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PROLOGUE: BLUE FLOWERS


 
			

			The wind whistled in Aisha’s ears and whipped at her hair. A passing shower had swept through in the early afternoon, dampening the ground below and making the cliff face to which her hands and feet clung as cold as ice.

			“Aisha!”

			A patter of soil followed the shrill cry. Aisha jerked one hand off the cliff and reached up to steady her brother’s boot where it gleamed palely in the fading light. As her palm found his heel, her body swayed, and her other hand almost slipped. She fought to retain her grip, barely managing to right herself. She let out a deep breath, and her legs began to tremble.

			If we fall, we’re dead.

			Clenching her jaw, she supported her brother’s foot until he managed to wedge it into a hollow in the stone. Even once she knew he was alright, Aisha remained frozen in place. She waited for the dizziness to pass, gasping for breath.

			There was probably no future for them even if they made it to the top. She’d known that for a while now. The pungent smells of leather, iron, and sweat rolled down from the clifftop, making her gag. She’d been told that this route wasn’t well known. If there were warriors lying in wait, it could only mean that Jiiya had been caught. She couldn’t believe their elderly guardian, who had acted as a decoy so she and her younger brother could escape, would have given them away. Clearly the warriors had anticipated which route they’d take and were heading them off.

			Maybe I should just let go . . . 

			She caught sight of her brother’s muddy boots above her. Recalling how he’d beamed with joy when he first got them, her face twisted. 

			The wind parted the clouds, and the world around them suddenly brightened. The last rays of the sun as it sank behind the shadowed mountains illuminated the rock face. In that unexpected light, Aisha spotted a plant rooted in a crack just above her handhold. The wind tugged at its small blue flowers, but couldn’t tear them off.

			

			Its scent spoke to her, faint but sure, riding the wind like a thread. In time, an insect would pick up that voice and weave between gaps in the wind, following the thread to the flower.

			Once again, she heard her brother call out. “Aisha . . .” 

			On the icy wind, she smelled his fear, a scent like a cowering puppy.

			“Milucha! Pull yourself together!” she shouted. “Grip the rocks and climb! If you start to slip, I’ll help you!”

			They were almost at the top. Her brother started climbing again, and she inched up the cliff after him.

 
		

	
		
			
CHAPTER I 
FIRST ENCOUNTER


	 
		

	
		
			
1 
LITARAN



			

			The light of the torches, which just a short while ago had been invisible, stood out clearly in the blue twilight. Countless tents had been set up in the camp. The wind that had set them flapping noisily had lessened, and smoke rose above them, wavering and dissolving into the night sky. The aroma of food cooking wafted faintly on the air.

			“The foot soldiers will eat sooner than us tonight,” Uraili grumbled into his beard. He was sitting on a folding chair in the company of several rugged-looking men.

			Masyu glanced at his companion and laughed. “You could leave, you know. One observer is surely enough.”

			Uraili looked like he was about to make a flippant retort, then cast his eyes toward the plain. “If only I could,” he muttered.

			Pine torches flickered in the hands of a dozen or so horsemen who were galloping across the grassy plain toward the camp. Behind them, the majestic Tenro Mountains sank into dusk.

			Uraili craned his neck to look at a man standing behind him. “Oloki,” he said. The hunting dog at the man’s feet perked up its ears, as if it thought it was being addressed. 

			“Yes?” Oloki said, placing a hand on the hound’s head.

			“The boy’s about eight and the girl’s fifteen or sixteen, right?”

			“The heir is nine years old, and his older sister is fifteen.”

			Uraili nodded and sighed. “What’s the point in capturing them?” he muttered. “Why can’t Jookuchi just leave them alone?” 

			He looked up at Masyu. “Don’t you agree? It’d be different if someone were trying to use them to take over West Kantal, but they’re descendants of Keluahn—a ruler so despised that his own people drove him from the throne! His grandchildren don’t have any power. Why else would Jookuchi have left them alone up to now? What made him change his mind? And why now, in the middle of a war?”

			Masyu kept his gaze fixed on the approaching horsemen. Ignoring Uraili’s question, he murmured, “So they are coming from that direction.”

			Uraili frowned. “Who is?”

			

			“The horsemen. If they’re coming from that direction, it means their prisoners—Keluahn’s grandchildren, were trying to escape to Tohula Ila, the great ravine in the Tenro Mountains.”

			Uraili rose and stood beside Masyu. “Sounds like you expected them to come from there. You guessed that?”

			Masyu flicked Uraili a quick glance. “Because it’s the only way to escape.”

			“Surely not. They were hiding in the forest, right? It would be a lot easier to flee east than to take that treacherous mountain route.”

			“Despite the risks, they must have believed fleeing into the mountains would give them a better chance at survival.”

			“Why?”

			“As you pointed out, Keluahn was despised by his own people, but even so, there’re some in those mountains who didn’t hate him.”

			Uraili’s expression turned grim. “I’ve never heard that before. Some clan living in the Tenro Mountains? Which one?”

			Masyu continued to gaze at the horsemen, who were now clearly visible. “You aren’t the only one who didn’t know,” he said. “In fact, few people do.”

			Uraili’s eyes narrowed. “When did you find out?”

			Masyu shifted his gaze to Uraili. “Me?” he said quietly. “I’ve known since I was a boy.”

			A man emerged from the large tent that served as the field office of Lord Jookuchi, ruler of West Kantal. It was one of Jookuchi’s aides. He peered through the twilight, as though searching for someone. Catching sight of Masyu and Uraili, he moved purposefully toward them. “Inspectors,” he said, crossing his arms across his chest and bowing deeply. “The prisoners are expected to arrive soon, and Lord Jookuchi humbly requests your presence in the main tent.”

			Masyu nodded. “We’ll be happy to comply,” he said.

			The aide bowed once more, then turned to lead the two men toward the large tent.

			Imperial inspectors served as the emperor’s eyes and ears in the four outlying protectorates of the Umal Empire. The Umalese word for “protectorate” was rachi, meaning to enclose and guard. All four had once been independent kingdoms, and they retained some degree of autonomy even after joining the empire. Their borders now represented the empire’s frontiers, and in exchange for protecting these, their rulers were given some control over affairs within their own territory. None of them, including Lord Jookuchi, was permitted to hide anything from imperial inspectors such as Masyu and his companion.

			Leaving their personal guards behind, Masyu and Uraili strolled toward the bright entrance of the large tent, a slice of light that stood out in the blue darkness.

			 

			* * *

			 

			The tent was more spacious inside than it appeared from the outside. A large smoke vent opened in the ceiling, and a hearth glowed red in the center of the floor. Lanterns had been placed here and there, illuminating the expressions of the vassals and clan chiefs who sat along the walls of the tent. 

			An altar beautifully adorned with vermillion, blue and gold stood at the far end facing the entrance. Sitting in a large chair with his back toward the altar was Lord Jookuchi. He was talking in a low voice to his advisers who sat on either side of him, but when Masyu and Uraili walked in, he rose and greeted them, beckoning them to sit in chairs off to one side.

			Despite the chill wind outside, the interior was hot and steamy. A small table had been placed before each guest with a bowl of fermented mare’s milk to slake their thirst and a plate of nuts and dried fruit to satisfy their hunger.

			Soon after Masyu and Uraili had taken their seats, a gong announced the arrival of the prisoners. The murmur of voices stilled, and the tent grew silent.

			Jookuchi took his seat and, taking a cloth from an attendant, wiped the sweat from his forehead and neck. He was a large man, well-toned and darkly tanned, with thick arms and legs, but it was his big round eyes and thick eyebrows that were particularly arresting. His penetrating gaze could unsettle the most intrepid men.

			Although royal blood ran in his veins, it was only from some distant collateral branch. He was, however, gifted with a keen instinct for military strategy. After Keluahn was driven from power, Jookuchi had borrowed imperial troops with the promise that he would defend the empire’s borders when called upon. He’d used them to overthrow Keluahn’s successor, who had failed to control the skirmishing clans. In this way, Jookuchi had become the lord of West Kantal.

			Although one clan continued to resist, Masyu was sure that if Jookuchi kept on the way he was going, it wouldn’t be long before he subdued that last clan and gained control over the entire region. The emperor hoped he would bring West Kantal under his sway as soon as possible, and so did Masyu.

			The cold night air swept into the tent as the flaps covering the entrance were raised to either side. Cloaked in a gust of wind, two powerful warriors strode through, each grasping a prisoner—a boy and a slender young woman—by the arm. Neither prisoner was bound, but the warriors’ grip held them fast. 

			One of the men placed an arm across his chest in salute. His voice rang through the tent. “We have brought the descendants of Keluahn, as commanded.”

			Jookuchi nodded. After thanking them, he motioned for them to withdraw, but the men stayed put, their expressions uneasy.

			“What is it?” Jookuchi asked. “I said you can release them.”

			“By your leave, my lord,” one of them responded. “The girl refuses to show due respect. We cannot be sure what she might do should we set her free.”

			Jookuchi cocked a bushy eyebrow. “I see. I guess I’ll have to be careful then. Let them go.”

			The men bowed and released their grip. Although they stepped back a pace, they watched the girl, ready to seize her at any moment. But she didn’t budge, not even the twitch of an eyebrow. She simply stood staring at Jookuchi, her eyes as black and motionless as stone.

			Returning her gaze, he said, “So, you’re Keluahn’s grandchildren, Milucha and Aisha?”

			“I have no name to give a usurper,” the girl responded, her voice hoarse, yet firm.

			Jookuchi sighed. “I see what they mean. You lack due respect.” 

			He rose slowly and glared down at her. From the stand beside him, he pulled a long sword, scabbard and all, and struck the floor sharply with the end of the sheath.

			The men assembled in the tent started, and the two children flinched. The boy’s face crumpled, and he began to sob.

			“Look. Your brother’s crying,” Jookuchi said, glowering at the girl. “You should consider your situation more carefully before opening your mouth. How you behave will determine whether I lop off your brother’s head before your eyes.”

			The girl’s face paled, and she glared up at him. “That’s . . . a lie,” she gasped faintly.

			Jookuchi raised his thick brows. “A lie?”

			She nodded. “That how I behave will determine our fate.”

			Jookuchi’s eyes widened. He looked at her intently, then the corner of his mouth twitched. “If not that, then what?” 

			Masyu thought she would need time to answer, but she replied instantly. “Whether it’s to your advantage or not.” 

			A murmur spread through the assembly. Masyu shifted his gaze from the girl to Jookuchi. Let’s see how he responds to that, he thought.

			Jookuchi regarded the girl silently for some time, then heaved a sigh. “Whether it’s to my advantage, huh? Well, I suppose you’re not far off.”

			

			He sat down heavily in his chair. Grasping a bowl adorned with gold lacquer from a side table, he gulped down the milk liquor. An attendant offered him a cloth, and he dabbed his lips with it, then used it to wipe the sweat from his face and neck.

			Turning back to the girl, he said, “You’re not far off, but you’re not right either. It’s not me you pose a threat to but the empire.”

			The boy looked up at his sister questioningly, but she kept her eyes fixed on Jookuchi.

			“You were heading for the Tenro Mountains, weren’t you? Or, more accurately, for Tohula Ila, the great ravine.”

			Seeing the look on her face, he added, “Don’t get me wrong. The old man didn’t confess. He’s admirably loyal. He resisted with a strength that made it hard to believe his age. But we were warned from the outset he might be a decoy and split our men into two parties.”

			The girl’s face tensed.

			Jookuchi watched her as he continued. “It wasn’t the old man who tipped us off to where you might run. It was an imperial inspector.”

			Uraili jerked. Although he wasn’t so indiscreet as to glance Masyu’s way, Masyu could feel the shock emanating from every inch of his body. Without a flicker of expression, Masyu kept his eyes fixed on Jookuchi and the girl.

			“Your existence, you see, is a hindrance,” Jookuchi said flatly. “Not just to West Kantal, but to the Umal Empire itself. Can you guess why?”

			The blood drained from the girl’s face. She must have realized there was no way out.

			Jookuchi’s voice was the only sound in the large tent. “Your grandfather was a foolish man. Many people starved to death because of him. Half the people in West Kantal loathed him, including me.”

			The girl’s eyes wavered. Her face was now chalk white. 

			Jookuchi gestured for an attendant to fill his drinking bowl and drained it noisily. “But apparently, there are some in this frontier land who still revere him, and therefore you, as his descendants,” he said. “The People of the Ravine who call themselves the Makishi. Thus far, we’ve let them be. They’re few in number and have no ambition to rule the region. But now their presence is a problem. The territory they control is in a most inconvenient spot.”

			Masyu heard Uraili murmur, “So that’s why.” 

			The clan that Jookuchi’s expedition had come to subdue controlled the area along the western edge of the Tenro Mountains. Their influence, however, didn’t extend into the mountains themselves, and they couldn’t withstand Jookuchi’s forces for long on their own. But if they managed to enlist the support of Takketsu, a kingdom on the other side of the mountains, they might succeed in turning the tables. 

			Curving along West Kantal’s north and west borders, the Tenro Mountains were steep and rugged, with only a few passes wide enough for a large army to cross. These were defended by forts jointly manned by soldiers from the empire and West Kantal.

			There was also a mountain trail leading from Takketsu through Tohula Ila, a large canyon in the western region of the Tenro Mountains. This path could be navigated by small contingents of experienced warriors, but no fortress guarded it. Riddled with hidden cavities that could claim the lives of unsuspecting travelers, the steep valley was impassable without a guide.

			Unless they won the allegiance of the Makishi, who knew the valley like the back of their hand and controlled it and the surrounding area, invaders from Takketsu could not hope to descend the mountains into West Kantal. Neither could they subdue the Makishi, because bringing in a large army was impossible. Therefore, neither the ruler of West Kantal nor the emperor had viewed defense of this region as a priority.

			But the situation could change drastically if the one clan that remained hostile to the empire were to get hold of the girl and her brother, whom the Makishi viewed as the heir of their rightful king.

			From the expressions on their faces, it was clear that some of the clan chiefs were only now grasping the significance of Jookuchi’s words. Those from the southern and eastern regions of West Kantal, who had just recently declared their fealty, were unfamiliar with the situation in the area on the western edge of the Tenro Mountains. Jookuchi had probably intentionally kept the details from them until now so that they wouldn’t start getting ideas. 

			“You’re like an ant nest in the wall of a dike,” Jookuchi continued. “Ordinarily, there’d be no harm in letting you be. But if a storm came, that nest could cause the dike to collapse, bringing disaster to the whole country.

			“I’m not without compassion, you know. I’d rather not kill you just because you happen to be Keluahn’s grandchildren. But it can’t be helped. There is the option of keeping you with me, but you’d still represent a risk.”

			Fatigue spread across his face. “So, that’s how it is. If you need to blame your fate on something, blame your lineage.” 

			He gestured with his chin, and the two warriors stepped forward to seize the prisoners’ arms. The boy cowered and reached out for his sister. She grasped his hand tightly, then looked up at Jookuchi. A flicker of hesitation crossed her pale face. She opened her mouth as though to speak, then sealed her lips, as if thinking better of it.

			Jookuchi’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Is there something you want to say?”

			She thought for a moment, then seemed to make up her mind. “You’re being poisoned,” she said.

			Jookuchi’s brows snapped together. He glared at her, wiping his face and neck again. He was perspiring so profusely it soaked his skin at an alarming rate evident even to the eyes of others. “What?”

			She regarded him with an unreadable expression. “You smell of chitcho. Someone’s poisoning you.”

			Consternation swept through those gathered, and some half rose from their chairs.

			Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Jookuchi grinned triumphantly. “Ha! What’s poisoned is your tongue, young lady. While I salute your spirit, if you must lie, you should pick something more convincing.”

			“I’m not lying.”

			“Of course you are. The poison extracted from chitcho root has neither smell nor taste.”

			Understanding dawned in her eyes. “If that’s what you think,” she said with a sigh, “then let’s leave it at that.” Putting an arm around her younger brother, she turned her back on Jookuchi and stepped toward the entrance. The warriors jumped forward and grabbed the prisoners by the arm to escort them from the tent.

			“Wait!” Masyu said, rising to his feet. The girl and her brother halted and looked around. Masyu could feel the questioning eyes of Jookuchi and everyone else in the tent boring into him.

			“Lady Aisha Keluahn,” he said. “What about me? Do I smell of anything?”

			She gazed at Masyu intently, her eyes like obsidian. She took so long that he thought she wasn’t going to answer, but then, with a slight frown, she spoke.

			“Are you a litaran?”

			Masyu’s eyes widened. A chill spread from between his eyes over his entire head, and his heart beat so rapidly it hurt. Through numbed lips, he whispered, “What makes you say that?”

			Still frowning, she said, “You smell like seikoso, fragrant blue grass.”

			Masyu stared at her dumbfounded.

			“What’s all this about?” Uraili demanded. Ignoring him, Masyu strode swiftly to Jookuchi’s side. 

			Close up, he could see that something was very wrong. Jookuchi’s eyes were glazed. Turning to one of the lord’s attendants, Masyu barked, “Summon the healer and tell him to bring kaful! Make no mistake. Tell him kaful! And get lots of water! Hurry!”

			Then he called out to the warriors holding the prisoners. “Take those two away and confine them securely!”

			There was a dull thud, like a heavy bag of flour sliding to the ground. Turning, Masyu saw that Jookuchi had slipped from his chair and lay sprawled on the floor.

			The men in the room jumped to their feet, all babbling at once. In the midst of the confusion, Masyu hurried to Uraili’s side and murmured in his ear. “Go with the girl and her brother. Take our guards with you, and don’t let anyone touch them. Make sure no one tries to poison their food or the smoke smudges used to keep away insects. After that, send Oloki to me.”

			Uraili nodded wordlessly and hurried after the two prisoners as they were escorted out of the tent.

			 

		

	
		
			
2 
ODORLESS POISON



			It was not until dawn the next day that Jookuchi’s condition stabilized, and he was out of danger. 
During the long night, his vassals and the clan chiefs had come one after another to his tent, but Masyu had only allowed them to look from the entrance, refusing to let them in. Some were visibly incensed, but as the would-be assassin had not yet been found, Masyu’s decision was clearly a wise one, and no one insisted on being let through. 

			

			The one man allowed in was Oloki. Masyu gave him detailed instructions, then sent him off to the camp with his dog trotting after him like a shadow.

			It was only once Jookuchi was out of danger that Masyu, who had spent the whole night watching over him with the healer, finally spread out a sleeping mat in a corner and dozed off. 

			When he woke, it was a little before noon, and Jookuchi was still sound asleep, his breathing quiet and regular. Masyu rose to his feet, stepped outside and inhaled deeply. The air smelled of rain-wet grass. He vaguely recalled the sound of raindrops pelting the tent while he had lain dreaming. The region was prone to sudden showers at this time of year.

			A strong wind swept the leaden clouds before it, and with each rent it made in the clouds, sunlight poured through, illuminating the Tenro Mountains with startling brightness.

			They must be cooking the noonday meal, Masyu thought. He smelled smoke mingled with the savory aroma of rice-flour tapa. 

			He turned at the sound of feet treading the grass and saw Oloki and his dog approaching. “How’d it go?” Masyu asked.

			“Just as you thought,” Oloki replied.

			“So, you found one?”

			“Yes.”

			Masyu smiled as he listened to Oloki’s detailed report. “Well done,” he said. “Go get some rest.”

			Oloki bowed, clicked his heels together, and turned away. 

			“And be sure to give that friend of yours a special treat,” Masyu called after him.

			Glancing over his shoulder, Oloki cracked a faint smile and nodded. His dog wagged his tail slowly, perhaps realizing that Masyu was talking about him. 

			With a deep breath, Masyu turned back to the tent. Now then, one more job to do. 

			When he stepped from daylight into the dim interior, he was momentarily robbed of sight. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out the figure of Jookuchi lying on a quilt by the hearth with the healer at his side. The scent of smoke mingled with that of medicinal tea.

			Jookuchi’s eyes opened a crack as Masyu approached, perhaps woken by the sound of his footsteps. He motioned for water. The healer lifted Jookuchi’s head and brought a bowl to his lips. Jookuchi sipped noisily, and the healer’s face relaxed, presumably relieved that his lord drank without choking.

			After clearing his throat a few times, Jookuchi raised his head and looked at Masyu. The strength had returned to his eyes. 

			“Was the poison really chitcho?” he asked hoarsely.

			Masyu looked at the healer, an experienced and competent man. “There’s no proof,” said the healer, “but I believe so. The symptoms are very like those that appear with chitcho poisoning, and when I administered the antidote, it was very effective.”

			Jookuchi frowned. “But chitcho is odorless, right?”

			The man nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

			Jookuchi shifted his eyes to Masyu. “If so, then why did that girl say I smelled of it?”

			Masyu had been pondering how to answer this question all night as he tended Jookuchi, but had failed to find a satisfactory response. Now that the time had come, however, he felt no hesitation. He flicked his eyes to the healer. “Lord Jookuchi’s symptoms appear to have improved significantly. Do you think it would be all right for me to be alone with him for a while?”

			Still on his knees, the healer moved toward the patient and took his pulse, then nodded. “If it’s just a short while, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“Then why don’t you have a rest? If there’s any change in his condition, I’ll let you know immediately.”

			The healer bowed and left the tent. Masyu waited until he could no longer hear the man’s footsteps, then turned back to Jookuchi.

			“In answer to your question, I believe the girl could indeed detect the scent of chitcho. I think she must have a greater sensitivity to smell than others.”

			A harsh light glinted in Jookuchi’s large eyes. “Why would you go to all the trouble of sending that man away if you’re just going to speak nonsense? What I want to know is why she bothered to tell me at all. She knew I was being poisoned, which clearly means she’s connected to the person behind it.”

			Masyu shook his head slowly. Jookuchi scowled, irritation written on his face. “You think I’m wrong? How so?”

			“She’s not connected to the one who poisoned you.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“For the very reason you doubt her: because she told you herself that you were being poisoned.”

			Jookuchi looked at him blankly.

			“It was totally unnecessary,” Masyu continued. “If she was part of the plot to poison you and thought by doing so that she and her brother would be saved, surely she wouldn’t have uttered a word.” He sighed. “She held herself together well, but she’s only fifteen. If she’d remained silent, it would have meant someone’s death. That’s probably what made her tell you.”

			“But she knew I was going to kill her.”

			“Even so, some people can’t bear to stand back and let others die.”

			“But chitcho—”

			“You’re focusing on the fact that chitcho has no taste or smell, but there are other signs of poisoning. I could see that you were sweating heavily, and it would’ve been even more obvious to her, because she was right in front of you.”

			Jookuchi stared at him glumly. 

			“A ruler is always at risk of being killed,” said Masyu. “So, those around him become well-versed in different methods of assassination. She’s the granddaughter of Lord Keluahn. It makes sense that she would’ve been taught everything she needed to know about poison. She could have guessed you’d been poisoned with chitcho because you were sweating profusely and your eyes were glazed.”

			Although he looked partly convinced, Jookuchi’s expression was still troubled. He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Masyu continued, “I don’t think the person who tried to poison would’ve known the value of Keluahn’s descendants.”

			Jookuchi’s eyes widened. “You know who did it?”

			Masyu nodded. “The chief of the Lima clan.”

			Jookuchi stared at Masyu. “Laleeha? You have proof?”

			“The cloth his servant used to polish the drinking bowls. He was in charge of polishing the bowls in the great tent last night.”

			Jookuchi sighed and shook his head. “If that’s the reason you suspect him, then I’m afraid you’re wrong. I wash and polish all my dishes myself, and always put them where I can keep an eye on them. He couldn’t have smeared poison on my drinking bowl.”

			Masyu smiled. “It wasn’t poison that was found on the polishing cloth.”

			Jookuchi stared at him.

			“He smeared kaful sap on everyone else’s drinking bowls,” Masyu said bluntly. “Because you fear being poisoned, you only drink from the same flask used to serve everyone else. If Laleeha was going to poison your liquor, he’d have to drink the poison too. Although he could have chosen to kill everyone in the tent except himself, that would have aroused the enmity of the other clans.”

			Surprise suffused Jookuchi’s face. “I see! So, he used the fact that I polish my own bowl to his advantage.”

			Masyu nodded. “That’s right. The poison in chitcho is vulnerable to kaful sap. Once exposed, it loses its toxicity. The antidote your healer administered was also made from kaful sap.”

			“And the kaful smeared on the drinking bowls protected everyone else from being poisoned?

			“Yes. One of my men spent the entire night searching for someone who had a polishing cloth that smelled of kaful sap.” Masyu’s lips twitched briefly. “He didn’t use his own nose to sniff it out though. His dog did that.”

			Jookuchi groaned, then hung his head as if lost in thought. 

			Stroking his chin, Masyu said, “It will be very difficult under these circumstances to punish Laleeha. We’ll have to consider the best solution carefully before taking action.”

			

			“Yes, there’s that too,” Jookuchi muttered, then, raising his head, he looked at Masyu. “But what should I do about the girl?”

			“Because she saved your life?”

			Jookuchi nodded. “Maybe we could spare her and just kill the boy—”

			Masyu shook his head. “No, you mustn’t do that. If you kill her brother, she’ll bear a grudge against you for the rest of her life. You’ll just create a breeding ground for future trouble.” Seeing Jookuchi’s grim expression, Masyu added, “If you want to show compassion, you can have them killed by poison instead of beheading them.”

			Jookuchi frowned. “Wouldn’t that be even more painful?”

			“Not if you choose the right poison. Some kill so painlessly that dying is just like falling asleep.”

			Masyu met Jookuchi’s gaze in silence, watching the conflicting emotions reflected in his eyes.

	 
		

	
		
			
3 
HIRIN, ICE WEED



			Aisha and her brother Milucha were confined to a tent set apart from the rest of the camp in the middle of a grassy field. Anyone approaching could be easily identified. The guards who had accompanied Masyu on this expedition kept strict watch both inside and outside the tent, examining any food or change of clothing before giving it to the prisoners.

			In the early afternoon of the day Jookuchi recovered, Oloki came to the tent and summoned Uraili. After a whispered consultation, he took three of the guards with him and disappeared. Other than that, there was little movement.

			

			In addition to the smoke hole in the ceiling, the tent had two small windows for ventilation, and Milucha peered out of one of these whenever he heard the shouts of soldiers training or other sounds from the camp. His sister never budged from the middle of the tent where she sat working on a piece of embroidery given to her to pass the time. 

			When the sun had set and the soldiers had finished their meal, servants brought a late supper to the two prisoners. Behind them came Masyu and two of Jookuchi’s aides. 

			Raising the tent flap, a guard murmured to someone inside, and Uraili came out. His face froze when he saw Masyu and the others behind the servants. Masyu put a finger to his lips, and Uraili indicated with his eyes that he understood.

			Bearing large trays of food, the servants ducked through the tent flap. Masyu went behind the tent to one of the windows, while the two aides went to stand outside the other. It was already dark, and the lights of the camp were far enough away that it would be difficult for those within the brightly lit interior to see the faces of the men outside the windows. Even if their shadowy figures were visible, the prisoners wouldn’t be aware that anything was different because guards were usually stationed there anyway.

			The dinner was more sumptuous than the fare served to the soldiers. There was roast mutton, soup with stewed vegetables, and fruit. The thin flatbread called tapa had been spread with butter and sprinkled with precious sugar. There were even mugs of milk liquor.

			The boy must have been hungry. His face brightened at the sight of all the food placed before them. But his sister hadn’t looked up, even when the servant entered. Masyu’s eyes narrowed as he watched her. Her shoulders were tensed, as if she were nervous.

			She’s noticed then.

			The boy reached out his hand and, grasping a piece of flatbread drenched in butter and sugar, popped it in his mouth. He consumed it with a raptured expression. The girl began to eat quietly. Like her brother, she started with the tapa, and then moved on to the mutton and soup, savoring them slowly. She ate everything, right down to the last piece of fruit.

			When her brother was done, he reached out his hand to pick up his mug. His sister froze and looked at him.

			Will she stop him? Masyu leaned forward without thinking, his eyes intent on her profile. Her hands were trembling, and her slender neck was taut, the tendons like rigid cords.

			The boy grasped the double-handled mug with both hands and brought it to his lips. His sister watched him steadily without trying to stop him.

			He gulped the contents down, then placed the mug on the floor and stretched his hand towards a piece of fruit that still lay on his plate. But before he could reach it, his head drooped, and he fell forward. 

			His sister caught him and laid him on his side with his head resting in her lap. Something glistened on her cheeks.

			She stooped over her brother, cradling his listless head in her hands, then straightened and reached for his mug. Grasping one of its handles, she hurled it toward the window outside which Masyu stood. It hit the side of the tent with a dull sound, and Masyu jerked his head back.

			Uraili jumped to his feet, but the girl didn’t even glance at him. Keeping her eyes fixed on the spot where Masyu was, she grabbed her own mug and drank the contents down. Her dark eyes gleamed fiercely as she glared at the window.

			Masyu’s stomach clenched as he gazed back at her. That’s right. I’m the one who poisoned your drink. 

			Heat rose in his chest, and he began to tremble from head to toe. You picked up the scent of my fingers in it, didn’t you? And the owner of that scent standing right here. 

			A smile spread across his face, although he was unaware of it. His body felt like it was on fire. He kept his gaze fixed on her face until the strength drained from her eyes and she fell forward.

			 

			* * *

			

			 

			Jookuchi emerged from his tent, flanked by aides. A large rug lay on the grass before him. In the dim light of the soldiers’ torches, he could make out the bodies of the girl and her brother sprawled upon it. The paleness of their faces was evident even in the darkness, and they looked smaller than when they’d been alive.

			He gazed down on them for some time, then knelt and placed a hand in front of the boy’s mouth to make sure he wasn’t breathing. After doing the same for the girl, he gently touched her cheek, then snatched his hand away as though startled.

			“They’re so cold. They haven’t been dead that long, have they?”

			From where he stood on the other side of the rug, Masyu said quietly, “I used hirin, ice weed.”

			Jookuchi nodded. Rising to his feet, he sighed and flicked his eyes to the soldiers. “Wrap them in woolen shrouds and bury them,” he said. Then, turning on his heel, he went back into the tent.

			 

			It was the custom in West Kantal to bury children under a yugi tree. According to local folklore, a mother bereaved of her child had thrown herself into a river in her grief and drowned. When her body washed up on the river bank, a yugi tree grew from it, and so people believed that if they buried dead children under a yugi tree, its spirit would gently guide the children’s souls to heaven. 

			The soldiers who had been sent out before sunset to find a suitable burial spot had already returned, and they swiftly loaded the bodies onto a cart and carried them across the meadow into the forest. They buried them in a hole dug at the foot of a yugi tree along the bank of a stream.

			Being family men with children of their own, the soldiers didn’t dump the bodies into the grave, but instead wrapped them carefully in woolen shrouds to keep them from the cold and laid them gently at the bottom of the hole. After filling this with earth to keep wild beasts from getting at them, they bowed deeply toward the grave. Only then did they return to the camp.

			No sooner had the clip-clop of their horses’ hooves receded into the distance than three figures leaped from the darkness of the trees and began frantically digging up the grave. Hauling out the bundled corpses, they placed them on the grass beside the hole and hastily removed the shrouds that covered them from head to toe.

			After wrapping the bodies in woolen blankets, one man picked up the girl while the other picked up the boy. Together, they melted back into the forest. The third man placed the shrouds in which they had been wrapped back into the grave, reshaping them to look like the bodies were still there. He filled in the hole, restoring it to its former state, while the light of the setting moon gilded the tips of the branches in the forest.

 
		

	
		
			
4 
SCENT VOICES 



			A delicious aroma wafted on the air. 	
Jiiya’s baking tapa. It must be time to get up. I’d better wake Milucha.

			With that thought, memory cracked through Aisha’s mind like lightning. Pain stabbed her chest, then spread like bitter water through her throat and into her head.

			She opened her mouth and gasped achingly for air. The breath whistled in her throat, and with it, scents assaulted her nostrils: tapa baking, woodsmoke, two men, and a dog.

			Within that flood of smells, she detected the scent of Milucha. She could feel his warmth where their arms touched.

			He’s alive!

			

			She opened her eyes to look at him, but the world spun around her so viciously she closed them again and waited for the dizziness to subside.

			She heard one of the men say, “She’s coming to.” She struggled desperately to sort through the confusion in her brain and grasp what was going on.

			I drank milk liquor laced with hirin.

			She had watched Milucha drink down the poison and then drunk her own.

			So why?

			Though her eyes were shut, she sensed one of the men rise and draw near. She knew without seeing who he was. 

			“You’re awake, aren’t you, Lady Aisha Keluahn?”

			She opened her eyes slowly and looked at him. Although she was still slightly dizzy, she could see his features clearly. Dark eyes in a handsome, tanned face regarded her steadily. 

			“Why?” she croaked. 

			He turned and called over his shoulder for water, perhaps noticing the hoarseness of her voice. When a jug of water was brought, he slipped his hand under her head, gently raising her. His large hand felt warm and strong. 

			Water was poured into a bowl. She sipped it, and smelled old cedar. It must have been carried in a wooden barrel. Still, it slipped deliciously down her parched throat. After draining the bowl, she handed it back, and the man took it silently.

			Aisha looked up at him. With each movement he made, the scent of seikoso grew stronger. He must have kept it in his cloak for a long time. Although the smell had merged with and been transmuted by his own scent, it was definitely fragrant bluegrass.

			“Why?” she repeated, but he shook his head.

			“There’s no time to explain right now. I’ll tell you tonight. Until then, rest here.”

			She turned her head, trying to see her brother. The man rose to his feet. “Your brother’s fine,” he said. “He woke up a little earlier but fell asleep again. He’s wrapped snuggly in wool blankets so he shouldn’t catch cold. You should warm yourself too. I’ll leave my man here to guard you. If anything should happen, do as he says.”

			With these words, he strode over to the fire, handed the wooden bowl to the other man and grabbed a flatbread from a pile on a plate. Shoving this into his mouth, he walked off into the trees.

			The dog lying beside the fire at his master’s feet kept its eyes trained on Aisha and her brother.

			“If you’re feeling well enough to get up, would you like to come sit by the fire and have some tapa?” the man said. His face was slender, but his eyes had the keen glint of a hunter.

			Aisha pushed her hands against the ground and sat up slowly. Her head swam a little, but the dizziness soon passed. She walked to the fire and sat down. As the warmth seeped into her skin, she realized she was chilled to the core. 

			Hirin freezes the body. 

			If eaten by mistake, the weed chilled a person so rapidly they died without feeling any pain, as though they’d gone to sleep.

			So why am I still alive?

			Grasping the fragrant tapa between his finger tips, the man deftly flicked it from the griddle onto a plate and slathered it with butter and honey before passing the plate to Aisha. As the warmth seeped through the wooden plate into her palm, the hard shell that had encased her heart cracked and crumbled, and the realization that she was alive spread through her.

			 

			She had thought there was no escape, that this was the end of her life.

			Expecting to be beheaded, she’d been relieved to learn they’d be killed with ice weed instead. At least they could die more easily. Waiting for death had been bone-shaking terror, but when the moment arrived and she watched her brother drink the poison, her fear vanished. The whole world turned black. Darkness swallowed her, her brother, her whole life.

			When she’d caught the scent of that man’s fingers in milk liquor, a fierce rage had pierced her brow. To be sentenced to death just because of their lineage. It was so unfair. Fury at her inability to right that injustice seemed to burn right through her.

			Slowly, she picked up the thin round tapa from the warm wooden plate and folded it into a manageable size before popping it in her mouth. The rich, salty flavor of the butter mingled with the sweetness of the honey. The taste was so familiar.

			The tapa they’d been served during their imprisonment had smelled different. This one, however, was the kind she’d always eaten, and as the aroma penetrated deep into her nostrils, tears welled in her eyes. Averting her gaze so the man wouldn’t see her weep, she devoured the warm, fragrant flatbread.

			The dog rose slowly and slunk over to her side, placing its cold snout against her elbow.

			“Hey you! Sit! You’ll get yours later!” the man said. The dog gave him a disgruntled look and sank down beside Aisha.

			“Where are we?” Aisha asked.

			“Near Green Water Canyon.”

			Aisha looked around her in surprise. They were so close to home . . . although there was no home for her there now. A pang of sorrow followed on the heels of that thought. “Why are we here?” she asked.

			The man shook his head, spreading more oil and batter on the griddle. “I’m just following orders. I don’t know anything. You’d better ask Sir Masyu when he comes back.”

			Aisha blinked. “Masyu,” she repeated. “His name’s Masyu?”

			The man nodded. “Yes, Sir Masyu Kashuga.”

			 

			It was a long time before the man named Masyu returned. In the meantime, Milucha woke up, gobbled down the supper cooked by the man with the dog, asked Aisha to explain what had happened, peppered her with questions she couldn’t answer, then curled up beside the fire and went back to sleep. Aisha felt so drained herself that she lay beside him and closed her eyes, even though the sun hadn’t set. She slept fitfully, however, waking frequently to make sure she and her brother were really alive before sinking back into oblivion. 

			Sometimes a scent slipping through the underbrush on the wind woke her. Smells emitted by vegetation usually subsided after sundown, but when chewed by insects or other creatures, plants cried out in the language of scents.

			Could you please be quiet, just for a little? Aisha silently begged an ainala tree. It had been sending out a distress call for some time, and she guessed that insects, a lot of them, were consuming its leaves. 

			Such calls began as a slow murmur but went on for ages. Surrounding trees responded, emitting acrid warnings in all directions. These odors became quite distressing once Aisha noticed them. What was worse, plant scents slid down and rolled along the forest floor, fanning outward, so that when she slept on the ground like this, she felt them more acutely.

			If it had been daytime, birds and other natural enemies of the pests would have responded eagerly to the tree’s summons, but now that night had fallen, nocturnal insects ruled the world. Some insects hid in the soil during the day, only appearing at night to feast on leaves while their enemies slept. 

			It wasn’t just plant scents that bothered Aisha once they caught her attention. Animals also gave off odors intense enough to jolt her from sleep. That’s why at home she’d always slept on the second floor with the windows shut. 

			During the day, she was so used to the clamor of scents that she could tune them out, much like the bustle of the marketplace, which overwhelmed her whenever she left the quiet forest, but then faded quickly into background noise. At night, however, the abrupt squeal of a mouse accompanied by the stench of terror and fresh blood just as she was falling asleep would startle her and set her heart pounding, keeping her awake. Nocturnal beasts had heavy odors, which made ground-level scents particularly annoying at night. Although they still reached her on the second floor, carried by the wind, they were much noisier near the ground.

			

			She’d tried to explain this to Jiiya, but he’d laughed and looked puzzled. “Noisy?” he’d repeated doubtfully. “Smells?”

			Watching his face, she’d ached with the loneliness that comes from never being understood. “Noisy” was the best word she could think of to describe her experience; nothing else quite captured what she felt.

			Ever since she was born, she’d been able to pick up the scents of the living things around her—and all the interactions that took place through them. To her, smells were like words conveying meaning. It wasn’t that beasts or plants spoke like humans, but when chewed by an insect, a plant’s scent felt like it was shrieking, “Ow! That hurts! A bug’s eating me!” The same way a bell clanging in a fire tower seemed to shout, “Fire! Fire!” or Aisha’s mother’s sigh and wry smile seemed to say, “Aisha! Honestly!”



OEBPS/image/MAPPA.jpg
TAKKETSU

=3 'S
ra e A

A\K‘\%’? %\

“

N

PROTECTORATE %
CAPITAL O ¢

g

PROTECTORATE
O CAPITAL

WEST KANTAL PROTECTORATE

oc
g - @® IMPERIAL
3, < g CAPITAL
7 E 3 UMAL EMPIRE
“Z. 0
<, <\ YUINOPLAIN
CACHORYO <§:

MOUNTAINS

b

S

L

KINGDOM OF MAZALIA * /4

%, 77
(o)
RAPA O /%4470

TOHULA ILA P DISTRICT - PRQTECTORATE ’1'/:7
e APITAL s

GILAM
ISLAND

w - //5 T~ f““"////
0/ ‘3’ PRAYER SHORE Dl
\ / 2 ', 3

» 9’,:
BB phpdphy







OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
NAHOKO 4
UEHASHI ‘

A THE GIRL FROM

& THE WEST
Volume One

<& s

=

-

7\\ { / (/;/
\ A 3





OEBPS/image/logoee.jpg
Europa

editions






OEBPS/image/titolo.jpg
9]

HE ()

B 753704







