, it is all over. We are women now. Warriors!”


Sulema reached a tentative hand to the bare skin at her temple, shorn even as Hannei’s was shorn. Tomorrow they would oil the skin with sisli, and braid their remaining hair into warriors’ plaits. Tomorrow they would don the traditional garb of Ja’Akari, and fight for honor before the eyes of the First Warrior. Tonight, though…


“Tonight, we are women.” The words were strange in her mouth, bitter as red salt, sweet as jiinberry wine. “Tonight, we are warriors!”


“Ja’Akari!” Hannei laughed, and drew back her arm, and slapped Sulema with her open palm so hard it set the stars in the sky to dancing.


“Ja’Akari!” She hit back, a solid blow, so that Hannei made a face and spat a thin stream of blood.


The girls shared a grin. It was the last time either of them would allow herself to be struck and not answer with death.


“Come, Sister, let us get to the feast before the food is all gone.” Hannei held out her hand.


Sulema met her friend’s grasp, and they twined their fingers together. “To Yosh with the food. What I need now is…”


“Mead!” They finished together and set off toward the fires at a half-run, hand in hand, an entire lifetime before them.


Saghaani.


There is beauty in youth.









TWO


“It is a good day to die. It is an even better day to live.”


Ani loved the Zeera, but it had never loved her back.


She had taken in sand with every breath, every mouthful of food or drink, sucked the grit in through her very skin. By now she was doubtless more sand than woman. But no matter how much of her blood she might pour into the desert, it had never welcomed her home. She was a dark stranger, lost in a golden land under a golden sky.


She had been born into a Dzirani caravan, one of the clans that used to wander along the Great Salt Road. In better days— if those dispossessed by Iftallan can be said to have had better days—the Dzirani had been known as far south as Min Yaarif, as far north as Atualon, and to the east beyond myth-lands of the Daemon Emperor.


Though her mother’s brother had named her “Beauty,” her face would never have caught at the heart-strings of a king, or even the purse-strings of a fat salt merchant. Rather than feed another worthless mouth, her father had sold her to the desert barbarians for two bags of salt, one red and one white. A fair price for a plain face. She did not remember much of her father’s people beyond the pretty painted wagons and the great blunt-horned ghella that pulled them, the smell and taste of fish from the mountain streams, and her mother’s cries on the day she was sent away. Young Ani had sworn on the stars, a different one each night, that one day she would find her mother again and they would be made whole.


Young Ani had run out of wishing-stars long ago. Istaza Ani, youthmistress to the pride, had no time to spare for foolish dreams.


Though the Zeera had never welcomed her, the Zeeranim had. She loved them, loved her life and her place in it. She was valued despite her barren womb and her failure to bond with a vash’ai. In many ways she was less of an outsider than the woman she sought now, the most powerful dreamshifter in the Zeera, who had once been as close to her as a sister. That friendship, much as her youthful passions, had faded with the years. One could love the fire, but never come too close. Never embrace it.


Ani was a woman of muscle and blood and bone. Her strength and comfort lay in things of the physical realm—horses to ride and tarbok to hunt, enemies to conquer and men to love, men to conquer and enemies to love. She loved her big red stallion, her worn bow, the whisper of finely woven linen against her legs as she walked. Spiced mead and smoked meats. Things she could touch, and taste, and smell. The world was dangerous enough, to her thinking, without adding to the mess by meddling in the affairs of dreamshifters and dragons.


As she turned from the hurry and bustle and laughter of Hajra-Khai, the spring festival, the wind slapped her face. She wiped grit from her eyes and walked toward the river Dibris, swollen and sluggish from the first spring rains. Whenever the people gathered in numbers greater than three, Hafsa Azeina would pack her tent and seek solitude. After that incident with the snakes Ani had given up lecturing her friend about the dangers of being alone.


For appearances’ sake, Hafsa Azeina kept a tent of her own. She wore the robes of a respected woman, and gems upon her fingers, and treated any guest to fragrant teas and sweetmeats. Ordinary things, as if she were an ordinary woman, but Hafsa Azeina was no ordinary woman. She waded through the people’s dreams like a jiinberry farmer in shallow waters, plucking the ripe fruit of fertile dreamings. Some of this harvest was hoarded for later, some was sold at market, and some—Ani was certain of this last, though she had never asked outright—some of the dreams



were eaten fresh, staining the lips and fingertips and the soul of the woman who ate them with their dark, sweet juices.


Overlooking the muddy banks of the river was an area left dark and bare by last year’s cooking pits. Still rank with the smells of old fat and charred flesh, likely to attract scavengers and predators when the winds blew out of the south, it was the least desirable site one could imagine wanting to claim. In this place Hafsa Azeina had made her camp.


The breeze had died in the rising heat, yet the dreamshifter’s tent still shivered like a dreaming beast, its painted hide twitching and glinting as it napped in the sunlight. The indigo spidersilk tent, smaller than most, was embroidered in thread-of-gold and thread-of-blood with fantastical creatures and scenes. Kraken and kirin, wildling and wyvern crowded together chaotic as the script on a bonesinger’s skin. Above them all, coiled round and about the roof of the tent and watching her with eyes of lapis, the gold-and-green scaled form of Akari Sun Dragon searched for his lost love.


As always, Ani made a small sign against ill fortune as she neared the tent. Hafsa Azeina had been a friend to her these many years, but the youthmistress would sooner wrestle a lionsnake than sleep beneath those disturbing images. Her sleep was fitful enough of late without wyrms and wyverns clawing their way into her dreams.


Ignoring all the glittering eyes, she gave the visitor’s bell a shake and ducked through the doorflap. The dreamshifter’s tent was surprisingly roomy inside, though much of the space was occupied by the black-maned and massive hulk of a vash’ai. He was an older cat, his black-and-silver dappled coat faded to a pale gold, and heavily scarred.


“Khurra’an.” She bowed respectfully. “Hafsa Azeina.”


The sire curled his black-tufted tail at her dismissively, and the white eye spots on the back of his round ears did not so much as twitch. Khurra’an had perfected the art of arrogance.


Hafsa Azeina sat cross-legged and cloaked in shadows on the far side of the tent, a scattering of wood and blades and small pots all around her. Her head was bowed over some project, masses of



pale locks hiding her figure and face. When the dreamshifter finally looked up at her, Ani could scarce repress a shiver. The woman’s hands were stained with blood, and the great golden eyes were fierce.


“Istaza Ani.” She had the faraway voice of a person who sings in their sleep.


“Dreamshifter.” Ani forced a smile. “You are not dressed for Hajra-Khai.”


A strange expression played about the other woman’s mouth, like sunlight on cold water. “I need to restring my lyre.”


“Ah,” Ani said, and for the first time noted the loops of fresh intestine in a basket of water, gray and gleaming, ready to be scraped clean. Well, that explained the smell. “Nobody I know, I hope.”


That smile again. “I think not.”


“Sulema was very brave at her ceremony.”


“Sulema is always brave.”


“I hear that Hannei and Saskia were made warriors, as well. Not that there was ever any doubt. Nurati’s girl, Neptara, was claimed by the artists’ guild. I did not see that coming—I hope she is not too disappointed. And I hope Sulema can learn to control that hot temper of hers before it gets her into too much trouble.”


The dreamshifter bent over her work again. “It is past time Sulema learns control. She is a grown woman now, not a child, and the dragon is waking.”


“Children’s tales,” Ani replied, watching the woman work. Her cat’s-skull lyre was propped in a corner next to the blackened staff, tools of the dreamshifter’s trade. Deadly as swords, in their own way, and as beautiful. “Sajani will sleep till the end of time.”


Hafsa Azeina glanced up at her. “You should listen to children’s tales more often. They hold more truth than you know. There is a restlessness in the land, you have said as much yourself. The people’s dreams are darker, and tempers run hotter. We lose warriors and wardens with every ranging. Not three moons past, the Nisfim lost Hamran and his apprentice, and their strongest warden as well. They rode out in pursuit of slavers and never returned.”


“The slavers grow bolder because Atualon and Sindan eye one



another and think of war. The kin grow bolder as the spring brings less rain each year, and there is less prey for them to hunt. These are natural things, surely.”


“And the dragon is not?” The dreamshifter reached into the water, brought forth a coil of intestine, fixed it to the board in front of her. “She would have woken completely during the Sundering, but for the magic of the Atualonian queens and kings. Her dreams are as restless as your own, Youthmistress. We have only three dreamshifters now to protect all the prides, though a score would scarce be sufficient if the Dragon’s dreamings rouse the kin. I do not believe for a moment that a handful of slavers could have bested Hamran. No… dark dreams gather in the shadows of Jehannim. Things are only going to get worse.”


“Things always grow worse, when kings and emperors join the dance.” Ani frowned. “The Sindanese emperor will not rest until he holds the world in his hands, and the moons in the sky as well. And the drums of war have ever been the heartbeat of Atualon. Ka Atu would see us all burn before he ever bends knee to Tiachu. But what has that to do with the dragon? We are to Sajani as ants in the shadow of a warrior, you have told me so yourself.”


“Yet ants may sting, and draw unwanted attention to themselves. Ehuani, old friend, we should turn our minds from such things lest we do the same. Leave the war to warriors, and the dragon to her dreams.” Hafsa Azeina smiled and stretched her back. “Why have you come here today? Surely not for tea and gossip. Or did you come to help me string my lyre?”


Ani glanced toward Khurra’an, whose eyes upon her had grown suddenly sharp. Knowing that the vash’ai could smell fear did nothing to soothe her nerves.


Ah well, she told herself. It is a good day to die.


“Umm Nurati called a secret meeting of the Mothers last night, and the Mothers just informed the Ja’Sajani and Ja’Akari. If I had known earlier, I would have told you.”


“Told me what?”


There was no way but to say it straight. “Do you remember



last year, when those Atualonian men came down the river seeking news of a white-haired woman and a red-haired girl? Then they… disappeared?”


The dreamshifter’s eyes went flat and hot. “I remember.” She squeezed a handful of gut.


“Nurati sent an envoy to the Dragon King, in secret. Hafsa Azeina, he knows about you. He knows about Sulema.”


Ani had been a hotheaded young warrior when old Theotara had returned from the Lonely Road, carrying a woman over her shoulders and a child in her arms. That young outland mother, though untrained in dreamshifting, had somehow killed an entire gang of slavers with magic and transported herself, her daughter, and their wagons deep into the desert. But Ani knew, because they had shared a room in Beit Usqut, how Hafsa Azeina had cried herself to sleep for love of the man whose wrath she had fled.


The first bounty hunters had arrived before that year was out. Men from Eid Kalish in bright silk cloaks, wearing knives at their hips and handing out coins and sweets to the children. “Tell us what you know,” they had coaxed, to no avail. “A moon-haired woman, a flame-haired girl. The Dragon King is very generous to his friends.”


The men from Eid Kalish had disappeared, too. Nor had Ani to wonder what became of them. She had, in fact, helped her friend feed their corpses to the river-beasts.


Ah, to be young again.


“She sent an envoy. To Ka Atu. How long ago was this?”


“Moons ago, I suppose. Too late to do anything about it, certainly.”


“We shall see about that. And about this… treachery.” Hafsa Azeina pushed away the bowl of guts, and stood. “Are the Mothers still at the Madraj?”


“Dreamshifter, it is too late for that. I believe she only told the Mothers when it became apparent that her envoy had been received, and now we know there has been a reply.”


The dreamshifter bared her teeth. “I will stop her.”


“Would that you could. I tell you, it is too late. A runner has come from Nisfi. Ships have been sighted on the Dibris.”


Hafsa Azeina went still as dead water. “Ships. What kind of ships?”


“Dragon-keeled ships with striped sails. Half a score, by scout’s report.”


The dreamshifter’s eyes glittered, cold and hard as a viper considering her next strike. When she moved it was so quick and unexpected that Ani stumbled half a step backward, but the other woman simply stooped to pick up the basket full of guts. When she straightened again, her face was a frozen mask.


“So. Ka Atu would stir from his throne. He would reclaim what he sees as his.” She brushed past Ani and paused at the mouth of her twilight tent, silhouetted against the bright bite of the sun. “How long until they are upon us?”


“The runner was swift. We have a few days, at most.”


“I will speak with Umm Nurati, and then I will speak with the Mothers. The people must make ready to greet the king of dragons.” As she slipped out into the day, Ani let out the breath she had been holding.


It was a good day to die, of course. But it was a better day to live.


Khurra’an padded past her, a mountain’s rumbling whisper, bone-and-shadows bulk reaching almost to her shoulder, silent as death in the night.


Somewhere in the distance, a vash’ai roared.


The fist in her gut unclenched. Slowly. Ani peered around the tent, at the worn cushions and discarded clothes, the usual bits and pieces of another woman’s life. Ordinary things… but there was the cat’s-head lyre propped in its corner, waiting to be restrung. The cat’s-skull staff, blackened and dead. And the tent’s eyes, the stares of the embroidered beasts so heavy on her they made her skin crawl. She fled the tent at a walk and did not look back.


Ani was startled to find the sun still bright, and the air still merry with the sounds and smells of the people enjoying Hajra-Khai. She raised her face to the sky and stared up at Akari Sun



Dragon until tears slipped from the corners of her eyes.


“I am not sure which is worse,” she told him, “an Atualonian invasion, or an angry dreamshifter.”









THREE


“I will remember.”


His mother handed him a package wrapped in yellow rice paper, and tied with cords of red silk. “Open this. It is yours.” Her eyes were bright. “I made this for you.”


Jian pulled the tasseled end of one cord and the massive knot slid apart smoothly. He unfolded the expensive wrapping with great care, ashamed at the rasp of his rough skin against the soft paper, and sucked in a breath at the bright garments within, yellow silk hot as the sun and heavily embroidered with thread-of-blood. “I cannot wear this!”


“It is your right, my son.” She blinked, pressed her lips together, and drew in a deep breath. “It is your right, and it is your duty. You represent the whole of Bizhan, now. You are Daechen tonight, and it is most important that you look like a prince, not some sort of… peasant.” Her hands fluttered to the silk like small birds, and then she held the robe up to his shoulder, and smiled the small, secret smile of a mother. “Besides, you will look so handsome. My son, the Daechen prince.”


Tonight was the Feast of Flowering Moons, and Jian’s sixteenth nameday. Tomorrow he would walk through the wide gates and become Daechen Jian, a prince of the Forbidden City.


A prince, Jian thought No longer a pearl-diver’s son, a boy who was at home in the water and ill at ease on land, a boy who was better with the flute than with words. A prince. Though he had been preparing for this day his whole life, the words were still



a punch in the gut. He took the heavy robe from his mother and held it away from his body as if the embroidered serpents would bite him. The yellow cloth would have cost as much as a new roof, he knew, the pearls spent on thread-of-blood might have fed them for a year.


And when had she the time to make this? His mother was often up late, bent over her sea-charts or account ledger, trying to find one more bed of oysters, one more trade route, trying to pay their way for one more day. Every stitch, every thread was one more moment he had stolen from her life.


“Mother, I cannot…” I cannot take this, he might have said. Or perhaps, I cannot leave you, but they both knew that there was no choice. As long as the false king in Atualon threatened their lands, the emperor needed the daeborn for his armies.


“Hush,” she warned him, and held up her hand. Her hands were so small, frail little bird-bones, skin as thin as golden parchment. “It is the emperor’s right to demand your service. It is your right to wear this, and it is my right to give it to you.” A single tear defied her iron will. Jian caught it with a finger before she could wipe it away, and brought it to his lips. Then he crushed her to him as if he were still a child and could not bear to be parted from her.


For a long moment she clung to him, thin arms still surprising him with their strength, and then she laughed a little, and pushed him away. “Ai! Look at me, I am a mess. I will have to start all over again.” She smoothed her silvering hair with her hands, wiped at her face.


Jian’s heart ached to see her brave smile. “I would not leave you.”


“I would not have you go. But the world is woven of wind and tide, my son, and neither of us has the power to sway it. You are bound to the Forbidden City, as I am bound to the sea, and I would not change one single thing about you, not even this. I am proud to be your mother.”


In other lands, he had heard, the daeborn were free to do as they wished with their lives, with every right given to a fullborn human. It was even said that in Atualon, a man might belong to



himself, and not to an emperor. Jian dreamed, sometimes, that the Dragon King might burn Sindan to the ground and free them all. That he might some day ride south and hear the long, slow songs of the golden sands, or west toward the Sea of Beginnings, and watch the sun set behind the dragonglass fortress Atukos.


In truth, the Dragon King was no likelier to spare his hide than was the emperor. The Daechen were born to kill, and to die, and that was all. If they rode to a foreign land, it was not for the pretty sunsets.


“You are proud that I am… cursed?”


“Cursed.” She snorted. “That is village-talk. No more of that for you, now. Are the blessed cursed? Is the emperor cursed? No more than you.”


“And my… father? Will you speak of him to me, now?” Jian looked away so that he would not see if his words hurt her.


She smoothed the hair back from his face, and leaned in to press her lips against his forehead as she had when he was a small boy with a hurt. “I cannot.”


Those words, from her, were a blade of obsidian plunged into his breast. Jian turned his face from his mother. “You will not do this thing for me, even on this day.”


“I cannot grow wings and fly. I cannot bend the wind to my will, not turn the tide, nor bid the moons to set ere their time. And I cannot speak to you of this thing.”


“Hyang told me that I was… that you were.” He swallowed. “That I was born of rape.” That had been the kindest thing Hyang had said about his father. Daeborn they called him, Daemon seed, an ill-luck child that should have been exposed to the elements at birth.


“Hyang has picked most of his brains out through his nose.” She snorted again. “I can tell you this much… you were not born of rape. By the sea, you were not.”


A weight Jian had not known he carried was lifted from his chest, and he took a deep breath. Not a child of rape… Hyang had seemed so sure. Then again, Hyang was a nose-picker.


“This room is too small.” His mother frowned. “You should



have better.” She walked to the small window, tripping a little on the foot of his bed as she passed. “You cannot see the water.”


“I can smell the sea, if the wind blows just so. I can hear the ocean calling me.” I can feel her calling me home, he thought, but did not say the words. He feared that the calling, calling, calling of the sea would break his heart to pieces, like waves upon the rock.


She pressed her hands hard against her eyes, and then her mouth, and then her heart, before turning to face him. She was still so beautiful, he thought, the salt and the wind had scoured away what was soft and weak in her, and left a warrior-woman in their wake. Her eyes were creased from squinting out across the sunstruck waves, and her long hair was shot through with sea-foam, but men’s heads still turned as she whispered past, a gentle breeze with the promise of storms to come.


In her youth, her beauty had inspired the poet Jiao Jian to write about the maid who loved the sea, and Jian was proof that hers had not been a one-sided love.


“You will wear the silk.”


Jian went to his mother, and enfolded her in his arms, and he held her like that until she relented and hugged him back. When had she gotten so small?


“I will wear the silk,” he agreed. “I will make you proud.”


She fought her way loose and smacked him in the shoulder. “I would be proud of you if you went to the feast wearing nothing but a smile and a necklace of old clam-shells.” Her eyes laughed as he blushed, remembering a time when he was little and had showed up at a village feast wearing just that. “I would not recommend it, though.”


“Mother!” he protested. “I was only five years old… how long will you tell that story?”


“If wind and tide will, I would tell that story to your children, and to their children.” She kissed her fingertips formally.


He repeated the gesture. “If wind and tide will.”


“Now—” she firmed her mouth “—I will leave you to get ready. I trust you do not need my help? No? We do not wish to



give these city dwellers another story to tell, do we?”


He waved her out, laughing. “Goodbye, Mother. I can dress myself. I will see you at the feast tonight.”


“You will be the handsomest man in the city. You will have to beat the girls away with an oar.”


“Mother!”


“Have courage, my son. And hang up your clothes!” She slipped from the room, sliding the screen behind her with scarcely a whisper.


Jian touched his fingertips to his lips again, and pressed them against the screen. “Until we meet again,” he promised. “Jai-hao.”


When he could no longer hear the faint patter-patter of her feet on the bamboo floor, Jian went to the window. He looked out over the shining walls and palaces of Khanbul to the distant slopes of Mutai Gon-yu, the mountains that tamed the rains. If he craned his neck he could just see a glint of sunlight upon the Kaapua, whose wide blue waters danced their way from the foothills of Tai Damat and Tai Bardan all the way to Nar Kabdaan… and home. Beyond that lay the bright sands and brazen warriors of the Zeera, and the Araid-infested ruins of Quarabala far beneath the scorched earth. Hovering to the north of those fabled places, like the crown on an undeserving head, stretched the salt-rich lands of Atualon, home to the Dragon Kings who had ruined them all. He wondered idly if any of those people celebrated the first rains of spring. Did it even rain in the desert?


The air was heavy with the sweet-and-spice perfumes of many kitchens making ready for tonight’s feast. Jian heard children laughing, and the hum-thrum music of prayer bells spinning in the wind, and the occasional ratta-tat-tat as white-robed Baizhu monks twirled through the streets, tossing firecrackers at the feet of unwary lovers. For a moment he wished that he was a child among them, running wild with the pack of younglings, begging a treat from the sweet-seller’s cart or trying to snatch a rope of firecrackers to toss at the young girls, confident that tomorrow would be the same as today, every day as lustrous and alike as pearls in a bowl.


As a child, he had loved stories and songs, riddles, and poetry, and the tales he loved best were of the Dae. He smiled a bit, remembering the firelight and the sea-song, and his mother’s voice rising and falling with the waves as she read to him from the Book of Moons:





“Somewhere in the far away, past Kaapua’s flowered skirts, beyond the wind-scoured rocky shores, past singing cave and towering wave and the jaws of the great striped shongwei, rose a chain of islands shrouded in magic thick as fog. There, antlered kings and queens white-skinned raised conch-shells to their ruby lips, where daeborn creature fair and foul held endless feasts and games of death, and Daelords in their golden halls wove dream-sung spells into the wind…”





The worlds of men and Dae had been rent asunder by the corrupt magic of the Atualonian kings nearly a thousand years ago, and year by year the veil between the two worlds thickened. The Lords of Twilight came rarely now to the shores of men. Some said they feared whatever had frayed the weft and warp of land and magic. Others suggested that the Dae had caused the Sundering, but Jian refused to believe that the Dae would deliberately loose magic that would harm the great sea-beasts, their kin. He, himself, had seen the carcass of a shongwei, its hulk rent with gashes and bites so monstrous the mind shied away from wondering what might have caused them.


Jian had thought to scavenge the shongwei. Its massive tusks, longer than two tall men laid foot-to-head, gleamed pale and smooth in the morning light. That ivory would have been wealth enough to buy his mother freedom from her deadly work. Wealth enough to purchase a young man’s release from destiny. But the wind shifted as he approached, and the stench of the rotting corpse drove him to his knees.


He told no one of his find, and when he returned the next morning the shongwei was gone. It had been dragged back out to sea, leaving behind a trench in the sand deeper than his house



was tall and one small tooth hardly as long as his forearm. Fear of whatever had taken the shongwei kept him from venturing into deeper waters for weeks, and now that tooth lay among the few treasures and wadded-up clothing of his childhood.


Sea-beasts or no, Jian had dreamed, deep in the undercurrents of his heart, that he might escape from the world of men. He would sail across Nar Kabdaan of a Moonstide night, when the waters were still as glass. On such a night it seemed all a boy had to do was stretch forth his hand and pluck the low-hanging stars from the sky, and taste the nectar of freedom. Sometimes Jian imagined that he would steal one of the Western barbarians’ dragon-faced ships and sail to the Twilight Lands. He would step onto the far shores just as his ragged craft fell apart, and surely such a brave and arrogant act would win him a place among his father’s folk, a place in his father’s heart.


No matter how far his dreams took him, Jian would always return to harsh reality. No boat in Bizhan was more than a mouthful to the shongwei, and no ship in the empire could get past the greater creatures of the deep. Though ships full of men had ventured out upon the blue waters of Nar Kabdaan in search of the Twilight Lands, none had ever returned. If the emperor’s ships were no match for the sea, what chance had a daeborn boy?


Some among the Sindanese blessed the Dae and begged their favor through small rituals and burnt offerings. Others cursed them as the spawn of Yosh, called them daemons or worse. Some few mortals might take a Dae lover on the one night of the year that their two worlds met, when the blood ran wild and nothing was forbidden under the stars. Any child born during the festival of Nian-da, the Two Moon Dawn, was said to be born of such a union.


A child of the Two Moon Dawn was said to be a citizen of two worlds, and welcome in either. Legend held that the youths were sent to Khanbul lest their Dae parents try to steal them away to the Twilight Lands. Jian’s whole life had been haunted by the vision of those islands rising blue and green and wild from the mists, the horn calling him to the Wild Hunt, and Issuq laughing in the waves.


He had studied his own face bit by bit in his mother’s small mirror. The high curve of his cheek, eyes so large and round, brown and deep as a seal’s, teeth that were just a little too sharp, a little too white. His heart had taken his wishes, his dreams, and his dread, and with those had formed a small, secret, perfect pearl of its own. His father, he felt sure, laughed and lived and loved among the Issuq. A tall man, like himself, sleek and dark and quick. A man who even now might wonder whether he had sired a child, years past on a Moonstide night, when the veil between worlds had thinned.


Jian had been born on the very morn of Nian-da, midwifed by the moons and the sea. His mother had claimed that she had not felt the pangs of birth before the time was upon her and she had gone to the sea to make prayers, but Jian had always believed that she had felt his true nature in her womb, and had honored that by giving birth in the foaming embrace of a two-moon tide. His first breath of air had held the tang of the great salt winds, and his mother gave him a fingerful of brine to suck before ever he tasted milk.


If the circumstances surrounding his birth had not been enough to name him daeborn, his appearance would have erased all doubt. Jian was born with the large, round, near-black eyes of his sea-kin father—never cloudy like those of other newborn infants, but bright and alert and merry as sunlight on the water. Tiungpei was filled to overflowing with joy in her son. When he was but a tiny infant she had a painting commissioned of him sitting on her lap, and this she hung in a place of honor on the wall behind her chair. When he was small he would sit at his mother’s feet as she worked at some bit of mending or needlework, and she would let him play with handfuls of imperfect pearls as she told him stories about his infancy. How he hung in his cradle-board wide-eyed and silent, never crying like the other babies. How he was first to walk, to talk, how he learned his numbers with such ease the monks feared to teach him more, how he would toddle away down the moons-lit path, when he was scarce as tall as the salt-grass, and make singing prayers to the sea.


This last bit, he could remember. Pebbles smooth against the soles of his soft little feet. The cries of the sea-birds, calling him



away, away. The warm waters that welcomed him home, on those rare occasions when he made it to the beach before his mother could snatch him up and carry him to bed. For he had swum in the water before he had walked on the land, and ever he longed for the sea.


He also remembered the heavy, jagged words of the man his mother had been married to, the hard looks thrown his way dangerous as stones. Little Jian had learned to walk quiet and wary around the house, always ready to duck aside. The man had been shorter than Jian’s mother and broad, with a square face and large, square teeth, and he had left the discarded shells of boiled peanuts on every flat surface. Jian could remember his mother complaining about them, and could remember that the empty, slightly soggy shells made excellent little toy boats.


One night the man had raised his voice, demanding that the boy be sent to live with the monks of Baizhu. Jian had huddled under the soft cotton quilt his mother had stitched together from her old dresses, and he fell asleep with the salt of tears upon his lips.


The next morning, he woke to the sound of his mother’s singing and the smell of cinnamon bread. The man was gone, and there were two goats tethered in their little yard, yellow-eyed milk does with striped faces and soft ears. It was many days before Jian could work up the courage to ask his mother whether she had traded her husband for goats, and when he did, she laughed until tears rolled down her beautiful round face. But she never did answer the question.


It had been just the two of them that day, and every day since. Though theirs was not a particularly quiet life—Tiungpei was as noisy as the sea, always singing like the waves, or laughing like the wind, or scolding her son like an irritated sea-bird—still, it was peaceful between the storms.


Tiungpei sold her family’s house in town to the fish merchant’s son, and commissioned an elegant home to be dug into the cliffs near the water. Their new rooms were much smaller but very beautiful, with tiled walls and floors of polished wood. Jian had a room all to himself, with a bed deep and soft as an albatross’s nest



carved into the wall and a little stone oven to keep him warm on a winter night. Three great arched entries of bamboo and precious sea-glass overlooked a sunken courtyard, and high stone walls, painted red and yellow, kept the sea from his mother’s garden. There were mango trees in the garden, and a little stone fountain where tiny bright fishes begged for crumbs. They kept black chickens, and orange ducks, and of course the goats. Jian grew particularly fond of those goats.


He knew from an early age that, aside from the scolding, his mother was not like other mothers. She was a beautiful woman with a face round as a harvest moon and the long, sensitive hands of an artist, and she took great pride in dressing well. Even her plainest clothes had a bit of embroidery, a scrap of silk, a flash of color. Her hair, when it was unbound, rippled down her back and almost to her knees like a dark and perfumed waterfall. Yet she never painted her face, or modulated her voice into a soft and breathy little song, or walked with the mincing steps of a oulo-dancer. Tiungpei strode through life as if she were going to battle in her finest silks, and the enemy had best beware. The only pearl diver in Bizhan, Tiungpei brought honor and the emperor’s favor to the village. Her otherness was tolerated, and her daeborn son as well, but the common people of Bizhan were only too happy to keep them both at a distance.


A child, after all, was only a child, and even a strangeling child was more of an oddity than a threat. Daechen children, without exception, disappeared behind the great walls of the Forbidden City on the very dawn of adulthood and were never seen again. The boy Jian with his seal eyes and otherworldly ways might be ignored, for Daechen Jian would never return to the village. He would never walk past the fruit-seller’s cart and the herbwoman’s garden, never set foot upon the grassy pebbled path to his mother’s house. He would never again walk through the tall red gates of their little courtyard and see his mother’s face light from within at the sight of him.


* * *


There came a tap, tap, TAP! Upon the bamboo screen.


Jian jumped, his reflections shattered.


“I am here,” he called, unsure of the protocol in this strange place. He turned from the window as a troop of servants marched in and proceeded to ignore him completely as they set his room to rights. The servants of the lesser palaces unnerved him. Clad all in dark gray silk, with their faces powdered white and long braids hanging with severe precision down their backs, the lashai, as they were called, were slender and alike as the silvered trunks of bamboo in a long-dead forest. Jian could not tell, from the peeks he had stolen, whether they were male, or female, or both. He wondered if they were all related, but thought perhaps it was rude to ask.


They rummaged through his belongings much as his mother had done, shook out his clothes and hung them straight and neat, cleansed the air with a bundle of burning sage, and tossed salt into the four corners of the room. All the while he stood there clenching and unclenching his fists, feeling both violated and invisible.


A second mob blew into the room on the breeze of their departing, and this group carried buckets of steaming water. They filled the big copper tub, stripped him of his clothing, herded him into his bath, and proceeded to bathe him as efficiently as he would have washed a kid bound for the market. An oil was ladled into the water and scrubbed briskly into his hair and skin. It smelled of lemons and mint and burned his eyes. The servants ignored his coughing and muttered indignations.


So much for being an honored prince of the Forbidden City.


Jian tried to banish thoughts of a sparkling white kid led merrily down the path to slaughter.


When he had been sufficiently cleaned, herbed, and marinated, the servants dragged him from the cooling water and scrubbed him dry with rough linen cloths till his skin gleamed like burnished wood. His face glowed especially warm. He had been cleaned in places he had not known were meant for scrubbing. The gray servants combed more of the fragrant oil into his hair with a wooden comb, brushed it with a boar’s-bristle brush till it gleamed



like wet black silk, and then twisted it atop his head in a knot so severe he could hardly blink. This they tied off with a length of yellow cloth. They dressed Jian in the silks his mother had given him, and his feet were clad in golden slippers soft as a baby’s skin and utterly unsuitable for what he had in mind, which was climbing out the window and running all the way home.


One of the servants pulled a plug from the bottom of the tub. The water swirled and gurgled and drained away down a drain too small to be used as an escape route.


The screen door slid open with a bang, and a short person with the air of authority and robes the color of deep twilight blew into the room like an early summer storm.


“Excellent, you are almost ready. Excellent.” She smiled, and her small, bright eyes all but disappeared into the folds of flesh. She glided closer—this woman had quite perfected the manner of walking like an oulo-dancer—and Jian was enveloped in a cloud of jasmine. It was not subtle, but neither was it unpleasant. She had a kind face, he thought. Kind and formidable. She was probably a mother.


“Come here,” she said. “Here. No, not there… here. Turn around, let me see you.” She tugged at the cloth wrapping his hair, poked his shoulder, and pinched his cheek, hard. “Still a bit of the baby fat, but it will do. It will do. Let me see your teeth… aaaah.” She pried open his mouth, and flashed a smile of her own. Jian startled to see a dragon’s hoard of gems and gold in her mouth. “And those eyes. Oh yes, you will do just fine.


“Some children born during the Two Moon Dawn are simply human children whose fathers had bad timing. But you, my boy, are the real thing. Give you a few years to grow into those eyes, and you could pass for pure Issuq. I can smell the sea on you.” She took a deep breath, as if she really was smelling him, and let it out in a satisfied sigh. “Would that I had a thousand of you, we would march upon Atualon this day and return with the false king in a cage. Azham, Ninianne il Mer, even that she-cat Sareta would strew our path with flower-petals to be out from under his shadow.



I will make such a gift of you to the emperor, young prince.” She patted his bruised cheek, smiling like a cat that had gotten in the morning’s catch. “One empire stretching from Nar Bedayyan to the shores of Nar Intihaan. A glorious future, do you not agree?”


The names meant no more to Jian than did her vision of a glorious future. He really just wanted to return to his home by the sea.


“I am confused, ah, Gianpei.” He was not sure how he should address this woman. “Do I not already belong to the emperor?”


“Hush you. Do not cast your fishing net at a dragon. And I am Xienpei to you.” She dug into the deep pocket of her robe. “One more thing, and then we are finished with you. Here. Jade for luck.” She stood on the tips of her toes and looped a heavy strand of beads about his neck. “Amber for courage. Finally, pearls… pearls of wisdom.” The last necklace was the most magnificent Jian had ever seen, and he had seen a lot of pearls. Black pearls, almost purple in the sunlight, big as the last joint of a man’s thumb. A prince’s ransom.


“From your mother.” Those small, bright eyes watched him, weighing his reaction.


Jian’s eyes stung, and he tried to blink the tears back.


“She does me much honor.”


“You honor her with your tears, boy. Remember that.” She pinched his cheek again, hard enough that he winced. “Remember her. Remember who loved you first, and you will never forget who you are.”


“Forget who I am?” Jian resisted the urge to rub his cheek. “I do not understand.”


“Of course not, foolish boy. You are a yellow-road princeling with the taste of mother’s milk still sweet on your tongue. You know nothing. Accept that, remember where you come from, and you may survive.”


Jian looked at her, and then at the pearls hung about his neck, dark as the last breath of twilight. He thought of his mother, of the way she tossed the wet hair back from her face and laughed when she broke the ocean’s surface with a basket of fat oysters. He



closed his heart around the memory, and he closed his fist about the pearls, and he stood up straight as if she was there to scold him for slouching.


“Yes,” he promised. “I will remember.”
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