
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The sixth sense

The collected works of james b. baker

The Sixth Sense is a publication of Nomadic Delirium Press. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including physical copying or recording or by any information storage and retrieval systems, without expressed written consent of the author and/or artists.

The Sixth Sense is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.

––––––––

[image: ]


First Printing August 2025

Nomadic Delirium Press

http://www.nomadicdeliriumpress.com

Aurora, Colorado



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Introduction



[image: ]




If James Bruce Baker were still alive today he would be celebrating his 100th birthday on December 17th. For that reason, I decided to put all of his books together in one collection. This is all the material I have of the man who launched many writers’ careers, including my own.

Jim ran a small press publishing company known as Promart Publishing, and he referred to his main stable of writers as his Promartians. After selling my first story to him, he invited me to become one of his editors. I didn’t know much about editing, but I figured what the hell. Here we are more than 25 years later, and I’m still writing and editing, and I owe much of that to Jim. Given that I did sell stories to other publishers, I’m sure I would have still ended up becoming a “successful” author, but I may never have gotten into editing, and even though it’s a career that drives me absolutely crazy, I wouldn’t trade it.

Jim had a very distinct way of looking at the world. He could be stubborn, even pigheaded, but if you were able to show him that he was wrong about something, he would change his mind on the subject, and then he would write essays, stories, and poems to try to convince others of his new way of seeing the world.

He loved science, even if he didn’t always seem to understand it. Some of his theories seem a little crazy, but who knows, maybe he knew something that we don’t know.

Jim was an old man when I first “met” him, and many of his views reflect the ideals of the 40’s and 50’s. Some of Jim’s writing seemed sexist, even though he himself was not a sexist. His views were just colored by the times he grew up in. Some of you may find some of the things he says offensive, but like everything else, he was a product of his times, and in some ways, we have to be able to look past these ideas, even if they “offend” our modern views of the world. Times change, and if Jim was still alive today, he would probably adapt as well as he could to the way the world is now.

In this collection, you will find two novels. The first, Goatherds & Gods, is one that I’ve gone back through and rewritten somewhat, trying to smooth some things out, but basically keeping the text as close to his as I could. In rereading the book months later, I had a hard time telling where I had made changes, which I think is a good thing, since my intent was to keep the words as “Jim” as I could.

The second novel, The Poet, is completely his. It’s kind of a trippy, and sometimes sexist novel that has one of the most unique narrative styles I’ve ever seen. I wouldn’t dare touch a word of this book.

The final section is Just Because. This was a collection of Jim’s essays, short stories, and poems, at least all of the ones that I had that I put together many years ago. The book also features commentary from some of the ProMartians, which I hope will give you a better insight into who Jim was as a publisher, editor, writer, poet, and even as a human being.

If you had the honor of getting to know James B. Baker in his lifetime, you were lucky, and I’m hoping this will be an adequate tribute to the man. If you didn’t know him, then I’m hoping this will give you a look into the man who shaped many science fiction and fantasy writers careers.

J Alan Erwine

July 31st, 2025
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Introduction to this edition

Many years ago, I sold my very first short story to a man named James Baker who ran a small publishing company called ProMart Publishing. Little did I know what that first sale would actually mean. I sold many more stories to Jim, and I quickly became an editor for him, something that I had never foreseen when I started this little writing career of mine.

Over the years, Jim and I published numerous magazines and books, and a couple of those books were books that Jim had written. When he passed away, his writings became mine to do with as I pleased. His novel, The Poet, was re-released by Nomadic Delirium Press, but this book I held on to. I always thought that Jim had told a great story in Goatherds & Gods, but that his execution had been lacking. Until recently, I didn’t feel that my own skills as a writer and storyteller were up to the task of reworking this book, but last year, I finally decided it was time to rework the book, and it’s been a long and difficult process, but the work is finally done.

This book was originally released using Jim’s penname of Lincoln Bruce. Like I’ve said, the story was great, but Jim had a tendency to have long periods of prose that didn’t always move the story along, and he would often have long periods of dialogue that lacked attribution, so it would be difficult to figure out who was talking after a while. I did my best to clean up the long passages of dry text, deleting some, reworking some into dramatic scenes, and streamlining what I could. There is a lot of information that needs to be conveyed in this book, so sometimes the information dumps were almost necessary, but I’ve done everything I could to improve on what Jim had.

The dialogue was easier, although I still got confused at times. Now everything should be clear as to who is speaking at various times, although there are a few places in the book where I left the attribution vague because often times it was just voices speaking that the main characters were hearing, and it wasn’t always important to know who they actually were, only what they were saying.

I didn’t change any of the actual story. That was just too damn good to mess with. I just tried to clean things up to make the book easier, and hopefully more fun to read. This is a story that I’ve always felt needed to be told to the world, and I’m glad that I’ve taken the last year to work on it. I am hopeful that you will all enjoy this book as much as I have.

J Alan Erwine

June 3, 2024

BOOK 1

PROLOGUE

Once upon a time, a long time ago in a desert very far away, there existed a small tribe of goatherds. They tended their goats by day and their goat-dung fires by night.

Around the glow of those dung fires in the night, the awe-sayers would tell the young of the tribe, about how Yahovah had created the world of man with all of the plants and animals, and how he had created the sky, the land, and the sea. They talked about the sun and the moon, and the distant stars of the night sky...all of it for the glory of Yahovah.

A baby boy was born to the chief of the tribe, and he grew so quickly, waxing strong and sturdy. At an early age, he received instructions of the things a chieftain’s son must know; the ways of the hunt, the ways of leadership, and the greatest glories of Yahovah.

Soon in his life, it would be the son’s lot to replace his sire as chieftain of the small tribe...to hold it together amid the myriad perils of the vast dryness of the shifting sands.

Oh, there were many deadly perils in the desert. Whenever it rained, the water fell in torrents...flowing like the waters of Noah’s flood, and when the torrents flooded, lives were almost always lost.

By day, the sun would become extremely hot, which the goatherds dressed for, and had mostly become accustomed to, but at night, they would often face a great chill.

Predators roamed the desert’s edges; huge cats who loved kid of goat and child of man. At the southern edge of the desert, there roamed packs of hyenas, decimators of herds of goats and flocks of sheep.

As it was ever true, man was the most awesome of predators. When men were bad, they mostly traveled in packs, and no natural force could withstand them, except, perhaps another horde of men, or an army, such as the Indo-Aryos.

Sandstorms? Oh yes, there were many, often stretching from horizon to horizon, as it had been since the beginning of time.

Man would often try to explain himself to himself, to others, to the world and, inevitably, the result was religion. Their explanations seemed logical to the awe-sayers of that long time ago in that desert that was so very far away, both in time and in distance.

A...I

Always it fell to the seers to instruct the young of the tribe of the mores and morals of their tribe...and the chieftain’s son had to be instructed of the mores of other tribes. The seers, awe-sayers, were the tribal myth bearers.

The first night the Chieftain’s son, Joseph, got his first glimmer of meaning from the tribal awe-sayer’s myths, he was five cycles old.

The dung fires were beginning to die down to glowing embers, letting the cold light of the moon bathe the drabness of the camp and create mystery in the mind...a mystery of shadows hiding in the light of the moon. The awe-sayer told his tale...

As before, Joseph’s head began to nod as the old man began to speak, but unlike before, some touch of magic brought Joseph awake. He sat erect and listened as the old man spoke, “In the beginning, there was nothing out of Heaven, except the emptiness of The Void. Through eternity, Yahovah had sat on his throne in Heaven...listening to the cherubs sing.

The cherub with a voice like a trumpeting angel was named Gabrial. The cherub, Gabrial, sang solo...while the other cherubs sang chorus and strummed their lutes as background music, all for that heavenly solo. Heaven was easy for Gabrial, living as he did, for his solos, lifting his voice for the glory of Yahovah!

In the course of the millennia, a group among the many cherubs of lesser talent grew frustrated, even envious, which was not the way of Yahovah. They worked up a plot, but Yahovah was all-wise, all-knowing. He knew.

Here the awe-sayer paused, judging his audience. The eager lads leaned forward, breathing breathlessly on the night air.

“Yes?”

“And?”

“Go on...”

The awe-sayer smiled, “And Yahovah cast the envious ones out into the bottomless void. Today, those cherubs are called man. Yahovah watches them, and He watches over them. He tolerated man, and he waits...”

“Yes???”

“For man to repent of his sins.”

“What are our sins, great seer?” Joseph asked.

The awe-sayer became somber, solemn...he looked up into the heavenly canopy with the twinkling stars, and he whispered. “That’s the secret. One day, Yahovah will tell us...when Gabrial blows his horn.”

For Joseph, as for all who had gone before, this was how he learned to understand at the start of his life...it took on meaning from a tale told by a wise old man; he who was telling to entertain and to educate the young of the tribe. The ten-year olds were a portent, they pretended not to believe, treating the message as entertainment, it being the only source the tribe had.

Joseph came to know his tribe was small and poor, always being put out by the larger, more powerful tribes...who would casually push Joseph’s tribe further and further into the dry lands of the shifting sands.

Even so, Joseph grew apace. His eyes were alive with the unquenchable fire of curiosity, and as he grew, he never lost his desire to know about the world, and the people and things of his world. He never lost his desire to learn about the lot and origins of man. During his pre-teen years, he took his turns tending the flocks of sheep and herds of goats with the other boys.

There were times, of course, when he lorded it over his fellow small ones, who were not allowed to tend the animals, but then he was still young. Would he learn?

As he grew, he developed a habit born of impatience, which was expressed by him hitching at his goatskin clout. This often showed because he had grown and developed a contempt for the lot of his tribe, for himself, for the old dusty, raggedy goatskin tents, for life in general. He saw the camel-hide and larger tents of the bigger tribes; the tribes that were always pushing Joseph’s tribe away from the oases. Seeing what a boisterous camp could be like, direly contrasted to the somberness of his own tribal encampment. Life in the shifting sands was gradually frustrating him, producing bitterness, This was before the coming of the Indo-Aryo.

When Joseph reached the age of fifteen cycles, as his tribe counted it, his father, the chieftain, made Joseph the leader of the warrior caste...not without justifiable reason, though he was the son of the Chieftain, and he was young. The caste was the thin line between the tribe and their extinction in their fight against the elements, robber bands, and slavers.

Joseph soon proved himself as the warrior leader. He was growing tall, sturdy, and towered over his fellow warriors. He was, by our measurements, five feet and six inches tall, and he weighed 150 pounds. Not that his tribe would have known, though. None of them knew of weights nor of measuring sticks; not really being builders, and they were far out of the mainstream of their era, and they had naught to do with merchants. Casual approximations were adequate in their lives.

The sun told them what they needed to know of time by its heavenly position, along with the moon at night...all in the canopy of the sky.

The members of the tribe moved, exerting only enough effort to move the daily demands of their existence, and their existence was meager. Joseph fared better than most, being the son of the Chieftain. It was not an immutable thing that he would follow in his sire’s footsteps, but it did tend to be a foregone conclusion. It was inevitable that Joseph ate better than a mere goatherd’s son, and in addition to that, he was obviously better gened, so he grew taller, heftier, and stronger as the cycles went by.

He was a goatherd, by parental decree, long enough to speak their patois, to appreciate their problems, and to stand him in good stead when he became the Chieftain. He was taught all of the skills known by the tribe to assure its continued survival. So, first he was born to privilege, and he knew the skills of goatherding. Finally, now, he was a warrior.

As a warrior, he sat at his sire’s side to learn the craft of ruling...things such as diplomacy, to augment his warrior skills, to judge disputes, and to be the executor of criminals and spies.

The tribal awe-sayer was of forty-five cycles when Joseph was fifteen. The awe-sayer’s sire, and his sire’s sire and beyond had been the awe-sayer, each is his own time.

Avidly, the awe-sayer watched Joseph growing and his eyes might have been a little hot, and his hand wandering down around his groin when he thought of Joseph. 

Late one night as the stars shone and the wind blew gently across the sands, Joseph and the awe-sayer stood at the edge of the camp eyeing the myriad of stars above.

“You see the star that wanders through the pot?”

Joseph did not. All of the stars seemed to not move. “No,” he said. “None of them move.”

The awe-sayer sighed beside him, and Joseph could feel his hot breath on his ear. “It is not moving now, but each night it moves compared to the other stars. Do you not remember what the pot looks like?”

Joseph nodded his head as he tried to move away, but the awe-sayer’s hand held him tight. “So,” the awe sayer said, his breath even closer. “The star that is usually not there, that is a wanderer. It’s one of the great spirits of Yahovah. There are five, and they wander the sky. Look,” he said, turning Joseph to face towards the east. As the awe-sayer turned him, the hand that wasn’t holding his arm passed in front of Joseph and briefly rested between Joseph’s legs, where no one should touch.

Joseph immediately swung his staff, bashing it against the awe-sayer’s head. The awe-sayer fell to the ground, blood pouring from the side of his head, as two guards rushed to Joseph and immediately grabbed him.

“To your father,” one of them said in an angry tone. Another guard gently lifted the awe-sayer to his feet, mumbling something about your reverence, as Joseph fumed.

“Joseph,” his father bellowed. “One never strikes a member of the tribe, especially one as reverent as our beloved awe-sayer.”

The awe-sayer smiled, as blood still slowly dripped down his face.

“But father,” Joseph said.

“If you were any other than my son,” his father continued to bellow, “I would have you killed where you stand.”

“But father,” Joseph said again, taking a defiant step towards his father. “The awe-sayer touched and held me in my fertile spot.”

The chieftain’s face grew as pale as the milk of a goat, and he turned towards the awe-sayer. “The guilt is written across your face, so I do not even need to question. If you were not the most sacred man in this tribe, I would have you killed where you stand.”

The awe-sayer also grew pale.

Joseph’s father frowned. “You are sacred to the tribe, and we do need you,” he finally said. “Still...” With that, he grabbed his own staff and proceeded to bludgeon the awe-sayer. He did not die, but Joseph certainly hoped he had learned his lesson.

Joseph kept his distance from the awe-sayer. Not only to avoid the man’s desires, but also because he knew that the awe-sayer knew of his secret cynicism, for Joseph had often spoken to the awe-sayer of his unhappiness within the tribe. Should the awe-sayer speak of this to his father...Joseph cringed to think of the consequences.

Joseph soon married, but this was not the joy he hoped, or the joy that had been promised. He loved his wife, but their first two children were stillborn, as were many other children in the tribe. Fearing he may be cursed, Joseph decided to father another child. The mother of the child, his dear wife, died in childbirth, and the child died in the same night. He was cursed, and so seemed to be the tribe as well.

He took the deaths very personal.

In his guilt, and amid his grief, he trekked off into the desert. He went alone in the mid of the night, at the end of his midnight guard shift. The winds of the dawn moved the sands about and obscured his trail in the shifting sand...losing him to the tribe.

He carried dried strips of goat in his sling and a goatskin partly full of tepid water. He carried his spear ready in his right hand. His bow was strung, and his quiver held four arrows, all were slung over his shoulder. His arrows rattled in his quiver as the sun beat down for uncounted days.

He began to weave, stagger, and hallucinate. A day came when at noonday, he fell, lying face down atop a high dune.

He did not see, but an oasis gleamed coolly green below, but not coherently in his fevered eyes. It was in the indentation below the dune; where between the trees, camels complained as only the foul beasts could, swishing at flies with their tails.

Amid the trees, burnoose covered figures languorously stared. Warriors were standing as sentries at the edge of the oasis, armed with spears and bows; sheltered in the shade of the palm trees. The sentries were constant in their alertness, ever scanning the horizons, looking for the rumored invading armies from the northeast that had rolled over the cities of the Igres.

Armies that were rumored to be in the area.

All the sentries had seen, for all their vigil, were undulations of the heat waves, or an occasional mirage of some far-off object...like another cool oasis.

The sentry facing to the west, stared at Joseph’s prone figure for an extended time, not sure he wasn’t seeing another mirage, reflected by the undulations of the heat waves.

He finally gathered his courage and began to believe that the image of Joseph was real, and that it was a man in dire straits.

He called out to the camp...

B...I

The sentry at the oasis sent a hail to the camp, and his warrior chieftain came running, “What is it Yusherif?”

“A figure on the dune, Sire,” Yusherif answered, pointing. “Yonder.”

“Yes, I see,” the warrior chieftain answered. “Long has he been there?”

“I think an ayr; for, first I thought him a mirage.”

The warrior chieftain squinted and studied the fallen figure. “His was a meager tribe,” he finally said. “He is not burnoosed. He is of the goat herdsman, I should think.”

“Shall we bring him in to life, Sire?”

“Shall we not, Yusherif?” the warrior chieftain said, his hand to his chest. “Our chieftain, the benevolent Omar Alimha, would have it no other way. Take with you a man and fetch him, if he still lives...if not, bury him where he lies. I will man your post. Make with haste!”

“As you direct, Sire. So it shall be,” Yusherif said, pointing to another soldier for him to accompany him.

The two plodded through the shifting sands that coated the side of the horizon blocker and upon reaching the prone body lying face down in the sand, they knelt down beside him.

“Surely he is dead,” the soldier said. “Look at the red of his skin...”

“I like it not,” Yusherif answered, “But we can only try. Some water, shade, and a rest might stop the progress of the fever.”

The two men lifted the fallen body with a great struggle.

“He is a heavy one for a goatherd,” Yusherif said with strain in his voice. “A bow, arrows, and a spear. Perhaps he might be a warrior as well. Allah would know, but we have need of more warriors.”

“Let us proceed,” the warrior said, struggling under Joseph’s weight more than Yusherif was.

The tracks made by Joseph’s dragging toes in the sand were not unlike the tracks bound slaves might make through the same sand. Among the trees they dragged Joseph’s body; there they paused as the warrior chieftain knelt and turned Joseph over. His fingertips pressed to Joseph’s throat in the hopes of feeling a pulse...he looked up and smiled. “Take him. He lives. He is strong, young and strong. We reached him in time. “You,” he said, motioning towards the other warrior. “Stay here. Yusherif and I will take him. Yusherif has the obligation of his life now.”

They dragged Joseph over to the larger pool of the oasis and laid him down by its life-giving waters. Joseph began to thrash around, muttering unintelligible words.

Yusherif cradled Joseph’s head and dripped water onto his clenched teeth from a camelskin bag.

“Aha!”

The expletive might have been Joseph’s fevered thanks. It gurgled audibly with the water drops dripping, flowing down his throat, relieving the parched membrane there. Joseph gulped.

“Enough for now,” the warrior chieftain said. “Do not drown the warrior.”

“Aye, sir,” Yusherif answered. “Do we feed him now?”

“Wait. See if he becomes conscious when evening falls.”

“As you order, warrior chieftain.”

With the loss of the light of the sun and the lighting of the oil lamps, Joseph opened his fever-glazed eyes...his dark brown eyes. “Where is...?”

“You are in the encampment of the benevolent trader merchant, Omar Alimha.”

“Who do I thank? To whom do I owe my life?”

“I am Yusherif.”

“Yusherif?” Joseph asked, his voice still parched.

“I am fortunate to have been of service; and, what is your name, oh, friend...if I may so call you?”

“I am Joseph, of the tribe of Ibrihim.”

“Abraham?”

“Ibrihim!”

“Abraham?” Yusherif asked again.

“I say it again, Ibrihim.”

“Ibriham?”

“Naya, Yusherif. Ib-ri-him!”

“Ibrihim?”

“Aya, you have the way of it at last,” Joseph said, grasping Yusherif’s arm and laying his head down again.

“What a strange way to pronounce Abraham.”

“It was the way of my tribe,” Joseph answered, looking as if he was to cry.

“Would you eat?”

“I am famished.”

Joseph survived, in spite of his half-conscious attempt to seek death. He now had a chance to become a member of the caravan of the trader, Omar Alimha.

“So! This Joseph is a good warrior,” Omar Alimha said, “Though just a goatherd.”

“He is a good warrior, Sire,” the warrior chieftain answered, “A good warrior anywhere.”

“Then bring him,” Omar Alimha said, “And let him sup with me and mine. You would make him a leader of a squad of warriors?”

“I have temporarily made him a squad leader, Sire.”

“Aha!,” Omar Alimha said with a smile, “You want him as a company leader when the newly recruited men arrive?”

The warrior chieftain bowed slightly. “If you find it as what you want in your planning, Sire. It will be whatever you order.”

“We will see, won’t we.”

“As you will it, Sire.”

“Escort him here for dinner,” Omar Alimha commanded. “You will then stand guard at my door warrior chieftain.”

“Aya, Sire.”

“You say he is young and tall?”

“Both he is, Sire,” the warrior chieftain answered. “I, alone of us, top him.”

As the rose of the desert sunset colored the sky, Joseph approached the tent of his new chieftain. He wore a stiped burnoose of black and white, having borrowed it from his warrior chieftain. At the entrance of the spacious tent, he hesitated. The warrior chieftain gripped his arm and pushed gently. “Be not afraid. You will be in the presence of his benevolence.”

“Man or beast, I do not fear,” Joseph said, his voice trembling, “Here, I smell woman.”

“She is the daughter of Omar Alimha. She’s very lovely,” the warrior chieftain again gently pushed on Joseph’s arm, but the man did not budge. “You must, Joseph. It is a command.”

“I cannot look on a woman,” Joseph paused. “My wife. I just lost her.”

“It is a sadness, Joseph, but your future’s in there. I cannot defend you if you disobey our chieftain’s command. You must enter.”

“Aha, ya...my chieftain,” Joseph said, taking a small step, and then stepping back quickly, “I cannot. It is too much.”

“You must, Joseph. You surely must. If you insult your leader, then...it is you and me to the death, blood in the sand. Please, friend, do not force this on me.”

“I cannot.”

Joseph stared obliquely back over his shoulder, as he hung by his grip on the tent pole, looking into the eyes of his first patron. Joseph spoke again, “No!”

The warrior chieftain took a startled step back.

Joseph shook his head. “This I will not push on to you, my friend. Thought it may kill me, I enter now. I would gaze on this beauty my nose tells me is there, to bear my sorrow in silence, as I sought my death in the shifting sands.”

“Thank you, Joseph. You are a man of immeasurable honor.”

Joseph ducked his head and entered the tent. He straightened from his stoop as his eyes met the eyes of the only female he had gazed upon since the death of his small brown wife. He looked into those beautiful eyes, sky blue. She was a queen wrapped in her strange garb, made of cloth not common in Joseph’s world. None in his world would have the wealth to ensure the leisure to make their women as beautiful as she was. Joseph’s head spun as through his sorrow, love pierced his heart.

It was normal amid the tribes of the desert that many children would be born so that one child of many might live to be an adult. Joseph was the product of that way of thinking and living. He had known that many were born...that life chose only a few. Death’s claims were always strong; the tribe could only afford to support the fit ones. It was the law, as all things were then unwritten, only remembered in the awe-sayer’s minds.

If there was any leisure time in his world, it was in one or the other of the commercial centers. A leisure class would have invented writing...though none of this was Joseph priorly aware, but his world was expanding. Until now, Joseph knew only of the tent cities of the shifting tribes of the shifting sands, nomadic.

Desert life was harsh, and life spare. That was his life. What woman here could know real beauty, even the exceptionally endowed? Yet, Joseph was gazing on and meeting a lady, a maid of beauty. Naturally endowed and, as was natural, her beauty aids helped her allure.

Unwittingly, Joseph sighed.

Yasmen was clothed in white spun cotton to her eyes. The cotton cloth was from the valley of one of the great rivers that was parenthetic of the Arabian desert...stone cities were there built, sheltering their multitudes within cells of wood and stone, not of goat or camel skin tents. Men labored there in the cities of the Yifrates and its sister river, the Igres; called the Med-land of all creation known. Omar Alimha and his daughter Yasmen, with their warrior escorts, had journeyed there, and likely would again. The treks to the stone cities were long, tedious, and wearing. The sun burned bright throughout all of these lands. Omar Alimha was a long traveling trader and had journeyed there, and elsewhere. They had once visited the valley to the west, as it was said in the med-land that civilization ended there. Yasmen did not remember this land, the land where her mother had died. She had been only a toddler in swaddling when her mother died in the Valley of the Lyle.

“Joseph?”

Frozen in place, his world had narrowed down to a pair of laughing, blue eyes. For the first time in his life, he went for a swim in a merry, blue sea. He did not see the rosy glow as it reddened the skin of her exposed brow. He was yet aswim in the blue-water oases of her eyes, and he had never learned to swim. The corners of her eyes crinkled. The light of her laughter was her gift to Joseph. There had been very little laughter in his austere world.

“Warrior?”

“Huh?” Joseph’s head swung as he started to unsling his bow and his right hand was reaching...to nock an arrow. “Aya, Sire. Forgive me, but you did startle me.”

“Tell me true, warrior,” Omar Alimha said, a hint of a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “I would not have known. Please, sit here amid the cushions.”

“Sire, my thanks I render.”

“We shall dine together, sharing the viands of many lands,” Omar Alimha said gesturing to the multitudes of food and drink laid before them.

“Joseph,” he said, motioning towards his Yasmen. “This would be my daughter. She is called Yasmen. Daughter, welcome Joseph, our new warrior to our tent.”

“Warrior,” her voice was soft, vibrant, vibrating his nerves.

“Your femtrix!” he murmured just as softly.

“Our young warrior dines with us tonight,” the merchant Chieftain said.

It had been the nature of Joseph’s solitary life that conversation was only for practical use. The social amenities of other places, other people, he had not found occasion to learn, all of it foreign to his goatherd upbringing. He was just past the summer of his eighteenth cycle, perhaps he could still learn.

In this straitened land, there was little for brigands to rob, or for conquerors to conquer; yet there were rumors of an invader of the desert from a far place to the east, along coastal roads. He was said to be the leader of hordes, not unlike the locusts of the Valley of the Lyle. He was said to be a redheaded giant of a man, who rode a strange four-legged beast that was not a camel...a jackass or a donkey, not being in the direct ken of Joseph in his world.

For those who lived in a vigorous world, a politeness was practical and practiced. When the demands of polite meet had been met, silence could, did descend.

Joseph was being practical, having greeted his Chieftain and Yasmen, her Femtrix...so that in the course of the meal, in the viand consumption, the likes of which Joseph had never before seen, he was mute, but usually he would have been at ease. Now? Now there was Yasmen.

His benevolence, Alimha, shook his head at his daughter when she betrayed to him only a desire for laughter. With a silent nod and a hidden smile, she signaled her understanding.

When adequate sustenance had been consumed, Joseph topped off with the familiarity of dates...he had done his host and hostess proud, having gleamed the bottom of his clay bowl.

Trading Merchant Alimha cleared his throat. “From whence do you come, Joseph?”

“From out of the desert, Sire; as do all goatherds.”

“You surely had a tribe!”

“My tribe is your tribe, Sire.”

“Of your origin, are you then ashamed?”

“Aya! I fear you have the right of it, Sire. I have not thought through of it, but I believe you are right. I was born many moonrises ago; out there amid the shifting of the sand dunes. I can see the bunching of the moon cycles together; uh, how to tell? I know not.”

Joseph took a deep breath. “I was born of the tribe of Ibrihim. We are...we were of both hands full, four times, and a single full hand again.” He took a hesitant look towards Yasmen. “Uh, your Femtrix?”

“Forty and five,” she said. “There are now forty and four, since you have obviously subtracted yourself from them.”

Joseph shook his head. “Your Femtrix, I am not understanding.”

“It is the way of the numeros,” she answered. “To say how many instead of just many. In this way could you know the numero of your goats, your warriors, of the children of the tribe, and of the numbers of all of the tribe. Amid the habiliments of the Yifrates, it is called mathica. They construct great buildings...”

Joseph shook his head again. “Your pardon, what is this, this building?”

“It is as is a tent, a weather shelter, but built of stone.”

Joseph was animated out of himself, for a time forgetful of his concern of self. He sat straighter and his eyes sparkled. For the first time since he was a small child, there were ample upturnings of his eyes, laugh crinkles at the corners of his brown eyes.

“Femtrix, you jab my ribs.”

“I would be so bold?” Her blue eyes crinkled as well.

“I know of the Palace of the Ghosts, made of stone...It is said to be haunted by the spirits of long dead people. The moving sands cover and uncover it. It is a no-man shelter.”

“Joseph, not all of the world is composed of drifting sand dunes. In the valley of Yifrates and in the Lyle Valley, water flows to their fields. The fields reach for meters...all of them green; also, there are the trees of Lebanon.”

“There are stretches of green plants growing? If I could but live to see it. It would be the heaven where Yahovah resides. So much water to waste?”

“The water is not wasted,” Yasmen said. “The plants grow to feed the people and their animals; which in turn, many animals are killed and eaten.”

“Their goats and camels? We ate our goats when they were old, and occasionally we traded for mutton.”

“Aya! Their sheep, their herds of kine and the warriors’ steeds, as well as the horses for the nobles of the realm.”

“So many animals in the world? I know of goats, and I know of camels, which I can ride, and sheep. What are these kine, steeds, and horses? These I know not.”

Joseph could tell by Yasmen’s eyes that she was smiling at him, but he knew it to not be a smile of laughter at him. “She kine give milk,” she said, “More than would your she goats. One kine would make the milk of four goats.”

Belatedly, hesitantly, Alimha held up four fingers, tucking away his thumb. Joseph looked, puckering his brow, and he nodded as he smiled. He lifted his hand and tucked away his thumb, “Four?”

Yasmen’s smile grew. Alimha, who was mostly silent and observant, gave a small smile of approval.

“Aya! It is four, Joseph,” Yasmen said. See, you can learn mathica. Perhaps I will teach you.”

She turned to face her father. “Pater?”

“It is good, Yasmen. You are a bright young man, Joseph. We are glad you’re with us.”

“It was the teachings of my awe-sayer. As son to the chieftain, I was to know all there was to know, but I now know that I knew nothing.”

Alimha’s eyes brightened, at the mention of Joseph being the son to a chieftain.

But Joseph was not to be dissuaded from his pursuit. “That, then, is a kine. So big?”

“Yes, Joseph,” Yasmen answered.

“And a steed?”

“A steed is a horse-perhaps one and a half kine or two.”

“Whan!” Joseph shouted with ferocity. “So gross? Are they fierce?”

Yasmen continued to smile. “Not so much of the domestic stock.”

“Horse? Stock? Are these, then, other animals?”

“Not so,” Yasmen answered. “A horse is a steed, or a steed is a horse. Stock describes all tamed animals of use to man, I think.”

“Goats I understand,” Joseph said easing himself back into the cushions.

“But so smelly.”

“Aya! It is the life of my people.”

“We are your people?” Yasmen said.

“Yes,” Joseph answered with a nod. “This is now true.”

Omar Alimha decided to whet the conversation.

“Joseph, there will be time to expand your knowledge...” he paused.

He and Joseph both leaped to their feet. The warrior chieftain disappeared from the opening of the tent. All of them were preternaturally alert, listening.

“What is it, Pater? Joseph?”

“I know not, Yasmen. I fear it is a raid.” The merchant prince frowned. “Joseph!”

“Aya, Sire!”

“You said you could ride a camel. This true?”

“Aya!”

“Good! Take two riding camels and two pack animals; having expected something like this, I have them ready at the rear of the tents. Take Yasmen and ride to the east. Somewhere, you’ll find an oasis. You will wait for me there. Now! GO!”

The merchant prince listened, holding his hand up to keep Joseph silent. “The raiders come from the west. Worry not, I will find you. Ride hard! Do not stop! Joseph, you are a warrior, and the son of chieftain. Protect my daughter with your very life, or you will forfeit it to me. If I do not-If you must wed Yas-GO!”

Omar Alimha ran from the tent, no longer looking like a merchant prince, but every bit the warrior prince.

“Warrior Chieftain?” he said.

“We are ready to defend, Sire.”

“How many?”

“Hundreds, Sire.”

“Oman, it is good knowing you.”

“Prince Alimha, it is an honor serving you, as your warrior chieftain.”

The prince spoke again as he gripped the haft of his sword and pulled it forth, looking at the blade... “Now we must prepare to die. And Joseph must be able to get Yasmen away.”

“But, Sire, I thought...”

“You dared?” Alimha laughed. “Oh thou fool! Instead, here we die this night. He is her mate now. He is a chieftain’s son.”

The warrior chieftain sighed, “I had hopes.”

“You can give them the gift of life, by helping them to fight free.”

“Aya, Sire. For the beauteous Femtrix, then!”

“We go forth to DIE!” Prince Alimha shouted as the two men ran towards the raiders coming from the west.

Joseph looked at the woman who had him stricken and motioned. “We go!”

C...I

As the raiders pushed into the palms of the oasis from the west, their view of the tall dune to the east was obscured. Joseph and Yasmen rode up its side and across the crest of the tall dune, whipping their camels. They were moving in the direction where night was always born, but a ray of light gleamed through the foliage of the oasis, off of bronze armor.

“Yasmen whispered, “It is the Kzer’s horde. Father will not live.” She began to cry silent tears, rending Joseph’s heart.

The term, “Kzer’s horde” stayed in Joseph’s mind as they descended the east side of the dune; the same dune Joseph had stumbled on at the crest, to lie in his delirium.

His unspoken question as to who was the kzer would have to wait. They rode on into the darkness gathering for the night.

A long valley stretched to the east as they came off of the high dune. The declining sun was hedging the western horizon, as the wane of the desert day ebbed toward the cool of evening. The “chock” of the splayed camel gaits echoed from the hard salt pan where the night wind kept the valley floor clear of the sand. The dunes began to close in, and Joseph and Yasmen were again in among the hard grains of sand.

From afar came the sound of horse hooves pounding, a hard galloping on the hard pan...an unfamiliar sound to Joseph. He looked down, but the camels were all in the soft stir of grains. When Yasmen heard the echoing of the galloping steed, she knew, and her face paled. “Joseph, warrior, the raiders come. What can we do?”

Joseph looked towards where his ears told him the sound was echoing from and he saw the bronze gleam of armor. “Run!”

He kicked and squirmed until slowly his camel began to reach out, to garump along. Each of its wobbly legs splayed, reaching long with each stride. Then, they were out of the valley and up the side of another dune. The pack camels strained against their halters, but paced the running, ridden camels.

As they struggled up the side of the dune through the sliding sand, the lone Kzer scout closed upon them, as he raced across the flat of the valley floor. His mount was stretching.

The pale-haired warriors’ mount soon tired, having been ridden through the sand the previous day on a forced march. The camels were still relatively fresh. Still, he was closing on them quickly while he was on the flat and the camels were straining up the side of the sand-sliding dune.

When he reached the dune and started up the slope, the camels reached the crest and started slip stepping down the other side. Below, there was another swale to cross. The slosh and grumble of the running camels’ stomachs were dissonant in contrast to the desert stillness as evening approached; the camels snorted, splaying, straining along.

The large warrior’s horse stiff-stilted his way down the dune’s east side, just barely holding his own through the shallow sand on the hard pan of the swale.

Joseph looked over his shoulder and knew they were safe from the chase, but he said to Yasmen, “What if the warrior gives up and goes back to the oasis? He’ll alert the others that we got away. They might yet follow. I must kill him.”

Yasmen turned her paled face to Joseph. “Femtrix, my Princess,” he said, “Here, please lead my pack animal. I must do battle.”

Yasmen shivered and her eyes were wide. She shook her head, and turned her camel to the east as she rode on. Joseph dropped the lead-strap of his pack animal and turned his mount back down the dune toward the oncoming enemy warrior.

Turning his camel in a wide circle, Joseph approached the alien warrior obliquely. The warrior’s exhausted mount stumbled.

Joseph’s burdened pack animal slowed down with the lead-strap trailing, but he turned to follow Yasmen’s two camels.

Unslinging his short, saddlebow, Joseph nocked an arrow. He leaned forward as he approached the Kzer’s man. He had to get close to the alien warrior to have any chance of being accurate with a saddle bow...needing a vulnerable spot to aim at and to hit, or the armor would turn the small dart aside.

“I need a spear,” Joseph mumbled from atop his mount, as he took aim with his bow and arrow.

To the east, atop the crest of the next dune, Yasmen stopped and turned her mount back...gathering the reins of the second pack animal. She watched the one-on-one battle unfolding below her. Her hand rested lightly on her breast. Her rouge lips parted slightly, and she breathed deeply, then held her breath. She saw the raider’s short bow seem to spring of itself into his experienced warrior’s hands. He too nocked an arrow.

The raider halted his horse and stilled him. The distance was long, and the arrow arced high across the sky, coming down past the neck of Joseph’s camel. The arrow stuck hardpan and fell over, inert.

The Indo-Aryo seemed to realize he was in as much danger as his opponent. He kicked his horse repeatedly, trying to get the exhausted animal to move.

Turning his camel, Joseph put the beast across the raider’s path, and the horse’s pathetic little scamper caused him to bump his nose against the camel’s flank.

As the horse went to his knees, the raider fell forward under Joseph’s camel, which snorted, planting a hoof in the middle of the Indo-Aryo’s gut.

“Oooof!” And with the weight of the camel pushing the armor down and making a binding out of it, the warrior passed out. Reflexively, Joseph shot his arrow almost straight down and the arrow flew true. It pierced the redheaded warrior’s neck.

Joseph watched the arcing of the pumped bloodstream in the dying rays of the sun and watched the fair-skinned warrior turn almost white from lack of blood. The Indo-Aryo died without ever regaining consciousness.

Joseph shook his head with sadness at the necessity of taking another man’s life. There was no use trying to bury the man’s body, for the scavengers would dig it out of the soft sand with little trouble.

Joseph turned his camel to the east, slowly making his way up the dune to Yasmen. He took back the lead rope of his pack camel, and neither of them said a word.

They rode their mounts slowly down the eastern side of the dune and many other dunes as the sun sank in the west and they rode on into the night.

Yasmen felt shame for her moment of panic when Joseph turned back to do battle with the invading warrior. She sneaked a peek at her own warrior, having a mixed expression of awe, respect, and just perhaps other things in her eyes.

As night deepened, Joseph told her to let the camels find their own way in the dark, and they continued that way into the east. The splay gait of their mounts chewed up the distance, plodding towards moonlight.

Soon the moon rose, casting its magic of pale light and creating eerie shadows in the desert. They could see well enough that when they topped a tall dune, they could see the sheer drop into the night-borne shadows. But palm fronds could be seen, attesting to the presence of an oasis below, and the camels snorted, smelling water.

Below the date palm leaves there was dark on dark and no apparent way to reach the water.

Joseph said, “This general part of the desert I know somewhat, but of this oasis, I know not.”

He looked to the left and to the right, looking for a way to descend along the cliff face. Finally, he swung his small caravan to the right as they skirted the cliff’s edge. The dunes continued as they pressed southward, but the valley disappeared.

When they reached the foot of the high dune to the south, they turned east once again. Joseph shook his head. How was he going to get in?

The high dune they had descended and were now paralleling seemed to stretch to the east for a very long time. Finally, they reached its eastern footing and turned north. Joseph was leading the way, hugging the downslope of the dune he was sure hid the oasis. The march north continued. It seemed overlong.

Joseph was sure they were approaching the northern end, when his desert-sharpened eyes saw a darkness in the face of the dune, which was now a cliff.  A whisper of a breeze cooled his face. His camel’s gut grumbled as the splayfooted beast stepped up its pace and waled straight at the cliff. Joseph could now see he had been riding beside granite, mostly covered with a veneer of sand.

As the granite wall loomed, he tried turning his mount’s head slightly to the side, as the animal continued straight into the cliff. The camel carried him into the cliff’s darkness at the exact spot where Joseph had seen the shadow on the granite face.

They were in a tunnel. Reaching upward, Joseph could not reach the granite roof. The other camels crowded in as well, and Yasmen let out a low and inarticulate moan of fear.

Bump! One of the camels rubbed against the tunnel wall.

Yasmen panicked. “Ho-Joseph! Warrior! Help! This beast won’t stop!”

“Worry not, beauteous Femtrix. The beasts are showing us the way home.” A paleness gleamed as the tunnel turned. “Ay-aa, I can see the end of the tunnel.”

“It’s about time. Scaring me woozy.”

Emerging into moonlight, the trots of the splay-beasts fell back as echoes from the cliffs. The foul beasts broke into a comedy routine, gallumping in their rush to water.

Joseph could smell it on the night air and the grouping of the trees could be seen in the moonlight. The animals were in among the trees; their noisy slurps of water echoing in the night.

Joseph’s mount ignored him. He slipped over the side and fell the rest of the way into soft grass. Rubbing his back, he groaned aloud, “Aioy, foul animal.” He stretched.

“Aya, my spouse, are you not helping me down on this, our nuptial night?”

Joseph’s face flamed, though hidden in the dark. “You speak to me, Femtrix?”

“Are we the only ones here, my spouse?”

“It’s your advantage, Femtrix Yasmen. You are committed to my care. I am responsible for your safety, and you must help me keep you safe. I am only human, after all.”

“True...and a warrior!” She smiled to herself in the dark. “Do you truly believe, warrior, that my illustrious father committed me to a lowly warrior, whom he just happened to invite to dinner? Do you not know you were there to win me? When my father laid the burden of my safety on you, he knew we would never see him again. Do you not know these things? Surely? I know you’re not stupid, my spouse.”

“It’s not my intent to be, Femtrix, but I don’t take the honor of keeping you safe lightly, please Yahovah!”

“Yahovah? Who is he?”

“He is the god of my tribe, Femtrix.”

“In this you believe?” Yasmen asked. Joseph wasn’t sure if she was mocking him or was genuinely interested.

“As surely as did the seer of the tribe of Ibrihim,” Joseph said with a wry smile as he approached Yasmen’s camel.

“He did not believe?”

“Aya, you are quick,” Joseph said with a smile. “He believed well enough to convince the children and the ancestors, but not himself.”

“Perhaps I will meet him.”

“Naya! Although there’s always tomorrow.”

“We must see what this night brings, Joseph. Do not stand there, stoic. Reach me your arms. I would dismount to rest in your embrace for a time. Then we must eat, for the beasties have found their meal.”

Joseph held his arms high to catch the black-haired beauty waiting to slide off of her grazing camel. She slid backwards into his arms. She knew camel commands, but she chose this way to intimacy, and reminded Joseph of many months of enforced abstinence from feminine softness.

Yasmen turned in her arms and hung with her arms over his shoulders, caressing the shag of hair on the nape of his neck. She stretched her toes until she felt the softness of the grass. Nibbling at his ear, she caused him to shiver.

“What of your father?”

“Please! Help me forget. He chose you...his intent was for us to live that we create new life. In my own way, and in my own time, I will grieve. I will know when he dies. I love him, and I miss him. We have never been apart before. True, he meant for your concern to be my safety, but also for my happiness, not grief. Please, be true to his intent.”

“Aya, I agree I am bent by the bow of the usual. I do apologize to you, my femtrix.”

“My name is Yasmen, or darling, please.”

He lowered Yasmen slowly down his body, enjoying the push of her ample breasts and their lack of restraint. He felt awe, awe for her beauty and fortitude. Putting her out to the length of her arms, holding her off of the ground, he tried to make out her features in the moonlight. They were shadowed, while his were lit by the rays of the moonlight. Yasmen laughed at the expression on his face, with a quiver in her laughter, “Spouse, we must unburden the camels, and we must eat and make camp.”

“Uh, aya! Darl- we must.”

Joseph continued staring, holding her in his hands. She put her right hand over his left, looking at his big, strong, and yet gentle hand. “Joseph, please, for me?”

“Aya, your femtrix.”

“Stop with femtrix. I am Yasmen, your spouse.”

“That simple?” Joseph asked. “We are mated?”

“Do you not see? Conjure a seer out of the air.”

“But I’ve heard-”

“Then it is that simple,” Yasmen said, and Joseph could not tell if her tone was one of exasperation.” I am yours and you are mine, and I think that I do love you, warrior. You are strong.”

Joseph took a deep breath. “I need no convincing lovely one, I love you and I have from the first moment; enforced when I drowned in the pools of your blues, the oasis of your eyes.”

“Aya! A poet as well,” Yasmen said with a slight smile. “The camels...we must unload.”

Joseph reluctantly surrendered Yasmen to herself, turning away to look at the pack animals. He moved over to the nearest laden camel and fumbled with the knots tying the load.

“I’m sorry, Ya-smen, they failed to instruct me in the loading and unloading of these vile beasts.”

“Here, let me.”

She moved in and took hold of the beast’s rope. She laid her hand on the shoulder of the camel’s left front leg, nudging the bend of his knee with her sandaled foot. The creature grumbled deep in its chest as it rocked and knelt. Yasmen did quick things with knots, and stepped back.

“There, lift the load now.”

“My fem, you are a wonder. That and mathica too.”

Yasmen helped Joseph erect the tent...a strange process to him and unlike any way used in his prior tribe. They fixed a meal of dates and dried meat and then prepared their pillows for sleep.

After the meal by the water, they sat side by side in the near darkness of the tent...the interior softly tainted by the last rays of the moon, before the western cliff hid it.

“Will you hold me, warrior?”

“Not quite yet, Yasmen. Let me savor the smell of you.”

“I dare say, since I have not bathed nor applied my camphor since hours ago, likely I smell like your favorite smell...like a goat. Right?”

Joseph feigned hurt. “My princess, be not unfair.”

“Love ever is!”

“I know not...my first time was duty. This is my first love.”

“All things have a first in living,” she said.

“Aya, how can one so young and so lovely know practical things and yet sound like a seer?” Joseph was truly in awe of this woman.

“I’m smart.”

“No wonder your father was humble.”

“Aya, Joseph, please!” Yasmen began to weep and fell against his chest. It seemed natural to him to fold in the softness of her and to hold her.

Much later, it was quiet in the night, except for the occasional grunting and rumbling of the camels.

D...I

From the maze of sleep, he re-captured clarity of mind and remembered, slowly, he was in a new world with a beautiful woman named Yasmen.

He lay still, listening to the eerie whistle of the wind over the valley...not unlike an emitted breath, a dissonant sound from a huge flute. His eyes told him the light from the sun was strangely muted. “Oh, I’m in a tent,” he muttered aloud.

He lay Yasmen’s raven head on a pillow. “...Ummm!”

He gazed down on her beauty and thought how that beauty had him captive, though he as yet knew her not. The previous night they had traveled hard and very far...it had taken its toll. He stood. He reeled. He tugged at his clothing as his face hardened, and he thrust himself out from the tent.

He adjusted his twisted burnoose, but could not remove the sleep-pressed wrinkles. Attempting to scan the sky, he could only see the roil of sand particles above the crevice of valley...it filtered the sunlight, but the valley air was clear. He stared at the sun’s dim disk, appreciating the dry, clear air.

He was a solitary figure by upbringing and nature, the nature of the desert. He had long learned to think of himself as an individual in isolation. The one day and night that had just passed was not enough to break him of that habit, nor to think of it consciously. Before setting forth to explore, he muttered to himself, “Let her sleep.”

Here he was in the desert, of desert born, and he knew not the fears it could engender in one used to buffers between her and the hard life of Joseph’s world. He was used to allowing the tribal women to know their solitude in the desert, as he learned while growing into manhood.

Being right-handed in mind and action, why did he choose to go left, to the north? The night previous, when he sat his camel on the cliff, he had by that nature, chosen south to his right, circling half of the bastion before the camel led him into the dark of the tunnel entrance to the valley...an entrance well hidden, but still vulnerable. Could something be done?

As he later familiarized himself with the valley and its surroundings, he would discover the moon had to be just right to betray the entrance...otherwise it looked like a declivity backed by granite...contours, curves, and colors obscured it otherwise.

Only one such as Joseph would scale the various sides of the protective, high dunes and knowing there only a view of the valley and no method of entrance. Most traveling nomads would skirt the high dunes around one end or the other, continuing on to the east, having no obvious reason to explore the dune crest.

Joseph had spent his life meandering over the desert, ever on foot or yanking at the braided halter of a donkey. Now his life had changed, and he mused, I go up the side of a dune because I know only enough to allow a camel to have his head, without effort on my part and I see the fronds of date palms, a reason to search for the valley entrance...as well we had traveled far, for a long time, and were tired and not thinking of ways to save the camels. Of course, he had no ingrained habits to choose obvious caravan routes...this having been his first caravan and extended camel ride.

He was thinking about the strange feeling it was for him now as he strode along, able to stride rather than slide in the soft sand. The ground of the rift valley was clear of all but a sprinkle of sand. As he strode, he studied the granite in the cliff walls on each side, paralleling his line of march. At some time long gone, some great spasm born of the earth had rived the granite into a cropping, creating this covert rift in a lush valley, destined to furnish Yasmen her used to comforts.

The oasis was so situated that they could see the south end better than the north end. Joseph had spared it a glance as he turned north. With his sharp desert eye he spotted the pointed joining of the two granite walls of the rift and of the spire soaring high at the south end, with unscalable cliffs.

He strode on to the north, scanning most of the three sides of their new refuge. He saw that most, if not all, of the rift was unscalable granite. The valley floor was a gradual downslope from the south to the north.

Joseph stopped. At his feet was a three foot drop...its granite escarpment was a caprock and the valley floor sloped down more steeply from here. He could now see where the side-walls ended, joined by a cross wall sealing the north end. If there were any oddities in the crosswall, he did not recognize them. Otherwise, he was very busy staring at the rift valley’s larger oasis, which was replete with many, varied trees and a large lake.

The trees obscured much of the north wall. He was aware of it only as a backdrop for the lush, small forest and the green grass...all far in excess of the south oasis. It did not easily betray the hand of man.

“Aya!” His shout became a déjà vu between the cliffs.

“Joseph! Warrior! Where are you? Don’t leave me!”

He raced back up the valley...sending his shout ahead of him, enjoying the reverberating echoes. “Yasmen, I come. Wait until you see what I have seen.”

He ran even faster.

In this land of marching dunes and shifting sands, this cleft was an anomaly. Joseph was used to season shifts on the winds, with walking dunes. Now, against his new redoubt, he was finding the sands assailed it constantly without avail. Appearing from outside to be a large dune, the walls held in covert the oases...the lushness possible because of the abundant water.

At some far, high distance in hills or mountains, there was much rain, snow, or both filtering ever into the ground; gurgitating from on high and giving the water a force from its gravitational fall, with the pressure of more water ever pushing...with the rift valley being one area where the water surfaced to relieve some of the pressure...greening the oases...creating a paradise for a selected few.

As he ran, he thought, “Yahovah has been bountiful, and I shall work...Yasmen and I will multiply. I name this the Valley of Yasmen.”

When returning to their camp, he took Yasmen into his arms and spun her in the air. “Oh the things I have seen,” he said as she laughed.

He had seen signs that men in the past had sheltered here. He had not seen any signs around the south oasis, only the tracks of himself, Yasmen, and their camels.

“You must come with me,” he said, placing her back on the ground. “I have much for you to see.”

“Please, my darling warrior. Show me.”

Away from the oases, grass only grew sparsely, along with clumps of a rare thistle. There was moisture the length of the rift, but it inundated the lower end most heavily.

There was no vegetation at the base of the granite crag, but the green thickened from below the caprock to become a verdant mat of greenery, running across the valley at the north end, running east and west.

They walked slowly to the north end, leading the animals. They paused at the caprock, and Yasmen whispered, “Joseph! You’ve brought me home. You and your Yahovah are the makers of miracles. Tan is so neutral and boring. I love green in growing things, blue in the sky, and in the Med Sea.”

“What is a Med Sea, dear Princess?”

“At another time, warrior. For now, take me home. Don’t let us just stand here and look.”

Joseph led his beasts down off of the caprock. They moved towards the large stand of trees. Joseph knew the date palms and was fascinated by the other strange trees. They mounted their riding camel and rode into the swamp. “So much water I have never seen. This is paradise? Agreed, uh, Yasmen?”

“Aya! Joseph, if only I could show you the Med Lands.”

“Perhaps someday we will travel, princess. I would see stone tents, villages, and growing fields planted by men; steeds, bovines, and things. This I would like.”

Neither the water, nor the mud of the swamp was deep. Squashing in the mud was not overly different for the camels from plodding through the agate mushiness of sand, but if the mud had been deeper...

There was a high, dry island in the depth of the grove, and there they erected their tent. They stood around for a time, hanging on to each other, looking over the small forest. About mid-morning they lay down, side by side on the verdant mat of grass. They continued to stare, feasting their eyes on the most beautiful of nature’s dress colors, forest green.

Still the greenery was hiding the truth of the northern redoubt from Jospeh’s view. Eventually he stood up, taking Yasmen’s hand in his...pulling her up and holding her erect. They strolled through the paradise, noting that the sandstorm had stopped, as the sun was no longer obscured by the stirred sand.

“This is very lush and beautiful, Joseph.”

The water matches the color of your eyes, except when they change color...when they are green.”

“Joseph, kiss me here in our paradise.”

He was lost in the plethora of leisure with the only demand on him being the call of blood to blood. At the mid of the day, surrounded by green, on the grass they consummated their marriage. Fertile Yasmen was pregnated there and she slept...smiling and murmuring as she did...and Joseph rose up and strolled about in the trees, going north.

When he broke through the trees, he stopped abruptly. “This is a wall, man-made, and where are the men that made it?”

He walked forward to a supporting pillar, stroking his palm across the granite grain. He stared upward where the arches soared, inverting to a point at the peak. The pillars were plentiful, stretching north to support the wall, and disappearing into the gloom thereunder. Studying it all, he stepped forward beneath the first arch. He was so engaged; he was startled when Yasmen’s hand slid into his. Together, they were awed, each in their own way.

“There is beauty here, warrior...my spouse. It has an ancient grandeur, very ancient. Surely its makers are many centuries agone now?”

“I agree, and yet I am ignorant, my darling. What is a century? I believe I have heard it around dung fires.”

“It is the passing of one hundred years. It is the Earth’s passing each year through its four seasons.”

“Seasons? You send my head spinning yet again.”

“Aya! But even in the desert, the sun moves south in the winter and north in the summer. The nights get longer, then shorter. Spring and fall are the seasons of transition from one to the other...from summer to winter, and from winter to summer, each and every year. In the mountains abaft the Med Sea, the demarking of four seasons are strong.”

“Aya! The smell of goats is strong. Yasmen, that I know, but you know much of the world beyond. I know only of my poor goats, donkeys, raids, and death in the sand.”

“My darling spouse, Joseph, we will learn together.”

“We will. Living life, we surely will learn of it, as you say, together...my lovely.”

“Shall we enter this sanctuary then?”

Joseph smiled. “Let us enter, and explore.”

Hand in hand they edged slowly into the manmade cavern. The stone arches above their heads were the pillars joining. The squares formed on the floor between the pillars were of about six paces by six paces. Their view of the arches ahead seemed to shorten the arches and to lower the roof, until they crossed the first six paces and realized the next six paces were the same as the six they had just crossed, except the next six pace terrace was a step down. Each terrace disappeared to their left and to their right, obscured in the semi-darkness; except that it quickly became apparent that the terraces shortened from their left, to the west.

The pinched in cavern continued on downward into the murk. When the terraces to the left ended, it was against a patterned wall that still slanted on into the dark to the north-east. They were being guided to an opening in the murkiness, which was ahead, down and to the east, the terraces continuing on out of sight in the gloom, perhaps to end against the east wall.

Yasmen broke the silence, her voice echoing in the cavern. “Fifteen, sixteen...twenty terraces have we descended, and each is three handspans down. Sixty handspans have we descended below the valley floor, and we cannot yet see the end of our descent. How so very well they wrought, with no decay and no fallen stones.”

“This is surely of man?”

“As surely as you and I are human, Joseph. Mathica they knew...totally, it is symmetrical. Knowing mathica can account for the precision.”

“And all of it hidden amid the shifting of the dunes.”

They traveled another forty terraces and were 120 handspans beneath the valley floor. It was now so dark they clutched each other desperately. Glancing behind them, they could see the glint of distant sunlight, but they stopped glancing back, realizing the glances robbed them of their night vision.

The lack of light in no way hindered their ability to feel, they could feel the increased dampness, and they could smell it. It was something Joseph couldn’t remember ever having experienced...dry skin was more his setting.

The roof was no longer descending; it stretched on ahead into the gloom, still supported by the regularly spaced pillars. Yasmen knelt down and felt over the lip of stone. She could feel the cool of the pooled water, and as she moved her hand, she caused an audible splash of water on stone.

“It is water, Joseph; a lake, we swim.”

“Perhaps it is an evil thing, being unnatural to my land.”

“Oya! Joseph, that which is, is natural. This does exist, and it is now part of your developing world, our world. This rift valley is ours...the rift is not normal to your world either. Is it evil?”

“Your point you make. So, what is this swim?”

“Moving your body through water.”

“I do that by lifting my feet, one at a time as I do to move through the desert sands. There’s not enough water in this world to accumulate to make the same motion impossible.”

“Oya! Joseph, you have so much to learn...here accumulated is enough water to defeat any wading. I believe it would surge a double handspan over your head. The cavern has descended, but it has been forty handspans high constantly, as I estimate. The water now absorbs thirteen handspans of that.”

“Then, with me standing at my full tallness, I would be under water, and my head would be covered?”

“Aya!”

“I must see this!”

“Take your burno...kafta off. Stri-, JOSEPH!”

In the murkiness of his mind and the cavern, he misjudged. Confused by Yasmen’s shout, Joseph fell in. The loud splash of his body echoed through the cavern. He clutched outward, where he expected Yasmen to be...actually seeing her dim outline against the distant light. He clutched the pool’s edge.

“OOOOPH! It is deep and it is cold!” He felt the touch of moss on stone, making his grip tentative. He was laughing as Yasmen had never heard him laugh...holding his head barely above water. He laughed as he had laughed at danger since his earliest memories.

“The bottom, you speak true, spouse. I cannot touch it. This feeling is passing strange. I float. I now know somewhat of the sensation that is surely paradise. I...blub!”

“Darling one,” she said. “Don’t turn loose. Never mind, you did. Here. Take my hand.”

She pulled him back to the edge of the pool by his hood after missing his hand in the dimness. “Don’t you know you can drown with water replacing the air in your chest?”

“Like, uh, like sand in a sandstorm, I think,” he answered.

“Please come out of the water. I will teach you to swim next time.”

“Much you must teach me, my spouse,” he said, pulling himself from the water with her aid.

“But not as a warrior, nor as a poet born.”

“You fire my soul, my spouse,” he said.

“Then, you do vow and honor them?”

“Would I not? You rescued me from death in life.”

She sighed. “Joseph, do you think I will ever see father again?”

“I’m sorry, my darling,” he answered. “I think not. If he lives, the storm has obscured our trail from both friend and foe. I don’t think any would be so easy as to find these oases as we did. Is it not natural to go around the high dunes?”

“Traveling in a caravan or in war array, yes.”

“Yasmen, let us join together in the sun of Yasmen Valley.”

“Oya, Joseph!” She heard the rustle of clothing, and she reached out. “Clothing? We are only two for now. You’re used to baring most of your skin to the sun. I love the muscles of your body and I would gaze on your maleness.”

“Only if you join me, my spouse. I too would feast my eyes on the lushness of your womanness. You promise birthing to rival the lush green colors of the oases.”

The bright tint of her laughter echoed across the terraces and back from the cavern walls. Dim as it was down there, he could see shadows and his mind supplied the nuding of her body as she unwrapped her yasmak.

They were halfway back up the terraces when Yasmen turned and stepped into Joseph’s arms, where he stood one step down. She placed her hands behind his neck, her legs around his waist and she lifted herself.

They laughed together and played in childlike abandon.

A camel calf was born at about the same time as their first child. They named the boy Aaron...and they were all naked in their paradise.

E...I

Even in paradise, time passed. Joseph and Yasmen, with their three children, romped there in innocence and nudity, without the prying eyes of an audience.

It had been three and a half years since the parents had come to Yasmen Valley. First Aaron had been born, then Abraham, spelled and pronounced Yasmen’s way, and lastly, so far, their little sister Yasmini. The three toddled around after each other, and Yasmen was pregnant again.

Joseph had few recurring memories of his old tribe, nor of his first aborted marriage. He told Yasmen of the marriage, having done so in a moment of sadness and guilt. She explained the necessary taboos against incest in knowledgeable tribes. He sort of understood the why of it.

Yasmen tried to explain the death of his children in his first marriage, that it was the result of two people marrying that were too close akin. The death of the children and the mother was the result of ignorance and not of any unworthiness.

Looking for surcease, any surcease from the rattle of his superstitious guilt, it was easy for Joseph to accept Yasmen’s explanation.

The fire of his youth, and the steady, balanced diet in Yasmen Valley was making him a very healthy man, and he had Yasmen singing in the garden that was their home in paradise.

They were again occupied in their main and favorite time of making love when a reedy voice spoke, and failed to penetrate the aura of their joining.

“Hallo, hello...hey-lo! I’m sorry to disturb you!”

“Go!” Joseph shouted. “Get away, old man...get away!”

“Aya!. I do not see very well, but my ass does...but he never tells. I can’t hear either. I will return again. Please excuse an ancient one.”

He rode his small, ancient ass back up the slope towards the south oasis. Quickly, the two young adults finished their disrupted act of love, then found clothing.

Joseph and Yasmen grinned sheepishly at each other and looked around for the children...they had been alone for three and a half years. The intrusive presence of the old man was an unexpected audience. It was a while before they could think it out. They sat, waiting in the unfamiliar confinement of their desert garb, watching southward. Finally, they spotted the old man riding his wee ass back down the slope...Of course, he didn’t weigh much either. The tiny animal quick-stepped through the marsh to deliver the wizened, tiny man back to their presence on the hillock, amidst the trees. After he folded off of his ass, the old man removed the knotted rope from the ass’s lower lip. The animal shook itself and wandered off, cropping mouthfuls of green grass. It trotted through the marsh, thrashing its small rat-tail and rolling in what dirt was in the grass and braying.

“Nice camels you have, young one. The yearling and the two calves in particular.”

“Thank you, Sire. What brings you to us, Sire?” Joseph asked.

“I’ve journeyed far to be here, to see the land of my ancestors. I would want to spend my last days here, to die amid the locale of our past glories...do we disturb you?”

“There is only you, Great Elder?”

“There is only myself...and my ass.”

Joseph asked, “We are not about to be invaded?”

“I must surmise that I am the last of my people. This valley was holy to my people, and I’m glad I may pass its care to such a fine, young family. If there were others of us, they would be here. It is good to see the valley alive with growing things. Child of human and camel calves.” The old man paused, and then said, “Have you toured the water temple?”

The unexpected bent of the question caused Joseph to become alert. The skin of his forehead tautened, and Yasmen watched him, and she took her cues from him. She had taught him much, but this was his area, the red flag of the untoward in the desert.

“Yasmen and I have gazed on the sacred lake, ancient one, but we know not your ceremonies of worship. We have stayed with the waters of the oasis instead.”

The old man smiled a knowledgeable smile and said, “It is, yes, a sacred lake...its own holiness. Worry not. You cannot taint it. If you would swim there, my ancestors’ spirits will protect you. I’m sure. Our religion and our culture were both of a practical bent. Do not fear, this paradise is for you. On the morrow, when I am rested, I will show you hidden things and relics of our greatness.

“You do understand,” he continued, “The water I call sacred, for it is life in the desert, here amid the blowing sands. You must know by now the rift is seldom invaded by the grains of death.”

“Aya! A puzzle it has been to us. We’re amid the region of the marching dunes, otherwise. Can you say?”

“It’s the facing of the valley rift, and the blowing of the winds. The heights of the cliffs make the valley constant in its freedom from the curse of the death grains. The isolation of the valley makes it a sacred place for sustaining life.”

As the veil of the evening draped its dark shroud across the stark land, Joseph and Yasmen repaired to the confinement of their tent, with their clothed children, wanting seclusion. The old one was an intrusion, though he was obviously a guardian of the valley...and he snored.

His ancient bones were barely fleshed and folded in on themselves, in the green grass atop their hillock. Into the wee hours of the night, Joseph and Yasmen whispered. They groused and debated until Joseph’s hands began roaming.

Yasmen was fretful. “Not tonight, Joseph. I’m uncomfortable with strangeness near.”

“Aya!”

When the sunrays in the morning started slinging their bright arrows across the sky, Joseph stirred. He moved, stood up, and stooped out of the tent.

He strolled abroad. He hadn’t done much strolling lately. In his old tribe, it had been his wont amid the dunes of sand. He paused and stared down upon the ancient one, a bag of bones in his wrinkled sack of skin. Joseph frowned.

As he strolled away, he felt tall in the pride of his youth. Behind him, the ancient sagacious eyes slitted. The old man’s eyes smiled as he watched Joseph’s gradual retreat. As the younger disappeared amid the far trees, the ancient man agilely stirred and sat up, facing the rising sun. So seated, with his legs folded in, he sat flat on the back of his shanks, and he softly murmured.

The ancient one’s aspect smiled as though carved in stone. Even his lips stilled, showing stubs of discolored enamel. His eyes stared as the flames of the sun topped the redoubt rim.

Time passed in his stillness and Joseph came back. He was still hitching at his garments, showing his agitation. He stared down at the sleeping bone sack again, stepping away. He stooped and entered the tent, catching Yasmen in mid-stretch. She reached out her arms to him. The children moved and Yasmini began to cry. The recall of memory changed Yasmen’s eyes. “What are we to do, Joseph?”

“Not a thing. Since I have thought on it, deciding he is a harmless, ancient one. He would not want his, our valley defiled with hordes of men.”

“His valley? It is ours by right of holding, of love and by our strength. This is our life, Joseph!”

“I know not of this. It is of your world, and I have fled too many camps. I know his kind. He’s old, but his strength is knowing things to which I don’t know even their names. Yet, much of him I understand. I know he and I are of the desert; he’s not of some far place, though he has been there. He may be all that he implies he is. He knew the way in, and he’s here alone.”

“Yes, what you say is true, but his being threatens us; and our children...you could go back to your goats. Their stink would be like you were returning home.”

“Aya, Yasmen...please don’t. You’re the love of my life, and our little ones are the fruit of our loins. We love them.”

“I’m sorry, Joseph. We do love you, as you know, but his presence does threaten. I can feel it.”

“There’s a threat,” Joseph said, taking a deep breath. “But it’s not him. Raiders lurk. You, though, have that curse of all women...right oft enough to make you believe, so seek the worst. It is fact. He’s here with us. I will not kill him. With battle fever, I can kill, as you saw. But this I will not do. Please do not expect it. I must be able to live with myself in order to continue living with our family.”

“I will prepare the morning meal, Joseph.”

“As you do, include the ancient one.”

The children had been up and out, undisturbed by their parents’ quiet disagreement. The little ones were running, shouting, and laughing; rolling in the grass on the hillock. They vied for the ancient one’s attention. He seemed to wake slowly, hesitantly standing while smiling, his eyes ever shrewd.

“The voices of the morrow are here in the valley of the past, heartening to these ancient ears,” he said to Joseph, as the young man walked towards him. “I would appoint you and yours the guardians of Paradise. Today, you yet do not believe I can, but I will show you this day. I see the mother of a race prepares the morning repast.” He smiled. “Did you sleep well, Joseph?”

“Ancient one, yes. In the quickness of my few years, I easily make proper use of the dark hours.”

“Yet you stirred and strolled with the dawn?”

“You see much, oh, ancient one.”

“I am blessed, or cursed, with knowledge beyond the race’s present lore. My knowledge is from the past. I would pass it to the future. I would burden you with my burden. The day will sometime be when man will know and will remember from one generation to the next. Someday, civilizations won’t die, but will progress through the generations. I would make you a progenitor. I would make of you a blessed amid men. This ease here you know,” he said letting his hands take in the valley around them. “This surcease from the desert sands is not enough. I would make of you a leader of men. I would again carve a civilization from out of the covering sands.

“Here in this valley,” he continued, “We have the way, the means, and the remains of an ancient civilization. We can build on its past. We need to start at the beginning, except with the minds of man. We can use goatherds and camel drivers and show them the way, the way to civilization. Will you and yours become civilized, too?”

Joseph started to answer, although he knew not what to say.

“Wait,” the ancient one said, “I finish not yet.

“From time to time, I have a dizziness. Through my dizzy spells, I view the real world improperly, as though my senses did not really perceive and that all I view is faulty, or the ability to see is at fault, in us. I need your eyes, the senses you have...I need youth to guide me. Will you?”

“Aya! I will, ancient one. It is strange phrasing you often use, stirring new thoughts and disturbing my mind. I don’t understand all of which you speak; except challenging, and it stirs the blood. I must think on it. Now, we eat.”

After the morning repast, enjoyable in spite of Yasmen’s distrust, they talked again. The children played with Yasmen off to one side watching them, but she was listening to Joseph and the ancient one dispose of the future. Her lip curled.

Even so, as she listened, worry lines eased between her eyes and smoothed the plane of her brow.

Jospeh said, “You speak, ancient one, of past as well as future civilizations, of burdens man generates. Will you clear in my ears what you mean by the word, civilization? I would know, and I would also know what do I call you?”

“In my aging, I’m called Rishniman, the traditional man. Please call me Rishni. You, Joseph, I now appoint as the young Rishniman. I will teach you, and you will establish new traditions as you see the need. Your new ways will lead into the future. Your sons will build on what you and I will have by then wrought.”

He paused for a moment, staring off to Joseph knew not where.

“Civilization,” he said. “It is where a horde becomes by effecting an easier way, to make it possible for one to be more civil in relation to nature, or to one’s neighbor. It is where the wooden hoe replaces the wooden spear, or the strung bow is used to hunt more for food and less for the blood of another. It is an evolved coda of behavior for larger and larger tribal groupings...they are in consort, peaceful, side by side and they intermarry. It is the storing of grains and other foodstuffs, as the fruit of man’s labor against future needs to stop the staring, sad eyes of bloat belied children. Where one and all improve their lots concertedly and having shelter against driving sands, or of rain or snow. Civilization is the constant improvement of the race’s condition from one generation to the next, and only by man...constant progression through the ages.

“This is civilization. To understand it, you must attempt it. What say you, Joseph?”

“I would say so, Great Rishni. Is this possible?”

Yasmen stirred, and she leaned forward. Joseph was astonished, for he saw a sparkle...an animation in her eyes to a degree he had long been missing.

“Yes, my spouse, it is possible. I have seen it with my father. We journeyed to such places. Water being present made it possible, even though the land just removed was sand blown wastes. In the valleys of the Lyle, and of the Yifrates, and Igres, it is true as of now. We sit here amid the ruins of just such a beginning. It was a limited effort here. This valley is small.”

Old Rishni stirred. His eyes, too, were gleaming from out of the wrinkles of his face. He grinned his snaggled grin. “Young Rishni, you are indeed fortunate. Your young race mother is not just beautiful and bountiful; she, too, is intelligent, and I see she has traveled to the opposite ends of the presently known civilized world, as I have; though I’ve gone beyond.”

“Presently known?” Joseph asked.

“Yes. There was a time when the known world was larger. It is written. There are remnants of ancient man across the wide sea. It is so written.”

“How come you, Old Rishni, to know these things?”

“I’ve lived long, and I read, and I know mathica. I’ve read in the library of the Hall of Ghosts. I’ve traveled far and read widely in many languages. I seek to start a new beginning before it becomes my time to die.”

“Mathica? Yasmen is teaching me. What is this reading? Something of which I would know?”

“Aya, Young Rishni, it is something which you should surely know. I will teach you a version. It is a record in stone...a record of secrets, happening, and events, of a coda. It too can be a method for commerce in far places. If you would learn, I would teach you?”

“I think I will,” Joseph answered, his eyes aglow. “I would know more of man.”

“Then you shall.”

“When? When do we start?”

“First, though,” the Old Rishni said, “I will take you to the summit, up the steps of life. Mother of the new race, we shall return at midday. After seeing the desolation, our future with water, a verdant land. We go?”

“Lead me there, Elder Rishni.”

Old Rishni led off to the west, with their trek running parallel to the man-made north wall.

The Elder Rishni strode along vigorously, at variance with his apparent frailty. Joseph was almost winded when they finally reached their destination. They were at the juncture of the western wall with the north, cross-wall.

The ancient one stopped and looked upward. Joseph’s gaze followed his. There was a flight of stairs along the inner face of the high wall. They climbed, sliding in the drifted sand. They topped out on an inner terrace, almost to the top of the north bastion. Over many years, sand had blown in through the sentry tunnel leading to the outer side of the wall, sand was piled at their feet. Old Rishni pushed at the sand in the tunnel with his staff. More sand runneled onto the terrace.

“I would have the sand removed, then we shall see what we shall see. It is a place for our beginning.”

Joseph stooped over slightly, scooping at the sand with his hands, scattering it along the terrace. Hours later, he had far to go, but to keep their word to Yasmen; it was time to leave.

Joseph said, “I have not labored overlong. I am soft.”

“That we will quickly remedy,” Old Rishni said, with his jagged smile.

Joseph moved back to the head of the stairs, standing straight and stretching, he tried to relieve the stiffness of his back. He bumped his head. “AAiya!”

He looked up and around, and could see that they were really still inside the wall. It would be perfect for a sentry. Yet, they had far to go to clear the passage to the other side.

They could see an upside swathe through the far side and Old Rishni said, “Look yonder, Young Rishni...look as you can, for out there is your future kingdom. On the morrow, when we finish piercing through the tunnel, you will see it well, for we together will make it green again. There you will build your realm for your people...stone houses, green fields, and trees and all of it to be cared for by your people who will care for each other. Children will run there, playing and laughing, and they will feel safe on the edge of paradise. You and your descendants will rule here through the centuries. You will rule them here, from the redoubt, inside and protecting the valley.”

Joseph harrumphed, “If this is Paradise, I name it the Valley of Yasmen, for both are fruitful, verdant, beautiful, and havens from the harshness of the desert. Aya!”

“It is good, since the real Paradise is of the heavens and not of the earth. You are truly the Young Rishni, Younger.”

Joseph bent from the waist and stared to the north. Somehow, he must find a way to clean the rest of the sand from the slope of the aperture; else he would not effect a good sighting of the near, but exterior land.

To the far horizon to the north, he could see only the endless undulations of the marching of the dunes. Looking down and out as best he could, he could only get a glimpse of the valley at the feet of the dunes...having had no prior curiosity.

“Stare carefully at what you view, Young Rishni, it is not at all what you think you see.”

Puzzled by that, Joseph frowned. He saw nothing beyond what he was used to seeing in this, his desert. “For what am I looking, Elder Rishni?”

“Do you see greenery in the middle distance, perhaps a wee shrub or a few sprigs of grass?”

“No...o, Aya! You speak true, yet, you cannot see?”

“I’m seeing with the eyes of memory. I last viewed those shrubs, or their antecedents, many years agone. There has to be moisture there?”

“Aya, else the shrub would wither, and that dune stretches as far as I can see...unusual that water’s there? Surely, Elder One, I am looking on a bed laid down by the runoff of a heavy deluge, washing the sand down and aside. Am I viewing correctly?”

“Yes, and again no. You’re looking on an ancient waterway of my people. They made it feed from the river below us.”

“Are you krats? Old Man, what river?”

“The one that rises from its grave long enough to sprinkle the Valley of Yasmen with water from below. To create the oases of Yasmen. Now! Do you view it correctly, Young Rishni?”

“Rivers flow underground? Do they not even flow above ground in this, in the larger of our cursed land, Elder One?”

“This one flows. Come, I will show the river flow to you. First, we must build a raft to ride the face of the sacred pool.”

“How so? I can’t float, I sink instead.”

“Aya! But with practice, and the raft of wood, you will float atop the still pond. We’ll cut poles like my staff so to reach the bottom and pole our way to the source of life in this desert...water running underground. Come!”

“You amaze me, Elder Rishni. Truly, you do teach me. You bring glimmerings, a ken of which I’ve never before been called on to know. Yet, I must learn, and I must give to you proper reverence, sire.”

“If it is so ordained.”

F...I

After returning from the curtain wall, back from viewing the sere and dire waste, being thereby reminded of his recent past, Joseph wanted to recline and think. The Elder One would not allow it. He kept after Joseph and not on only a single day, but on most of the ensuing days. He left only Joseph’s nights in Yasmen’s presence free. Yasmen dimpled and blushed when they told her that it was official, they had named the valley after her.

Joseph had not really noticed the deadfalls in the small forest, since he had been busy and didn’t have reason to. He was standing, looking to the south as he held the end of a small log off of the ground, and he was frowning.

He held the log with his left hand, hitching at his kaftan with his right hand.

The coming of the Elder Rishni to the valley had created society therein. It was natural for Joseph to be clothed again.

“You’re loafing, Joseph. My life may seem eternal to you, but I say to you that my time for the pyre will rise all too soon. In the meantime, I would teach you much. Come.”

“Elder One, the ground is higher at the south end and there is a pool of water there. Here, it’s lower ground, and there is more water here than there. Water runs downhill?”

“Usually.”

“Then, since this end is lower than that one, your underground river must flow from north to south, ne?”

“Not necessarily so. How water courses underworld is too often mysterious. In the case of our river below us, you are correct as to its flow under the valley, but it comes ‘neath and into the valley from the south, by the west. Other than that, all we can know is the obvious, and taking our conclusions from that; water at the south end and water here, the obvious. I have information of this river, secret from you, allowing me to mostly know from whence it comes and goes. Else I would say the underground flow of water is here where we are, and it surely flows from the higher ground. Other than that, who kens?”

“It is mysterious,” Joseph said, “But I would know the ken of such things: it squeezes me here in the head when I see and can’t know, so I always wonder and feel small in the self of me. Why the ability and ken of speech taking us beyond the ken of beasts, if we are not to know? What are the sparkles in the skies at night? Just what is the bright circle we call the sun? That mighty circle sears the sand with its eternal gaze. We give things a name without knowing what it means; we should know that which we see? Surely a man fools himself.”

“Only Yahovah knows, young Rishni. It’s obvious you have the mind to step the generations along toward a better understanding. I would teach you the past as I can so that can change the future. Yet, do you truly will it?”

“Aya! I do so, truly as I have longed for, for a very long time...wiling away three spans of seasons mostly uselessly.”

“Come, Joseph, help me, and I’ll explain the redoubt.”

“The redoubt? Aha, the redoubt!”

“Young Rishni, do not regret having lived as you have lived here. You can only learn from living, to experience being able to correlate all which I will endeavor to teach you. When you can say, ‘aya, that is how it is, as I have experienced it,’ then you will know you’ve developed correlatives of your own.”

Joseph shook his head, “Your words, Elder Rishni, confuse my head, but I shall learn.”

“Aya, Joseph, you shall. As I was explaining, you and Yasmen started your lives here, in those three spans of seasons. You’ve laughed and loved here. You’ve come to know yourself as a man, and your wife as a loving woman. You’ve experienced how it might be for the race in time. Yes, in some far and future time, when our descendants have improved on what we can teach them, it may be all life can be so lived. Never regret nor look back, learn and live. If you make a mistake, know that every man, living or dead, has been there before you. Would you be perfect before the time of perfection, the time of Yahovah?”

“Yahovah?” Joseph said. “Twice now have you used the name of the deity of my small, unworthy tribe of goatherds. Is it an ancient deity, one we caught the edge of in my tribe?”

“He was also the deity of my tribe, Young Rishni.”

“I would know more of him. It was my belief that our Awesayer made mock of him, of his name.”

“Yahovah cannot be mocked. How can you mock that which is beyond understanding, past the ken of the time of mortal man? Man is only then mocking himself. There’ll ever be intelligent idiots loose in the land, so do not fear that which is the greater of you. I talk not just of raw physical power, but also of greater wisdom, the ultimate power. As Yahovah cannot be mocked, so wisdom cannot be mocked. Although the ones that would or do mock do think this is what they are achieving. All that they do achieve is self-delusion. Yahovah is wisdom as well as its purveyor. Only a wise man can define wisdom.”

“What is wisdom, Sire?”

“I’m not a wise one, only an old one.”

“My light is dim, Elder Rishni,” Joseph said, “Shadowed by the reaching rays of your ken.”

“As you attain, younger, will you come to know of wisdom. I will try to show you by giving, being an example. If one be truly wise, seldom will one show or let anger suffuse. Naturally anger's emotional, but it can be controlled.

“A wise being cannot be intimidated. Being one unto himself, he does not rely on outside assurances he exists. If you are sure in and of yourself, you’ll find it easier to coexist in community with the faults of your fellows. If a man threatens you, your life, be not intimidated. Life is short enough under any terms, and life for the single one must needs end. It is better to suffer an imputed finish to die in dignity, than to buy a few more years with a moment of cowardice. Beyond that, I’m not sure I can know wisdom. Except it is wiser to do your own bidding than to be another’s slave. If I teach you, this does not make you my slave, for you must learn against the day you become the Rishni alone, the only one left to lead.”

The Elder Rishni paused. He and Joseph stared upon the oasis. The Elder’s words were difficult for Joseph to understand, but he knew that he must understand, for the future, not just his, but the future of all.

“It is not being a slave to follow the lead of a man,” the Elder Rishni continued, “Who’s good because he has the wise of age on him...he will not ask you to violate that which makes you a man of morality. I hope I am conveying an aspect of wisdom.”

“Elder Rishni, the more I learn from you, and from Yasmen, the more I realize how little I know of what might be wisdom.”

“You, young Rishni, have made a good onset...one must ever be humble...one must learn...one must listen to learn.

“We are dallying,” the old man said. “We will not build the raft this day, the mid of the day is passing.”

“Soon, Sire. We will sup on the midday meal.”

“Aoya! We will spend the afterward to study the redoubt. I’d have you reach into that special spot in the marsh, there, and bring the clay over there. Please cover me a space on the slope of the hillock. Here and here will be the corners I desire. It’ll be six handspans up and also across. I would make of it a tablet so I might draw for you a picture of the redoubt as it was built by my ancestors, damming the valley entrance. Tomorrow morning, we’ll surely build the raft and float over the sacred pond to the source of life, the river, and we’ll cause it to flow on the desert, to bring life here again.”

“Aya!” Jospeh said. “For now we must go to sup, Yasmen calls.”

G...I

Joseph dug the clay, and he carried it and laid it out as a wet patina as directed by the Elder One. He laid it along the slope of the small hillock. Now, he and the Elder Rishni looked down on the hardening of the clay, as it was laid out in tablet form.

“Joseph, bring me a gourd of water.”

“Aya?”

From somewhere within the folds of his kaftan, the Elder One brought out a bronze bladed knife. Industriously sawing, he separated a sturdy, green branch from the overleaning tree. So using the serrated bronze edge, he hacked a point at one end of the branch. He poured the gourd of water brought by Joseph evenly along the top of the clay slab. They watched the water run down the slope of the tablet. Joseph took up the empty gourd.

“Keep the water coming, Young Rishni.”

As Joseph turned away, the Elder One began to etch the surface of the tablet. He drew four straightened lines across the lower quadrant of the slanting mesa, making them parallel in close proximity. Above them, he scratched wriggly circles, with their abutted placement as haphazard as their irregularity. Then, perpendicular to the four straight lines, he drew two sets of lines to seal the ends of the four straight lines. It was at the top of the depiction that the two sets of lines met to form a rough triangle. Beneath the four parallel, horizontal lines, he drew more wriggly lines, repeating their type among the writhery circles above the bottom, parallel lines, but in less profusion. When Joseph returned, he remained silent as the Elder Rishni sketched it out. He was puzzled by the strangeness of it.

Joseph was peripherally aware of the shouts and laughter of his children, but generally he ignored his surroundings. He was hardly aware of Yasmen as she slipped her hand between his elbow and his ribs, gently caressing his side.

Both of them were quiet, watching the Old Rishni.

A camel belched off somewhere among the trees. In turn followed by the roll of a stomach rumble and another belch. “They have good manners,” the Old Rishni said. “Appreciation of their meal.”

“What?” Joseph asked.

“Naysay,” the Old Rishni answered.

“What is he doing?” Joseph asked Yasmen.

“Darling, it is a representation of our valley and where in it sets the redoubt. The lower, rigid lines are the works of man. The circling wriggly lines are the work of nature. The circles are trees, and the long wriggly lines are water.”

“Elder one, there’s no water north of the redoubt,” Joseph said.

“On the morrow, Young Rishni,” the Elder answered.

“How will you do this?” Yasmen asked.

“Joseph will cause it to happen, as I tell him. See?”

“I see you know the way,” Joseph said.

“What do you see, Joseph?”

“Yasmen, darling, you explained. He is scribbling, telling us where we are...this I have never before seen. Now, the Elder Rishni makes it seem simple.”

“So? As are all new things, Joseph, once they are known. It is now as it has always been and will always be. In my far travels, I have seen colored sketches in caves of bison, bear, lion, and deer. What the eyes see, the hand can scribe. Some of us are better than others.”

“Elder one,” Yasmen said, “Will you now not explain? What you are drawing, we see. I’m sure you have depicted the obvious to focus our attention and pinpoint that which is hidden. Is this so?”

“Princess Yasmen, you are a rarity among women. You are beautiful as well as intelligent. You are satisfied here among the stillness of this daily constancy? Do you not just on occasion desire change and excitement? Though you speak true, it is not my intent to represent the seeable. I want you and Joseph to know the inner workings of the redoubt.”

“Do tell us!” Yasmen exclaimed.

“In a moment, fair Rishna.”

Different types of squiggles were drawn, flowing from the tracing of the pointed stick.

“Aya!” Yasmen shouted. “Hieroglyphics! The redoubt, a new lake, the dimensions, and it is huge, this Valley of Yasmen. Thank you, Joseph, for it all.”

“For what?” Joseph asked, obviously overwhelmed by his confusion.

“For my valley. For this, and for my happiness.”

Joseph nodded absently, an obvious troubled thought at the edge of his mind. “Will it always be so, Elder Rishni?”

“Joseph, do you feel the shivers of a premonition?” the Elder Rishni asked.

“What if the raiders come here?”

“If so,” the Elder One said, “We must needs cope.”

“You believe we can?”

“Yes,” the old man said, suddenly looking younger than his many years. “And I will tell you why. We are in possession of a fortress. It is covert and it is a hidden city...both hidden and fortified.”

“To be defended in all this largeness by you, me, and my two toddling sons!” Joseph held back a laugh.

“Aoya! Are we now glum? The redoubt is covert to the far eye. Sand coats its outer surface.”

“I know so little, Elder Rishni, with so much to learn. I’m only a warrior, a...uh...a goatherd.”

“Aya, so you were. You are more now. You are young, smart, and curious. What one has been does not limit what one becomes. You are a husband, a father, and you have been chosen by me.”

The old man smiled. “I name you my disciple. We will continue to teach you, I and Yasmen. If you are now over it, I will begin. As I was saying, the oasis was not always hidden. Once, a very long time ago, my people found the oasis when they came this way. The rift was a prominent tracery on a main trade route. At the upper end there, beyond the south oasis, there stood a tall and jagged spar of granite.”

Joseph and Yasmen turned to where the old man was pointing, but obviously the spar of granite was gone.

“It pierced heavenward,” the Elder Rishni continued, “And could be seen for leagues. It marked these two oases. There were always encampments here. It was a favorite refuge during the dust-blowing season. A city could have grown up here, except for the Bedouins; they would not allow any settling, only free passage.”

Joseph and Yasmen sat down, arm and arm as the old man continued his story.

“My people left the Hall of Ghosts when their interior oasis dried up. They had to wander in the desert until they came here. Many years passed. My people were a people of settlements, a civilized group of cultivation and commerce. This new way of life was difficult for them.”

At this point, Joseph and Yasmen’s children joined them to silently listen.

“They came here and camped for many days. Our master builders looked upon the great south spire and looked at the river flow down that now dry bed you saw today, Joseph. Our Chieftain sent out scouts to call in all of the bands of our people. We gathered and settled here. We sent our warriors out and they turned the caravans aside. We drove the Bedouins away...I’m sure they have not forgotten. My people took captives as slaves for the first time in their history and great stone blocks were hewn from the tall, granite spire, until now even the Bedouins are not quite sure where the valley is. Our redoubt grew as you now see it. We were divided between being artisans and warriors, with each doubling as tillers of the soil. We allowed goatherds to hover near, with whom we traded fruits and vegetables for meat and wool. They warned us when raiders were coming.”

“My people, Yahovah...”

“Aya, Joseph. They warned us and then faded into the desert and never returned. By then, we had the redoubt joined all across the base. The wall at the center was forty hand spans up. Our warriors came inside through concealed entrances.

“One of our apprentice masons swam the underground river from the upper end when he slipped and fell in. He swam to where it emptied into the outer valley, out there, beyond the redoubt. He told us of it, of the great river continuing under the earth and how we had only a small spume of the total of the water flowing there. The younger was very lucky in that he had hugged the west bank the length of the cavern that he traversed, and he got caught in the eddy that pushed the small by-flow into our side channel; pushing it out under the redoubt, since we had built that over the small spume.”

The elder stopped and took a drink that was offered to him by Yasmen. Nodding his thanks, he took a deep breath, and continued, “One of our master builders spent days and nights, for it is quiet at night in a human community, tapping along the east wall of the bulwark. He concluded the east wall hid much of the cavern, and he set our slaves to chiseling, to cut out a great square. Before safety measures could be taken, the chiseled slab fell away into the depths. A sudden surge in the spume created a current that carried slaves down into that deep cavern as well. In this way, was our side spume rejoined with the mighty underground river. It cut off the flow of water to the outer valley. Our exterior fields died, and our groves of trees withered. The pools of water gradually dried up. We were awakened one morning by our sentries, telling us the raiders were gone...they didn’t have their Kzer as a leader then; he was just a small boy, learning the King trade from his father in the Valley of the Indus.”

One of the children gave out a soft snore. All three had fallen asleep in their parents’ arms. The old man smiled, and took another deep breath. “We finished building the redoubt, and we then cut another great stone slab large enough to block the quarried slue-hole so as to redirect our personal spume from the river when and if we ever decided to recreate our farming community. At that time, we set the slab with counterweights so we could raise or lower it. It only takes an average man’s weight to raise it, and you are more than average, Joseph. You will do...we will release it.” He smiled at Joseph.

“That was when I left on my extended travels,” the old man continued. “And now I’m back and an old man...fleeing before the hordes of Indo-Aryos, now led by the Kzer. Yes, it is time to lower the stone again...time to bring the outer valley back to life. I wonder why my people left...”

Joseph didn’t seem to hear the last. “Aya, Elder Rishni.”

“Ayo, it was mighty, and now we are here to bring new life to the north valley. I wonder, did the raiders come again. On the morrow you will see how we lower the stone. The redoubt and its interior are what you need to ken. It is our bastion. It will be our protection while we are creating acres of greenery, to lay in a small, settled commonality yet again.”

Joseph stared around the valley, unsure if the Elder Rishni was trying to joke with his ignorance, or did he really mean the things he was saying. So far, the old man had lived up to everything he had said. Perhaps he was still telling the truth.

“The redoubt is 400 hand spans high by 5,280 hand spans long,” the old man said. “It is, as well, 400 at the base and 100 at the top. It slopes to the top from the base, 150 hand spans to the side.” He pointed, “Here, this area is the flume at the base of the redoubt, and it is 1,000 hand spans wide and slopes in to 100 hand spans at the north end. It slopes in on the east side to the north end 800 spans. Within the roof, over the lake, is a second layer that has halls, walls, and many other rooms. In siege we could harbor tens or thousands of a tribe or our herds...that is, if we had time, and so for a period of time. This would be both in the redoubt, and in the rooms of the flume roof. There is a special chamber in the redoubt for you, Joseph, and for your voice. You will become the voice of Yahovah.”

“This you would have me be?”

“Ayo, you will, and you are,” the Elder One said with a slight smile.

“A chamber of worship? There is a sacrifice altar?”

“We don’t sacrifice to the invisible god. The refinement, the intricacy of civilized godhood will ensue. For now, we will do it simple for the needs of goat herders, raiders, and erstwhile drivers in caravan.”

“Aya, for what then is the room?” Joseph asked, still confused.

“For the echo and magnification of your voice, as the voice of Yahovah. It will echo across the life giving waters, and across the reach of the fruits thereof. Those who have come to toil in the fields and to reap their harvest, they will listen. On the morrow, we will gather the logs for the raft we need to build.”

“Aya! As you will it, Elder Rishni.”

H...I

“Hyie, Joseph! We must finish. Early on the morrow would I raft across the sacred pool, and there change the rush and fall of our underground river. I would once again release its life liquid out into the sere sands of the outer valley, so that which is green will change the dun color of the dunes. Will you this also?”

By the late of the afternoon, the raft was done. It was a poor thing they had constructed, these two inheritors from the builders of the huge redoubt.

“I like it not, Sire. It is loosely joined.”

“Worry not,” the Elder Rishni said, “We only go there and back once. It is good enough.”

“Sire, it will drift apart,” Joseph said in exasperation.

“If so, it does,” the old man said with a laugh, “Then grab a log and hang on with one arm and use the other arm to try to pull the water to you, and then churn up and down with your feet. You will thusly pull yourself in the direction you wish to go.”

Joseph scoffed. “Easy? You make it sound so.”

“Is it not?”

So, pushing and pulling, they moved the poor contraption down the stepped tiers to the water’s edge...having not been totally stupid, building the raft halfway down, where they still had some light. When finished, it was time for their evening repast, and they went early to bed...both being tired.

The sun had barely touched the cliff’s top when they were already to the pool’s edge...immediately dumping the raft into the water. Joseph let himself down gingerly onto the six joined logs, resting on his knees. The Elder One handed him one of the long, green poles for poling between the columns.

“Surely the master builders used better than this,” Joseph said.

“So what if they did? Are we master builders? We continue their concepts...we may in time cause there to again be master builders. We will move our craftsmen into the inner valley, to teach you and your sons what you need to know. You will soon send out your call, and in yourself, you will gather the skills and crafts of civilization. You will not do the work, but you will know the work to be done, and you will correlate the isolated abilities into the total.”

“Whom do I order? I can’t order you, for You are Rishni.”

“All things in their time and place, young Rishni. First, we release the waters, then recruit, or the water will.”

“For now,” Joseph said, “We use our own crude craft.”

“You are with it, Joseph. Shall we?”

Old Rishni lowered his small weight gradually onto the near end of the bobbing logs. The raft skittered, and he slid partly into the water, leaving his pole at the edge of the pool.

“Use your pole, Younger...set it on the bottom and push away from the terrace.”

Joseph did it awkwardly, but the raft moved, giving the old one room. He pushed at the raft by kicking slowly with his feet, paddle dipping with his other hand.

Slowly, the loosely joined logs bore Joseph forward, on into the murky distance. To him, it seemed a very long passage under the claustrophobic stone ceiling, as he poled, and the Elder slowly paddled along behind. As Joseph fell into the imputed rhythm of the task, he caused ripples on the pool’s surface. Old Rishni hung on with both hands. His wee body planed, and he smiled happily at the ready aptitude shown by his pupil, the one he had chosen.

They reached out and made a slow, curving turn as Joseph altered the direction of the planting of his pole and pushed. He seemed to know what was needed, and did it.

After a time, up ahead, a paleness began to suffuse the darkness, and there was a low echo of a sound. To Joseph, it was a totally new sound. To the Elder One, it was only the fall of water. As they drew near to the source of light and of sound, the echo built in volume. It built to a low boom, and reinforced echo sound to a continuous cascade of sound. The raft bumped gently against a low wall at the north end of the subterranean pool. It was a wall, walling the pool and not the north wall of dungeon area. Old Rishni worked his way around the raft, searching with his foot along the wall.

“Ayo!” He pushed away from the raft and stood upright in the water, having one knee bent upward. He put his weight on the bent leg, and raised his lower leg, climbing unseen steps. Then, he was standing atop the containment, the main wall. Joseph leaned from the raft and shoved himself onto the granite wall. The skittish raft rocked and squirted away from the wall. As Joseph slowly stood up, he loomed over the elder one. Both gazed at the light. It ran the full width of the dry spillway between them.

Joseph hopped down into the spillway and knelt. He could see the slit angle down and out. Peering through, he could see the sun-seared, dun sand beyond.

“Joseph come!”

The Elder Rishni led the way up the slight incline of the spillway. The stone beneath their sandals was worn smooth. As they walked up the slanted ramp to the east, it angled slightly to the south, into the bending angle of the natural wall along the east side. As they mounted the ramp, the light began again to wane. It became murky and Joseph bumped into the Elder One.

By now, the sound of cascading water was deafening. Old Rishni groped along Joseph’s arm and grabbed his wrist. He led the hand forward and down, into the rush of the water coursing there below them. Joseph’s unresisting hand was carried northward to the length of his reach. He uttered a drowned sound.

“Oyoh!”

One time again the Old Rishni took Joseph’s hand and led him back through the dark, along the stream edge of the ramp. They bumped into the north wall of the redoubt. The Old One put Joseph’s hand upward to run their hands along the surface of a large, loose block...set in a groove, looming over the roil of the stream. Old Rishni led Joseph two paces west and put his hand on a huge, wooden beam where it came out of the wall and angled upward.

He demonstrated the beam had some play in its wall slot, then he led the way back into the light where they could communicate in low shouts.

“Joseph, I will climb the stairs to the west of the spillway, and you go back and pull the lever, the wooden beam, down. You must do it very quickly and run fast to where you will see me. Join me on the stairs immediately, for the water will be swift. I will, at that time, have one other thing to show you and by that time, the stream will be settled down in its new bed, and we’ll raft back to the oasis. Do you ken?”

“Aya, Elder Rishni.”

The Elder One moved to the darkened steps at the west side and upward, stairs that had been hidden, west of the spillway. Joseph moved back up the ramp to the east, holding his left arm aloft. He stopped when his arm met the wooden beam. At first, he was careless as he casually tugged at the lever down near the wall. It wouldn’t budge. He paused to think about what he had to do, thinking he could hear the old one’s piping shout. He edged his hands along the beam until he was hanging by his hands at the upper end of the beam, He hung there for a moment with his feet dangling and then he turned loose and dropped to a crouch. Leaping high, he brought his weight down bearing against the cantilever of the beam. It moved down a foot and hung up.

When he immediately repeated the maneuver, the lever gave all the way. Joseph turned to the west and ran. There was a crashing sound behind him, and the cascade noise died, changing the tenor of the water sound.

By the time he reached the shadowed, western steps, water was splashing around his feet. The flash of the flood gripped him at the knees, causing him to fall forward onto the steps. Spume wet his face and his hair. He looked back down into the lighter dark to watch the water begin to settle in, as it reached its lowest level. The light coming through the downward slanting slit was now water filtered and paler. After that first surge, the water at his feet became backwash, moving in slow eddies. The current became the strongest in the middle, falling away through the slit out onto the sand. The new sound the water made was low, squishy, and soothing.

“Joseph, come along.”

“Oyah.” Joseph moved into the dark, As he rounded the first bend in the upward spiral of the granite stairs, light was filtering down. He could dimly see, making out the stones of the walls and the stairs. As he moved around the final spiral, he stepped out onto the level floor of a room that was twenty-four hand spans high, running south, and getting dim in the low light with distance.

It was a hall...on the north wall was a window and the Elder One was busy pulling sand into the room. He had the window cleared as Joseph approached. Together, they gazed down on the surge of the water as it churned in the sand. The drop of the water from its narrow spill was twenty double hand-spans wide.

The falling water was clearing as it completed the washout of the sand which had accumulated over the years, and the same was happening in its ancient riverbed. The stone bones of its ancient waterway were beginning to gleam through. The water bunched, spreading slowly and deepening as it spread away from the gouge it was digging with its cascade of falling water. The rising gorge of the accumulation of water was beginning to filter over the lip of the diamond-grained softness of the sand dam. “Work will be required on the old stone bed.”

“Elder Rishni, how will we recruit? Which of us will go forth to call in the tribes? Where will we find seeds and beasts?”
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