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Beauty and danger…were

they one and the same?



When Far-Awn awoke, bleary-eyed, weak and trembling from the overlong, enforced sleep, he saw the thorny barrier had been swept away completely from the cave’s entrance.

Spread before him in startling clarity was a world totally changed from the dry, dun-colored earth of his yesterday. A heavy covering of pale, blue white snow sparkled in the dawning light of the weak first sun. The blank and gnarled fingers of the burran trees dripped with a million sparkling icicles. As Far-Awn’s incredulous eyes jumped from here to there, he heard and saw the snapping and popping as frozen and weighted branches broke and fell to the ground, one after the other.

Storms, many, Far-Awn had seen, and the after-math—but never such a morning view as this! So far from home. In the highlands looking down…and he was alone. So much awesome beauty and desolation his eyes beheld, enchanting him, chilling his spine with the power of what one single storm from Bay Gar could do! To him it occurred that the same world could look extraordinarily beautiful, or desperately frightening, depending on one’s vantage point. To his father, down in the lowlands, it wouldn’t be beautiful—for all those people down there, this storm was the crowning touch of disaster.
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A Message to the

Readers



Virginia Cleo Andrews, known to you as V.C. Andrews, died in December 1986. Among the many story ideas, completed manuscripts, and outlines was one of her most favorite, called Gods of Green Mountain. She spoke glowingly of the life-giving messages and outstanding guideposts that people currently living on this planet would find motivating. Our sister believed so strongly in this manuscript that she elicited our solemn promise that we would endeavor to see that Gods of Green Mountain would be published.

It is a tale of a distant world she had dreamed about since she was a little girl. She revealed that often, throughout her lifetime, when she was sleeping, she could feel herself leave her body and fly away to this distant planet with the two suns. For several hours, Virginia would regale us about the birth of this planet, the evolution of the inhabitants from minute plant life to an advanced society. She described the character, the animals, the plants, the landscapes and the colors ranging from monochromatic to multifaceted brilliance. Virginia believed in reincarnation and truly felt that she had been to this planet and was looking forward to returning.

Now thanks to Pocket Books and Simon & Schuster, this original, intriguing odyssey is being published as an eBook. We hope you enjoy this exciting adventure as much as she enjoyed writing it.

Sincerely,

Bill and Gene Andrews








Book One

El Sod-a-Por









Prologue



Once, in a time far removed from ours, in a place in the far reaches of our universe, there was a planet called El Dorraine, which meant “the ideal.” And so it was, or nearly so.

It was the most favored planet under all of the suns; however this was not always the case. In its faraway dark beginnings it had been named, and properly so, El Sod-a-Por, meaning the ill-favored one—and so it had been, decidedly.

Eons ago, two giant worlds collided in the black infinity of space, and they shattered into trillions of small pieces. The largest bit of all spun off and was captured between the gravities of two small suns. Thus it was that El Sod-a-Por came into being. And oh, but it was hot on El Sod-a-Por with the two suns to give it light and warmth! No sooner would one sun set behind the Scarlet Mountains, and the black cooling mantle of night settle down upon that heat-ravaged land, when the second sun would rise above the Green Mountain, to chase away the comforting darkness. Into the light and heat again the second sun would bring that poor, beleaguered world.

And oh, but it was cold upon El Sod-a-Por at the top and bottom poles! It was a sphere constantly spinning, blazing hot in the bulging middle; freezing cold at the receding, opposite poles. So perfectly was the world balanced between the two suns, no ray of light or warmth was ever allowed to penetrate into the icy darkness of either pole. Both were places of eternal night.

Only on the narrow borderlands between the two extremities could green life survive, under the Gods of Green Mountain. Even there the sizzling hot or numbing cold would sweep in and shrivel the tender, young growing plants. Nevertheless, somehow through the years, some life did persist despite all the obstacles hurled upon it, and resilient, determined, hardy life it was. When the people came—and eventually they did—it took them billions of years to evolve from stationary rooted plants into ambulatory men. They were short, thick people—sturdy as tree trunks, as obstinate, resilient and tenacious as the plant stock from which they had sprung.

To those harassed people, it seemed that nature’s elements waged a relentless, merciless, perpetual battle to stamp them out. Down into the deep bowels of their earth they were forced to dig to find water, and clever were the ways in which they devised means to bring it to the surface, and irrigate the parched land. Though it rained often on the borderlands between the too hot and the too cold, it was never a gentle, drizzling, soothing and nourishing rain. Oh, no! Sweet and gentle rain was never to be expected. Torrents of driving water hurled down on their land. A drenching downpour accompanied by swirling winds to rip and tear. And when the rain, the winds, were over, the water disappeared as quickly as it had come. Swallowed up thirstily by the cracks and crevices, seeping down through the many orifices in the hard top crust. Down into the dark inner-earth.

There were those, many, who argued that beneath this same hard crust was indeed the place where life would be easier. But the majority dissented. Thoughts of life in the dark caves, the cold burrows and tunnels, was abhorrent to them, the lovers of light and sun.

Their strange land, dominated by two suns, refrigerated at either end, steaming hot in the middle, created through the play of extreme temperatures, acting one on the other, narrow rims between the two climates, rocky lands of crystals of iridescent and radiant beauty. They didn’t notice. The struggle to maintain existence was too backbreaking, muscle-aching, mind-fatiguing to appreciate what good they might have seen, or found. Theirs was labor that never ended. Never even lessened, no matter how much was accomplished during the long working hours. They were people of one occupation, one profession, one avocation…to raise food, to plant it, to make an effort at harvesting, to keep alive, to endure. To survive. That was it.
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Baka the Untiring




On the very edge of the upper temperature zone, nearer the cold side than the hot, lived the most industrious, the most diligent farmer of them all. He was called Baka. When the citizens of that land became aware of just what type of man Baka was, they called him Baka Valente, meaning Baka the Untiring. And in most ways, Baka was, indeed, untiring.

Baka’s farm was the largest and most productive. His herds and flocks of animals the hardiest, and seemingly the cleverest at finding forage, whereas the flocks of others could find little, or sometimes none. Baka’s house was also the largest, the finest. It was molded of the soft inner-earth, then after shaping, and after hours of baking in the hot scorching suns, the mud became rock hard. It was then covered with the strong, tough puhlet hides to keep the driving waters from softening and washing the house down into mud again.

A baby puhlet was called a puka. They came into their doomed short existence all rosy pink and bare, and so tiny they could be cupped in a human palm. In seven days they would double in size, and would be covered with a fluffy yellow-green fuzz that was not quite feathers, and not quite hair. As a puka grew older, the fuzz gradually turned into thick, silvery, smoke-blue fur. This was the very color all inhabitants of that planet wore. Fortunately for them, its neutral color went well with their pale citron complexions and fiery red hair and deep purple eyes. Once the pukas reached the smoky fur stage, they matured quickly. As they had to. As all life on El Sod-a-Por had to.

Baka had need of his large fine home, for he had twelve sons and one daughter. His good wife, Lee-La, was strong enough, and willing enough, to give him thirteen more children, if need be. She knew—Baka knew, all Sod-a-Porians knew—that at any moment the storms could take a child or two or even all. That was the way of it. One day you thought you had it all secure, the next, everything was gone.

Every crop had to be shielded from the frying winds. Rows and rows of fires had to be made to protect the crops when the cold came. Be it hot, or be it cold, both extremes knew exactly the most vulnerable time of any seed they planted—and that was when the storms were certain to visit! Though either extremity brought some measure of disaster, of grief and loss, it was as nothing as compared to the times when both hot and cold winds raced in and collided! Then the air would swirl and twirl, spinning faster and faster, until hundreds of wind funnels touched down on the ground, taking all that was before them. Fields of grain, houses, fences, windshields, storage bins, animals, barns, and families. For those that survived, hiding in the underground caverns, all would have to be started over from the beginning.

Hardly ever did Baka permit himself to think of how many beginnings he had made, of how much he had lost. If he had all the children he had sired, he might have fifty. If he had all the sod houses he had built, maybe a hundred. God knows! He didn’t keep records. He ploughed on, planning for today, tomorrow, and maybe there was a time in the future when he could sit down and think of how to devise a way to secure all that was his—make it permanently his.

He looked around at the family his third wife had given him, very proud. Twelve sons still alive. That was a feat in itself. One small daughter was left, Bret-Lee, just as industrious as any of her brothers. Side by side she had worked with her mother since the age of three: cooking, cleaning, spinning, weaving, and sewing the dull gray cloth into clothes. Besides a hundred and one other chores she did willingly and well. For the children of El Sod-a-Por, the carefree easy days of childhood were short indeed.

As successful and admired as he was, Baka had one annoying itch that he just couldn’t scratch! That dissatisfaction was his youngest son, Far-Awn the shepherd. While his older brothers toiled endlessly in the fields, or industriously burrowed in the depths of the cavernous inner-earth, making every moment of the day count for something, Far-Awn could be counted on to find a way to shirk his share of the daily chores. At least it seemed to Baka that way, and his elder brothers as well. The boy had absolutely no sense of duty, of obligation and responsibility! That a son of his could be lazy smoldered in Baka’s brain like a pot of stew always on the stove. Many were the times when Baka would miss his youngest, and after long searching, he would find Far-Awn in some recessed, isolated place, just lying on his back, idly staring up at the violet-blue sky and the drifting long clouds.

Fool! “What’s wrong with you, boy?” Baka railed each time, then thoroughly reprimanded him for being lazy, careless, indifferent, irresponsible—didn’t he know there was work to do? Didn’t he know everyone had to pull his own weight—there were no freeloaders!

“I was thinking,” Far-Awn replied, apparently indifferent to his father’s wrath. “Look at those rocks over there…the colors in them…look how it stains the earth…look at the clothes we wear. Dull gray. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could somehow use that color to brighten up our clothes?”

“Idiot!” Baka shouted. “What difference does it make what color our clothes are! They keep us warm when it’s cold, and protect us from the suns! What else is needed of clothing?”

“Nothing, I suppose,” answered Far-Awn, subdued into thinking his notions were foolish. Colored clothes or not, it was still a dreary, hateful place he had been born into. Work, work, work, from morning until night. Grab a quick sleep before another day of work began. Surely there could be something more. There wasn’t even time to look at the glorious day dawnings, or sun-downings, not if he would live the way his father and family dictated…

Then he smiled at his father, charmingly apologetic. “What is it you want me to do?”

To Baka, that smile was the most infuriating thing of all—even more so than Far-Awn’s stupid question! What was there to smile about? Was that all that boy thought about, colors? When everywhere there was work to do, and it didn’t require any thinking—it was there, always—waiting, plain to see without thought, without orders. Knowing how to work was bred into them, like the red hair that grew on their heads…you accepted it, just as you accepted the color of your skin, green! He looked again at his son, half-pityingly…for Far-Awn’s skin was a pale creamy color, not even tinged with green…and his hair was strange, red-gold, not brick red like everybody else’s…

On another day, he went searching for his youngest, strangest, and most unpredictable son. And as was to be expected, he was again sprawled in the shade, on his back, hands tucked beneath his head.

“There’s soap to be made, and grain to be harvested, and hams to be smoked…yet there you lie, flat on your back,” Baka began with heavy sarcasm. “Am I interrupting some heavy thinking?”

“No, Father. I was dreaming!”

As if that were possible—dreaming with the eyes open! Imagine. Not once in all Baka’s life had he dreamed with his eyes wide open, in daylight. Dreams came seldom to him even in his sleep—except for those blissful few times when he had enough to overeat. But those dreams were terrifying experiences. Certainly nothing a boy would go searching for, and smile when he found them.

Baka said with all the patience he could muster, and he was not by nature a patient man, “Son, I am making an effort to understand you. So, if you are sick, then tell me where it hurts, and I’ll do what I can to help. But if you are well, and are just lying here resting, so you can ‘think’ while the rest of us break our backs working, including your small sister—then, by the gods, I’ll have the hide from your back!”

Very quickly Far-Awn jumped to his feet. “That’s it, Father—that’s what I was dreaming about. A way for all of us to live without breaking our backs, working from morning until night, too tired to enjoy ourselves, growing old before our time.”

Dumbfounded, Baka stared at his son. Blasphemy! What other way was there than work? Oh, he was sick! Sick in the head! Sorrow washed through him. Of course, this explained all the boy’s oddness, the way he sometimes laughed. Nobody laughed—except this fool son of his—and at the most unexpected, embarrassing times, letting the neighbors, complete strangers, hear and see him.

Time and again, Baka and Lee-La had to explain their youngest had a touch of the “sun-madness.” Those who had heard Far-Awn’s laughter would look away and sadly agree this must be the case. Though in secret, these same people went home and conferred with each other, and usually agreed they never before had seen a case of sun-madness take on this particular and peculiar manifestation. Those who knew Baka and his family well suspected it was much more than just a temporary touch of sun-madness which troubled the brain of young Far-Awn.

Secretly they were pleased that Baka had at least one failure in his crop of superb children. For in truth, everyone was envious of Baka, who was more successful in everything than anyone else. Too successful in the opinion of some. Who else had twelve sons? Not one.

Baka guessed what his friends thought of Far-Awn, for he himself was a thousand times more guilty of the same thoughts. But then, he had a thousand times more evidence to convince himself the boy was more than a little mad. He was crazy! To add the crowning touch to a long list of bewildering idiosyncrasies, belonging only to someone severely afflicted, the darn boy was often heard singing! Far-Awn was just as indifferent as to who heard him sing as he was indifferent as to who was watching and learning of his other quirks! Oh, he was something to bear. A curse to punish him. There was no more reason for singing than there was reason for smiling.

Reaching desperately for hope, Baka reasoned that the boy could be just maddened by the blazing suns. It happened occasionally. And his brain could be so wind-stirred he didn’t realize all of life was a desperate battle. No need to show joy or laughter. The Gods already knew they existed. Far-Awn didn’t have to call it to their attention. Sooner or later the Gods of that Green Mountain would hear his laughter, or his singing, and in their jealous envy of a mortal’s pleasure, they would take it away. Send down the wind funnels to destroy him—and perhaps everyone and everything else! How many times had he warned his most foolish son of this very thing, uselessly it seemed. Far-Awn never appreciated, or even appeared to take seriously, any of the religious fervors all others so firmly believed.

The rest of the family had to make amends for the boy’s disrespectful behavior. Woefully their spines would bend in supplication. Sorrowfully their shoulders would sag. Longer than ever their dour expressions became—and all just to convince the Gods they had no real cause for envy. Everyone knew they were being punished. They should have stayed rooted, never sprouted legs and used them. The Gods never moved. They stayed where they were. No wonder they were jealous. Living there, by the Green Mountain, beyond the Scarlet Mountains, awaiting their chance for total revenge.

As Baka headed for home, his son following, his head bowed even lower.
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Far-Awn the Dreamer




That night, when Baka had all his family asleep and secure on their beds of puhlet hides, he went to stand over Far-Awn, studying the strange young face. Though he wondered every day why he had been so cursed by this complex, paradoxical son, paradoxical because deep in his most secret heart, for some reason not understood even by himself, he loved this son more than any of the others. Just to stand here and look at him asleep put a glow of warm pleasure in his heart.

Far-Awn was taller and slimmer than his brothers. His movements were quicker and more agile, giving him a singular kind of grace that made all others seem unnaturally clumsy. But it was more than his odd beauty—if it was beauty. There was something in his face, behind his eyes, something different, something unknown, something that hinted of mysterious forces. When the boy was singing, although Baka would never admit it, a heaviness would lift from his spirit. He could almost forget all the troubles and anxieties that besieged him daily. That was the trouble with things like singing: one should never allow this lightness of spirit; it took the mind from current problems. Forgetting one’s troubles made one unprepared—and that was when disaster was sure to come. It had, time and again. Precedent and experience made the truth. Of necessity, to survive, pleasure had to be snuffed out quick.

As for Far-Awn, he had none of the conflicting doubts that so plagued his father. He knew from his very first remembering that he was different from all of the others. He was unique unto himself. He didn’t have to peer into a pool of underground water to see his reflection to recognize the differences. He felt it inside, deep. Though, loving his father, he would please him by conforming, if he could. When he was very, very young, and very needing of affection, he had struggled mightily to fit the mold his parents would press him into. After awhile, he realized he could never be what they wanted, so he gave up trying. Though it pained him to see his parents so distressed, it pained even more to deny the differences that flowered within him.

He knew his older brothers only tolerated him, considering him weak and feebleminded, if not outright crazy. His slender body was much stronger than any supposed, but who would believe that? Not his father, not his brothers. Condescendingly he was given the easiest of chores; among them, he was shepherd to Baka’s flock of one hundred and forty puhlets.

Just to think of the puhlets caused a smile to curve Far-Awn’s lips. Of all the farm animals, they were his favorite, his pets. There were other animals, but none had been so successfully domesticated and bred as the sturdy and tractable puhlets. No other animal had evolved so physically advantageously, so they, and they alone were able to survive the sudden and drastic climate changes without one bit of shelter. And that alone was a marvel.

Sad though, that the very animals he loved most was the main meat supply. From their hides all on El Sod-a-Por fashioned coverings for their houses. They used the hides for beds, for chairs, for coats. Their fur was spun into a coarse cloth and sewed into dull, unimaginative clothes. Their fat was boiled down and made into soap, their hooves and horns into utensils. Oh, they by far contributed more to the survival of those inhabitants than any other single element—with the exception of their own tenacious, diligent nature.

Besides the weather, the puhlets had only one natural enemy—the warfars! Against the warfars’ sharp fangs and ripping claws they were defenseless. All they could do was run, bleating pitifully all the way. The slinky dark warfars could race like the wind, and howl like evil spirits of the night. But during the day hours, the warfars were notoriously afraid of men. One man or boy alone could scare off a whole pack. Yet, in the dark of night, it was a far different story. At night, those that lived on El Sod-a-Por were just as defenseless as any puhlet, even more so. For the puhlets could at least stay awake.

When the burning winds blew from the desert, a remarkable change would occur; the long straight hairs would stand on end, with each hair follicle fluffing out at the end to form a thick brush of many fibers too transparent to be seen. Plus the fur turned silvery white. The intermeshing hair fibers kept the winds from reaching the delicate pink skins. White reflected the heat away. Years of instinctual behavior patterns had taught each puhlet to tuck its head under the thick neck ruff and protect its eyes and the sensitive membranes of its nose.

When the icy winds screamed down from the bleak, black land of Bay Gar, something equally miraculous happened. Their silvery fur would curl tightly upon itself, keeping the strong winds from separating the hairs, and as the hair began to curl, it changed color, turning to ebony black, thus retaining the natural body heat. Again, the thick neck ruff was used to hide the delicate facial areas. Many a young shepherd had saved his life by lying down with the flock when the devastating winds blew.

Still, a very young puka had a very vulnerable time, just after birth, when they were naked, without even the protection of the yellow-green fuzz. An entire nursery of pukas could be wiped out from the slightest draft, the slightest chill. Too much heat, and they would collapse prostrate, and quickly die. So delicate, so frail, so sensitive were these small creatures at this time, the pukas spent their first few weeks in the sod houses, romping with the human babies.

Because of this intimate closeness, and the daily care of the baby animals, it was a sad and mournful day when the full-grown puhlet had to be slaughtered. So much was this unhappy day dreaded by the tender-hearted natives, often the most compassionate would wait until their animals were old and ready to die anyway before they could bring down the heavy mallet on the paper-thin skulls. The meat was tough and stringy by then. The fur long past its prime. But there was the satisfaction of knowing the animal had reproduced many times, and been allowed to live out its allotted days.

[image: space]

There were many shepherds on El Sod-a-Por, but in all the hills of the borderlands, upper and lower, not one loved his flock of puhlets more than Far-Awn. He talked to them as if they understood; he sang to them as if he knew they enjoyed it, and long were the miles he walked to discover the rare places where the lushest grasses grew. Far-Awn knew the puhlets were grateful for his care and love. They gazed at him with soft violet eyes of devotion, responding in all the quiet ways they could.

When Far-Awn lay in a field, dreaming of how life could be different, and better, of how life should be happy and enjoyable, without fear of death always hovering so near, the puhlets grazed contentedly, glancing his way from time to time. Because of his presence, however distracted he grew at times, not once had a warfar stolen a calf, for Far-Awn was quick. In a flashing second he could leap to his feet and hurl a stone, and most of the time it found its mark. Cowardly the warfars slunk away—a stone or a stick was enough weapon during the day.

Leaning back against a burran tree, Far-Awn ate his lunch of cheese and bread, and spoke aloud to Musha, his favorite animal, who also lunched nearby. “Men shouldn’t have to hide in the ground like dirt diggers—like insects! Why should we grow old so soon, and die so young?—it’s that work!—that everlasting, perpetual work! There ought to be a way, something, that we could devise to keep the weather out. There has to be some other reason for being alive, other than working—what do you say, Musha?”

Musha bleated, apparently agreeing.

Far-Awn turned his head toward the far Green Mountain, where the Gods were reputed to live. Thoughtfully he gazed. Did they really control the weather? Did they really send the storms as a form of punishment because they were rooted in one spot? If gods they were, couldn’t they grow legs if they wanted? Of course they could. There was another reason for the storms. “Before I die, I’m going to find out,” he said to himself, “just who and what lives in that giant green home.”

Musha looked up, still munching on the grass in his mouth. He too turned to stare thoughtfully at the distant Green Mountain. A soft sighing sound came from his throat.
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Far-Awn Goes Searching




One day three years later, when Far-Awn was ten, he led his flock of puhlets far from the customary grazing grounds. In that year, more storms than usual had devastated the land. More wind funnels had come to denude the fields and hills with repeated demands of tribute for the Gods. It seemed entirely possible that all the tender young grasses had been destroyed. Only in gullies and other damp recessed areas could any touch of edible food be found. But never were there enough of these areas to satisfy the hunger of each and every one of Far-Awn’s animals.

What life Far-Awn could find growing, he found nearer the cold side than the hot. So ever closer he led his flock to that icy, bleak black land known as Bay Gar. In the twilight zone between the light and the dark, a narrow band of growth struggled from a crack in the cold ground. Hungrily the puhlets fed upon it. When their appetites were satisfied, the day was gone. The first short darkness of night descended.

With it came panic for Far-Awn! No shepherd stayed out all night with his flock. Always they hurried to be home before dark. In the night, the warfars grew bold, fearless. Well they knew what happened to man when night came. Then they could sneak in and use their fangs and claws to kill and eat what they would, animal and shepherd alike. “Oh, Gods that be,” Far-Awn prayed, “keep us safe from the warfars this one night, and I swear I will never again doubt your existence. I vow I will never again be so careless, so thoughtless. I will struggle to be what my father expects!”

And with that, immediately with full darkness, Far-Awn fell deeply asleep. Such was the way of all those humans that lived there. Sleep had to be grabbed quickly before the first sun arose, and the labors unending began anew. Snug among the resting puhlets, Far-Awn was warm and protected from the cold, if not from the warfars.

In the permanent dusky world near the winterlands, the rays of the first sun’s rising penetrated the murkiness only dimly. So it was that Far-Awn slept longer than any other night of his short life.

He awoke suddenly, feeling refreshed and renewed, but strangely lost and disoriented in this hazy, cold place. Sitting up, he looked around and smiled because they had survived the night. There was no blood on the ground, no torn bodies to horrify his eyes. Perhaps the warfars didn’t travel this far north, and confined themselves to the areas where men worked and trod with the puhlets. He said then a quick prayer, thanking the Gods for letting them survive.

He was a far, far walk from home, he knew that. He would have to hurry to reach there by nightfall. And speed was doubly needed for it was nearing the time of birthing for the female puhlets. For the pukas to come in such a distant, unfriendly cold spot, remote from shelter and human care, would be a tragedy that his father would never forgive. Nor would he be able to forgive himself. How could he have gotten himself and his trusting animals in such a predicament? Oh, no wonder his father thought him a fool, a mockery of what a son should be!

To bring the grazing puhlets close, he sounded a trilling call, for some had wandered away, finding another patch of mossy growth. As they closed about him he counted. Disbelieving, he again counted. Now it was a certain thing—six of the female puhlets were missing! The ground wasn’t covered red with blood, so the warfars couldn’t have carried any off. Their way was to kill and eat on the spot, and all this could be done without waking Far-Awn. Once asleep, he couldn’t awaken until the light came. What to do? How could he go home and face his father’s terrible wrath? One animal lost was serious enough, but six? And the eventual loss would be at least double that, with the pukas due any day now—or any minute.

Again and again he sounded his call. Always before, every one of his obedient animals had responded. Always they came running, knowing he knew what was best for them. A sob of panic rose in his throat when the missing failed to respond. Musha rubbed his plush-purple nose consolingly on Far-Awn’s hand. “Don’t think kindly of me, Musha! It’s my fault six of your wives are missing, and the Gods alone know how many of your young!

“I could go and search for them,” he pondered aloud, but what to do with the others? Take them with him—risk all their lives, plus the babies due at any time? Or should he send them home alone, take the chance the warfars wouldn’t slaughter half the herd? His thoughts raced, seeking a solution where there appeared to be none. But why had the puhlets led him here in the first place? For when he thought back, yesterday it had been Musha who had done the leading, not himself. How extraordinary for the timid and acquiescent to unexplainably become aggressive—to come to this unknown land in the first place. And for six to wander off? Could there be a meaning and a purpose to this? If so, was he to let it pass him by? He glanced back at the Green Mountain, frowning with consideration. Good judgment demanded that he lead the one hundred and thirty-four safely home and forget the six lost females. That was the reasonable thing to do. Almost he could hear his father speak these very words, “Use your head, boy! How can you hesitate when comparing the loss of six to one hundred and thirty-four?”—and that was not even speaking of the young so soon expected.

Yet, was he to bypass this unique experience and go meekly home and say, “Yes, I left six. They wandered off, and I didn’t search for them.” No, he could not live with the thought of abandoning them. Right or wrong, he would find the lost six. Out of the dusky coldness he led his charges into the full light of the first sun. He put his hand firmly on Musha’s head. “Musha, I am trusting you to lead all the flock home. You are to go as fast and as quietly as possible. No bleating, no roaming off the trail to search for grasses. Keep together, the youngest in the center—and go fast! Straight home! And if you see or sense the warfars coming, run like crazy! And strike out with those horns on your head! That’s what they’re there for—weapons! And your hooves, they could do some damage too. Fight back for once! If I can throw a stone and they run, you can show some resistance! And in the daylight, they might not come close.”

His lead animal gave him a long searching look, then turned and started down the trail headed for home, going at a fast clip. The reminder of the puhlets began to tentatively follow, looking back in a bewildered way at Far-Awn. “Go on,” he called, “follow Musha! He is your leader today. He will keep you safe.” Oh, how confidently he said that. What chance did a puhlet have against the long sharp fangs of the warfars? None at all, none at all. Determinedly he resisted the pleading violet eyes that looked back at him. “Go home!” he ordered sharply, “and go quietly and fast!”

Standing on a hill, he watched until they were out of sight, gaining speed as they disappeared from his view. All heading toward the memoried place of warmth, safety, and grain.

Far-Awn dropped down on his knees, and woefully, for the first time in his life, he prayed in complete and humble supplication to the Gods of Green Mountain to let his puhlets live to reach home; to keep the storms from coming today; to keep the warfars asleep in their dens.

Then he was on his feet and running, back to where the puhlets had fed on the mossy-green growth. His sharp eyes, almost blue, knowledgeably searched the ground. Soon he found a trail that he thought could be the one left by the missing six puhlets. Only a short way did he follow before he realized, with a sinking heart, that the puhlets were not heading into the day as could be expected! No, instead, every step that he took assured they were going, for a certainty, into those rolling plains of icy inky-dark cold! Why? he wondered. What odor of growing green could have wafted to those puhlets from this place of ice and snow where nothing possibly could grow?

This inexplicable, unexpected turn of events did not lessen his determination. It didn’t occur to him to abandon the search and catch up with the main flock. A decision once made in due deliberation was not to be altered. Instead, he followed the faint hoof markings deeper and deeper into the black unexplored wilderness.

Now the frigid air became even more pungent, bitterly sharp. His nose seemed a wide-open door letting in too much air, until his brain numbed and seemingly froze. His coat of puhlet fur he drew closer about him, tugging the collar about his neck and face, pulling down the hood until only his eyes and nose were visible.

Above him stars glittered in an ice-dark sky. The tiny triple moons rotated about each other, and the planet of El Sod-a-Por, giving Far-Awn just enough light to follow the tracks in the snow-covered ice.

Farther and farther he went in. Until the soft snow turned crusty and crunched beneath his fur-covered boots. From that it went all slippery bare ice. It became almost impossible to keep his footing. Time and time again he fell. Why, oh why, did those foolish puhlets come here?—and why, by the gods, did they have to wander in so far? The trail of their hoofprints made small indentations in the ice, leading straight and true, as if they were headed toward a known destination. Yet this couldn’t be. They had never traveled here before. It gave him a strange, unreal sensation to follow the confident, never deviating trail.

The bitter cold stung his eyes, his cheeks. It prickled his nostrils with a thousand ice needles. His eyes watered; the tears froze on his lashes, making small icicles that jabbed at his face whenever he blinked. His legs became heavy, almost too weighted to lift; still he struggled on. All the while he called himself all the names his father had tagged him with—fool, idiot, besotted, sun-heated, crazy boy! Wind-stirred his brain was! How had he ever convinced himself this was the right thing to do? Never again would he trust his instinct—he would reason as his father did: to keep what you had and forget what you didn’t.

Between the curses that he piled one on the other on himself, he found time to pray, to allow his anxiety for the other one hundred and thirty-six puhlets wash over him with great, fresh waves of guilt. Long ago he should have trained his puhlets to be more independent. He shouldn’t have enjoyed so much the loving, blind adoration they gave him. Yet, contrarily, look where independence had landed the six lost ones!

Once more he slipped and fell. This time as he struggled to regain his feet, he felt strongly the urge to sleep. Sleep—everyone was instinctually conditioned to sleep immediately at darkness. Though he had been here some time, and just now was sleep overcoming him. Could it be, if one was well rested and well fed, one could deny the darkness and not sleep? He tried this, fighting back the primitive, basic need to close his eyes and escape into oblivion. Into the void where there was no chore undone, no pains of hunger to endure, no gods to please…where there was nothing but peace. Peace. How nice, how comforting to just lie here and rest…just for a while.

Far-Awn closed his eyes. Dreams came of buildings such as he had never seen before…of roads smooth and even, without rocks…homes clustered together in multitudes…flying objects in the air. Other marvels unbelievable visited behind his closed eyes. I am dying, he thought. These are daydreams coming in the dark. It is a gift from the Gods to ease my passing.

Suddenly to his ears, almost closed in death, came the soft rilling of a contented puhlet. Sleepily Far-Awn opened his eyes. Again a puhlet rilled, and so near! Stiffly he pushed himself upright, valiantly found his footing on the ice, and hurried on as fast as he could. And in his head whirled all the colors and impressions of his weird dreams, so that he was, even as he walked, still bedazzled with visions.

Then, there they were! In front of him, all six!

With their fur black as ink, curled up tight, and sharply etched against a luminous white background, so contentedly the puhlets grazed, as if this alien territory was as familiar to them as any. Munching quietly on the small white flowers and green leaves that sprouted from cracks and crevices in the ice. It was from these flowers that the luminous light emitted, silhouetting the six animals.

Thrilled and overcome with happiness to see them alive, Far-Awn ran forward and hugged each puhlet, scolding them only a little, so delighted he was just to see them again. On impulse, he then dropped down on his knees and leaned to peer closely at the strange little flowers that lived and blossomed in this sterile place of perpetual night.

How curious, he thought, plucking one flower and putting it into a coat pocket.
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The Birthing Time




On the highest hill of his farmlands, Baka stood peering sharply in all directions. His deep purple eyes scanned the horizon. Hoping to see his youngest son leading home the flock of puhlets. That boy! Staying out all night! In a lifetime of bizarre behavior, this was the most incredible incident of all!

Did that fool boy think he could defend the puhlets while he slept? If there was one thing he had depended on in this son, it was his love for his puhlets. Now, even in this, he had proven himself inadequate. “Oh fool, fool am I!” Baka shouted out into the air. “I should have tossed him as a babe into the black abyss where all born deformed go!” But Baka had pitied Far-Awn, loved him despite his strange coloring. “Such a pretty and sweet little child, with those big violet eyes, almost blue, and that odd red-gold hair and creamy skin. How cruel the Gods could be…to afflict him in appearance, as well as intellectually.”

As Baka stood there, berating himself and Far-Awn, he saw rounding the curve of a hill, the huge male puhlet his son called Musha. In relief, Baka heavily sighed. So, he had survived the night. He knelt and bowed his head to the ground, thanking the Gods of Green Mountain.

In a loose file, the flock straggled after Musha, all tired and bedraggled. Even from where he stood, Baka could see some animals were bloody, with torn hides, and ragged ears almost ripped off. Baka ran forward, hurrying to examine the injured. The warfars had attacked! There was blood and black hair on the horns of Musha! He stared at the blood in disbelief, and then plucked off the stiff coarse hair, sniffing it. Warfar hair…it had an odor, only theirs. Musha had fought back, resisted slaughter. This was unheard of—puhlets didn’t fight, they were too timid. He went to the other males and examined them. They too had fought to protect their females, fat with young. How incredible! Baka laughed, then smothered it quickly with his hand, glancing quickly back at Green Mountain…perhaps the Gods hadn’t heard.

Baka straightened and glanced around for his son. Nowhere in sight. Ah, so Far-Awn was dead…died in defense of his beloved flock. And now his beloved strange son was digesting in the bellies of the warfars. Tears glistened Baka’s eyes. Another son gone. How grievously his heart felt the loss of this one. He had lost other children, so many, but this one had touched him as no other.

Bowed down in grief, Baka led the flock home. Only then did he think to count the members of the flock. One hundred and thirty-one. Nine lost, and his son dead. Sadly he went into his home to tell his wife. “So,” said Lee-La, “Far-Awn is dead. Why aren’t you glad, Baka? Haven’t you said a thousand times he has been nothing but trouble to you? Now your addled mad son is dead and eaten, and will soon fertilize the ground—and rid you of your shame. We will have another son more to your liking, if we are lucky.” Then, in Baka’s arms she was crying.

When her tears were dried, she went to the oven and drew out the baked loaves of bread. She began to prepare another meal. Her daughter came to help. At the dinner table, Baka would tell all his children at once that Far-Awn had died in defense of his flock. Bravely died—now who could be ashamed of that?

Hours later, Baka was in a fenced area, tending the wounds of the puhlets, when from behind him sounded the voice of his dead son. Startled and fearful, Baka spun around to see Far-Awn coming with six female puhlets close behind him. Baka thought his eyes might fall out from his head, so hard did he stare.

Speechless he listened to Far-Awn’s tale of how he had wandered far from home, too far to return before night came. And he had fallen asleep on the very rim of Bay Gar. “And when I wakened in the morning, I found six of the females had wandered away. So I ordered Musha to lead the main flock home, and told him to fight if the warfars attacked. And you see, he did fight, he and the other males. And only three died, and I saved six.”

Baka’s face darkened in rage. His voice like thunder as he roared, “Risking the lives of the entire flock to save six? Are you mad? Where was your judgment? How can you stand there, a son of mine, and try to explain to me you used any judgment!” Baka’s huge hands rose to clutch at his own head, to keep them off Far-Awn’s throat. “But why should I expect anything different from you!” Still, why should he be surprised again…anything could be expected from a boy who “thought” so much, who laughed, who sang, who dreamed, and who shirked his duties at every available opportunity!

“Boy,” he began again in continued fierce anger, “just suppose a storm had blown in? Suppose a larger group of warfars had attacked? Suppose the birthing time started so far from home, alone on the trail and far from human assistance? What then would you be saying to me now? How would you justify any of that?”

“But Father…it didn’t happen that way,” Far-Awn said weakly, for he knew every one of his father’s suppositions were true. “And think of how brave Musha was and the other males. They saved all females but three.”

“Three?—stupid boy, the number is twice that at least if you count the young inside them!” So he stormed on, raging at the boy, hiding the knot of grief that had faded in his chest, refusing to acknowledge to Far-Awn how glad he was to see him alive, unharmed, and he had saved the lost six. Braving that frigid devil’s land of Bay Gar. Could I have done that? Baka asked himself.

But while Baka stood there, trapped in the fiery unreasonable temper that was his, continuing to rage, enumerating again all of the disasters that might have happened and probably would occur—if ever his brainless son ever did such a fool, thoughtless thing again—the sky overhead darkened from pale citron-green into an ominous umber-gray. The smoke-blue fur of the puhlets vibrated and rippled in uncertainty and apprehension.

The feathered quickets and quackets in their penned yards turned suddenly noiseless, then in haste waddled toward the entrances to their underground shelters. The ceaseless motions of the tree fringes stilled to hang without quiver in the absolute vacuum that settled weightily on the land. The air hung, suspended like a sword.

The hot word half-spoken froze on Baka’s tongue. His head jerked up. His short red beard jutted straight out from his square jaw. His bulbous nose quivered, sniffing the air. Which way? From which direction would it come?

Six of Baka’s sons came running in from the fields, the other five still working in the deep bowels of the inner-earth. “Tell us, Father,” called out his eldest, due to marry soon, “Will it blow hot, or will it blow cold?”

Truly, Baka thought, the Gods always have perfect timing for their visitations. Then, with second thought, he was ashamed, for his youngest son might still have been on the long trail leading home, and for certain, the storm would have killed them all.

“To the underground!” Baka yelled out to his sons, “whichever way it blows!”

Far-Awn already had the door open to the tunnel, and was leading the puhlets down the slanting descent. The animals stepped daintily, careful, but with confidence, for they had been this way many times. Down into the caverns all went, human and otherwise, to escape the terror of the storm. Hardly was the heavy door closed and bolted behind them when the storm broke with all the frenzied fury of nature gone mad.
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The umber-gray sky blackened into night. The winds came, sweeping away the still vacuum, bending low the grasses and the green and violet sproutings just poking their tips out in the fields so carefully tended. Before the fierce wind the young sapling trees bent to the ground. Those trees too old and rigid to yield to the wind’s relentless demands of tribute were yanked up and hurled away, to fall shattered and broken, sometimes miles from where they had rooted.

Then, Bret-Lee, the single daughter of the house of Baka, did a reckless thing. She dashed outside to rescue the clothes she had hung out to dry in the dual heat of two suns. The clothes whipped and snapped at her, as if alive and eager to be off and free to fly with the wind. With her arms full of the clothes, she was hurled back at the house. Fortunately, her mother held the door open, or she would have been driven straight through. She was unable to close the door—it was left open, along with the back door opposite it, this giving the wind a clear passage through. Long ago, those harassed people had learned this was the way to do it: submit, open the doors—or gone would be the house.

After the wind came the rain.

Thundering down with the noise of ten thousand running horshets! The water pelted the hide-covered homes. It smashed down the tender young plants; it flooded dry gullies and ravines, making them into instant tiger rivers that hungrily devoured the surrounding lands. Those living things that had taken refuge in the recessed places were drowned relentlessly in the fast cascades of rushing waters. Through the center of Baka’s house, the low center funneled the water through, keeping the rest dry. Baka had been clever in designing his home, and it outwitted the weather in many ways.

On the cultivated fields, only the huge overhanging rock boulders, hauled into place and position by hundreds of men, kept every speck of growing life from being washed away.

In the deep underground burrows and caverns that were constantly being expanded by the men and boys of El Sod-a-Por, the humans and domestic farm animals waited for the fury of the Gods’ wrath to cease.

Beneath Baka’s farm, a female puhlet began a woeful rilling. It was a familiar sound to every person there, announcing to all that the birthing time had begun.

“Wouldn’t you just know it would have to happen now?” Baka complained in sour irritation. “When this storm is over, we’ll have to repair the damage done to our fields, and take care of the pukas too!” He didn’t have to order his sons to build fires and stack the piles of wood and balgar nearby; they were already busy doing this. All of their extra supplies were kept underground, although it was cold and damp, and fires had to be kept burning at all times; at least all that they possessed wouldn’t be swept away by the wind and rain.

The boys raced about bringing more wood. Far-Awn was sent to carry the message to his mother and sister that the pukas were coming. Everyone’s help would be needed, and his mother was especially good at this.

Easily Far-Awn found his mother and sister in the underground room beneath their home. In the weak yellow light of an oil lamp, both were busily knitting, one of the occupations saved for times like this. “Oh, my son,” his mother cried on seeing him, “you are alive!”

“Yes, of course,” replied Far-Awn, “did you think I was dead?” He laughed and hugged his mother close, and kissed her cheek. “Don’t you know I expect to live to be a thousand, at least?”

Fearfully Lee-La whispered, “Son, don’t talk like that. That’s defiance. You die when the Gods say you die.”

Far-Awn smiled and gave her the news of the birthing. Immediately the knitting was put aside as unimportant, and all three gathered up as many blankets as they could carry from the piles just brought down from the house. Far-Awn led his mother and sister back to the large cavern where the puhlets were. Long before they reached there, the painful rilling cries of the females in labor could be heard.

How very much Far-Awn wanted to stay and help. How very much he wanted to cuddle the new little babies against him, but because he was fleeter of foot, he was sent away again, this time to find his older brothers still working somewhere else.

Through the long dark tunnels he ran, his light throwing weak beams into the darkness. As he raced, he called. His voice echoed and rebounded throughout the many chambers. Finally an answering call responded. Now he had to stop and decide from just which direction the true voice came. Fortunately, he guessed correctly.

When Far-Awn came upon his five older brothers, they were industriously hacking at the rock in the earthen tunnel walls. Each strong young body was covered with black grime, dust from the soft black stone they called balgar, black stone that burned hot and long in their fires, giving off much more heat than wood alone, though wood was used to start the fires.

“The birthing time is here!” Far-Awn sang out loudly. “Father says you are to come at once and bring all the balgar you can carry!” When the five boys heard this news, they threw down their picks and raced toward the underground pool of inky dark water. In minutes they were stripped bare; then all five plunged in, splashing and shouting with the shock of the cold water. They had to wash off the black soot, for the young pukas had to be handled only by clean hands. “And put on clean clothes too,” Far-Awn yelled, before he turned and ran, leaving his brothers still bathing.

When he reached the cavern where his mother and father and Bret-Lee were assisting the females in the process of delivering, all was brightly lit and very warm from the fires attended by the six brothers already there. Already six new pukas were nestled near their resting mothers, too small and too weak yet to stand. Still other pukas were coming. Baka and his wife and daughter were very, very busy. The female puhlets were half the size of the males, and very delicate. Not one gave birth easily, despite the inordinately small size of their young. The expectant mothers not yet ready stood restless and anxious, two young ones particularly nervous. For these two it was their first time. Their fears communicated to the other, older females, and only the oldest and most experienced at birthing could remain sedate and calm.

Far-Awn crouched between the two young females, stroking each, murmuring softly into their ears. At his familiar touch, and the sound of his voice, both became calmer, ceasing their pitiful nervous cries. After awhile he ran out of soothing words to say, and he began to sing softly. Every puhlet, even giant Musha, stood still and quiet with ears uplifted to catch each note and inflection of his voice.

Not one of his brothers, or even Baka, complained this time because he sang. It was plain enough for all to see that his lilting notes gave comfort when Baka’s harsh commands to “Stop making that awful racket” did nothing but add more distress. Baka gave this momentary thought. Could it be there was some practical use to such a frivolous thing as singing?

Then Baka cried out, disturbing the new calmness. “What’s this? I have seen many a new puka, but never one such as this!” He extended his hand for all to see, and cupped in his rough, burly, calloused palm, was a tiny new puka, violet instead of pale pink—and glowing all over with a bluish luminous light!

All of those in the firelit chamber stared at the uniquely bright little fellow, who raised his head alertly, while he struggled to gather minute and delicate legs under enough to stand.

“He seems quite strong,” said Lee-La, “but what is wrong with his color?”

“The Gods only know!” was Baka’s irritated reply, annoyed by anything he didn’t understand. And he was a hundred times more annoyed when something unprecedented happened to an expected normalcy.

The five remaining brothers came running, balgar grime still clinging to the fringes of their clean faces. They too had to stand in awe before the glowing small puka.

Gingerly Baka placed the bright little creature beside its mother. He brushed his hands raspily against his coarse shirt, as if to rid them of some contamination. The mother puhlet didn’t seem to notice any abnormal difference in her offspring. She nudged him with her soft purple nose, until he was snug in her fur that covered him almost completely.

In the long hours that followed, five more times did Baka call out, “Why here’s another of those shining pukas!” Baka wondered, just what new devilment had been sent to needle him.

The pelting rains, the devastating winds, were long gone by the time the last puka was born.

Wearily, Baka and his family emerged from the caverns into the daylight. In the silence bred with long experience with storms, they stood without speaking to survey what was left of their home, their fields, their fences, their barns, and their storage bins. Not much was still standing.

Already the deluge of water had completely disappeared. The cracked crusty surface gave no evidence at all that it had so recently tasted water. In the cultivated meadows where the top crust had been removed, the soft, boggy inner-earth was watered every day by a series of connected irrigation ditches. Now all the little plants that had stood so firm and straight a few hours ago were flattened down into the mud, or washed away.

No good to stand and sigh or cry, he thought. Baka left his sons to save what they could, while he and his wife and daughter hurried on to see what repairs would be needed on their home.

Left alone in the underground caverns, Far-Awn fed the fires to keep warm the baby puhlets until they were strong enough to walk. Already the little ones who were born first were satisfying their hunger, while the newer ones lay weakly pink without moving, just looking bewilderedly around. That is, all but the six little violet ones who still glowed luminously. They were nursing greedily, able to stand and run about from the very first.

To Far-Awn, there was something familiar about the halo of bluish light that radiated from them. From the pocket of his fur jacket, he pulled out the small white blossom he had plucked from the ice of Bay Gar. It lay in his palm, pure and opalescent white, as fresh as the snow that frosted the peaks of the Scarlet Mountains, although many long hours had passed since he took the flower from the ice. However, the glowing radiance had faded. This disappointed him. He had intended to show his father the significance between the flower and the shining pukas. Nevertheless, he put the flower back in his pocket for future consideration.
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The Beginning of the End




It seemed to all the bedeviled, beleaguered people of El Sod-a-Por that every year the weather grew worse, not better. The horrendous storms blew in with increasing frequency and ferocity. Worse, when they came, they stayed longer. The families waiting for them to abate in the safety of the underground passageways dreaded to go out again into the sunlight and see what had been taken from them, and all that they would have to begin again.

Although everyone knew the underground offered only temporary refuge, some gave up life on the surface land and tried to stay under. They dug shafts into the cavern rooms to let in some light, for they knew that without some sunlight, they couldn’t live for long. This seemed a solution of a kind, so more and more of the beleaguered people moved down into the dark tunnels. Their fields on the surface were left unattended while they concentrated on growing underground a variety of tortars, a fleshy sort of root vegetable that was able to flourish without sunlight. Unfortunately, tortars were the only edible plant that would.

Only the hardiest, the most tenacious of them refused to yield to this easy but unhappy way of living. Those most determined stayed on the crusty dry surface to nurse along their crops and animal herds against all the hazards. Some called them foolhardy—admittedly resilient but fools just the same—to put life in the sun ahead of possessions and safety.

Among those who persisted were Baka and his family, refusing absolutely to consider moving permanently into the dark, cold underground caverns.

“It is better to be alive and cold and miserable in the underground dimness,” expounded the new inner-earth dwellers, “than warm and dead in the sunlight.” More than a molecule of truth lay in this statement, for so many died in the wind funnels, so many froze, so many fell stricken from the heat and dust that clogged their lungs. Those who didn’t die from the heat or the cold died in the deluging waters or were crushed by falling trees or boulders or were worn down from sheer fatigue, until they sickened into death.

There were so many ways to die on the surface, but there was only one way to die underground.

Some whispered that the Gods would have their revenge on Baka, who resisted them at every opportunity. “I will not!” raged Baka when a delegation of his neighbors requested that he sacrifice his most potent male, the one Far-Awn called Musha. “I will give a lesser male to the Gods, but not Musha!” His friends and neighbors scowled: to give a lesser male was not a sacrifice. Only the best would appease the Gods. They had given their most fertile males, so why should Baka be allowed to give less?

Not more than one bag of grain would Baka burn at the altar! He cheated in so many ways, his neighbors whispered among themselves.

Only by wearing his woebegone expression did Baka hope to disguise his antagonism to a religion that demanded the best of everything in sacrifice. Baka grumbled to his wife. “Next they’ll be asking for my best son to sacrifice…and then my daughter. Give the priests Musha and there will be no ending to their demands. And how do we know if the Gods even notice?”

“Ssssh!” cautioned Lee-La in a hushed voice of fear, cautiously looking around to see who might have overheard. Then she asked, with strong curiosity on her round pleasant face, “Our ancestors used to give their first son, but if you were forced to sacrifice your best son, which would it be?”

“None!” shouted Baka angrily. “Those days are gone! Of human life we have too little—I won’t give one, the best or the worst!”

“But just for my benefit, tell me which is the best?”

Baka glared at his wife in hot temper, then threw himself down on the bed. The second sun was near the horizon. Soon all would fall into oblivion, but he had the time to wonder briefly which son would he willingly sacrifice—if someday he must: Not one, not one…not even the worst, who was in some ways the best. I too am a fool, he thought, and then slept untroubled, even by dreams.
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It came about in the days that followed that once-friendly neighbors stayed as far from Baka and his family as they could, lest they share in Baka’s special punishment from the Gods when it came. And come it would, sooner or later. Twelve sons alive and healthy—though Far-Awn was doubtful mentally—was sure to be noticed. That woebegone expression of Baka’s could be just the result of overwork and too much mental strain, and not his natural humble expression, as it should be.

Finally, the weather became so unendurable, all but Baka moved underground. He and his family alone were left above to suffer whatever the Gods chose to give him. Those below waited, beginning to feel that Baka and his entire family was indeed just the sacrifice that would appease the Gods who lived on Green Mountain.

That year Far-Awn was twelve. Of necessity he once again led his flock of puhlets far, far from home. The storm-devastated land was stripped almost bare of life. His flock was greatly reduced in numbers, so many of the pukas had died from the extreme weather changes, despite all that human help and care could provide. The fields couldn’t produce grain, the trees weren’t allowed to blossom into fruit with so many winds to tear the limbs from the trunks. Now puhlet meat became the staple diet, and soon they too would be gone—if things continued on as they were.

The twisted, gnarled black burran trees grew more profusely (if anything could be said to grow profusely) than any other type of tree on the borderlands. These strong valiant trees were as bare of fringes as any other. Far-Awn felt a deeper sinking of his heart on seeing this. If the burran trees could lose their long, thin crimson fringes, then what other tree could hope to hold its own? Never before had he seen these trees so exposed, without one single rippling fringe to disguise the ugliness of their knobby limbs.

The hide-covered farm homes he passed were leveled to the ground. The once-cultivated fields were now as hard and dry as the crusty, wild and arid countryside. Not one spot of growing green could he see when he looked out over the meadows, plains, and hills. Only in the sheltered places between the high boulders and smaller rocks, and in some of the low ravines, could he find wild grasses for the puhlets to eat, and very meager grazing it was.

Sadly, Far-Awn watched his beloved flock crowd and shove against the rocks, seeking more, as if they could move what even the windstorms couldn’t budge. In the underground bins at home, most of the grain was gone. What now would the puhlets eat? What now would any of them eat, except the very animals that were his charges?

But somewhere, someplace there had to be food for the puhlets, for all of them. So on and on Far-Awn led his flock. A little was found growing between this rock and that. His puhlets even ate some of the dark, bitter greens which grew under the red rocks. The same grasses which in better times had caused them to turn aside their plush-purple noses in disdain.

The flock consisted of only twenty, including the six that had glowed luminously bluish at birth. Their inner glow had faded shortly afterward, but it seemed to Far-Awn that these six were different in many small ways from the others. He was certain it was more than just imagination that these six were quicker, stronger, more intelligent. What food that was found now was found by them.

As the puhlets grazed on the dark bitter green they disliked, rilling from time to time in discontent, Far-Awn slowly nibbled on the food his mother had packed for him in a small bag. He ate the little sparingly, knowing this was the only food he could be assured of for a long, long time. For he wasn’t going home, not tonight, or tomorrow night.

He was running away, taking with him the last remaining flock of puhlets left alive on El Sod-a-Por!








6

The Setting of the

Second Sun




The day before his decision to leave, Far-Awn overheard his father explain to his mother the reasons that the puhlets would all have to be killed, all but one male, and two females to perpetuate the line for the future: “People are starving. There is no grain to feed the puhlets. The land doesn’t yield wild grasses anymore. The meat is needed. Soon the puhlets would be too thin to be of any use.”

“But Baka,” his mother had asked, “how can seventeen puhlets feed the hundreds that are starving? After they are eaten, they will demand the last three as well—and what will we do when all puhlets are gone?”

For that monumental question, Baka had no answer, except to say, “The flock is starving anyway. Better kill them while there is still some flesh on their bones. Lee-La, are we to stand by and let our neighbors die, while we have meat?”

Horribly distressed, and quite disbelieving, Far-Awn had peeked from his hidden place to see from his father’s expression if he really meant to do such a dreadful deed. His father’s sagging shoulders, his deep revealing sigh, told him that Baka was honestly speaking, and it was not just anxiety speculating.

Yes, what would they do when every puhlet was dead and eaten? To kill all but three of his flock was no solution. He knew his flock, their ways. Keep Musha alive with two females only, with no other males to stimulate his physical needs through rivalry, and there would be no pukas conceived! Musha would grow sick from despondency with two females only, when he was accustomed to having so many! Far-Awn steeled his will against his father, his family, against all the people who had given up and gone to live underground. “Let them eat tortars! They shall not eat one more of my flock!” he flared aloud, so that Musha lifted his great head and stared at him questioningly. Far-Awn reasoned that his family could live on tortars too, since everyone else was. No sensible reason why his flock should dissipate to zero just because they all had a craving for puhlet meat that tortars couldn’t satisfy. As for himself, he never ate puhlet meat. He lived on the cheeses made from their milk, and he used to eat bread made from grain that didn’t grow anymore, fruit that trees couldn’t yield now, and berries the bushes no longer grew.

On the whole of the upper borderlands, only Far-Awn’s flock survived. Of those who lived on the lower borderlands, it had been years and years since one had come through the maze of underground passages to give news of the disasters in that distant, remote place Far-Awn never expected to see. But from what he had heard from the elders, it was not a better place. It was much the same as what was here.

Little did his mother suspect, when she prepared his food bag, that he planned not to return in the evening. She kissed his cheek and told him to be careful, as she always did. “Far-Awn, your father loves you. Never doubt that. Though he calls you idiot and stupid, he doesn’t mean it. He is proud that you are the only shepherd to keep his flock alive, but he can’t bring himself to say so.”

In the pocket of his coat, Far-Awn held the hope of a solution: the star-shaped opalescent flower that grew in the nightworld of Bay Gar. He would take his flock there, and let them eat of the luminous flowers again. Though it was dangerous, and he might well die in the attempt, for already he was weaker than he had been since his birth. But the puhlets traveled so slowly, wandering off, seeking food. They would never reach even the twilight zone near Bay Gar before the setting of the second sun.

Now, as he saw the first sun slide behind the Scarlet Mountains, he wondered, as he wondered every day, just what lay beyond those distant rock mountains. The Green Mountain, of course, but what else? A better place than here? Somewhere there had to be a better place. It would have to be a better, more productive place if the Gods lived there. They would select for themselves the best; it stood to reason this would be so.

Pulling himself from abstract thoughts, Far-Awn sounded a trilling call to pull his flock back together, for the second sun would soon follow the first. With its disappearance would come darkness, and the instant sleep. Slowly the roving puhlets gathered about him, obedient as always.

It would take time to find a sheltered place between the huge overhanging boulders. A place where the storms couldn’t deluge them with rain, or the winds couldn’t sweep them away in the darkness. But most important, it had to be a safe place where the prowling warfars wouldn’t find them, for they had to be as hungry and desperate for food as the puhlets.

Finally, after long searching, he came upon a high place with a rock shelf protecting a large cave underneath. To reach there the puhlets wouldn’t leave a trail of scent for the warfars to follow, for it was rock all the way. To be so lucky, to find such a perfect place to spend the night gave him joy enough to spill a song from his lips. Singing, he led the way to the cave and ordered Musha to keep the herd there, while he set off again to find water. He crawled on the ground, feeling with his left palm, his most sensitive one. He felt all the likely places, and from time to time put his nose to the ground and sniffed. Finally his knowing and sensitive hand rested on a cool, damp spot. He quickly leaned to sniff. Yes! It smelled earthy and strong as it should. Water was underneath—and not too far from the cave. But it was too late to start digging. He would have to do that tomorrow. Already the second sun was low, glorifying the heavens with crimson and streaks of vermilion, coloring the clouds violet and orange with outlinings of gold.

Lying down in the cave with his puhlets, Far-Awn watched the sensational ending of the day. Strange, he was the only one who looked upward to enjoy the sunsets. No one else noticed. But of course, he was strange to think colors were beautiful, for they couldn’t be eaten, or worn, or burned to make warmth. Soon he would be expected to choose a wife and start a family. Already four of his brothers were married. All of life on El Sod-a-Por was rushed quickly into maturity. No time to dawdle in the foolishness of adolescence. Grow up, take on responsibilities, breed as many children as possible, for half were sure to die—if you were lucky to keep even 50 percent alive.

There was a girl named Santan who lived on the neighboring farm. She was being courted by the brother next to his age. Ah, but she was pretty. But not once had she flashed her purple eyes at him, or pouted her lips prettily, the way girls did to let you know they were interested. Far-Awn doubted that any girl would accept his proposal—he was too well gossiped about as having the sun-madness. He would no doubt die a bachelor, the most despised of all humans, for they contributed nothing and only took from those who reproduced. Far-Awn sighed, then fixed his eyes on the single Green Mountain, higher than all the surrounding Scarlet ones. He prayed to the Gods reputed to live there, for food for the puhlets, for days without storms, for relief from anxieties…and perpetual hunger, and a future that seemed only bleak from this particular point in time. “And perhaps, all-powerful ones…a little something extra, such as helping Santan look at me with some warmth, and not as something too odd for her eyes to behold.”

Darkness fell like a mantle. Swiftly with night came the onslaught of sudden deep cold. Instantly Far-Awn plunged into the abyss of sleep. Snug against the warm puhlets, he was covered completely by their silky hair. He was protected. He fell into the deep sleep El Sod-a-Porians called the “little death.”

[image: space]

Because they were descended from plant life, El Sod-a-Porians couldn’t awaken until the sun rose and its rays shone upon them. Even weak and murky sunlight helped unfold them from the arms of the small death that took them every night.

While Far-Awn slept in the cave with the puhlets, far from home, those sleeping in the cold and dank underground burrows needed light from the sun as much as he did. They had to keep a shaft to the surface to let in the morning light. Even so, they withered and died when they stayed too long in the inner-earth dimness. A long-dormant remembrance of their plant-life past would steal into their minds and weaken their ability to walk. Eventually it weakened their will to move. If they stayed underground long enough, they would instinctually burrow their toes into the soft muck until their feet and ankles were buried. Then their arms would slowly fold over their chests, and their eyes would close as they grew rigid in ennui, waiting without ambition, without desire, without hope.

It was one terrible shock to find a beloved one in this dreaded state of dormancy. The rooted one would have to be rushed up into the sunlight quickly, before they withered more and turned brown and died. Occasionally the sun could cure them, bring them back, but most of the time the rooted ones would stay too long in the dim underworld, and even the brightest of suns couldn’t gift them with moving limbs again. Then there was nothing to do but stand and watch the loved one’s citron flesh slowly turn bronzy yellow, and from this into dry, corky brown, the color of death and decay.
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