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Thundering hooves,

a stampede of thirst compels them.

 

 

We run.

 

 

Thundering hearts,

the forest echo moves me.

 

 

I wonder.

 

Thundering sky,

the biting rain soaks us.

 

 

They drink.

 

Shh. Listen.

 

 

The deluge drums,

as roots warble an ancient song.

 

 

Gods awake.

Come. Gather.

 

We dance

in the mud

we make.
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Ilkay poked the dwindling fire, sending orange embers dancing to the æther. Niyadi’s dance with Vay’Nada grew longer each night, and Ilkay shivered at the encroaching shadow time. Her dreaded destination, Volenex, glowed on the horizon like a fiery maw. “Courage, Ilkay,” she told herself. “Father’s depending on you.”

To preserve warmth, Ilkay pulled her arms closer. She wrapped her keffla to ward off the stench from the Phisma tar pits. I must cross the pits tomorrow. The prospect made her stomach lurch. Thinking about what she would face sapped her resolve.

The Lord of Chaos tests me. Shadow be stilled. I will not allow you to stop me.

“Besides, what choice do the gods give me?” Ilkay asked the inky night and half expected an answer. Night, the silent specter, had become her only companion on this journey. “Stay strong, papa. Do as our Bruxia says until I return.”

She wiped a cold tear, snuffled, and spread her reed pallet for sleep. Ilkay had only a few hours to rest before Big Brother’s first light. I will rise with Hiyadi and continue south. The sooner I face Volenex, the better. For Father and for me.

Ilkay ventured south not for pleasure, but on a vital mission. Beset by a powerful curse, her father had fallen gravely ill. Neither the bruxia’s herbs nor O’Dishi chants had cured him. Hishnari, Bruxia of the village where Ilkay’s herdclan summered, said Ilkay would find the remedy at Volenex. Traveling merchants claimed that within the craggy caldera of Volenex was a dragon’s lair. Her father had said such talk was silly gossip, but Ilkay shuddered at the idea that the merchant chatter was true. What am I stepping into?

It had taken two days to clear the dunes of the mid-Sulmére desert. Behind her, sand blew across the dunes, sounding like a mournful ghost. Ilkay felt a thousand eyes on her. The ancestors are restless tonight. Hishnari spoke of nights such as this. When Juka’s winds threaten to sunder the veil between the worlds of the living and the dead. Nights when spirit leaks into the world of man.

Ilkay clutched the amber pendant hanging from her neck and whispered a prayer to Lumine, now a slim crescent in the sky. Watch over me as I sleep, Night’s Sister. And send these restless souls to the river to find peace. She kissed the pendant, a gift from her father, and laid her troubled head to sleep. Pray Hiyadi’s light brings calm.
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The soft whistle of shifting dunes became a roaring gale. When Ilkay woke, sand buried her legs. The sky was blood-red, the winds thrashing and threatening to rip the keffla from her head. I must ignore the ill-omen in these skies.

She tore the reed pallet from the accumulated mound of sand and thrust her pack onto her back. Ilkay had no time to think or even break her fast. Without the suns or stars to navigate, she tried to move away from the darkest red sky and toward the less threatening heavens. Away from the dunes.

Ilkay pushed her legs forward faster than ever, but Juka’s breath pressed against her. It’s as if the wily god of æther does not want me to reach my destination. Father put little stock in believing that gods are interested in human affairs. Most people, though, believed gods and spirits granted both boons and bad luck, both blessing and bedeviling Menauld. I don’t know if the gods are watching, but just in case they care, I promise, Lumine, to walk the path of Righteous Waters if you guide me safely to Volenex.

Repeated prayers and reciting the Still Waters mantra did nothing to calm the gale.

Ilkay advanced against the dust storm. Her legs felt as heavy as barrels of ale. Between the sands blotting out Hiyadi’s pale morning light and her fully wrapped keffla, Ilkay couldn’t see where she was going. She knew only that she must keep moving. If she stopped, she’d perish. Papa is counting on me. The thought gave her strength to soldier onward.

Fatigue sapped her resolve, and she wished to lie in the sand and rest. Ilkay played tricks with her own mind to convince herself to continue. When mind tricks no longer worked, she promised herself a sip of water or a bite of food. After what seemed like days, she’d moved beyond the storm’s worst. Ilkay unwrapped her keffla just enough to investigate her surroundings.

What is that? Ilkay paused, spying a dark, rounded hump on the horizon. Is it a hut? But that is impossible. Even with Juka’s winds raging, Ilkay caught the odor of the Phisma pits. No one would build a house here.

The possibility of shelter gave Ilkay hope and reinvigorated her more than mind tricks, water, or even food. Her legs still wobbly, Ilkay picked up speed as she rushed toward the dark mound.

As she got closer, Ilkay realized the knoll was not a hut, soil, or rock. It was the empty shell of what had been a large ranju. It’s so large a small family could live inside. I will shelter here and rest until the storm has fully passed.

The neck opening was a dark hole. She couldn’t see beyond the neck hole in the still-dim light. I hope no beast has already claimed this shell as its home. She ignored the thought and stepped inside, pressing herself against the shell.

With the carapace hugging her back, Ilkay slid to the ground, her knees to her chest. Though dark and dank, like the meat cellar back home, the empty ranju shell comforted her. Relief brought a tear to Ilkay’s eye. She pulled the water sac from her side, her hands shaky as she allowed herself a long draw of precious water. Ilkay drank at least two portions in a long gulp. I will worry about rations after my body stops trembling.

Ready to bite into her dried thukna meat, something brushed against her. Ilkay sprang to her feet in one swift move and began backing out of the shell. She fumbled with the scabbard at her waist but finally retrieved her palkurba blade. Ilkay’s heart pounded like a stampeding thukna herd, and the palkurba shook in her hand.

Several possibilities for what had moved at her side flitted in her mind. Wild dogs, giant sand snakes, man-sized poisonous lizards, and even desert wolves roamed these lands. But wild beasts were the least of her concerns. Pesha frightened her more. What if this shell is home to a dishonored, clanless person?

“Show yourself.” Despite the generous drink of water, Ilkay’s voice sounded like dried herbs being crushed.

Something inside the shell rustled, and Ilkay took a few steps backward. As she considered whether she should run, the bottom of the shell rose from the dirt.

And from the dark opening into which she had sought shelter, a huge, age-weathered head emerged. An elderly ranju blinked his milky eyes so slowly that the old desert tortoise appeared to move in slow motion. His beak nose, nearly as large as a small child, was now only an arm’s length from Ilkay.

The ranju continued to blink, clearing the sleep from his ancient eyes. How long has he been sleeping? Ranju lived longer than anything else in the Sulmére. The old ranju might have lived in her great-grandfather’s time or longer.

“I meant you no harm. I only sought to shelter from Juka’s rage.”

His eyes were now fully open, and though covered in a pale film, he focused keenly on Ilkay. “Who are you? And if you mean no harm, why do you brandish a blade at old Oshon’Zahar, hmm?” Oshon’Zahar’s voice was deep, resonating in her chest, and raspy from disuse.

Even though she held the palkurba with both hands, the blade quivered. “I am Ilkay, and I was afraid. I did not know what manner of beast had taken shelter in your shell.” Ranjus were known for peacefully going about their business, paying no heed to human endeavors. She couldn’t recall a single tale or legend of a hero fighting off a ranju, so she lowered her blade.

Oshon’Zahar blinked and pulled his beak away from her. “What do you run from that you are near the pits, cowering inside my home?”

Ilkay disliked the insinuation that she was cowardly. “I’m not running from anything.” She pulled herself up as she stowed the palkurba in its scabbard. “I journey to Volenex.”

The shifting sand beneath them shook as Oshon’Zahar laughed, his mirth like the low rumble of distant but mighty thunder. “Are you a fool or intent on ending yourself before this harsh life does?” He laughed again.

First, he infers cowardice, and now he laughs at me. “Look here. I am neither a coward nor a fool. My quest is noble, and my time runs thin. I apologize for disturbing your slumber, but I must cross the pits today. I have no time to trade insults.”

“Every fool thinks his ends are just.”

Ilkay harrumphed and stood tall and defiant. “I will make amends to Lumine for naysaying my revered elder—but you, Oshon’Zahar, are a fool if you think it folly to save a life.”

The old tortoise turned his clearer right eye toward her and moved closer as if trying to take measure of her. “Someone so important you’d risk your life in the bowels of Menauld at Volenex? Were you commanded to save a ruler or perhaps a master?”

In the time spent speaking to this crusty tortoise, my father’s life wanes. The thought brought hot tears. “Though he rules nothing but his own conscience, he is like Hiyadi’s warm light on my face in the morn and Lumine’s loving arms as I sleep at night.”

Oshon’Zahar nodded his magnificent head once. “I am corrected by youth and shamed for assuming so little of you.”

Admission of shame by such a wise old creature was unexpected. “Now we know something of each other. And no apology is necessary. I entered your home without permission. But time is of the essence. I must go.” Ilkay bowed her head and headed south again.

“If you don’t know where to step, you will perish.”

Ilkay sucked in a breath to calm herself. We just made peace with one another. I don’t want to erupt, but he rankles me. Ilkay managed a calm voice. “Thank you for reminding me of the likelihood of my imminent demise, but I must try. Wouldn’t you?”
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