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A NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION, TRANSLITERATION, AND TRANSLATION


Many names in Dara are derived from Classical Ano. The transliteration for Classical Ano in this book does not use vowel digraphs; each vowel is pronounced separately. For example, “Réfiroa” has four distinct syllables: “Ré-fi-ro-a.” Similarly, “Na-aroénna” has five syllables: “Na-a-ro-én-na.”


The i is always pronounced like the i in English “mill.”


The o is always pronounced like the o in English “code.”


The ü is always pronounced like the umlauted form in German or Chinese pinyin.


Other names have different origins and contain sounds that do not appear in Classical Ano, such as the xa in “Xana” or the ha in “Haan.” In such cases, however, each vowel is still pronounced separately. Thus, “Haan” also contains two syllables.





The notion that Classical Ano is one fixed language, unaltered for millennia, is attractive and commonly held among the less erudite in Dara. It is, however, false. As the (primarily) literary language of learning and officialdom, “Classical” Ano has continued to evolve, influencing and influenced by the vernacular as well as contact with new peoples, new ideas, new practices.


Scribes and poets create neologisms based on Classical Ano roots, along with new logograms to write them with, and even novel grammatical forms, at first deemed solecisms, become accepted over time as stylists adopt them with little regard to the carping of Moralist grammarians.


The changes in Classical Ano are most readily seen in the logograms themselves. However, it’s possible to see some of the changes even through transliterations (we leave aside, for now, the problem of how even the way Classical Ano is spoken has changed over time). The Classical Ano in which Kon Fiji wrote most of his observations is not the same language in which Vocu Firna wrote his poems.


To emphasize the different register that the language evokes for the people of Dara, Classical Ano words and phrases are always italicized in the text.





The representation of Lyucu and Agon names and words presents a different problem. As we come to know them through the people(s) and language(s) of Dara, the scrubland words given in this work are doubly mediated. Just as English speakers who write down Chinese names and words they hear with Latin letters will achieve only a rough approximation of the original sounds, so with the Dara transliteration of Lyucu and Agon.


Lyucu and Agon do not pluralize nouns in the manner of English. For the benefit of the anglophone reader, certain words, such as “pékyu” and “garinafin,” are pluralized in this book as though they have become “naturalized” English words. On the other hand, other words and phrases, less common, retain the character of their non-English origins.


“Dara,” “Lyucu,” and “Agon” can refer to a language, the people who speak that language, the culture of that people, or even a single individual of that culture—a practice closer to the way these languages represent such concepts natively.


Also, in contrast to Classical Ano, Lyucu and Agon words and phrases are not (with very few exceptions) italicized in the text. For the people who speak the language(s), they are not foreign.


Like most matters involving translation, transliteration, assimilation, adaptation, and migration, these practices represent an imperfect compromise, which, given the nature of the tale re-remembered here, is perhaps appropriate.
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PART ONE HAIL-PUMMELED FLOWERS











CHAPTER ONE BACK IN THE FLOW



WORLD’S EDGE MOUNTAINS: THE FIFTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (TWELVE MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


For much of the winter and spring, the last remnants of the rebels of Kiri Valley lived in constant fear.


They would find some hidden valley on the western side of the World’s Edge Mountains and make camp, careful to mask smoke, middens, noise, and other signs of their presence. But a few days later the pursuing garinafins of the Lyucu would be sighted in the sky to the south, and they would have to pack up and be on the run again.


Tipo Tho, with her newborn son strapped to her chest, suggested several times that perhaps the group should attempt to scale the massive peaks to the east and cross over the mountain range, but most of the surviving Agon warriors strenuously objected to the plan. To cross the mountains was to move into the realm of the gods, and that was simply something mortals did not do.


“But that is also why we would be safe,” Tipo said. “Cudyu wouldn’t think of chasing us beyond the mountains either.”


The other surviving Dara fighters nodded. This seemed the most obvious choice.


But Takval and his warriors looked at her as though she were babbling nonsense.


“Look at how tall the mountains are,” said Takval, pointing to the snow-capped peaks. They were about halfway up one of the mountains, and already everyone was shivering and having trouble breathing. “The cold gets worse the higher we go, and Alkir can’t fly that high.”


“We can make the crossing on foot,” said Çami Phithadapu. “There are ways to keep everyone warm. We can come up with some plan—”


The old shaman Adyulek swore and walked away, disgusted.


“With all due respect, I don’t think this is the best time for Dara to be suggesting any more changes to the ways of the Agon,” said Gozofin.


Tipo, Çami, and the others held their tongues. After the disaster at Kiri Valley, the reputation of the Dara allies among the Agon was in tatters. Takval’s people blamed Théra for pushing them to farm instead of pasturing and hunting, for putting their trust in weapons enhanced with Dara magic instead of the known ways of the Agon, for insisting on delaying the attack until the Lyucu had returned to Taten instead of following Volyu’s original suggestion of a quick strike at Aluro’s Basin…. Among the people of the scrublands, the only argument that ultimately swayed was victory in war. And since Théra had been responsible for the greatest defeat of the Agon since the death of Pékyu Nobo Aragoz, everything she had pushed for was worthless.


And so, as spring came to the mountains, they continued to meander north, following no clear plan beyond survival.





While the rest of the Dara survivors seethed at what they saw as the unjust treatment of their princess, Théra was unperturbed.


More accurately, she remained in the near-catatonic state she had fallen into after the loss of Kunilu-tika and Jian-tika. Most of her waking hours were spent fingering the bag of baked clay logogram playing blocks and an old silk mask with an edging of embroidered tolyusa berries, so worn that it was nearly in tatters. She made no suggestions and gave no orders; she obeyed whatever instructions were given to her docilely; the very act of survival seemed to her a burden more than she could bear.


Takval, though weighed down with the responsibility of keeping the small band alive by himself, never stopped trying to help Théra. He held her in their tent and spoke to her of his love and need, even if she never responded. He asked Adyulek to intercede with the gods on Théra’s behalf, but the old shaman shook her head, explaining that there wasn’t much she could do when the princess had neither trust in nor fear of the gods of Gondé.


“She isn’t Agon, and she’s too proud to accept our wisdom,” said Adyulek. “Perhaps because it’s rare among her people to lose children, she lacks the inborn strength to recover from such a blow. Leave her to her deserved suffering—she is, after all, responsible for our plight with her obduracy.”


Takval didn’t agree with this assessment, but he could hardly compel the old shaman to put aside her suspicion and prejudice. In the end, he asked Thoryo to become Théra’s caretaker, hoping that the originless young woman with a gift for speech could offer some comfort to Théra in the accents of Dara.


So Thoryo spent all her time with the princess. She fed her, bathed her, sang to her quietly, and strapped her into the netting on the garinafin, next to herself, when the band needed to take flight again.


She also talked to Théra. She didn’t speak to her of strategies and plots, of plans and grand ideals. She simply took her to quiet clearings in the mountainside forests, where spring alpine flowers bloomed in all their finery, or to cliffside overlooks at sunset, when birds swooped through crimson and gold clouds like colorful fish in a painted sea. She spoke to the princess softly of the beauty around them.


One day, after a spring shower, Thoryo took Théra to a high point in the valley the band was bivouacking in. They sat down on a rock. Everything—the trees, the grass, the glistening red berries in the bushes, the eggshell-yellow mushrooms peeking out from under the rock they sat on—shone with a vivid, wet light. A rainbow arched across the sky opposite from the sun.


“This is my favorite moment, climbing onto a high spot right after rain,” exclaimed Thoryo. “The world has been reborn!”


As always, Théra said nothing. But Thoryo heard a scratching noise that made her glance to the side. To her surprise, she saw that Théra’s hands were fluttering in her lap like frightened birds, searching for something that didn’t exist. Gingerly, she placed a hand over Théra’s, stilling those restless fingers. For the first time in a long while, she saw that the princess’s lips were moving, as though trying to speak.


She leaned in. Théra’s voice was so soft that she could barely make out the words.


“… climbing onto a high place… after a spring rain…”


“Princess! Are you all right?” she called out, frightened.


Théra blinked, as though awakening from a long dream. Tension and color returned to the slack muscles in her cheeks as she focused her gaze on Thoryo. She cleared her throat, and spoke in a voice raspy from disuse. “A great lady I met years ago told me that gazing upon the rejuvenated world after rain was one of the greatest of pleasures in the world.”


Thoryo nodded. “I agree.”


Tears spilled from Théra’s eyes as her body convulsed. Thoryo pulled her into an embrace and cradled the princess’s head against her shoulder, the same way Théra used to hold her in Lurodia Tanta, when Thoryo was certain that they would never make it out of the desert alive.


“Zomi… Takval… Dara… my family… my sons… all the dead… everyone I touch is hurt, lost, gone, ruined… my heart is bitter.”


Thoryo gently caressed her back, saying nothing. It was a long time before Théra’s lamentation abated.


“When you first found me,” said Thoryo, “when I saw the bodies of all those people from the Lyucu city-ship and the Dara marines adrift at sea, I was inconsolable. I couldn’t understand how the gods could be so cruel as to give the gift of life only to snatch it away.”


Théra sat up and wiped her eyes, listening intently.


“I wondered why we should even believe in the existence of the gods. The Ano sages speak of the River-on-Which-Nothing-Floats, and the Agon speak of riding beyond the World’s Edge Mountains on cloud-garinafins. But who has ever returned from the country of death to verify these claims? There seems to be nothing but the terror of death in this world; death is the one single truth against which all courage and struggle is vanity. Why doesn’t everyone just give up?”


Théra shuddered, hearing her own fears echoed in the words of Thoryo.


“I’ve found no answers in the words of the Ano sages or the stories of the Agon shamans. But I have experienced the world through my senses. Death does come to everything: flowers wilt, trees wither and shed leaves, the sun sets, the strongest ewe or cow weakens with old age, voices fade, sweet fragrances dissipate, the light in the brightest eyes winks out. Yet, beauty never dies. Beauty always refreshes itself.”


She pointed, and Théra followed her finger, taking in the promise of the rainbow.


“After every winter comes the spring, and every death is accompanied by the promise for more life. With his dying breath, Admiral Mitu Roso tried to save the children of Kiri Valley from wolves. On the night of the Lyucu assault, Souliyan Aragoz and Nméji Gon chose to buy more time for us with their own lives. It isn’t that they weren’t afraid of death. But they also saw themselves as part of something grander, a greater Life that never dies so long as each individual life refuses to yield to despair.”


“You speak of the Flow,” muttered Théra, “as did that great lady who once shared some lotus seeds with me. She spoke of the infinite potential in a heart of emptiness, of the ever-renewing pleasure of simply being. But my errors—”


“I am not wise enough to know the will of the gods or the right course in life,” said Thoryo. “I only know that the world is too large, too beautiful, too interesting to let one act define us. Death only triumphs when we stop learning and growing. So long as our lungs sing with the gift of life, we cannot cease to give back to Life.”


Théra said nothing. She stilled her heart and opened her senses, to the intense carmine glow of the berries, to the woodsy fragrance of the mushrooms, to the distant song of an answer-me-now, to the warm caress of the spring breeze. She let herself sink into the Flow as though diving into the eternal sea.










CHAPTER TWO CITY OF GHOSTS



TATEN-RYO-ALVOVO: THE FIFTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (TWELVE MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


With the coming of the spring, the hilly region on the eastern shore of the Sea of Tears, known as Taten-ryo-alvovo, the City of Ghosts, came back to life.


As it neared the Sea of Tears, the Ghost River gave up the urgency of its youthful source back in the snowmelt mountains, slowed down, and spread itself to embrace the land with the mellow kindness that came with age. Long before it reached the vast lake at the end of its journey, most of its waters had seeped into the ground, turning the land around the eastern shore into a giant swamp.


The mounds that made up the City of Ghosts, called barrows, rose out of this wetland-dotted terrain. Covered with a thick layer of lush grass, the mounds resembled furry, massive beasts at rest. Between the mounds, where marsh alternated with dry land, one could see bushes and even copses of trees, bedecked with flowers in every hue of the rainbow, promising berries and fruits in fall. Flitting shadows of birds and animals could be glimpsed between the dappled shadows.


It had been a hard winter for the small band of refugees. Water had to be obtained by melting ice chipped from the frozen salt lake—luckily, the edge of the barrows provided plenty of dried grass and firewood for fuel. At first, Razutana was afraid of drawing pursuers with smoke, but Sataari told him there was no need to worry. No one ever approached the City of Ghosts, not Lyucu, not Agon, not tanto-lyu-naro, not even the gods.


Although neither Sataari nor Razutana were great hunters, the Agon children, led by the redoubtable Nalu, Tanto and Rokiri’s close friend, took up the burden of the band’s sustenance. In this endeavor they were aided by the fact that the barrows were never visited by hunting parties, and prey had not yet learned to fear humans. Even through the worst part of the winter, Nalu and his band caught hares, voles, hibernating lizards, brumating snakes, and Razutana and Sataari dug for tubers and roots and caches of nuts hidden by moonfur rats near the mounds. They succeeded in keeping starvation at bay. Mostly.


Five small bodies lay at the edge of the barrows, almost hidden by the rejuvenated vegetation. Now that insects and larger animals were active again, the dead children would soon begin pédiato savaga, a journey that would end with reunion with their parents on the backs of cloud-garinafins.


Grief, like snow, had to yield before the quickening demands of life, the compulsion to go on.


A few times during the winter, Razutana had urged that the band move their encampment deeper into the barrows, where he believed more and better food would be available than at their site on the border of the salt flats. But Sataari would not hear of it, and none of the Agon children—not even levelheaded Nalu—treated this suggestion as sensible either. Eventually, Razutana dropped the idea.


But with the arrival of spring, Razutana renewed his pleas. His hunch during the winter had proven right. The vibrancy and fecundity of the barrows was plain to anyone. To avoid a repeat of the tragedy of the past winter, it seemed obvious that they should move deep into the barrows proper, build shelters and storage pits, and spend much of the summer and autumn gathering a food store against the next winter.


Sataari shook her head, explaining that the blood price she had paid to the All-Mother gave them the right only to skim from the very edge of the mounds, but not to penetrate into the interior. To set foot within the City of Ghosts was to bring ruin on the whole band.


Most of the Agon children nodded at this explanation, but Tanto and Rokiri were bewildered. They still didn’t understand the nature of this place.


“Why do you act as though the place is filled with boiling lava or poisonous miasma?” asked an exasperated Razutana. “Why have the Lyucu and the Agon never settled here, even though it’s a perfect oasis?”


“Because we are not allowed to.”


“That explains nothing! Is the City of Ghosts… sacred?”


Sataari shook her head, and then nodded, and then shook her head again.


Baffled, Razutana tried again. “Is it… cursed?”


Sataari nodded her head, and then shook it, and then nodded again.


“I’m afraid that I’m completely at a loss.”


“This place is why we live in the Sixth Age,” said Sataari. In her voice was awe and revulsion, reverence as well as terror.


“I know about the Ages of Mankind,” said Razutana, “but never have I heard of the barrows of Taten-ryo-alvovo.”


“That’s because it’s a sad story, not often told,” said Sataari.


A small bonfire was built, and a set of tiny drums, made from the vertebrae of snakes and the pelts of voles, had to serve in place of true cactus drums. As the children gathered around the grass-fed fire, thick with smoke, Sataari began to chant and dance.





The people of the scrublands believed that the world had been born out of primordial chaos with the coupling of the All-Father and the Every-Mother, but just as parents on the scrublands could not count on every child surviving into adulthood, the pair of Prime Deities could not count on their creations’ permanence.


The world was as mortal as its inhabitants.


(Razutana, Tanto, and Rokiri leaned in, rapt.)


The Lyucu and Agon were not the first people. The gods had remade the world again and again. Before Afir and Kikisavo, there had been other peoples.


During the First Age of Mankind, the world was as flat as a freshly scraped piece of voice-painting vellum and as dry as Lurodia Tanta. People—they were not shaped like the humans of the present age—stood rooted in the ground like cactus lobes. The only water they could drink was dew and the only breath they drew in and let out was the result of the action of the wind. Sunlight was all they needed to sustain themselves, and they offered lethargic praise to the gods with their slow-swaying, vegetal poses.


The gods found this world too lacking in motion, too complacent in demeanor. Thus, they sent forth an eagle with a burning stick in its beak, who started fires all over the world until it was consumed in a fiery tide.


(As Sataari danced and chanted, she sketched figures in the ground with the tips of her pointed feet. Startled, Razutana and the pékyus-taasa recognized the figures: smaller versions of those fantastical, immense designs they had seen in the salt flats from the air on the way here.)


During the Second Age of Mankind, the gods took another approach. They flooded Ukyu-Gondé, and a great ocean covered the entire world. This time, humans were remade to be as sleek as fish, and they swam the world-ocean in pursuit of smaller fish and shrimp, crunching their jaws on crabs and oysters. The humans could not speak—for with water in their lungs, how could they produce thinking-breath?—nor could their finned appendages grasp instruments capable of making voice paintings.


The gods found this world too silent, too close to a living death. Thus, they sent forth a whale with icicle teeth, who left crystalline trails and hail-foam wakes that refused to dissolve wherever it swam until the whole world became a solid block of ice.


During the Third Age of Mankind, the gods remade the world by bringing the clouds down, and humans were remade as birds. Each tribe sang in a different style, and the chittering, twittering, chirping music pleased the immortal ears very much. But then some of the bird-humans grew bold and decided that they would prefer to fly ever higher instead of remaining in the sublunary realm, and their cacophony shook the stars loose in the firmament.


The gods, unable to put up with the disturbance, decided to destroy this world by sending forth a thousand-thousand bolts of lightning, incinerating the clouds and the winged humans in one brilliant flash.


During the Fourth Age of Mankind, the gods decided to punish their mortal kin for daring to reach for the stars. They remade the world with bone and dung, and humans were reborn as insect-like creatures forever mired in death and corruption. Driven by hunger, they consumed everything they touched, regardless of the stench and filth, and yet their hunger remained unsatiated.


The gods did not have to do much to end this age, for the humans soon ended the world by themselves. After devouring everything, they were trapped in empty darkness, the absence that outlasted all substance.


Having learned from their previous attempts, the gods created the Fifth Age of Mankind as a paradise. There was a balance of rich soil and fresh water, of sweet wind and mild sunlight. Milk bubbled from springs in the ground, and honey pooled into fragrant, indulgent lakes. Lambs and calves willingly lay down next to the people to be slaughtered, and fruits and nuts that were so nourishing that you were full after just three bites sprouted everywhere. Horrid wolves and tusked tigers stayed far away from the people, subsisting only on the dead. Humans lived lives of leisure and abundance, and they gave birth to more children with every passing year. No grandparent ever had to walk into the winter storm, nor did fathers and mothers have to strangle newborn babes so that other children could have enough to eat.


The gods hoped that humans would be able to live in this world where everything was good and offer pious praise to their makers.


And at first, the humans did exactly that. But as the population swelled, their hearts became restless. Bored with praising the divine, in their idleness they invented fantastical contraptions that imitated the power of the gods, built grand storytelling mind-scars out of piles of bones and logs and stones that sought to surpass the grandeur of the All-Father—


(Are the gigantic stone paintings we saw mind-scars? asked Razutana. Are they remnants of a past age?


Sataari ignored him and went on.)


—and entertained themselves with songs and poems and never-ending tales that sought to exceed the wisdom of the Every-Mother. They believed that by their own efforts, they were close to achieving godhood for themselves, forgetting that they were but another iteration in the gods’ endless attempts at perfecting their own creation.


Humans grew ambitious and greedy. Rather than living off the bounty of the land, as the gods had intended, they began to enslave it. With no predators, no droughts, no storms to plague them, they decided that they should stop roaming around so that they could accumulate possessions. They gathered into large tribes and divided the land into separate parcels with stone fences at the borders so that the fruits and nuts and tubers that came out of each parcel would belong only to the tribe staking a claim to that parcel. They settled into tent-cities rooted to one place and penned up sheep and cattle so that they could no longer graze freely and wander about. They clogged and shackled the rivers with weirs so that the fish had nowhere to go except into their cooking pots. They built ever more elaborate edifices and apparatuses that celebrated the power of humankind but turned their faces away from the gods.


As the tribes continued to multiply and stopped roaming to new pastures, they gave the land no time to recover. The teeming clans tried to extract every bit of nourishment from the world with their clever inventions, devices that enslaved the land, the water, and the air. As the people clamored for More! More! More! they began to war among themselves, and they turned their cleverness to devising fearful weapons and dark magic that could slaughter thousands at a single blow.


They became so wicked that, instead of offering up their own bodies after death to the vultures and wolves who were also gods’ creatures, they decided to bury their dead in the ground, as though hoarding themselves in storage pits, and heaped their corpses with treasures and magical weapons, as if they could take such things with them into the afterlife.


Then they covered these selfish vaults with mounds of earth, to deny the carrion eaters their rightful claim and to erect monuments to their own greed. The land was littered with with many such barrows, as though mindless moles had tunneled under the earth, pushing up earthen bumps in their ignorance and blindness.


The gods, sorrowful that their perfect creation had been desecrated by the people in this manner, sent forth monsters to punish the ungrateful. Garinafins made of only bones flew across the land, burning down their huts and charring their storage pits; tigers with star-metal tusks broke into their pens and slaughtered the animals they had imprisoned; horrid wolves with stone teeth and claws tore apart men, women, and children alike, showing no mercy. And there were many other monsters besides, all indescribably terrible.


The rivers dried up and the lakes shrank. Water that had once been sweet and refreshing turned salty and bitter. Land that had once been lush with vegetation turned into dry desert. Wind whipped dust into the air, blinding the people and grating against their skin until they were covered in blood. The world that used to be a paradise became so inhospitable that humans had no choice but to leave their bordered parcels, abandon their rooted settlements, and stop the enslavement of the land.


And that was how the Sixth Age of Mankind came to be, when humans were driven into the scrublands, full of harsh storms and brutal droughts, lashed by lightning bolts and cleansed by prairie fires. The people forgot all their vain knowledge, discarded their false wisdom, and huddled in the darkness—until the coming of Kikisavo and Afir, who warred against the gods and won the tribes the wisdom they needed to survive in this debased world.


Tribes were no longer free to have as many children as they liked, but must cull the aged and the infirm much as they culled their own flocks and herds. Sheep and cattle must roam widely so as not to overburden the land, sparsely covered in hardy shrubs, spiny cacti, and brittle, skin-lacerating grass. Smaller versions of the monsters that had destroyed their ancestors’ lives provided a constant reminder of the arrogance of humankind and how we had displeased the gods. Of the grand settlements of the people during the Fifth Age, nothing was left save these burial barrows, the mounds at the eastern shore of the Sea of Tears called the City of Ghosts.


The barrows were a reminder of what happened when humans gave in to their hubris, monuments to the depravities of lives sustained through extraction and exploitation of the land, rather than submission to its wisdom.


Despite the appearance of bounty, the barrows were forbidden ground. Anyone who entered the barrows would incur the wrath of the gods and be cursed never to escape. The refugees had obtained the Every-Mother’s blessing to stay on the very edge of the barrows because of their desperate predicament, but to ask for more was to commit the same error as those who had lived at the end of the Fifth Age, whose pride and greed had brought about their fall.





Though Sataari was a skilled storyteller, the tale of Taten-ryo-alvovo faded from the minds of most of the children after a few days. They knew the story already, at least in outline, and there was too much to do at the settlement to linger on old myths.


Led by Razutana, they built a purification system modeled on the experiences of Takval and Théra in Lurodia Tanta, which turned the salt lake into an adequate source of potable water. At the edge of the barrows, Nalu led the other children in hunting for partridges, hares, moonfur rats, and the occasional moss-antlered deer. They also picked tidal tern eggs on the rocky lake shore and fished for hairy crabs and giant brine shrimp in the shallows. What they couldn’t eat right away, they tried to turn into jerky and pemmican.


Razutana and Sataari took the children on expeditions to pick berries and nuts and to dig for tubers. The pair complemented each other well. Sataari drew on the shamanistic lore of medicinal and edible plants; Razutana had studied the native flora for years using the techniques of Dara cultivators. There were many plants near the barrows that neither knew, and in such cases, the pair learned to combine their skills and instincts to experiment cautiously, dividing those that were safe and useful from those that were toxic and devoid of value.


Back in Kiri Valley, due to the mutual suspicion between Agon shamans and Dara scholars, they had not known each other well. But thrust into a situation where the two had to work together to keep a large group of children alive in an unfamiliar environment, they discovered a previously unknown appreciation for each other’s domain of expertise.


Even more unexpectedly, Razutana found that he enjoyed Sataari’s company. His mind quickened at the way she danced and moved in the firelight, her lithe, youthful figure animating the stories of the ancients; his heart sped up whenever she praised him for a clever bit of herbal deduction; he tried to make her laugh, despite the stress and pressure of the unknown all around them, because hearing her laugh made him feel like he was walking on clouds.


To preserve this happy mood, he resisted the urge to suggest that they try to cultivate some of the new plants in gardens near the settlement to provide a more reliable source of food. Now that he had a better understanding of the origin of the Agon’s vehement distaste for farming, he could predict her reaction without voicing the idea.


However, unlike the Agon children, Razutana could not get the story of Taten-ryo-alvovo out of his head.


Imbued with the Dara scholars’ general skepticism of the existence of the supernatural, Razutana couldn’t help trying to make sense of the stories of the Agon by comparing them to the sagas of Dara. Did the cyclical pattern of these tales signal a fundamental philosophical difference in the Lyucu and Agon way of thinking, as compared to the people of Dara, whose philosophies tended to emphasize humankind’s perfectibility and progress through change? Or did the yearning for a mythical golden age represent a mental escape to offset the harsh conditions of the present, much as the Dara myth of the Ano’s perfect homeland, now sunken in the western sea, offered hope to the people in times of war and turmoil?


Though Razutana, much like Théra, didn’t put much stock in a realm beyond the mortal world, he believed that old stories that had survived many generations likely held a truth—but a truth cast in the language of metaphors that could no longer be read. His mind never stopped trying to decipher the real history that lay beneath the fantastical lore of the scrublands.





There was one other person whose imagination was seized by the legend of Taten-ryo-alvovo: Tanto.


All the children of the settlement suffered nightmares and were prone to bouts of melancholy. Though young minds were resilient, losing their parents and grandparents, or at least prolonged separation without knowing their fates, left deep scars. Add in the fact that the community of Kiri Valley, the only tribe and home they had ever known, was gone, it was a wonder that they were holding up as well as they did.


Sataari and Razutana kept the children busy with constant work and chores. This was only partly because there really were many tasks that had to be done for their survival; it was also a way to distract their traumatized minds with a sense of purpose. Sataari tried to entertain the children with nightly renditions of traditional scrubland tales: “Tiger Witch and Naro-with-Eleven-Toes,” “How the Horrid Wolf Got His Hair,” “The Tanto-Lyu-Naro Lost in the Boneyard,” and so on. Since these were not sacred stories, she could simply narrate them without a storytelling dance. Razutana, for his part, re-remembered episodes from Dara’s history, with the exploits of the hero Iluthan during the Diaspora Wars and the deeds of the Hegemon being particular favorites among the children.


One night, as Razutana recounted for a circle of children the story of how the Hegemon obtained Na-aroénna, the Doubt-Ender, Tanto made his way quietly around the circle to Sataari.


“Tell me more about the magical weapons that people used during the Fifth Age,” he begged.


“Why do you want to hear about them?” asked Sataari with a frown. “Those were wicked weapons, invented in a sinful age and wielded with false pride.”


“I want to know more about them so that… I can tell if the weapons my mother wanted to teach us to build are also dangerous.”


Sataari relaxed and nodded with approval. “All right. It is said in the old tales that the vainglorious chiefs of the Fifth Age learned to harness the power of lightning so that a single warrior could stun a hundred-hundred naros with but one sweep of her magical staff. It is also said that they learned to bind the power of thunder so that merely by playing a set of drums, they could make a noise that made a thousand-thousand culeks fall at once, with blood oozing from their eyes and ears. It is finally said that they learned to tame the power of the wind so that simply by aiming a set of bone trumpets at the air, they could imitate the voices of the gods and make insects, birds, and even garinafins fall out of the sky.”


Tanto’s eyes widened as he listened intently. “They were that powerful? Would the warriors and riders commanded by my father’s father have been able to withstand these weapons?”


Sataari shook her head. “Of course not. Weren’t you paying attention? Those weapons were from another age, and they unleashed powers that humans were simply not meant to have.”


“What about the Lyucu? Would they have been able to withstand them?”


“Pékyu Cudyu may frighten children,” Sataari said with contempt in her voice, “and he is certainly following in the footsteps of those arrogant chiefs from the Fifth Age by pitching his Taten in the same place, year after year. But he and all his garinafins and thanes wouldn’t stand a chance against those powerful weapons either.”


“If only those ancient chiefs could return on the cloud-garinafins and fight with us—”


“Don’t blaspheme!” said a stern Sataari. “No matter how powerful their weapons were, because the haughty hearts of the barrow-dwellers had turned away from the ways of their ancestors and their lungsongs no longer honored the gods, they were ultimately driven out of paradise. That’s the most important lesson of all taught by the City of Ghosts.”


Tanto nodded, as though he understood.










CHAPTER THREE BANDIT QUEENS



TOAZA: THE SEVENTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR OF THE REIGN OF SEASON OF STORMS AND THE REIGN OF AUDACIOUS FREEDOM (TWENTY-TWO MONTHS UNTIL THE REOPENING OF THE WALL OF STORMS).


Tiphan Huto popped a grape into his mouth, savoring the sweet burst. Then he lay back on his bed and stretched out his limbs, enjoying the feel of smooth silk sheets and a soft mattress.


Servants had brought blocks of ice out of the cellar and placed them in cubbies all around the room. A windmill on top of the house drove fans behind the cubbies, filling his room with cool breezes that kept the scorching summer heat at bay.


It’s nice to be home, he thought.


He was lucky; he knew that.


Back in Pan, when he had first been brought before the stern judges in the underground courtroom, he had been so terrified that his knees refused to support his weight, and he had to be held up by soldiers on either side. He began to whimper when he saw that a deputy minister of justice had been sent to act as the prosecutor for the Throne. And when the chief judge had slammed the block of ironwood, his symbol of office, against the bench to bring the court to order, he had lost control of his bladder and sphincter simultaneously.


After he had been taken away to be hosed down and changed into a fresh set of prison scrubs, he was brought back to kneel before the judges again. Witnesses—mostly pirates and hired swords who had turned against him in order to save their own hides—described in detail his various schemes: frauds upon the public, lies and forgeries to gain advantages over his competitors, betraying business partners to pirates, smuggling contraband from Unredeemed Dara, conspiracy to kidnap and enslave….


His family had mortgaged what assets they could still access to hire the most expensive paid litigators possible to defend him. Much as his siblings and cousins despised him for selling out the Huto clan to benefit himself, their only chance of preventing the Huto business empire from escheating to the Throne was to save Tiphan from conviction on the most heinous charges, however futile that effort appeared.


The litigators had advised Tiphan that his best course was to plead guilty to the lesser charges and throw himself at the mercy of the judges. But Tiphan rejected their counsel because he knew that no mercy would be granted. Treason prosecutions were extremely rare; the Throne never brought such charges unless they intended to seek the death penalty. And after what he had done…


He forced his remarkable brain to focus on the task of survival despite the terror, to devise some scheme to conjure a miracle.


The Throne’s case was built on circumstantial evidence, he realized. He had been paid with gold ingots with stamps that could be traced back to tribute fleets to Rui; many of the pirates caught working with him wielded Lyucu-sourced bone weapons; the rescued victims had overheard conversations that strongly hinted that they were destined to be slaves for the Lyucu.


But Tiphan clung to the hope that the Throne had no direct proof. The anti-piracy raids had not caught any of the pirate kings who negotiated the deals with him, only low-level flunkies. He had been careful to transact with his “partners” only through intermediaries and to leave no written trail. Moreover, none of his own people had ever heard him make an unambiguous, clear reference to abducting skilled workers for the Lyucu—he had insisted that everyone speak in code.


The Throne had to prove that he knew or should have known that the abducted mechanics and engineers were being sold to the Lyucu. That was the heart of the treason charge; everything else he had done paled in significance next to that. So long as the requisite mental element of the crime was lacking, he could not be convicted.


Deny, deny, deny! he instructed his litigators.


But the litigators told him that the Throne intended to call on other witnesses, farseers whose testimony would have to be in camera and sealed. Apparently the farseers had secret intelligence about the Lyucu plans and would be able to show that Tiphan Huto had been acting as their agent. A full confession that gave the farseers additional information was his only chance for leniency.


No! Never!


Cold sweat drenched his back; he couldn’t sleep the whole night. If the farseers were involved, then he was sure to be convicted. Telling the truth would only make things worse. No one bargained with the farseers and came out ahead, not even a business genius like Tiphan Huto.


And so, in the morning, when he was brought to court to confront the new witnesses, he was ready to soil himself a second time in order to delay the inevitable by another hour. Unfortunately, due to nervousness, he had neither eaten nor drunk anything for most of a day, and he lacked the ammunition to carry out this last, desperate tactic.


Terror and regret so clouded his mind as he knelt there that it took him a while to understand the chief judge sitting behind the bench as he read from a scroll.


…Empress Jia has directly intervened… farseers will not testify… We deem the defendant’s actions extraordinarily base and heinous… insufficient evidence to support a charge of treason, which is hereby withdrawn in a confession of error… is convicted on all other charges… Empress Jia pleads for mercy… therefore a fine will be imposed instead…


He knelt there, stunned, as the realization gradually sank in. His gambit had worked. He had called the farseers’ bluff.


His best guess was that the farseers either did not know as much as they claimed or didn’t want to reveal the extent of their knowledge of Lyucu plans (even in sealed testimony). To minimize the embarrassment of a failed treason prosecution, Secretary Kidosu had appealed to the empress to intervene and grant him what essentially amounted to a pardon. To be sure, the Huto clan would pay a heavy price, as the fine levied to compensate the victims and to send a message would certainly eject the family from the top rank of trading clans in Wolf’s Paw. But compared to what could have happened…


“Just be glad you weren’t prosecuted during the Principate or the Reign of Four Placid Seas,” his litigators told him, looking smug, as though his salvation was the result of their useless, wagging tongues, instead of the victory of his own clever stratagem of denial and delay, executed by himself with flawless verve and battle-hardened resolve. Tiphan told them to get out of his sight immediately.


Still, Tiphan agreed with the litigators in one respect: He had been lucky. Kuni Garu had abolished paid litigators, simplified the criminal code, and given the farseers free rein over the investigation and punishment of traitors. Tiphan wouldn’t have lasted a day under that system. Thank Tazu that Empress Jia and Prime Minister Cogo Yelu had built up the bureaucracy, with intricate rules of evidence and burdens of proof. Sure, the system avoided harming the innocent, but Tiphan was most glad that it also gave him the room to wiggle free.


“Bring me some iced sour-plum soup!” Tiphan called out, and shifted to a cooler spot on the bed.


After he returned to Toaza, the angry elders of the clan had berated and lectured him for three days and three nights, while he knelt before the mourning tablets of the Huto ancestors. What was left of the mercantile empire he had built was taken away from him and divided among his timid siblings and cousins, who couldn’t recognize a good trading opportunity if it bit them in the ass. Then the elders had confined him to his room and told him he was to reflect on his errors and would have nothing more to do with the family’s business.


Tiphan had seethed and stewed the whole time he knelt in the ancestral hall. How could the elders be so cruel? Didn’t they see that everything Tiphan had done had been aimed at bringing more wealth and prestige to the family? How could his siblings and cousins be so shortsighted? Even with the losses from the fine, the clan retained enough capital to rise again—and meteorically so if he were in charge. This should be an occasion for celebration, and he, Tiphan Huto, should be hailed as a conquering hero in the field of business!


Never mind. He would bide his time.


Let my siblings and cousins worry about making money and bringing honor to the Huto name for a while. I need a break anyway.


Staying in his room wasn’t so bad. He could order whatever food and drink he wanted, and maybe later, after the elders and his older siblings got busy and didn’t watch him so closely, he could sneak in an indigo house girl or two and bet on the boat races by sending messenger pigeons to a bookie.


Eventually, after his siblings and cousins had bumped into a few walls and found out just how hard it was to engineer the rise of the Huto clan without their master tactician, they would surely come back to him begging. He would make them pay then.


For this was the most important lesson Tiphan Huto had learned from his experiences in Ginpen, the one fact about himself that he had not known before but now understood as bedrock truth, the one secret weapon that was more valuable than any skill or knowledge:


He was lucky.


He had dodged conviction for treason; evaded the near certainty of the death penalty; eluded the mysterious farseers, the self-righteous deputy minister of justice, the stone-faced judges, the meddling fools of the Blossom Gang… not because of the work of the overpaid litigators or his insincere displays of remorse (insisted on by the elders), but because he was lucky.


Incredibly, impossibly, Tazu-pleasing-and-Lutho-defyingly lucky.


And everyone knew that good fortune was the greatest, most desirable, and least replicable asset in business; everyone except his foolish relations.


So no, he regretted nothing and would have changed nothing. He would simply bide his time until he could take command of the clan again.


He took a sip of the iced sour-plum soup. A baby plum, tiny but incredibly sweet, landed on the tip of his tongue: an omen of good fortune. He sighed contentedly.


It’s better to be lucky than right.







- Do you know what Jia is up to, my sister, my other self?


- No, but when have we ever truly understood the heart of our favorite girl?


- Risana could never see into her mind—


—and neither can we. That is probably why, after all this time, we still find her interesting.





Tiphan Huto was counting his winnings in the boat races when he felt something cold and hard pressing against his neck.


Impatiently, he tried to shove it away. The object bit into his hand, and he yelped in pain as he jolted awake in the darkness.


Actually, he wasn’t sure he was awake. Gingerly, he ran his finger over the object: long, flat, two sharp edges… there was a sword against his throat!


He opened his mouth to scream, but a rough, knotted piece of rope forced its way between his teeth and was jammed right down his throat. He gagged, but the forceful hand behind the rope didn’t relent.


“Are you always this slow?” demanded a harsh voice in the darkness. “Or did all that greasy food at dinner clog up that slimy, slippery organ you call a brain?”


“Mfff!”


A light flickered to life: a lit candle.


A woman stood on either side of the bed; both wore kerchiefs covering the lower halves of their faces. Their eyes glinted as coldly as the sword held at his throat.


“We just want to talk,” said the woman with the candle, who seemed to be the older of the two. Her voice wasn’t unkind.


“Our sisters are stationed near the rest of your family,” said the woman with the sword, whose tone was far harsher and more threatening. “If you don’t behave—” She drew the sword slowly across Tiphan’s throat, drawing blood.


Tiphan couldn’t care less about the rest of his family. But he nodded, not too vigorously, lest the sword cut deeper into his skin.


The woman lifted the blade away and pulled the knotted rope out of his mouth. “Sit up.”


Tiphan did and tried to compose himself as the two women found cushions and sat down opposite him in thakrido. He saw that they were dressed in black leggings and black fitted tops that allowed them to move silently and efficiently, with no loose fabric to snag or catch on obstacles and corners. Their hair was coiled tightly atop their heads and pinned in place with plain black coral pins, the only decorative element a delicate silk flap at the end that shimmered in the firelight like a butterfly’s wings or a dyran’s fins.


The women were obviously hardened criminals, likely bandits who kidnapped for ransom.


He cleared his throat. “Err… Mistresses, no—Master Mistresses—no—” How does one address robbers in a way that doesn’t offend? “Most Noble Bandit Queens—”


The two women looked at each other and grinned.


“I like that,” said the older woman, the one with the candle. “You can call me Queen… Lightbringer.”


“And you can call me Queen Blooddrinker,” said the woman with the sword. She lifted the scarf over her face to reveal a snarl, her teeth glinting against the dim candle light.


“Yes, yes! Queen Lightbringer and Queen Blood… Blooddrinker—” He shuddered at this terrifying image. “Your humble servant is most honored to be visited by two such noble queens. I despise the government as much as you do! No, I despise it even more, especially that foolish Cogo Yelu and wicked Jia—”


Lightbringer and Blooddrinker both frowned at this attempt to curry their favor.


“No-no-no! I misspoke, misspoke!”—of course women bandits would sympathize with Jia, a thief who had usurped the throne from her child—“I despise the government exactly the right amount, not one whit more or less than is appropriate. Uh… um… if the noble queens could instruct this foolish servant how much… er, contribution you would like for your benevolent cause, I will endeavor to obtain it the soonest—”


“We’re not here for ransom,” said Blooddrinker impatiently. “Are you trying to insult us?”


“No, no! I misspoke again. The contribution would be entirely voluntary. It’s to build a more magnificent mountain fortress befitting the dignity of the two noble queens—”


“Calm yourself, Master Huto,” said Lightbringer gently. “We want to do business with you.”


Tiphan paused. “What… what kind of business?”


“A business you’re familiar with. We know you have certain connections with buyers who are… shall we say, in a similar trade as us.”


Tiphan’s mind churned. “Certain events lately have largely severed those connections.”


“We know all about the trial. But the pirates captured by Aya Mazoti are just lowly henchmen. We know you can get back in touch with the pirate kings.”


Tiphan tried to keep his voice noncommittal. “Even if I could—and I’m speaking purely in hypotheticals here—what exactly is it that you have to sell?”


“You don’t need to worry about that. Suffice it to say that it’ll be more profitable than anything else you can get your hands on, though you may sell it only to these buyers. We’ll bring you a regular supply. You can mix it with your ordinary trading goods on shipments around the Islands and then make certain detours to meet with your buyers on the open seas. We’ll split the profits half-and-half.”


“Just how profitable?”


“Let’s put it this way: If you manage the business well, the Huto clan may become the wealthiest trading clan of Wolf’s Paw in three years.”


A surge of excitement shot through Tiphan like a silkmotic bolt. “But I’m currently not allowed to do any trading. The elders have placed me under house arrest.”


“That is a simple matter to take care of. In a couple of days there will be a messenger from the magistrate of Toaza to your clan heads, explaining that it is the Throne’s policy to encourage the rehabilitation of criminals like you by putting them back to work in their trade as soon as possible.”


“You can do that?”


“We have our ways,” said Lightbringer.


Tiphan Huto pondered the proposal. His luck really was his greatest asset. He had just been plotting his return earlier today, and look how many things were turning out exactly the way he wanted already!


“Are the goods you want me to trade dangerous?”


“Possibly,” said Blooddrinker. “Especially if you try to steal any of it.” She waved her sword threateningly again.


“I mean to ship! Whether it’s dangerous to ship!”


“No,” said Lightbringer. “In fact, it’s likely that the customs inspectors won’t even know what it is… but to be safe and to make sure you’re focused, we’ll want you to stop trading in all the other contraband you used to ship: antiques, saltpeter, pig iron, weapons, abducted individuals—especially abducted individuals. The risk is simply too great.”


Tiphan started to object. “I’m not admitting anything—”


Lightbringer ignored him. “Don’t worry, the profits from our goods will more than make up for your losses. Now, we all know that the pirates are just middlemen, and they won’t appreciate the true value of what you’ll be selling; so you may have to convince the pirates to carry a few trial boxes to the ultimate buyers first, just to prove that there is a market.”


Tiphan nodded thoughtfully. If what these bandits were claiming was true, he would find ways to raise the prices once the market was proven, especially if he had a monopoly. As for dividing the profits half-and-half… ha, he was confident he could outwit a few simpleton bandits and make the deal even more favorable for himself.


To be sure, if the ultimate buyers were really willing to pay such an exorbitant price, then the goods were likely restricted to military use. That wasn’t his problem, though. He was a clever merchant, not a dumb hero—just look at how poor the veterans were, even after losing an arm or a leg for Dara.


“I think we have a deal,” he said. “Soon as you get the elders to let me trade again, we can start.”


“Very good,” said Lightbringer.


Before he could react, Blooddrinker had gotten up from her sitting cushion and closed the distance between them without appearing to move. Astonished, his jaw dropped reflexively. The woman pushed something into his mouth, pinched his nose shut, and slapped him squarely on the lips. The blow caused him to swallow whatever had been forced into his mouth.


“What… what was that?” he sputtered, trying to keep his shocked and terrified voice low since Blooddrinker had picked up that sword again.


“Consider it… insurance,” said Lightbringer.


“You’ve just ingested a rare mushroom called Blooddrinker,” said the woman with the same name. “In an hour it will take root in your stomach, and there will be no way to remove it from your body short of a surgeon slicing you open and ripping out your viscera along with it. Once rooted, the mushroom’s mycelia will spread throughout your vessels and muscles, subsisting on your blood. In a month or so, you’ll start to feel the most excruciating pain all over your body before a slow, agonizing death.”


“But why!?” Tiphan trembled with rage and horror. “Why would you do this—”


“Not to worry. Though the mushroom can never be removed, we can give you a medicine to keep its growth under check. As long as you take it once every month, you’ll live on indefinitely with no ill effects. Every time we meet to deliver you the goods and to get our profit, we’ll give you a dose of the medicine.”


Tiphan breathed hard as the implications sank in. Apparently these bandits were more sophisticated than he thought. This would guarantee his cooperation and honesty.


“Why don’t we work out the details over the next hour?” said Lightbringer. “It will give the mushroom a chance to settle in your gut. Also, it’s rather rude that you haven’t offered us any tea.”


Tiphan nodded in resignation as he went about preparing tea in the glow of the single candle. He was a little trepidatious at the idea of a deadly mushroom being implanted in his belly, but all in all, considering he would soon get everything he desired and more, he still thought he was blessed with extraordinary luck.


Tiphan Huto will rise again!










CHAPTER FOUR A LONG JOURNEY REVEALS THE TRUE STRENGTH OF A HORSE



WORLD’S EDGE MOUNTAINS: THE SEVENTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (TEN MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


The band managed to stay just out of the reach of the pursuing Lyucu, but they never could shake the hunters completely. No matter how obscure the valleys they hiked through or how unexpected the direction of their flight, always, at most a few days later, the Lyucu would appear on the edge of the horizon.


Though he tried to maintain a confident demeanor, with each failed attempt to be free of the pursuit, Takval grew more worried.


One morning, as the camp awakened in late afternoon—they always traveled at night and slept much of the day to reduce the possibility of discovery—Takval found that the two Agon warriors posted as lookouts were missing. There were no signs of predators or struggle.


Takval sighed. Apparently, the pair had finally lost faith and stolen away while the rest of them were sleeping. Considering that all the rebels, Dara and Agon, remaining with Takval now numbered less than twenty, this was a tremendous blow.


“Do they really think they can just fade away into the scrublands, to be adopted into some Lyucu or Agon tribe where they can live out the rest of their days in peace?” fumed Takval, as though talking to himself. “Every tribe will be on the lookout. Capturing one of the escapees from Kiri Valley will bring them great rewards from Cudyu.”


There was no response. Everyone understood that Takval had delivered that monologue as a warning.


Théra beckoned Takval to come with her on a walk away from the campsite.


“You can’t do that,” she said quietly.


Ever since that rainy-day talk with Thoryo, Théra had begun to rouse herself. Though she was no longer the confident, determined leader of Kiri Valley, she took part in discussions with Takval and the others, and offered ideas and suggestions from time to time. With each passing day, more strength seemed to return to her, and she took an active role in hunting, pitching the tent, tending to Alkir’s needs, even asking Takval to teach her how to ride, something she had never shown much interest for in the past.


“What do you mean?”


“You’re the pékyu,” said Théra. “Our cause may look hopeless, but we haven’t lost. It’s only when you stop trying to inspire them and resort to threats that they’ll lose all faith in you.”


Takval gazed at Théra. The mask of resolution and strength, which he had kept up for months, fell away in an instant, revealing a tired and frightened man. In a barely audible whisper, he said, “What can we do with one garinafin and less than twenty people, many of whom aren’t even fighters?”


“I don’t know,” said Théra. “But I do know that Tenryo Roaten was once just an escaped hostage with a single garinafin, and that my father began his rebellion with a band of prisoners and deserters about equal in number to ours. And I seem to recall an Agon prince who wasn’t afraid to dive into the endless sea from a city-ship, alone, armed only with the hope that he would find a way to free his people.”


Takval pulled Théra into an embrace and kissed her deeply. “My breath, the mirror of my soul,” he said when he finally let her go. “I have missed you.”


“I’m sorry that I haven’t been there for you,” said Théra, tears in her eyes. “Kunilu-tika and Jian-tika may be gone, but the beauty of the world remains. We must not let the storm make us forget the rainbow.”


“Now that you’re with me again, I already feel as strong as Afir.”


As they turned back toward the encampment, Théra whispered to herself, “There’s always a second act. Always.”





True to his word, Takval made no more threats. Instead, he rallied the Agon warriors to practice and drill, making plans to capture more garinafins if they should chance upon a lone Lyucu hunting party in the foothills. Meanwhile, Théra kept up the spirits of Tipo, Çami, and the other Dara members of the party, reminding them that they still had the opportunity to avenge their friends and loved ones, and to carry out the mission that their homeland had entrusted to them.


One day, Takval returned to the camp from a scouting flight unexpectedly early. Behind Alkir, his mount, was another garinafin, so badly injured that it could barely keep aloft. The pilot was Araten, one of the Agon thanes of Kiri Valley, who everyone thought had been lost along with the others. Riding with him were six other Agon warriors, all of them beyond their prime fighting years or injured at the time of the Lyucu assault.


The newcomers were a sorry sight: emaciated, covered in scars—the older ones clearly from fighting and the newer ones signs of struggle against the elements. Their eyes looked haunted, as though they had witnessed horrors beyond the ken of mere mortals.


Théra was amazed. “How did—”


“Later,” said Takval gently but firmly. “There will be time enough.”


Quickly, ventilated fire pits were stoked to life. Based on a traditional Agon design with improvements made by Çami, these pits minimized smoke and firelight, keeping the risk of discovery to a minimum. Hot water revived the spirits of the newcomers, and they wolfed down the roast meat and berry sauce Takval and Théra offered.


“You cannot imagine how glad we are to see you,” said Théra, once Araten and the others had eaten their fill.


“I think I can, Princess,” said Araten, his gaunt and scarred face relaxing into a wan smile. “So many have died, and I can’t tell you how many times the doubt that I’d never find you and the pékyu again assaulted me.”


It did not escape Théra’s notice that Araten had emphasized that he had been looking for both her and Takval, and had in fact mentioned her first. This small gesture almost moved her to tears.


“But an Agon warrior never gives up,” said Araten, “and the gods have seen fit to reward my faith. Votan.” He struggled to his feet, swaying unsteadily, and saluted Takval by lifting both his arms and crossing them at the wrists. Then he turned to Théra. “Votan,” he repeated, giving a Dara-style bow.


After the desertion of the lookouts earlier, the steadfastness of the irascible Araten, who had never seemed to respect her back in Kiri Valley and who she had never really liked, overwhelmed her. The scars on the thane’s body and face bore witness to the tortures and terrors he must have suffered to escape from the Lyucu and make his way here.


“In my land,” said Théra, keeping her voice even with great effort, “it is said that only a long journey can reveal the true strength of a horse—that’s a kind of land-bound garinafin, and much smaller. Only with the passage of time can we see the true characters of our companions. I’m sorry we weren’t better friends in the past.”


Araten also cried, and there wasn’t a pair of dry eyes in attendance.





Takval lengthened his patrols with Alkir. With a wounded garinafin and fighters still on the mend, it was even more important they get advance warning when the Lyucu approached.


No Lyucu pursuers were sighted over the next week—the longest stretch the refugees had been able to stay in one place. Some attributed the respite to the seclusion of the valley they were in—perhaps Cudyu’s hunting parties had overshot their location and were now to the north, moving farther away with each passing day. Others thought the Lyucu pékyu had finally given up after such a long, fruitless search.


Takval told Théra that though he couldn’t be sure, he believed that Araten’s escape had something to do with it. Fearful that more enslaved Agon would follow the example of Araten, Cudyu had probably decided to call off the pursuit and gather his warriors and prisoners back in Taten to consolidate his position. Théra, though skeptical of such wishful thinking, hoped that he was right.


In any event, the break was welcome as it gave Araten and the other wounded a chance to recuperate. The new members of the band recounted their adventures.


Most of the captives from Kiri Valley had been sent to Taten, explained Araten, but he and some of the other Agon prisoners, since they had resisted so fiercely before finally succumbing to their wounds, needed time to recover at the valley. Cudyu left the wounded Lyucu behind as well, as he set off in pursuit of Takval and Théra. Volyu, the hated traitor, left long before Araten and the others had recovered enough to seek him out for vengeance—


“Wait!” Théra cried, speaking for everyone in Takval’s band. “Did you say our uncle was the traitor?”


Thus did Volyu’s plot come to light. There was much pounding of the ground and cursing of his name. Tears of grief flowed afresh. To think that so many had died because of a single craven man was nigh intolerable.


Adyulek went to one knee before Théra. “Princess, forgive me for having wronged you. You were not the cause of our fall. I have not always agreed with your decisions, but I should never have allowed our discord to cloud my judgment. There is no excuse for my obdurate error.”


The other Agon followed her lead.


But Théra sat there, stunned. The revelation did not lessen her feelings of guilt. If anything, it made them worse.


For it had been at her insistence, years ago, that Takval spared his uncle. She had thought Volyu could be won over or controlled, that having his help was better than more bloodshed. But she had not seen through Volyu’s nature, and the blood of all those who had died at Kiri Valley was even more indelibly on her hands.


My father betrayed the Hegemon on the shore of the Liru, knowing that keeping him alive would lead to many more deaths down the road. I chose mercy when I was faced with a similar decision, and fate proved me wrong. Am I too weak to make the hard decisions?


Araten went on. He explained that he’d gone around in secret, testing out which of the Agon captives still believed in the pékyu’s cause. It wasn’t easy, for after the escape of the pékyus-taasa, security around the remaining prisoners had been redoubled—


“WHAT?” asked a shocked Théra, halting the narrative once more.


Thus did it come to light that the guards escorting the children had gotten drunk one night, leaving Toof and Radia in charge of the prisoners. Razutana, Sataari, and the children had somehow managed to free themselves, overcame Toof and Radia, and escaped into the wilderness with the garinafins. When the dazed guards finally followed the Blood River on foot back to a Lyucu encampment and reported the missing prisoners to Cudyu, the Lyucu pékyu had immediately realized that Toof and Radia were responsible for a plot. They were stripped of all rank and sent to Taten as slaves—death, as Cudyu put it, would be “too kind” for these two traitors.


The band was overjoyed as Araten explained that despite Cudyu’s best efforts, the children had not been found. The garinafins they stole had been recovered later, hundreds of miles from where they had gone missing. Though many thought the children must have died of exposure and starvation over the winter, just as many believed that they had in fact managed to find some obscure hideout and survived.


“I’m certain they’re alive,” said Gozofin to Takval and Théra. “My Nalu is a good hunter, and Sataari and Razutana, though no warriors, are resourceful. The gods are watching over them!”


Takval and Théra embraced and shed tears of joy. If Théra had already found Araten likable earlier, this second revelation filled her with glowing gratitude toward the stouthearted warrior. Everyone’s spirits lifted.


Once the tide of joy had ebbed a bit, Théra became thoughtful again. Now that Toof and Radia’s loyalty had been reaffirmed, their actions had to be reinterpreted. By carrying out the ruthless scrubland tactic of leaving the children behind to distract Cudyu, the pair had not only saved the children, but Takval and Théra as well. Having experienced months of strenuous hikes and desperate flights through the mountains, the princess had to agree that had they kept the children with them, it would have been far more difficult, if not impossible, for the band to have evaded capture. It was hard enough to stay ahead of the Lyucu pursuit with able-bodied adults and one fighting garinafin. An additional garinafin laden with helpless children would have doomed everyone.


A difficult decision had to be made, and Toof and Radia had made it in an instant, risking their lives and honor both. The contrast between their hard resolve and her own useless vacillation couldn’t be greater. She was filled with guilt, admiration, self-doubt, and gratitude. She vowed to rescue the two adopted Agon and find the children at the first chance—but… did she really have what it would take?


Volyu, who she had believed was loyal and true, had turned out to be the architect of their downfall. Toof and Radia, who she had condemned as traitors, had turned out to be the saviors of both the children of Kiri Valley and the lone surviving band of rebels. Was there anything more mysterious and complicated than the human heart? How could one tell true hearts apart from false ones?


“You’re indeed messengers of good news,” said Takval. “But you haven’t explained how you escaped from Cudyu’s clutches.”


All winter, Araten and the other wounded Agon prisoners recuperated in what remained of the razed settlement in Kiri Valley. As time went on, the Lyucu guards slackened in their vigilance. And when spring arrived, one night, Araten and a band of warriors loyal to Takval overcame their guards and seized a garinafin, making their way north in search of their lost lord.


Araten and his band had evaded the notice of the Lyucu search parties by disguising themselves as tanto-lyu-naro, tribeless wanderers of the scrublands who had given up all warfare. The “warriors who do not make war” worshipped an aspect of the god of healing called Toryoana of Still Hands and renounced all violence—an alternate name for their god was Toryoana Pacific. Though they were scorned by all the tribes of the scrublands, Lyucu and Agon alike, fear of retribution from the god also kept them from harm. Since they made their living by scavenging and begging, this gave Araten and his band a chance at gathering information about Cudyu’s political maneuverings and plans.


“Cudyu has been summoning the most skilled shamans and the cleverest Dara slaves to Taten,” said Araten.


“What for?” asked Théra.


“Volyu told Cudyu that the Wall of Storms around Dara is going to reopen again. Cudyu wants his gathering of the knowledgeable to repeat the steps of Luan Zya and calculate the exact time so that he can send another invasion fleet to Dara.”


Théra realized that this was again most likely her own fault. Though she had been careful to keep the reopening of the Wall a secret, Volyu must have deduced, based on her interest in attacking Taten, that such a reopening was likely.


Time and again, she had been outfoxed.


Théra pondered this new development. To discern the patterns in the Wall of Storms and to calculate its future openings were feats as difficult as the prediction of eclipses. It was the crowning achievement of the great Luan Zyaji in a long career of brilliant computations and inventions. Even the gifted Zomi Kidosu had to rely on Luan’s clues to re-create his calculations. The idea that the Lyucu, without the benefit of centuries of Dara learning and a literate culture, could solve such a problem on their own appeared facially absurd.


But hadn’t she been consistently wrong precisely because she had underestimated those she dealt with? Volyu, Toof and Radia, Cudyu… the list was long.


“Rumors say that they’re making good progress in Taten,” said Araten. “The group has already narrowed the timing of the next opening down to the year.”


“Do you know if it’s the year after the next?” she asked. Her chest felt tight. She had already paid for her arrogance; she was not going to repeat that mistake. Death only triumphs when we stop learning.


Araten shook his head. “I’ve heard only rumors without details.”


“As soon as you’ve recovered enough, you must go back to the scrublands and find out more,” said Théra. Oh, please, please let it not be true! she prayed. There was literally nothing she could do at this point to stop another invasion fleet. If Cudyu succeeded in computing the moment the wall would reopen, her journey to Ukyu-Gondé and the sacrifices of so many would all be for naught.


Araten was reluctant to return to the scrublands, as the chances of being discovered by Cudyu’s people increased with each encounter with the other tribes. But Takval supported Théra, knowing how much the matter gnawed at his wife’s heart. Preventing another Lyucu invasion fleet was the foundation of the alliance between the Agon and Dara and her most important strategic goal.


A few days later, Araten announced that he was ready and left alone, without his garinafin or companions.





Meanwhile, Théra continued her riding lessons. Now that the band had two war mounts, it seemed especially important for every able-bodied member of the group to learn to ride garinafins effectively to give them the most tactical flexibility.


Takval taught Théra personally. She proved a decent student, and within a couple of weeks, she was able to guide Ga-al, the old bull garinafin brought by Araten, with some confidence as Takval sat on the saddle behind her. Ga-al had apparently been raised as a war garinafin under the Lyucu method of absolute obedience induced through terror and abuse so that he could be ridden by any pilot. Now past the prime age of a war mount, Ga-al had been relegated to transportation duty, and would have been retired to the slaughter grounds in a year or so. The lackadaisical security around the aged animal was how Araten had been able to steal him. Though the bull was docile, he was also skittish and timid, flinching each time someone approached his head, as though fearing some punishment. Taking pity on the abused creature, Théra tended to the garinafin’s wounds while he recuperated, and the beast seemed to be slowly developing a bond of trust with her.


Staying on the garinafin proved to be the easy part. Unless she asked Ga-al to perform aerial acrobatics—which she had no intention of doing—the bull in level flight was surprisingly steady. But the system of giving commands to the garinafin through knee squeezes, foot kicks, strokes against the neck, and verbal commands delivered through the spine-tapping trumpet proved to be as challenging as learning a new language.


Riders on a speeding garinafin were practically deaf. The roaring wind, generated by the beating wings as well as turbulence from the rushing air, made it impossible for riders to converse with one another, much less to speak to their mount. To solve the problem, the people of the scrublands relied on a garinafin-bone trumpet: the narrow end of the device was pressed against the spinous process of the last vertebra at the base of the mount’s neck, and the pilot then shouted simple commands into the flared mouthpiece.


Sa-sa, for instance, meant that the garinafin was supposed to execute a quick turn in the air in order to spot any enemies tight on its tail. Ruga-to, on the other hand, meant that the garinafin was supposed to give chase to the nearest enemy and bathe it in flames. Péte-péte meant the garinafin was supposed to repeat the last maneuver, and ta-sli meant that the garinafin needed to twist and buckle as violently as possible—the command was usually issued by the pilot to throw off aerial boarders from hostile garinafin crews. Tek was the most common command given during patrols—it meant to stay alert—while te-vote was probably the order least often issued—it meant that the garinafin was to wrestle with the enemy with talons and teeth, a tactic of last resort when the garinafin’s fire breath was depleted. There was a whole system of these verbal commands that Théra needed to learn, supplemented by physical gestures that covered more basic maneuvers.


The first time Théra was asked to try to command Ga-al, she found the process utterly baffling.


“I can’t even hear what I’m saying; how can he hear it?” Théra asked. She had to lean back and turn her head until she was practically screaming into Takval’s ear for him to hear her question.


“He can hear it through the bones,” shouted Takval. “You just have to trust it. The trumpet works.”


Half disbelieving, she turned back around, pressed the narrow end of the bone trumpet against the base of the trunk-thick neck, and spoke into the mouthpiece.


“Sa-sa.”


The garinafin obediently turned around in a tight circle, banking steeply, before returning to their former heading and continuing.


She marveled both at the fact that the animal could hear her through his spine and the fact that he could understand her. She had known that garinafins were intelligent, but it was one thing to know this intellectually, and quite another to experience a mountain of muscle and sinew heeding her commands.


A week more of practice sessions later, Théra asked to ride alone.


“Are you sure?” asked Takval. “You are new to this—”


“I have to be able to do this on my own,” said Théra adamantly.


“All right,” said Takval. “But remember to stay low so you won’t be spotted from afar and don’t leave the valley. If you see anything suspicious, return immediately.”


Théra took off at the crack of dawn. The sensation of freedom, of soaring through the air, was exhilarating. Flying on the back of a garinafin was nothing like riding in an airship. An airship, despite its feathered oars and complement of contracting and expanding lift gas bladders inspired by the Mingén falcon, was ultimately a machine and not a living thing. To be an airship rider was to be a passive passenger.


Piloting a garinafin, on the other hand, required constant movement and participation—a dance between the rider and her mount. She had to shift her center of gravity as the beast turned to maintain balance, squeeze and flex her legs to stay in the saddle, match her breathing to the beast’s heaving rhythms. To move in sync with her partner-mount, to feel the garinafin’s body heat against her thighs, and to vibrate in sympathy with the tremors in the massive body made the experience organic, as though she had melded into another being.


Gaining confidence, she practiced diving, climbing, tight and slow turns, some common defensive maneuvers, and even a few mock attacks. The chilly winds slicing across her skin, despite the warm summer morning air rising in the valley, made her appreciate the thick furs and leggings favored by the Lyucu.


Satisfied with her progress, Théra decided to take a break midmorning. For her landing site, she picked a wide stone ledge jutting out halfway up a steep mountainside. While dense foliage covered the sheer cliffs above and below, the stone platform was bare, making it seem almost man-made. She thought it a good perch to refresh herself with a snack, as she was not confident enough to try eating on the back of a soaring garinafin.


As soon as Ga-al landed, however, he strained and squealed, seeming to want to take off again immediately.


“Wait!” said Théra, laughing. She gently but firmly brushed the side of the beast’s neck to calm him down, the way Takval had shown her. “You may be full of vim and vigor, but I need a break and a bite to eat.”


The garinafin, however, refused to be placated. He snorted and lowed, shuffling in place and preventing Théra from climbing off his back. In the end, Théra had no choice but to use the bone trumpet and speak in a severe voice of authority to compel obedience.


“Kiru-kiru!”


Reluctantly, Ga-al twisted his neck around and placed his head right below his shoulder, so that Théra could step on it and dismount.


Despite the garinafin’s fussing, Théra found the ledge a pleasant resting stop. Broad-leafed vines dangling from the rock face above provided plenty of shade, and the jutting platform afforded her an unimpeded view of much of the valley floor and the mountains on the other side. Now that she wasn’t consumed with the effort of hanging on to the back of a massive beast hurtling through the air, she could appreciate the beauty of the magnificent valley with a calmer heart and a more leisurely gaze.


The mountains that walled the valley were sharp and steep, like clumps of swords, their outlines deepened by the long shadows of early morning. Here and there, a peak seemed to have been sheared off, leaving behind a flat platform covered by grass and wildflowers, resembling the intricate designs Dara bladesmiths etched into their weapons. Crags carved by the wind into strange and fantastic shapes teetered on ledges, and the bottom of the valley was shrouded in fog. Everything seemed pristine, unexplored, untouched by the hand of man, as the people of the scrublands stayed away from these sacred mountains—except for desperate refugees like them.


Théra knew that after months of meandering north, they had by now entered the foothills of one of the branch ranges of the World’s Edge Mountains, known as the Foot among the Agon and the Wing among the Lyucu. If she were to ascend to the top of her side of the valley, she would catch a glimpse of the tall mountains to the east, the spine of the titanic imaginary garinafin that was the barrier to the realm of the gods. Those snowbound peaks, disappearing into the clouds like spears thrust into the domain of the stars, were among the tallest peaks in all Ukyu-Gondé—indeed, in the whole known world.


Gingerly, she sat down at the edge of the platform, her legs dangling over the side. She took out a skin pouch filled with smoked meat and fresh berries, and began to eat.


As she savored the chewy treat, she couldn’t help but reflect on the differences between the landscapes of Dara and Ukyu-Gondé.


The dominant feature of Dara was the sea. Against that endless, blue, shimmering liquid mirror, everything in the Islands appeared delicate, fragile, refined, as though etched in wax by a Creator wielding an ivory writing knife. Stately cliffs, pounded by waves, formed the semantic roots; frozen lava, smoothed by dancing rain and singing wind, made up the motive modifiers; lakes, gouged out by silent glaciers and filled by the clear ink of winding rivers, served as inflection glyphs; and over it all was a cacophony of phonetic adapters: the thaké-thaké of spring rain, the twittering of brightly plumaged summer birds, the rustling of crimson autumn leaves, the skittering of bolting winter hares, the squeaking and moaning of sailors’ spars and cables, the clinking and clanking of merchants’ coins, the susurration of scholars unfolding scrolls and turning pages, the murmurs and chants of monks and nuns in incense-shrouded temples, the rainbow-hued music of the endless variety of topolects in markets, forums, restaurants, teahouses, lecture halls, hamlets, palaces….


Dara was a colorful book of logograms, and the people of Dara were the scribes who read, wrote, revised, edited, amended, emended, annotated, compiled, arranged, polished. The landscape was like a pruned garden or a cultivated field, over which the gods, human-shaped though hero-scaled, roamed gently as caretakers and horticulturists, frequently intervening as much for the benefit of their charges as for their own amusement.


In contrast, the dominant feature of the scrublands was the bare earth itself, and the Sculptor seemed to have wielded an axe as grand as a shooting star and as rough as the growl of a horrid wolf. The lakes were wide as seas; the rivers inconstant and unpredictable as youthful hearts; the mountains hewn out of prime chaos with a carelessness that left jagged scars. The boundless wilderness resembled a vast sheet of taut skin stretched over the skeleton of the universe, over which tribes of humans, herds of cattle and aurochs, flocks of sheep and mouflon, packs of horrid wolves, ambushes of tigers, flights of garinafins, and the scraggly bushes and spiny cactus lobes and clumps of grass careened and vibrated, handfuls of colorful sand impelled by the storytelling dance of a Shaman. The gods, distant and amorphous presences, surveyed this vast painting dispassionately, disdaining to be involved.


Everything in Ukyu and Gondé was oversized, expansive, tending to extremes. Even the tallest peak in Dara could not match the height of an unnamed spike in the Wing or the Foot, let alone the magnificent spine that was the World’s Edge Mountains. Even the deepest canyons in Dara were mere gullies when placed next to this valley, so wide and spacious that it allowed a garinafin to stretch its wings and work up a sweat—and they had already passed through hundreds of such valleys in their journey. Entire islands from Dara could fit inside Aluro’s Basin or the Sea of Tears, and it was said that there were a thousand-thousand ice floes up north in Nalyufin’s Pasture, each as big as a mountain. A dust storm racing across the scrublands could be the size of Arulugi or Rui, entire kingdoms swallowed up in a single puff of divine breath.


How can I understand this land, which is so different from the land of my birth? How can I understand its gods, which are so different from the gods of my childhood? How can I learn its mysterious ways, which are not the ways of my people?


What did that goddess-like lady say? If you do not like the stories you’ve been told, fill your heart with new stories. If you do not like the script you’ve been given, design for yourself new roles.


I am neither an exile nor a sojourner in Ukyu-Gondé. I belong here.


To start a second act, I must first say goodbye to the first.


As she continued to gaze out at the magnificent natural wonder that was the valley, Théra felt herself transported to that day years ago, when she had sat atop another mountain with the world spread out at her feet, next to someone she loved.




How far will they go? What will they behold?


What distant shores will they touch and visit


Before they sink and sprout and grow and bloom—


To sway over sun-dappled waves anew!





“O Zomi, my wakeful weakness,” she whispered. She looked up at the sun and prayed that the golden orb, like the moon, would agree to carry a message to her beloved. She was now a mother and the wife of another, with many more attachments and threads of love about her, but the bond between her and Zomi had not weakened with the passage of time. She hoped that the other woman was also looking up at the sun and could feel her thoughts.


What are you thinking? What are you doing? Are you helping Phyro to be the best emperor he can be? Have you, my mother, my brother, and all the people of Dara, found a way to defeat the Lyucu invaders or at least hold them back? Have you—


Abruptly, she was pulled out of her reverie. Ga-al was moaning loudly and looking at her inquiringly. He turned his pupil-less eyes to the cliff at the back of the ledge and snorted with hostility.


“What’s the matter?”


The garinafin shook his head and shuffled back away from the cliff until he was near the lip of the ledge. He swung his long neck through the air above her and stopped when his head was pointing into the valley, like a long and very large finger.


Annoyed to be interrupted, Théra snapped at the garinafin, “I know you want to fly again. But I want a little more time to just be by myself, all right?”


The garinafin snorted, looking at her pleadingly.


Théra had to laugh. She was getting mad at an animal, even if a very clever animal. “I’m sorry,” she said, taking a deep breath to calm herself. “I haven’t felt like myself for a long time. So much has… happened.”


It was relaxing to talk to the garinafin, who didn’t judge her, doubt her, ponder ways to take advantage of her, or scheme against her. She could understand how Toof used to claim that he preferred to be with garinafins than people.


Ga-al cocked his massive head to look at her quizzically as she continued to talk to him. He scratched at the ground impatiently with his claws like a chicken searching for grubs.


“I’ve been trying to do the right thing, the best thing for both the Agon and the Dara, but things keep on not working out. But I’ve been wondering if maybe the problem is that I haven’t really learned to think the way this land wants me to think, to no longer be a Princess of Dara but a true Bride of the Agon. The gods and stories here are shaped by this land, as much as the gods and stories of Dara are shaped by the islands. And until I start to learn, truly learn—”


And in that moment, she saw Ga-al’s neck stiffen.


A strange sensation descended over her.


No, that wasn’t quite right. It was as though the strange sensation had descended over the world. Abruptly, the world had fallen silent and still, and an overwhelming presence enveloped her.


There was an indescribable quality to this presence, an ineffable purity and ethereal clarity. She was familiar with it because she had experienced something like it twice before: once with the lady by Lake Tututika, who had taught her the parable of lotus seeds with empty hearts, and once with a man in the palace at Pan, who played the moaphya and taught her the unity between sound and light.


She felt like she was cradled in the hand of some giant—no, it was more like she was nestled in the ear of some giant. She was surrounded by a powerful, awe-inspiring, sublime being who truly listened to her. Perhaps this was what newborns felt as they were held close to the breast of their mothers, an all-consuming sense of peace, of trusted ease, of unconditional love that withstood all storms.


She let herself give in to the sensation. After so much guilt, self-doubt, and heart-wrenching loss, she yearned for someone who truly listened and heard the voice in her heart while she plucked out a hesitant tune. Takval and Thoryo tried their best and came close, but no one could hear her heart-voice the way she wanted to be heard, no one except, perhaps, Zomi.


The world faded away from her consciousness, and all she wanted was to sink into this all-enveloping sea of love, this undulating eternity of being listened to and heard, forever.


Annoyingly, there were noises demanding her attention, flittering, stinging nibbles from little fish that assaulted her as she drifted in the peaceful sea. She dove deeper, out of their reach.


Ga-al leapt across the platform, brandishing his claws as he landed.


… as though he has spotted some threat.


But the movements of the garinafin felt as unreal as a shadow play. Reality was this sea of the numinous. She had dived so deep that her feet touched the bottom, and now she found herself standing on a vast plain covered by a vaster sky, and all around her, bushes with crooked limbs and waxy leaves cowered like humans coming face-to-face with the divine. Lightning bolts crisscrossed the sky, and towering tornadoes danced across the scrublands, each a pillar reaching from the earth to the heavens.


The dancing storms seemed to form and re-form into different figures, titans who struggled on a stage as large as the world. She saw generations rise and fall, some looking like birds, some looking like fish, some looking like the clenched-fist cacti that stood mutely in the desert. She saw tribes rising out of the ashes and remnants of destroyed worlds. She saw human beings construct grand works that rivaled the magnificence of the gods, only to have them ruined by monsters that knew nothing of pity or remorse. She saw a paradise on earth, and then a hell fallen from heaven. She saw the Agon and the Lyucu make their entrances on the stage, migrating across the land as fluidly as their cattle and sheep, taking to the air on the backs of garinafins to fight against gods and men, fearless of the consequences.


Ga-al leapt back to the lip of the platform, squealing in terror.


…as though he had lost some encounter.


It didn’t matter. She was an observer safely in the embrace of the divine, watching the grandest storytelling dance in the universe, lit by the fire of godhead. She wept as villains triumphed in darkness; she cheered as heroes won through guile and strength; she read the narrative strands in these tales that unified them with the stories of Dara, the foundational truth in all myths that survived the eons; she also understood the distinctions that made the stories uniquely the expressions of the scrublands, as innate to this land as its fauna and flora, its harsh climate and axe-hewn mountains, its peoples and gods.


She was sure that this was what the shamans meant when they were possessed by the gods and spirits of ancient warriors. Her body no longer belonged to her or to this world, and whatever happened on this stone ledge had no connection to her essence, to her soul at all.


She felt immortal.


Ga-al leapt again, straight over her head, and she ducked out of instinct. She turned around to see what he was so worked up about.


A gigantic feline form gracefully approached her out of the dancing storms, sharp tusks protruding from its jaws. The creature was at least the size of an elephant from back home on Écofi. Its cave-like maw was yawning open as it roared, but there was no sound.


It felt out of place, like the presence of an actor who suddenly stood up in front of a shadow-puppet screen, breaking the illusion.


Théra felt no fear at all. If the tusked tiger decided to tear her to shreds, she would be liberated, no longer tethered to this sublunary plane.


Descending, Ga-al tried to attack the tiger with his left claw, his wings buffeting the air to maintain balance. The tusked tiger swiped back at the garinafin with one of its massive paws, batting the claw out of the way. Ga-al shrieked and backed away on frantic wings.


Théra wanted to tell the two of them to cut it out. There was no place for violence, for fighting, in this world of pure love. She wished they could feel what she was feeling. How could they not?


Ga-al struggled into the air, the narrow space on the ledge making the takeoff arduous. He swooped around the outside of the ledge and assaulted the tiger once more, this time from behind the predator’s head. The tusked tiger had no choice but to duck down and roll away. The tiger turned its head away from Théra and toward the garinafin, roaring silently. Ga-al twisted his long neck to whip his head out of the way, as though the tiger were spitting invisible venom.


The vast scrubland stage and the dancing tornadoes disappeared in an instant, and Théra gasped, as though she had been rudely plucked out of a warm pool and plunged back into the icy cold physicality of this world. The sounds and colors of reality rushed back into her consciousness in a flood.


She screamed as the realization struck her. She was going to be killed by the tusked tiger looming over her like a mountain of death, and there was nothing she could do to save herself. She scrambled back on her hands and knees, heedless of the sheer drop behind her, intent only on getting as far away from the animal as possible.


The tusked tiger whipped its head back and locked eyes with her. It opened its maw and roared silently once more.


The presence descended over her, and Théra stopped trying to get away. She was back in the ear of the giant, in the warm, numinous sea, on the divine scrublands where the storms danced eternally.


There is absolutely nothing to worry about.


She smiled at the approaching tiger and beckoned it closer.


A shadow loomed above her. She looked up. The wings of a garinafin blotted out the sun momentarily as the beast and the rider dove down at her.










CHAPTER FIVE INTO THE BARROWS



TATEN-RYO-ALVOVO: THE SEVENTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (TEN MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


One sunny summer day, as Sataari and Razutana organized the children to go to the shore to catch brine shrimp and dig for marsh clams, Tanto complained of a stomachache. Concerned, Razutana offered to stay with him, but the boy declined.


“Are you sure?”


“I just need to lie down for a bit.”


“Drink plenty of water.”


The boy nodded, his brows knotted as though suppressing a groan.


“Are you in a lot of pain?” asked Razutana. “Let me get Sataari to see if she can give you some medicine.”


“No, no! I’ll be fine,” said Tanto. “Probably just ate too many puckerberries last night.” He showed Razutana a relaxed face, though Razutana saw the boy’s fingers tighten around the clay Ano logogram for “mutagé” that he wore on a leather cord around his neck.


Tanto had never been lazy, and so Razutana didn’t think that he was pretending an illness to get out of work.


“All right,” he said in a gentle voice, and stroked the boy’s forehead, brushing aside a lock of hair. “Anything you particularly want to eat?”


The boy looked thoughtful. “Maybe… when you get back you can make that fried shrimp paste that my mother used to put in scrambled eggs?”


Scrambled eggs wasn’t something the Agon ate normally, but Théra had made it for both Tanto and Rokiri as they grew up.


The boy had shifted to Dara instead of the language of the scrublands, something he seldom did in front of the other children except his brother. Without bringing attention to it, Razutana switched to speaking Dara as well. “I can try. I’ll ask Nalu to keep an eye out for tern eggs. As for the shrimp paste, the version your mother made was different from how we did it in Dara since there’s no lard here in Gondé—”


“I like her version.”


“Of course.” Razutana’s heart clenched in sympathy. The boy missed his mother but always tried to put on a brave face. “I’ll do my best to re-create her recipe. Maybe I’ll use moonfur rat fat instead of tallow… it should be close, if not exactly the same.”


“Add bits of crispy fried skin. She used to do that.”


“Definitely.”


“And instead of tern eggs, can you get something bigger? She would use mountain goose eggs….”


Razutana knew that marsh ducks nested among the reeds on the banks of the brackish ponds to the east, in the opposite direction of the Sea of Tears. It would mean a longer trip than the one he and Sataari had been planning, but he nodded all the same. “All right; we’ll see what we can do.”


Moments after Razutana and Sataari had led the children out of the campsite on their fishing-foraging expedition, Tanto threw off his deerskin blanket and crept out of the lean-to shelter. Cautiously, he looked around to be sure that he was truly alone, and then ran toward the large pit just south of the camp, the settlement’s midden heap.


He walked along the edge of the pit until he reached a large white rock. Then he began to dig.


Tanto had been preparing for this moment for months. From every meal, he snuck away pieces of pemmican and dried fruits, adding to his secret cache. He practiced his slingshot and tracking skills with Nalu until he was almost as good a hunter as his friend. He studied with Sataari until he was sure he knew how to find the softest spots in copses and dig until water seeped out and filled the hole. He begged for lessons from Razutana on how to filter dirty water with a skull cup filled with sand and pebbles so that it became potable. He dried the segmented roots of the cogon grass in the sun and secreted the pieces in a leather pouch, knowing that no hunter or warrior would go on a journey without a supply of the herb, good for so many injuries and illnesses.


His fingers found the stash under the soft soil.


Tanto’s heart leapt like a prancing hare. He had done it! By dispatching the rest of the camp on an egg hunt that would take them most of the day, he had hopefully bought himself enough time to carry out his plan.


Wrapping all his supplies in the deerskin blanket, he tied the neat bundle to his back. Then, with his slingshot tucked into his belt, he set off northward, the direction of the barrows.





He jogged and ran, knowing that the pace was unsustainable. But he wanted to put as much distance between himself and the camp as possible. Only after he had entered the copse in the valley between two barrows that stood like the posts of a massive gate did he slow down. This was as far as Sataari ever let anyone go into the City of Ghosts.


Innumerable restless spirits were condemned to roam the barrows for eternity because they had destroyed paradise and couldn’t ascend to the realm beyond on cloud-garinafins.


He knelt down and prayed to the All-Father and the Every-Mother.


“I am Tanto Aragoz, son of Takval, son of Nobo, Pékyu-taasa of the Agon. I know that this is forbidden ground, but I come not to taunt the trapped ghosts or to challenge the gods. I wish… to beg for a favor.”


He had been composing this prayer in his mind for months, trying to imitate the rhythm of Sataari’s and Adyulek’s dance-stories as well as the tone of the ancient sages in his mother’s bedtime stories. The words now flowed out of him in an unstoppable torrent.


“The Lyucu are following the path of wickedness first trod by the arrogant people of the Fifth Age. They have not moved the site of Taten in a generation, relying on the labor of slaves for sustenance and pleasure. They have driven the Agon into the remotest corners of Gondé, hoarding good grazing for themselves. They have become infatuated with the city-ships, monstrous machines brought here by evil-hearted strangers contemptuous of the people of the scrublands.” Here, the boy paused, wondering if the gods might reject him for his blood ties to those strangers from beyond the seas. But… surely the gods could see that Admiral Krita was nothing like his mother, and his mother’s people were victims of the Lyucu too, weren’t they? He shook off his doubts and pressed on. “The Lyucu are so powerful that most good people dare not rise up to oppose them, and the few who do are mercilessly slaughtered. In short, the Lyucu have begun to enslave the land, to exploit it rather than to roam over it freely, living a life of luxury and corruption, abandoning the ever-renewing spirit of the scrublands embodied in the deeds of Afir and Kikisavo.


“The Lyucu have taken away my parents, my grandmother, my grandfather in Dara, my mother’s family there that I never even knew, my friends, my teachers, my elders—and I do not know if any of them are still alive.”


He paused again, choking back tears. Taking deep breaths to calm himself, he went on.


“They must be confronted lest the darkness marking the end of the Fifth Age once again descend upon the scrublands, and you be forced to destroy humanity once more for forgetting your lessons. Therefore, I have come to this forbidden place in search of those mighty weapons once wielded by the haughty chiefs of the last age.


“The shamans say that the weapons of the Fifth Age were unnatural and wicked, but I do not agree. My mother always told me that there is nothing inherently good or wicked in the nature of tools, for they only serve to amplify what is already present in the hearts of humankind. The Lyucu are wicked and seek to enslave, and in their hands the city-ships of Dara further evil. My parents are good and seek to free the Agon, and in their hands the weapons of Dara bolster good. We show our character not by the weapons we choose, but through the purpose for which we fight and manner in which we wield them.


“I speak not of a new wisdom, but lessons taught by Afir and Kikisavo. The people were cast out of paradise, but the heroes defied the gods by seeking weapons and skills that would allow the people to return to paradise. Though you disapproved of their quest, in the end you were moved by their courage and pure hearts, and you gifted them valuable tools so that the people would have warmth in their tents, light in their pits, weapons to defeat predators, food to sustain their strength, garinafins to serve as their allies, and babies in mothers’ bellies. Surely similar tools had been available to those living during the Fifth Age, but in their hands the tools only spurred pride and boosted immorality. You took paradise away, but you handed back Afir and Kikisavo the tools to construct new bubbles of paradise in the harsh landscape.”


Tanto paused once more, hoping that the gods would be convinced by his unorthodox interpretation of the shamans’ dance-stories. In truth, he had drawn this line of argument from the stories of Dara told by his mother: In the hands of the Hegemon, Na-aroénna drank the blood of innocents and laid waste to the Islands; in the hands of the Marshal, the Doubt-Ender became an instrument of peace, the dam that held back the Lyucu killing tide.


It’s really too bad that the gods of Gondé don’t know about the heroes of Dara, he reflected. It would be so much easier to persuade them if they did.


“I am a pékyu-taasa of the Agon, and if my father has already ridden the cloud-garinafins, then I am the pékyu in his stead. I am not strong enough to defeat the Lyucu on my own, but if my strength can be multiplied by the weapons hidden here, I will have a chance.


“If you agree with my quest, then allow me passage into the City of Ghosts. Test me as you once tested Afir and Kikisavo, and judge me with the same fairness you judged them. My heart is pure, and once the Lyucu have been defeated, I will return and lay the borrowed weapons to rest.”


He listened hard for the gods’ response. The thick shade in the copse was like twilight, save for occasional shafts of sun that penetrated the canopy to paint a mottled pattern on the ground. He watched the shifting shadows, listened to the rustling of the wind among the leaves, and hoped to catch a glimpse of the divine will, a sign to guide him.


No answer came, which was also a kind of answer.


He pressed on.





It took him most of the day to hike through the dense wood in the valley. When he emerged, he saw barrows looming all around him, each grander than the last. Between the mounds were valleys filled with trees or grass, with marshy rivers winding through.


The sun was sinking in the west; he decided to climb the mound on the left before it got dark to get a better sense of the geography of the barrows. The mound wasn’t tall, really not much more than a knoll by the standards of the World’s Edge Mountains. But after the journey through the salt flats and the shoreside plain on which he had spent the winter, he felt as though he were ascending toward heaven.


By the time he reached the top, panting from the exertion, the first stars were emerging in the sky. He stood still and looked around.


To the south, he could see the dark forest he had just traversed. Beyond it was the tiny settlement, where he hoped his little brother was getting ready for bed and not giving away his secret. Already, he felt the first pangs of fear, loneliness, and yearning for the safety of friends and tribe. He pushed those feelings away. He was only at the beginning of a journey that was likely to grow much harder.


He turned to the west and saw the shimmering waves of the Sea of Tears beyond a few more low knolls. The sun was just setting over the great salt lake, a bare sliver of reddish-gold on the horizon.


He looked to the northeast, and the sight took his breath away.


Earthen tumuli stood in neat rows and columns, as far as the eyes could see. Though covered by vegetation, it was impossible to mistake them for the work of nature. For one thing, they were all carefully shaped and positioned: Roughly oval at the base, with the major and minor axes aligned perfectly in the cardinal directions, the artificial hills gradually grew more angular with increasing height, until the round sides turned into steep, flat faces that converged to sharp apexes. For another thing, the barrows were arranged in a grid, though some of them were many times larger than others. The smaller mounds could perhaps be circled by a running herd of cattle in a few hours, while the larger ones would take days.


Is this what a city in Dara looks like? he wondered. His mother had told him and his brother about the marvelous cities of her homeland and drawn sketches for them, but he had never been able to really envision a city, a landscape filled with outsized artificial constructions, with buildings, until now.


Since he had never seen a Dara city, a more apt comparison came to his mind: how a fly might see a herd of resting cattle. The slumbering, monumental, man-made hill-beasts stretched into the distance, ready to settle down for the night.


And then he saw something else in the fading twilight: In the far distance, at the very center of the City of Ghosts, there rose a mound so gargantuan that it was like seeing a garinafin at rest, guarding the long-haired cattle all around. A true mountain in a tribe of hills, it seemed scarcely possible that it had been constructed by human hands. Surely a shaman standing at the very top would be able to reach out and pluck down a star.


The gods decided to punish their mortal kin for daring to reach for the stars.


He shivered as he recalled the hypnotic words of Sataari.


That’s where I must go.





The journey through the barrows was neither easy nor fast.


From east to west, the Ghost River branched out among the artificial hills like a spider’s web, gradually ramifying into marshes indistinguishable from grassland. And where the river did not flow, thick forests filled the flat regions between the mounds. Tanto was constantly trudging through mud, wading through water, fighting his way through thick brambles, or climbing up the side of one of the mounds when the vegetation below proved too thick.


Mosquitoes swarmed around his face and arms, and soon his skin was covered by itchy red bumps. Though the landscape was filled with strange fruits that gave off tempting sweet odors, so rich that they verged on rotten, he dared not eat them lest they prove poisonous. Because he wanted to conserve the supplies he had brought for as long as possible, he stuck to foraging for the few tubers and wild greens that he knew were safe to eat, and he dug for grubs and insects to supplement his diet. Once in a while, if he was lucky, he managed to use his slingshot to kill a bird or hare, and he roasted these over fire pits, grateful for the rich nourishment.


Day after day, he drew closer to the gigantic mound at the center of the City of Ghosts.


Many sights along the way puzzled him. There were stone steps built into the sides of some of the barrows, indicating that they had once been climbed, perhaps often. He passed by wide-open plazas of packed earth and gravel, empty except for a few large broken rocks, making him wonder if massive engines, now decayed, had once occupied such spaces. The number of steep, planar faces at the tops of the mounds varied: three, four, five, six, seven… and some remained ovalish from bottom to top, looking more like natural hills.


Most barrows had sides honeycombed with caves, with stone-lined walls and floors. He thought they might have served as dwellings, based on faint traces of pictures left on some of the walls. Some of the caves seemed to wind deep into the earthen interior, but he didn’t follow them to the end, fearful of getting lost.


The best weapons must be secreted deeper in the city.


Sataari had said that the barrows were burial mounds, graves that kept the bodies of the deceased away from their natural fate as food for scavengers and robbed their souls of the uplifting light of the Eye of Cudyufin. But now Tanto wondered if Sataari was entirely right; he couldn’t imagine people would live on top of such horrific structures.


In the shadow of one large tumulus, he passed through a field filled with stone heaps, miniature versions of the barrows. The stone piles were of varying heights, though none much taller than he was. Most had become overgrown with weeds and vines, and the harsh winters had reduced many to mere rubble. He imagined himself as a vole scurrying through a patch of mushrooms.


As he wound his way between them, he experienced the strange sensation of being watched. He whipped about, but there was nothing: no bird, beast, nor man. Goose bumps appeared on his arms, though it was a hot afternoon, and a chill tingled along his spine. He began to run.


It was similar to the sensation he had felt when he visited the small graveyard at the end of Kiri Valley, where Admiral Mitu Roso and the other deceased of Dara had been interred after the custom of their homeland. Théra always took the boys there on the day of the Grave-Mending Festival to clear off weeds and repair the logograms on the tablets marking the tombs. Both Tanto and Rokiri had hated it.


He collapsed to the ground when he finally escaped that field of stone piles. It was a long time before he caught his breath and found enough strength to get up.


He pressed on and did not look back.


In other places, he found signs that the ground had been flattened and shaped. The vegetation in these plots grew in rows, reminding him of the crops that his mother and the people of Dara had worked so hard to cultivate back in Kiri Valley.


Curious, he went into the straight-edged plots to investigate, and he found that the earth had been divided into long, narrow rows with low banks of stone. Soil had covered the stones, and because of the difference in elevation and water accumulation, different kinds of plants grew on the peaks and in the troughs.


What had happened here? He shuddered, wondering if he was seeing signs of the enslavement of the land by the wicked people of the Fifth Age.


Occasionally, he came across human skeletons on the side of a mound or by the shore of a stream. The lack of pelts or other clothing indicated that they had been dead a long time, and the unfamiliar bone and stone implements near the remains showed that they were likely not members of the scrubland tribes, or at least not Agon. Were they people of the Fifth Age who had died when the gods cleansed this city of pride? Were they brave adventurers who later dared to defy the wrath of the gods to explore this forbidden ground? Were they also refugees who tried to escape their pursuers by hiding in the City of Ghosts? There was no way to know.


Being a child of the scrublands, Tanto was not afraid of bones. He took the skeletons apart, picked out pieces that he thought could be useful as tools, and broke the rest into smaller fragments. These he assembled into arucuro tocua creations—playing with them soothed his spirit, and it was a way to honor the spirit of the dead. Into each bone beast he incorporated a Dara logogram made of bone fragments: “father,” “mother,” “mouth,” “heart,” “faith,” “fish,” “bird,” and so on. Back in Kiri Valley, he had hated the logogram lessons, but now making them felt like a way to speak to his mother.


As he got up to continue his journey, he left behind his arucuro tocua, unique constructions melding the wisdom of the Ano sages and the craft of the people of the scrublands. The wind and the rain would propel them to explore the barrows on their own.


Once, confused by the fog that hung in the valleys between the mounds and refused to lift even after sunrise, he climbed a tall barrow to get his bearings. At the top, he found a circular stone platform with marks incised into the edge. Lines from these marks converged to a single point at the center of the circle. He guessed that the marks showed the positions of stars or landmarks seen from the platform, but he could not guess what they were for.


At night, he always tried to sleep up the side of a barrow, preferably sheltered in one of the stone-lined caves. It allowed him to stay out of the chill of the wet marshes, and he also hoped that the elevation provided some protection from predators. He hadn’t run into anything as dangerous as a horrid wolf or a tusked tiger, but he slept lightly, his hand always on his slingshot or child-sized bone axe.


He developed a rash along the inside of his thighs that refused to go away; he fell sick from a skull cup of water that he hadn’t filtered as well as he should have and lay in a delirium until he recovered; he lost count of the number of days he had been in Taten-ryo-alvovo; he cried at night, missing his brother, Nalu, Razutana, Sataari, and the others; he realized he had gone too far now to turn back; he had no choice but to press on.


The fog in the valleys grew thicker. Like Afir and Kikisavo when they approached the gods, much of the time Tanto was just trudging forward without knowing where he was going.


Finally, after another night of aimless hiking, he was ready to give up from exhaustion and despair, ready to lie down and never get up again, yielding his body to the scavengers.


In the morning, I’ll climb up the nearest barrow and die in the gaze of the Eye of Cudyufin.


It took all his strength to struggle up the mound the next dawn. He waited for the last sunrise of his short life. “Papa, Mama, I’m sorry,” he whispered, and couldn’t stop the tears that spilled from his eyes.


The sun jumped above the horizon to the east, and the fog dissipated in the golden heat. He looked in the direction of the sun, and a cry of joy was torn from his throat.


The artificial structure was so close he thought he could reach it just by stretching out his hands.


He had arrived at the largest mound of them all, standing like a mountain in the center of the City of Ghosts.





He was certain that the most powerful weapons of the Fifth Age, if they existed at all, would be hidden inside this central barrow. It dominated the City of Ghosts like the Great Tent of the Lyucu pékyu dominated Taten, and was surely the site of honor for the arrogant chiefs of a sinful age.


Energized, he spent the next few days hiking and climbing the massive mound, hoping to discover a way in. But, unlike most of the other barrows he had passed, he found no caves or hidden entrances, no stairs or paths, no platform at the top or retaining walls on the sides. It was perfectly symmetrical, oval from bottom to top, the curves smooth and graceful, like a tortoise shell. If one ignored the perfect symmetry, the giant barrow could almost be mistaken for a natural hill, covered by lush grass and wildflowers of every hue.


Having come so close to his prize, he found this denial at the threshold intolerable. At the top of the giant barrow, he knelt down and wept bitterly. Had the gods of Agon allowed him to get this far only to mock him for his powerlessness?


When he was done crying, he got up and searched again. The stories his mother and the shamans had told him gave him renewed strength. Kikisavo and Afir didn’t give up when they were lost in the fog, and the hero Iluthan didn’t yield when he was trapped in the lair of the beautiful demons. He wouldn’t, either.


From the apex, he surveyed the base of the mound with care. The long axis of the mound ran north-south, and on each of the shorter sides, after a short gap of packed earth, were fields of those small stone heaps that reminded him of the graveyard in Kiri Valley. In the west, the direction he had come from, stood a copse that divided the mound from smaller barrows beyond.


It was in the direction of the sunrise that he noticed something unusual. A marshy grassland began at the foot of the mound and stretched miles to the east before being interrupted by more barrows—like a lake of grass. During his explorations, he had avoided going too close to this side of the mound as he was unfamiliar with this kind of landscape, and it seemed too monotonous to arouse his curiosity. But now, from this high vantage point, he noticed circles and ovals in the grass that appeared slightly lighter in color compared to the rest of the green backdrop.


He scrambled most of the way down the side of the mound to examine them closer.


The discolored patches in the vast grassland on the eastern side of the great tumulus formed a long arc hugging the base, like a string of pearls worn around the neck of a Dara princess in one of his mother’s tales. One, in particular, attracted Tanto’s attention. It was larger than the rest, about a hundred paces across, and the kind of grass that grew in the patch was unlike anything he had ever seen. In the sunlight, the broad, circular leaves seemed to bob up and down, as though they were floating. And there was an unfamiliar odor, half-sweet, half-fetid, a stench that simultaneously caused Tanto’s stomach to growl and made him want to retch.


Fascinated, he shuffled closer, making sure his hands and feet were secure against the steep incline. He reached a spot on the slope leading directly to the patch. The smell was even stronger here. Gingerly, he inched lower, keeping his eyes on the patch. Yes, there was no doubt about it: The grass in the patch was undulating.


Abruptly, a bird burst out of the patch, screeching angrily as it flew straight at his face, a blur of iridescent, fluttering wings. Reflexively, he raised his arms to protect his face, putting all his weight on his feet. The small stone against which he braced his right foot gave way, and he began to slide down the sloping side, out of control.


The bird swooped by his face, screeching as it winged away. Desperately, Tanto scrambled for purchase. As he fell, he plucked handfuls of grass out of the soil, the sharp grass blades slicing his hands and making him wince, but the effort failed to slow his descent. Dizzily, he rolled over, once, twice, thrice, and then struck the green patch.


The round leaves opened up like the maw of some monster, and he disappeared into it before he could scream.





The grasslands that stretched between some of the larger barrows in the City of Ghosts were unfamiliar to Tanto, born and raised in Kiri Valley. But the tribespeople who lived on the backs of garinafins and roamed from one end of Ukyu-Gondé to the other would have instantly recognized these regions as miniature versions of the grass seas.


In parts of the scrublands where conditions were particularly favorable, the usual sparse ground cover of low, prickly shrubs and cacti gave way to lush grassland, pastures in high demand. Some of the larger grassland regions stretched for hundreds of miles in each direction. Standing in the middle of one of these patches, one experienced the illusion of being in the middle of an ocean, as passing breezes caressed waves of nodding blades, and different types of grass, in darker and lighter bands, imitated the shading of the sea.


Although the vegetal surface gave the appearance of monotonous uniformity, underneath, the grass seas were every bit as complex and variegated as their aquatic counterparts. The trampling hooves of millions of roaming cattle, aurochs, mouflon, and sheep gouged pits and depressions; dung heaps and scavenger-scoured skeletons hid among the roots like shoals and reefs; sudden flash floods carved channels and trenches across the land that were quickly concealed by regenerating vegetation; and minor, local changes in elevation created choke points and high grounds contested by warring armies of seeds and seedlings, as different species fought to dominate the landscape and establish their own miniature virid empires. If grasses and ferns and cacti and shrubs could sing and chant, they would no doubt compose their own epics to celebrate these grand battles fought among the green tribes season after season.


A view from the ground level didn’t fully exhaust the complexity of life in the grass seas. Beneath the earth, other creatures lived out their allotted spans in the darkness. Gophers and voles and moles and ground squirrels burrowed mazes of tunnels in the soil, subsisting on roots and tubers and grubs and worms. Some of them lived solitary lives, like unschooled fish in a solid sea, but others congregated in tribes, all paying homage to a queen, like mammalian versions of ants, constructing vast underground warrens rivaling the complexity of megalopolises in faraway Dara. They excavated immense underground chambers to store up food for the long winters and built cavernous halls where the queens lay in luxurious ease on beds of fermenting vegetation, listening to chirped and squeaked reports of the distant surface frontier brought by fur-clad servants and descendants.


From time to time, these underground palaces collapsed from herds trampling overhead or overambitious excavation. The cave-ins left in the grasslands deep craters, mute monuments to the glory of an alien civilization. As the rodent subjects carried their queen elsewhere to re-establish their domain, grass and ferns sprouted at the bottom of the depressions, colonizing the ruins of a bygone age. When it rained, these cavities filled with water, drowning the grass at the bottom, where the dead, rotting vegetation formed a waterproof layer that prevented drainage. The pool of dead water then became covered by aquatic weeds, whose verdant hue blended into the surrounding grass sea and disguised their existence except for the rotten stench.


These covered dead pools of water became traps for unwary navigators of the grass seas. Though migrating herds sometimes used them as sources of drinking water, it was not uncommon for calves and lambs, or even the occasional adult animal, to slip into one and drown. The people of the scrublands called these pools in the grass seas water bubbles, and some of the larger, deeper bubbles persisted for years, claiming skeleton after skeleton.





Slimy weeds filled his mouth and nostrils and blinded his eyes as Tanto sank beneath the surface.


The cold, rancid taste immediately made him want to gag, but he forced himself to bite down, to squeeze his eyes shut, and to tamp down the urge, knowing that to panic was to guarantee his own death. He floundered and kicked, hoping to find the bottom of the pool or a wall.


Nothing.


He forced his eyes open, and was shocked to find the water around him clear enough to see. Although the surface of the pool was covered by drifting aquatic weeds, debris in the water had long since sunk to the bottom, leaving the water limpid. Sunlight, filtered by the green leaves on top, flickered in the water, imbuing the realm around him with an eerie, otherworldly aura.


To the surface. He had to head to the surface.


Ignoring the burning sensation in his lungs, he bit down even harder on the slimy mess in his mouth and swam toward the green ceiling. He was glad that his mother had insisted that he learn how to swim, a skill that few Agon, excepting those who lived on the coast, knew.


Out of the corner of one eye, a ray of sunlight glinted off something. His heart convulsed in disbelief. But there was no time to investigate. He had to get to the surface now.


He kicked and pulled as the pressure in his lungs built and his vision narrowed to a tunnel, with the shimmering green surface at the other end. Just as he was about to give up, he erupted out of the weed-strewn surface, into bright sunlight.


He spat out the slimy weeds and gulped for air before retching uncontrollably. He swam to the edge of the pool and held on to some dangling roots, resting in the water as his heart gradually calmed down and his body grew more used to the cold water.


As he readied himself to climb out onto the safety of solid shore, doubt gnawed at his heart. He had seen something down there. He couldn’t just leave without finding out what it was.


Untying the bundle from his back, he tossed it onto the side of the mound. Without its bulk, he would be able to move through the water with speed and agility.


He took several deep breaths to prepare himself, grateful that his nose was no longer as bothered by the overwhelming stench. Then he closed his mouth and dove, swimming toward where he had seen the white glint earlier.


It turned out to be a human skeleton, lying still at the bottom of the pool as though it had gone to sleep. The pale ribs and thigh bones gleamed strangely in the green light. He swam for the bones, hoping to recover a hand or rib so that he would be able to expose it to the gaze of the Eye of Cudyufin and release the unfortunate soul that had been trapped here.


But as he reached the skeleton and dragged a hand through the mud at the bottom of the pool, his fingers brushed against something unexpected. Beneath the thin layer of mud and rotten plant matter, he felt stone.


Startled, he felt around. The entire bottom of the pool was lined in stone. Could it be that this pool wasn’t the work of burrowing animals but the work of human hands?


He grabbed onto the skeleton’s left arm and pulled. Instead of coming apart, the whole skeleton lifted off the bottom. Adrift in the water, the skeleton waved its limbs as though in a slow, dreamlike dance. Tanto watched, mesmerized. Perhaps the skeleton was telling him that it preferred to stay in this pool.


He noticed that the fingers of the bony hand that he had tried to pull off were curled, except for the index finger, which seemed to be pointing at something. He followed the finger and saw a stone opening where the skeleton had been resting.


A tiny crab skittered and retreated into the opening.


He broke the surface once more and gulped for air as he considered his options. The opening in the stone was large enough for him to swim through, and it led in the direction of the mound.


In the old stories, the heroes always heeded signs. He had just been given one; he was sure of it.


He had to try at least.


Closing his eyes, he prayed to the gods. I’m not coming up again. If you want me to find the weapons that will free the Agon people, then help me!


He dove.





Pulling himself along the claustrophobic underwater tunnel with both hands and feet, Tanto was crawling more than swimming. He tried to move as fast as he could, hoping that the tunnel would start to curve up soon.


The light from the water bubble behind him dimmed. He peered ahead into the darkness and saw nothing.


The pressure in his lungs was now painful; he was close to bursting. Every instinct in his body screamed for him to go back.


He stopped and tried to turn around, but the tunnel was too narrow. Trying to crawl backward would be much too slow. He would never make it back to the bubble; he was stuck.


A stubborn pride rose in his heart. An Agon warrior preferred to die facing the enemy. He would crawl as far ahead as possible and die fighting.


He scrabbled even harder with his knees and elbows, chanting the fight song of Afir in his heart.


His mind grew sluggish. The pain in his chest and throat throbbed like an approaching thunderstorm. This was it. He had gone as far as he could. He was going to open his mouth and let the water into his lungs. He had given his all to this quest, but it wasn’t enough.


He stopped fighting and let himself drift. He opened his mouth—


And felt his face break through the surface of the water. The sudden flood of life-giving breath rasped painfully against his throat and lungs. He screamed with relief, a sound halfway between laughter and sobbing.


Gradually, his eyes adjusted. He was in a large cavern inside the great mound. Above him, tiny lights glowed in the dark like stars. If those glowing dots indicated the ceiling of the cavern, then the space was grander than any cave he had ever been inside of, including the largest storage pit in Kiri Valley, where a year’s supply of pemmican and smoked meat could be held.


The lights above were reflected in the shallow lake that he found himself in, making him feel as though he was floating among the stars.


Even if the leaders of the Fifth Age were wicked, he was awed by the magnificence of their resting place.


“Thank you,” he croaked, “O chiefs of the Fifth Age. Whether you’re heroes or villains, I am humbled to be in your presence.”





The inside of the mound turned out to be a maze of branching tunnels and mysterious caverns. Much of the time, he was mired in darkness. Having shucked off his pack before diving into the water bubble, he had no access to a fire starter. The fire starter, modeled after the operation of garinafin canine teeth, was one of the few pieces of machinery introduced by his mother that had been widely adopted by the Agon. He regretted his rashness now.


But tiny clumps of glowing mushrooms sprouting from ceilings and walls provided some illumination. Trickles of water flowed down the walls, lined with moss-covered stone. He guessed that the water from rain and mist above drained through the body of the mound and eventually gathered at the bottom into the lake through which he had entered.


He had no idea where he should go or what he was looking for, but relying on instinct, he tried to always pick the branch that slanted up whenever there was a fork in the tunnels. Several times, he ended up in dead ends with collapsed tunnels blocking the way, forcing him to backtrack.


Many of the chambers he wandered through were empty—or at least seemed that way in the dim light of the mushrooms. Sometimes he found stone vessels and shelves, but he couldn’t discern their purpose or the nature of the rituals that had perhaps been conducted with them. In some chambers, he found skeletons laid out on stone biers, perhaps the bodies of great warriors and chiefs. Excited, he rushed up to the biers, but next to the bodies he found only unfamiliar weapons made of bone or stone. The bone weapons were short, delicate, and thin, and had none of the hard knobs and sharp teeth that he was used to. The stone weapons had dull edges and were very clumsy, and he couldn’t imagine how they could be wielded effectively in battle.


Unwilling to abandon them without more testing, he picked up some of the bone weapons and swung them through the air, hoping to see crackling lightning or hear booming thunder. But the bones were so old that they often crumbled in his hands as he picked them up.


Feeling pangs of hunger, he thought he should backtrack until he found the cavern through which he had entered and swim back out. Now that he knew the way into the mound, he would come back better prepared, with his supplies. By picking the downward-tending branch every time there was a fork in the tunnels, he returned to the large cavern with the lake at the bottom. Taking deep breaths and mentally preparing himself for the cold, he dove in, searching for the tunnel that led to the water bubble outside.


After an hour of diving and exploration, he found himself huddled on the shore of the lake, shivering uncontrollably. In his initial excitement, he had failed to mark the location of the entrance tunnel, and he couldn’t find it in the frigid, dark water. Indeed, he couldn’t even be sure this was the same cavern he had entered from at all. The mound was so large that it easily could have accommodated multiple similar caverns in the base.


Trapped in the Great Barrow, he had to find other sources of sustenance. Since both Sataari and Razutana had warned the children of the dangers of ingesting unknown mushrooms, he knew he should stay away from the glowing fungi. Fortunately, the lake at the bottom of the mound was inhabited by fish whose bodies also luminesced, and they seemed rather unused to the idea of being hunted. He was able to catch them with a ladle fashioned from a skull he picked up in one of the chambers. The fish were pale and almost translucent, and wriggled in his mouth like slimy worms.


The food helped with the shivering and made him realize just how tired he felt. He lay down, telling himself he would rest his eyes a bit. He was asleep before his eyes were even fully closed.


When he woke up, he felt feverish and light-headed. His limbs felt heavy and his joints ached. He was lost and hadn’t done a very good job of taking care of himself—an intense longing for Théra and Takval seized his heart, and he wept and smiled by turns as he imagined how his parents would berate him for the foolish risks he had taken before embracing him to make everything better.


In his weakened state, it was even more impossible for him to escape from the artificial mountain. Lost and confused, he began to wander the tunnels aimlessly. Invisible creatures skittered away at his approach, and from time to time, he felt slimy presences slither over his feet, making him jump and cry out in alarm. Pairs of tiny glowing eyes stared at him out of the darkness, and though he tried to stay very still to catch them, they always dodged out of the way as he lunged.


His tongue felt parched. He approached one of the walls and, heedless of the danger, licked the water trickling over the glowing mushrooms; the taste was both bitter and sweet, and tingled against his tongue.


He slept when exhaustion overtook him, and when he woke up again, he would wander around some more. Time ceased to have meaning, and he tried to stave off the ever-present, dull throbs of hunger with mouthfuls of caustic moss scraped off the walls. Sometimes he seemed to fall asleep on his feet, lost in hallucinatory visions of his life in Kiri Valley and the settlement outside Taten-ryo-alvovo for minutes or hours at a time.


Abruptly, the hallucinatory haze lifted. He licked his cracked lips and wiped the sweat from his fevered brow. He was in a large cavern, perhaps even larger than the one he had first encountered upon entering the mound. Entire walls seemed to gleam dimly like pieces of the moon, brighter than any light he had encountered in the tunnels. On an elevated platform up front, he saw two skeletons lying in repose.


He staggered up to the platform. The skeletons were tall, broad shouldered, and arranged with the feet of each next to the head of the other. Around them were arranged more of the strange, useless weaponry that he had seen too much of already. But there was something odd about these weapons… were they longer? He should look closer—


A loud, echoing racket made him jump out of his skin. He cowered, squeezed his eyes shut, and whimpered, waiting for the spirits trapped in this sunless mound to wreak their vengeance against him for disturbing their afterlife.


At length, when nothing more happened, he opened his eyes carefully. He felt around the foot of the platform and gradually discovered the source of the earlier noise. Around the platform stood rows and rows of cylindrical vessels, and his careless approach had broken several. They weren’t made from skulls, as was the custom of the scrublands, but baked clay. Heart racing, he reached into the broken containers, hoping to find objects imbued with magic. His trembling fingers wrapped tightly around whatever he found.


Unable to see clearly, he pulled his hands out, uncurled his fingers, and smelled and touched the contents with the tip of his tongue.


Seeds or dried husks.


Hunger roared to life in his belly like a stoked fire. He bit down, and pain shot along his gums as his teeth cracked against the hard shells. A horrible, revolting taste filled his mouth, whether from blood or the contents of the husks he couldn’t tell.


He dropped his hands and wept bitterly. The fever and weakness were getting worse, and he no longer had the strength to keep on exploring. He had risked his life for nothing. There were no magical weapons here that he could take back to defeat the Lyucu and avenge his parents. He was not Afir or Kikisavo. After all he had been through and overcome, the gods had not found him worthy.


He lay down next to the skeletons and closed his eyes. He wondered if in the far future, when other explorers came into the forbidden lands and found his small skeleton next to the two already here, they’d think he was one of the attendants of the great chiefs of the Fifth Age.


Being mistaken for a hero is not the worst way to go, even if out of the sight of the Eye of Cudyufin.


He closed his eyes and fell into a deep slumber from which he knew he would not awaken.










CHAPTER SIX THAT WHICH CANNOT BE HEARD



WORLD’S EDGE MOUNTAINS: THE EIGHTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (NINE MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


Théra’s injuries turned out to be relatively minor. The tusked tiger had only grazed her with its claws, leaving four ugly gashes in her arm. But with Adyulek’s medicine and Thoryo’s care, she would recover.


“The tusked tiger is known to stun its victims with a silent roar,” said Takval. “The males, who hunt alone, can be good climbers. It’s my fault that I didn’t scout the area better.”


“How did you know I was in trouble?” asked Théra.


“Ga-al called us. Garinafins can hear each other over long distances, even though we cannot always hear their rumbles and cries.”


Théra thought back to the way the garinafins had become agitated in the camp in Kiri Valley just before Cudyu’s assault, even though no one had heard anything. The world was full of wonders.


Takval, concerned that Ga-al’s desperate cries for help had also given away their location to Lyucu search parties still in the area, intensified patrols of the surrounding peaks. Fortunately, once again no signs of Lyucu pursuers were found.


No matter how much Takval and Tipo Tho tried to insist on discipline, remaining in one place had a tendency to reduce the vigilance of lookouts and guards. Departing for a new campsite was obviously prudent. But the refugees were reluctant to leave, since they had grown attached to this valley that had sheltered them for so long. After much debate, Takval and Théra decided they would take the risk of staying until Araten returned.


“He has suffered so much to rejoin us,” said Théra. “We must wait for him.”


While recuperating, Théra summoned Çami Phithadapu to discuss her experience with the tusked tiger.


“Tales of inaudible sounds that can be perceived only by animals aren’t unknown in Dara,” said the scholar. “For instance, hunters in Écofi spoke of elephants being able to converse over vast distances in secret by talking in voices that even the sharpest human ears couldn’t detect.”


“But do these inaudible sounds ever… affect people?” asked Théra.


Çami looked thoughtful. “Some pearl divers in Wolf’s Paw told me that when diving in the vicinity of giant whales, sometimes they would suddenly feel that they were in the presence of Tazu—a dangerous lassitude and languor seized them like a giant hand underwater. They insisted that they heard no whale song.”


What was that line that Zomi and Luan Zyaji both said so often? Oh, that’s right: The universe is knowable.


“Let’s look into it,” urged Théra. “I feel that there is a mystery here… whose resolution can be helpful.”


Çami and Théra spoke to Takval and the other Agon, gathering stories of garinafins communicating with each other across long distances, of prairie voles and moonfur rats running away from sea coasts hours before the arrival of tsunami waves, of bands of hunters falling prey to the silent roars of tusked tigers.


But the stories were just that, stories. Çami couldn’t conjure up a tsunami or an earthquake and observe the reaction of the fauna, nor could she demand that a tusked tiger be captured to experiment with. The garinafins did seem to be ideal research subjects, but try as she might, she couldn’t discern when they were singing inaudibly. She devised a series of sound amplification instruments: echo chambers at the bottoms of cliffs, oversized trumpets, even a totally dark and silent cave into which she coaxed Alkir… But never could she be sure that she was hearing something that would otherwise be inaudible.


“If only there were some way to make sound visible,” lamented Çami, “a way to hear that which cannot be heard, to see that which cannot be seen.”





Long after Çami had left, Théra pondered her comment.


She wondered if she was going about solving this mystery the wrong way. Çami, like Zomi and Luan Zyaji, preferred to explain the world without resort to the supernatural, and that would have been Théra’s preference as well. Yet, she had experienced something decidedly extraordinary on that ledge, and it was impossible for her to forget that sense of belonging, of being one with the scrublands and the myths of the Agon, of participating in a grand storytelling dance in the presence of the divine.


Is the universe knowable? she wondered. Even if one could describe with mathematical precision every heartbeat and breath, reproduce with camera obscura fidelity every wrinkle and fold, capture with absolutely no loss every coo and babble, would one, in the end, know anything about her own joy as she beheld Kunilu-tika and Jian-tika for the first time? Even if one could hear every whispered conversation and observe every blushing glance, read every heartfelt letter and listen in on every secret prayer, observe every heart-fluttering kiss and fumbled caress, would one, in the end, understand the nature of her loves for Zomi and for Takval?


There were things that could not be seen, voices that could not be heard, truths that could not be known, but only experienced.


Is it possible to strive to know the universe while also believing in mysteries?


She wondered if she had the courage to keep her heart empty, to open herself to possibilities, to truly immerse herself into the patterns of her adopted homeland.


In the morning, she sought out Adyulek, the old shaman.


“Tongue-of-the-Every-Mother,” the princess said, “is it possible for you to teach me the mysteries?”


The shaman looked at her guardedly. The princess had never seemed spiritual or pious to her, and she had never shown any interest in the Agon mysteries.


Théra described for Adyulek how she had felt on the ledge, in the presence of the tusked tiger. “I believe… I was in the presence of the gods.”


“Could it be,” muttered the old shaman, “that the Dara princess has taken the first steps toward fearing and trusting our gods?” At length, she shook her head. “Our mysteries… are reserved for the children of Afir.”


“I am an Agon by marriage,” said Théra. “Is it not the custom of the scrublands to adopt the willing stranger into the tribes? Surely the gods will not reject me simply because I became a child of Afir instead of being born as one.”


The shaman looked at her for a long time, and then, with the barest hint of a smile curving up the corners of her mouth, she nodded and held out her hand.





Araten returned with more worrisome news.


“They say that Cudyu’s gathering of clever minds has narrowed the date of the opening of the Wall of Storms further,” said Araten.


“What is their latest guess?” asked Théra.


“The shamans and divination experts are divided into three camps. One faction believes that the Wall will open in the last moon of the summer after the next, close to the fall.”


Théra nodded. That estimate overshot the actual reopening—which only she and Takval knew. She stared intently into Araten’s eyes. “Go on.”


“The second faction thinks it will be in fall proper.”


Théra nodded again. That estimate overshot the real date even more. If all three factions were pushing for a date in the second half of the year after the next, then perhaps she had nothing to worry about. If Cudyu were to launch an invasion based on these erroneous computations, the fleet would arrive long after the opening in the Wall had closed.


“The last faction thinks it will be in the first moon of the summer, near the end of spring.”


Théra’s heart sped up. If Cudyu chose to believe this faction, then the fleet would succeed. To reach the Wall by then, he would have to launch the fleet in about ten months, leaving her almost no time to stop him.


“Do you know which faction has the most support?”


Araten seemed to draw back a bit at the intensity of her gaze. “I… don’t know.”


Théra’s mind churned. She didn’t know how there could be factions on a matter of calculation—the only reasonable explanation was that Cudyu’s people were not strictly treating this as a problem whose answer could be computed, but a subject open to argument, omens, lucky guesses, superstition. That gave her a chance: Opinions on the interpretation of the unknowable could be swayed.


“Is there any way for us to sow rumors among the Lyucu to influence the debate among these ‘experts’ one way or the other?”


Araten pondered this. “I can go back and try. But in which direction do you wish the rumors to push?”


“The later the better. The last faction in your summary must not be allowed to win the debate.”


A complicated look of resignation mixed with other emotions, both lighter and darker in tone, appeared on Araten’s face.


Théra felt terrible. The old warrior must be dreading going back into danger again. “Please! This is vital for both the Dara and Agon.”


Araten nodded. “I understand, Princess.”


“Oh… if possible, please try to find out more news about the pékyus-taasa and the other children.”


This time, Araten wanted to take the warriors who he had brought to Takval as well as Ga-al.


“More wagging tongues make spreading rumors easier,” the old thane said. “Ga-al will help us travel farther and faster.”


Takval didn’t like this plan at all. Sending Araten back to spy and spread rumors meant that the band would have to stay in the valley yet longer to wait for him. Though the old thane assured them that Cudyu was now obsessed with the puzzle of the reopening of the Wall of Storms and few Lyucu seemed interested in catching the escapees, he felt that he had to minimize the risks.


“If you and your band intend to continue to pass as tanto-lyu-naro, it would be more convincing if you didn’t have a garinafin with you. Don’t try to do too much. Go do as Théra asks, and then return as soon as you can.”


Araten had to concede that the pékyu had a point.


Théra was rather relieved that Ga-al would stay behind—she enjoyed learning to ride with him.


The old Agon thane and his warriors left the hidden valley, promising to return at the end of the next month.





While waiting for Araten, Théra continued her studies under Adyulek in the Agon mysteries as well as her investigation with Çami and Thoryo into the nature of inaudible sounds.


The princess recalled for Çami an experience from her girlhood, when she had witnessed how the metal plates of a moaphya could be seen to be vibrating under the grid lines of a silk screen.


“The same is true of the strings of a zither,” said Çami.


“Do all sounds come from vibrations in some medium?” asked Thoryo.


Çami looked thoughtful. “That is an interesting theory…. It certainly seems to be true of musical instruments…. I wish Razutana were around; he may know of an obscure reference in some ancient tome—”


“Forget about old tomes,” said Théra. “We’re on our own here. Let’s go with my theory, which suggests that even inaudible sounds are also vibrations. Therefore, the way to study sounds that cannot be heard is to feel them rather than to listen for them.”


Çami looked startled. Then she chuckled. “Like the way you can feel the vibrations in the ground at the storytelling dances! Thank you, Princess. It seems so obvious now that you’ve mentioned it.”


“Sometimes a paving stone is essential on the path to mine pure jade,” said Théra.


“You need not be so modest, Princess,” said Çami. “When one becomes obsessed with a problem, there’s a tendency to become stuck in well-trodden paths that lead nowhere. I needed your fresh perspective to be jolted out of those ruts.”


“As long as it helps,” said Théra, laughing. “I’m not embarrassed to voice my opinions, no matter how foolish they may be.”


Guided by this new direction of research, Çami and Théra devised a new experiment.


They found a sharp bend in the valley. Théra and Thoryo took Ga-al to one side of the bend; Çami took Alkir to the other. The women and the garinafins could hear each other but not see each other. Then they taught the two garinafins to play a game where Ga-al would make a sound, and Alkir would repeat it, at which point both garinafins would receive a treat—a rather sour crabapple-like fruit that the garinafins seemed to enjoy.


Ga-al and Alkir, though raised separately by the Lyucu and the Agon and of differing ages, seemed to have developed a deep mutual affection. Théra thought it made sense. After all, they were both alone, away from their families, and probably found in each other a substitute family.


After the garinafins learned the basic idea, the women changed the rules. Now if the garinafins repeated a sound that they had already made earlier, they wouldn’t receive a treat. Only by constantly “innovating” in their song would they keep the treats coming.


Somewhat to Théra’s surprise, the garinafins had a rather large vocal repertoire of moans, lows, squeals, snarls, snorts, whinnies, screeches, trumpets, roars, and so on. Here, Thoryo’s skill with languages once again proved crucial. Though she couldn’t imitate the vocalizations of the garinafins with perfect fidelity, she could memorize their performances and tell right away if a sound made by the garinafins was something that they had heard before. With Thoryo acting as an audio “notebook,” the garinafins could be kept honest.


It took multiple sessions before the garinafins finally seemed to exhaust their vocal repertoire and began to repeat themselves. Théra and Çami stayed firm and refused to hand out the treats, and so Alkir and Ga-al began to try out more unusual vocal patterns.


Finally, Ga-al stretched out his neck and stared intently into space. After a few seconds of silence, he twisted his neck around, looking down at Théra and Thoryo expectantly.


Théra hollered at Çami, out of sight. “Ga-al just went! Did you hear anything?”


“No,” replied Çami. “But Alkir perked up and looked like he was talking just now—also no sound I could hear. Heh, he’s looking at me like I owe him something.”


Théra turned back to Ga-al. “Can you do it again? The same thing you just did.”


Ga-al looked uncomprehendingly at Théra. Flustered, the princess turned to Thoryo. “Can you talk to him?”


Thoryo shook her head. “I can’t speak garinafin.”


“How are we going to get them to do that again?” Çami was vexed. “I didn’t get a chance to feel Alkir’s throat.”


Théra groaned with frustration. They had been so focused on teaching the garinafins that they couldn’t repeat any of the sounds they made that they had neglected to devise a way to instruct the garinafins to repeat the desired “silent” vocalization.


“Wait!” Théra’s eyes brightened. “I have an idea.”


She snapped her fingers and pointed at her knees, indicating that Ga-al should place his head at the ground near his shoulder so that she could mount up. The beast obeyed; Théra scrambled onto his back.


“Péte-péte!” she said, giving the command for a war garinafin to repeat the last maneuver in battle.


Ga-al, his antlered head still twisted around, regarded her with puzzlement.


“Péte-péte!” she said again.


Ga-al stretched out his neck and stared intently into space.


“Yee-haw!” shouted Théra triumphantly, reverting back to her time as a temporary cattle hand on her grandmother’s ranch in Faça.


“Alkir is doing it too!” Çami shouted. “Keep them at it. I’m climbing up.”


Ga-al turned around to look at Théra. She gestured for Thoryo to toss him a piece of sour fruit as a reward.


“Yee-haw!” shouted Théra again, her excitement bubbling over.


Ga-al stretched out his neck and stared intently into space. Evidently, he was interpreting yee-haw as a new command.


Gingerly, Théra placed her hand against the throat of the garinafin. Her face lit up.


“Yee-haw!” she shouted. “Thoryo! Çami! Can you feel it?”


“I can! Alkir’s neck is throbbing! He’s definitely hearing Ga-al’s call and repeating it, though I can’t hear anything.”


“I can feel the vibrations! I can feel the trembling!”


It felt like the purr of a cat, a very large and contented cat.


Théra leaned against Ga-al’s neck and wrapped her arms around the leathery skin. She relaxed, putting as much of her own body in contact with the garinafin as possible. Her heartbeat slowed down. The deep pulses of the inaudible song seemed to fill her with an overwhelming sense of peace, a feeling of being cradled in the palm of a loving presence that would protect her from all harm….


“Wake up, Princess! Wake up!”


Thoryo’s worried cries jolted her back to reality. She took deep breaths, as though emerging from a sea.


“I’m all right,” she reassured the young woman. “I just need a few moments.”


Is this how the tusked tiger stuns its victims? she wondered. Can the inaudible sound touch the heart so deeply that it lulls the mind to sleep?


If that is the case, then I didn’t come into contact with the divine, but merely an illusion of it.


Disappointment flooded her heart.


She thought back to her visions of that vast land under the vaster sky, of the air crackling with the numinous as storms danced out stories of the past and the future. The idea that none of it was real, but only a physiological reaction, a quirk of her body, felt like lead over her heart, ashes in her mouth.


“Oh, how lovely!” exclaimed Thoryo.


Théra looked where she was pointing, and saw Çami walking toward them, Alkir in tow. The two had evidently been walking through some dripping foliage, and were soaked in water. As they approached, both shook their heads, throwing off drops of water. The sun lit up the droplets, refracting into brilliant, golden starbursts. Alkir’s antlers were studded with diamonds, while Çami was crowned with a webbed coronet of pearls.


Théra sat transfixed.


The dazzling sight brought to mind more images: Zomi standing by the carcass of the dissected garinafin, explaining to her the beauty of the garinafin’s intricate anatomy; Takval standing by the side of Alkir, teaching her how to mount up; Kunilu-tika and Jian-tika standing by the self-locomoting arucuro tocua beast, proud of their achievement; her father in the Palace Garden, pointing at a floral map of Dara and recounting his ride on the back of a cruben; her mother and herself, a little girl, wandering through a hedge maze, as Consort Risana conjured monsters out of fog and smoke to frighten and delight her….


Beauty-drunkenness and love-weakness are also mind-pleasures derived from the senses, she thought, mere physiological reactions. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t real, that they don’t describe some deeper Truth.


Knowing that a garinafin relies on fermented gas to breathe fire enhances the wonder of the sight with understanding; knowing that monsters are summoned with smokecraft augments the thrill of wanting to be frightened with recognition of skill; knowing that a story is a filtered and constructed view of reality complements the joy of a tale well told with appreciation of craft; knowing that grace and pulchritude and charm and affection are rooted in the flesh only makes it more marvelous to descry in them reflections of the invisible soul, to hear in them echoes of the inaudible spirit, to feel in them traces of the incorruptible.


Who’s to say that the divine can’t also be experienced through the mundane, that the numinous isn’t also based on the knowable? After dissecting the dead garinafin, the living creature still inspires. After weighing the fish, the dyran’s dance remains indescribable.


“… it’s a wave of sound in which the pulses are so far apart that they’re beyond our ability to hear, yet it has the power to affect our bodies, much like earthquake tremors.” Çami finished her lecture.


“I can’t believe we heard that which cannot be heard,” said Thoryo, looking dazed.


“Another mystery solved,” said Çami, sighing contentedly. “There’s no need to resort to mysticism; the universe is knowable.”


“Some mysteries only become more magnificent after you solve them,” said Théra, smiling enigmatically.


Seek wonder, the only interesting thing in the world.





The women returned to Takval and reported their findings.


“We’ve known since forever that garinafins could call to each other like that,” said Takval, confused why the three were so excited.


“But you never explained how,” said Théra, exasperated.


“What’s the point of telling you that?” said Takval. “We can’t do anything with calls that we can’t hear. Sometimes really bad-tempered garinafins will sing silently to get other garinafins riled up without alerting the trainers, and it’s a bad habit we have to break them of when they’re young.”


“But don’t you see that if garinafins can make inaudible sounds, then probably tusked tigers can as well. And maybe the silent roar is really—”


Théra stopped. There were just too many unknowns for her to speculate responsibly. Still, she was extremely pleased that she, Çami, and Thoryo had figured out the mechanism behind a mystery on their own. The scrublands seemed just a little bit more like home now.


Takval wasn’t completely sure he understood why the three of them had devoted so much energy to rediscovering a bit of common knowledge, but the fact that they had trained the garinafins to make the inaudible calls on command could be useful. He knew that the inaudible sound traveled long distances through the ground, and in fact garinafins in the wild would communicate with each other this way, especially when terrain or distance made normal calls useless. Now, even if their band were divided up into two groups, it was possible to send messages to each other across long distances.


Once he explained the idea to the other Agon warriors, they were all suitably impressed. The seemingly frivolous experiments of the Dara scholar and the princess had led to a new tactic in garinafin warfare.










CHAPTER SEVEN PAINTED WALLS



TATEN-RYO-ALVOVO: THE EIGHTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (NINE MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


Water. Cold, fresh water. He swallowed greedily.


The thirst slaked, his stomach knotted painfully with hunger. He groaned.


Something savory and salty and warm was in his mouth.


Maybe it’s my tongue.


He didn’t care. Even if it was his tongue, he was so hungry that he would eat it. He bit down, fully anticipating the excruciating agony. But there was no pain, only the rush of receiving nourishment after being denied for too long, only the sensation of life flowing back into him.


Tentatively, he chewed again. There was still no pain. He chewed harder and faster.


I had no idea that even after death you would have roasted meat to eat.


He swallowed.


“Good. You need to keep on drinking and eating,” a voice said. The language of Dara, the language of his mother.


His eyes snapped open.


There was light, blinding light. After who knew how long in the darkness, even the light of a tallow torch seemed too bright to his eyes. He forced himself to look despite the pain, and was welcomed by the sight of Razutana.


“Are you also… dead?”


“Not a chance,” he said. “Unlike a certain pékyu-taasa I know, I don’t believe in the Agon philosophy of always running headlong into certain death. If there’s even a sliver of hope of living, like squirming out from under the feet of a rampaging garinafin, I seize it.”


Tanto laughed and struggled to sit up. A wave of dizziness overtook him, and his vision blacked out.


“Easy,” said Razutana, supporting him by his shoulders. “You’re very dehydrated and that fever is no joke either. You have to listen to your body.”


Tanto relaxed and allowed himself to be helped to lie back down. Razutana put something under his head so that he was able to look about a bit while remaining on his back. He saw a bright sphere of light in the distance, slowly roaming along the wall of the large chamber. The pacing figure in the center of the sphere of light: Sataari.


“Did you come for me?”


As Razutana tore off strips of meat and stuffed them into Tanto’s mouth, alternating with sips from the waterskin, the scholar explained to the boy what had happened.


After discovering that Tanto had disappeared from the camp, both Sataari and Razutana were frantic. They searched everywhere, worried that he had fallen into the midden pit or been snatched away by some predator that had not attacked the camp before.


They grew suspicious when they realized that Rokiri seemed more excited than anxious about his brother’s vanishing act. But no matter how much they cajoled or threatened the young boy, Rokiri professed ignorance.


Sataari then decided to take a different tack. She sighed deeply. “The young pékyu-taasa must have been so frightened by the Lyucu….”


Catching on, Razutana wrung his hands. “You don’t think… oh, that’s too dreadful to contemplate….”


Sataari nodded reluctantly. “I’m afraid that…”


“Who knew that the boy would be so lacking in courage! How can we possibly face the pékyu and the princess when we meet them again!”


“I know. I am so ashamed!”


Rokiri could hold himself back no more. “What are you talking about? What do you think happened to Tanto?”


“Why, isn’t it obvious?” asked Razutana. “Tanto has lost the heart to fight.”


“Your brother—” Sataari swallowed, as if what she had to say pained her. “He has decided to sneak out of the salt flats to surrender to the Lyucu.”


Rokiri screamed with rage and rushed at the shaman and the scholar, his fists windmilling, demanding that the two retract this most false contumely against his brother. Tears welling in his eyes, the young boy revealed Tanto’s secret plan to explore the barrows to bring back magical weapons to defeat the Lyucu and rescue their parents.


There was much hand-wringing and debate over what to do. Razutana was determined to go into the barrows to find Tanto, a course of action Sataari objected to strenuously. Razutana tried to argue that the gods would not punish him for entering the forbidden grounds to rescue a child who sought to emulate the great Afir herself.


“Since when do you speak for the gods?” demanded Sataari. “Perhaps the gods do not agree with this parallel being drawn by the pékyu-taasa and Afir.”


“That is yet more reason for me to go into the barrows,” insisted Razutana. “Perhaps the gods wish for me to intervene before Tanto somehow succeeds. If he should revive the dreaded weapons of the Fifth Age, the gods may punish us even more for not stopping him.”


Sataari sighed. “You and the other scholars of Dara seem to speak with double tongues. You can always find more than one reason to do something, even if the reasons are contradictory. The gods don’t work that way.”


“You’re right,” said Razutana, after a pause. “The reasons are just rationalizations, and they don’t matter. All I care about is helping a boy who may have bitten off more than he can chew, and who’s willing to risk his life for his parents, for us, for his people. I don’t care what the gods think; I’m going.”


“All right, then I’m coming with you,” said Sataari. As Razutana gaped at her in amazement, she added, “With that attitude, someone is going to have to go in and save you later. Might as well give myself a head start. Someone has to try to talk to the gods on behalf of bullheaded fools.”


He would swear to all the gods of Dara and Gondé that there was a smile on her face and a tenderness in her voice before she turned all serious again.


After giving the rest of the children strict orders to remain in the camp and stay safe, Razutana and Sataari set out to find Tanto two days after his departure. They followed the trail left by the boy easily and, though the journey took many days, they steadily closed in on Tanto. Indeed, only hours after Tanto dove into the water bubble, they found his pack at the base of the Great Barrow.





“But are you trapped here like me? I couldn’t find—”


“Don’t worry,” said Razutana, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder. “At every turn, we shaped the glowing mushrooms on the walls into a sign. I’ve already gone back out once to bring in some supplies.”


Tanto was ashamed that he had not thought of such a simple thing to do. His grand adventure had been a debacle. “I came to look for weapons—”


“I know,” said Razutana. “But staying alive is the most important weapon of them all. Don’t you dare do something this foolish ever again.” Seeing the dejected look on the boy’s face, he relented. “You’ve been incredibly brave. If it hadn’t been for you, none of us would have seen the wonders of the City of Ghosts.”


“What’s Sataari doing?” asked Tanto, trying to shift the topic away from himself.


“Are you strong enough to walk? Let’s go join her.”


The boy leaned against the scholar as the pair slowly approached the shaman, deeply absorbed by the wall in front of her. Without disturbing her, they examined the wall by the light of Sataari’s torch as well.


The walls of the chamber were covered by paintings in shades of red, yellow, and black. Some of the strokes had apparently been made with branches or fingers; other parts of the paintings had been made with droplets of paint spewed from mouths against hands or other stencils; still other parts had been done with soot and smoke, probably from torches similar to the one now lighting the scene.


On the scrublands, a painted story usually began in the west, the direction of night, darkness, and the mysteries of the unknown. Could he orient himself and determine the cardinal directions in this enclosed space?


With his belly filled and thirst quenched, Tanto found himself thinking more clearly than before. He looked back at the skeletons on the platform behind him. Bodies undergoing pédiato savaga on the scrublands were always placed with their heads pointing toward the rising sun. Perhaps the people who had built the Great Barrow followed a similar custom? However, since the bodies in this burial chamber had been arranged with the feet of each next to the head of the other, the orientation of the skeletons didn’t help.


Wait! He realized that there was a stone pillar topped by a sphere some distance from one end of the stone platform. That had to represent the sun, right? He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as good a guess as any, so he decided to go with it.


Along the western wall, where they were standing, the painted scene was full of garinafins, tusked tigers, horrid wolves, moss-antlered deer, spiral-horned mouflon, and aurochs with long horns and broad shoulders. These last resembled the long-haired cattle herded by the people of the scrublands, but leaner, with flowing lines that suggested great strength. Around them were groups of small humans wielding spears and axes, chasing after prey many times larger in size.


“Were these the people of the Fifth Age?” asked Razutana. “Or is this a scene from after they had been driven out of paradise?”


Startled by the question, Sataari almost dropped the torch. The figures on the wall seemed to come alive as the flame trembled. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice distant. She walked along the wall, beckoning them to follow.


As darkness swallowed the vibrant painting, Tanto gasped. Where the eyes of the animals and humans had been, there now appeared eerie, glowing dots. The luminescent mushrooms had apparently grown in the painted eyes, perhaps the result of some nutrient in the pigment.


Tanto’s eyes darted around the dark chamber, and cold sweat broke out on his back. All the glowing points of light around the chamber were eyes, staring at him and offering silent judgment. He wondered if all the other chambers were decorated like this. Without torches, he hadn’t been able to see the paintings earlier.


Razutana’s warm, steady hand wrapped around his. “It’s all right,” the scholar said to him. “Think of the paintings as stars in the sky, guiding us to the truth.”


The boy nodded and stayed close to the Dara scholar as they followed Sataari’s torch.


Along the northern wall, the painted scene changed drastically. Here, large barrows dominated the background, many of them studded with strange structures. Tiny human figures appeared on the mounds: some tending to fires in front of cave-like dwellings, others standing at the top, dancing or performing unknown rituals.


In the foreground was a large lake or sea. Ships of strange design, like giant water-striding insects, plied the waves. If the human figures on them were to scale, then these ships were far larger than the coracles used by the tribespeople on the coast of Ukyu and Gondé. Some of the people on the ships strained to lift nets heavy with catch. Fish leapt from the waves, and waterfowl swam or glided above them.


“Is that the Sea of Tears?” asked Tanto excitedly. “Look at all those fish! We’ve never seen anything like that.”


“It must not have been as salty as it is now,” muttered Razutana.


Between the barrows and the lake, the middle of the painting bustled with the most activity. Here, on one side of the estuarine flat, herds of long-haired cattle and knob-horned sheep grazed inside stone fences. The penned animals looked far fatter than their wild counterparts on the first wall. At the left and right edges of the painting, beyond the limits of the mound city, some humans rode on broad-shouldered bulls to face off against tusked tigers and horrid wolves.


In the center of the estuarine flat, other humans clustered around strange engines and structures. Some of the artificial structures took up as much space as a small mound, while others were so tall that their tops disappeared in the smoky clouds in the sky. Shaped like skeletal beasts with dozens or even hundreds of limbs and wings, the gargantuan machines appeared to be harnessed by long cables attached to various parts of their bodies, with teams of humans and cattle pulling on them. Some of the bone beasts were moving earth to heap upon new mounds; some of the beasts were coming from afar, laden with cut stone; still others were working near the many small rivers winding their way through the city of mounds toward the lake, constructing dams or dredging channels.


On the opposite side of the estuarine flat from the penned animals, many more humans could be seen laboring in fields filled with neat rows of vegetation.


Razutana bent closer to examine the painted fields, mumbling as he took out a piece of rolled bark and a charcoal stylus to take notes in shorthand.


“They’re farming!” exclaimed Tanto. “Just like Mother and the people from Dara!”


Still silent, Sataari led them to the next wall, along the eastern side of the chamber.


The scene changed yet again. Many human skeletons lay next to deserted fields and empty pens. There were no more fish or birds or ships in the sea, and the rivers that had once crisscrossed the land were gone as well. The towering structures that had moved earth and water in the previous scene lay in fragments between the mounds. A bright sun shone in a sky devoid of clouds.


Two large groups of humans were engaged in heated battle at the bottom of the mural. Garinafins spat fire at one another in the sky, while warriors on the ground fought with slingshots, clubs, axes, slings, and spears in dense formation. Behind them, small groups of people climbed the mounds, carrying vessels and stretchers piled high with various goods, as well as skeletons of the dead on their backs.


“The end of the Fifth Age,” whispered Razutana.


Sataari showed no reaction.


Finally, they came to the southern wall. This time, the scene was of the heart of the city, where a giant barrow, larger than any of the others, loomed in the center. Atop the mound, a group of warriors stood around their chief, who had been drawn to appear larger than life. Her features were twisted in anguish, and she held her hands out supplicatingly to the viewer.


At the foot of the barrow, a long line of people wound its way from the base of the earthen structure to somewhere outside the frame of the painting. They were passing large vessels from hand to hand, and those standing directly at the foot of the mound poured the contents out on the ground. Water? Blood? Kyoffir for the gods?


In the foreground was a long procession headed toward the Great Barrow: humans, cattle, sheep, dogs…. They carried heavy bundles on their backs, but held no weapons in their hands. At the head of the procession was a large bier, with a man dressed as a chief lying on it. This figure had also been drawn to appear larger than life, and his hands, laced together, rested atop his chest.


Numerous garinafins circled over the procession, not in battle, but more like an honor guard.


“The barrows weren’t built to house the dead,” said Razutana. “This was once a living city. The mounds were palaces, temples, hive-houses. They domesticated animals and farmed here, and fished in the freshwater sea.”


Sataari said nothing.


“Was this enslavement of the land?” asked Tanto.


Sataari said nothing.


“Are you all right?” Razutana said, putting a hand gently on her shoulder.


Jolted out of her reverie, the shaman nodded slowly, as though still caught in a dream-haze. “I’ve… I’ve never been in a place so quiet,” she croaked.


“Tanto and I can make more noise if you want,” said Razutana, grinning.


She shook her head impatiently. “You don’t understand. When I’m out there, the gods are always talking to me, even though I can’t always understand their voices—the wind moaning over the scrublands, the birds chittering in the bushes and cactus nest-holes, the voles skittering underground, the stars twinkling their silent music…


“But in here, I can’t hear their voices at all.”


Razutana and Tanto looked at each other. “Do you feel the presence of evil?” asked Razutana cautiously.


“No… more like the gods are staying away, out of fear or respect… as though they’re reluctant to guide us, as though we’re truly on our own.”


The other two didn’t know what to say.


At length, Sataari shook off the invisible weight on her shoulders and knelt down. The base of the wall, now illuminated by torchlight, turned out to be more than bare stone. Tanto and Razutana also knelt down to get a closer look.


Strips of thin membrane sheets were tacked all around the bottom of the chamber, reminding Razutana of the pliable vellum, almost translucent, that he had seen Adyulek and Sataari use for the voice paintings at the Winter Festival. However, instead of the explosion of color and tangled dynamic curlicues that froze the movements of the dancer and fixed the music of the drums, the membranous strips were covered in a uniform layer of something the color of smoky haze, and through that featureless tract, a single thin line wandered, like the course of a lazy river meandering over a desert plain or the route of a confused traveler in the pathless grass seas.


The abstract image seemed both meaningless and full of significance.


“What is that material?” asked Razutana, whispering out of awe. “It looks just like paper.”


“That’s the lining from a garinafin stomach,” said Sataari, her tone strangely distant. “It’s very thin but strong, and if properly prepared, endures generations of winters.”


Fascinated, Tanto extended a finger.


“Don’t!” Razutana cried out, and Tanto jerked back. But it was too late. The boy’s finger had already touched the strip of lining. The scholar winced, thinking that the fragile markings would be damaged.


But the markings stayed true. A layer of transparent glaze sealed the marks and protected them from the elements, similar to the glue used to make Adyulek’s voice paintings permanent.


“It’s a spirit portrait,” said Sataari, her voice raspy. “Maybe more than one is in this chamber,” she added, glancing at the skeletons. “I’ve never seen one this old or well-made, but the principle is the same. They are taken of great warriors just before death, in order to capture the breath of life, the flow of their spirit.”


“Capture the breath of life… How? Like the voice paintings?” asked Razutana.


Sataari shook her head. “Only the children of Afir can be shown the mysteries.”


“But I am Agon, and I fear and trust the gods,” said Tanto.


Sataari looked at the boy affectionately. “Brave as you are, you’re not yet a warrior. Only after you’ve spilled your first blood will you be initiated into the deepest of the mysteries. Leave these sacred portraits alone. You can look, but don’t touch.”


“Do the stories told in these paintings match up with any of the lore you know?” asked Razutana.


After a long pause, Sataari said, “It’s still too quiet.” Her face looked haunted, as though she was not quite able to believe some revelation that only she could see.


Razutana didn’t understand Sataari’s odd reaction. He would bet good money that the two larger-than-life figures in the last painting were the same individuals entombed in this chamber and memorialized in the spirit portraits. Based on what he remembered of Sataari’s stories, they were thus likely the sinful chiefs of the arrogant Fifth Age, who had angered the gods with their pride and wicked ways of living. They were reprobates, villains, the very embodiment of the antithesis of the Agon spirit. Yet instead of treating them with contempt and disdain, Sataari acted with great reverence and protectiveness.


Did Sataari know more about the occupants of this chamber than she was willing to share?


“Tanto and I will look around a bit more,” said Razutana. He lit a torch from the one held by Sataari, and, leaving the shaman standing alone contemplatively next to the spirit portraits, the scholar and the boy returned to the central platform of the chamber, upon which the two skeletons rested.


Razutana stuck the torch into a hole at one end of the platform to brighten the area. Though not a pious man, he nonetheless whispered a prayer to the gods of Dara and of Gondé to give the spirits of the dead a peaceful repose. The two deceased were tall and powerfully built, their bones showing signs of breakage and healing that hinted at lives consumed in violence.


While Tanto inspected the weapons on the stone platform, unwilling to give up the idea of finding potent magic among them, Razutana got on his hands and knees to look at the baked clay jars at the foot of the platform. Seeds spilled from the few jars that Tanto had broken earlier, and Razutana chuckled in delight.


As a Cultivationist, Razutana found the seeds to be far more interesting than weapons or “spirit portraits,” whatever they were. Back in Kiri Valley, he had tried to domesticate some of the native tubers and wild grains with little success. That was why the valley settlement had been so dependent on crops from Dara. But if the people who had lived in this mound-city had once practiced agriculture, then they must have domesticated crops that were well suited to local conditions. He didn’t have the time or equipment to study the seeds properly in the burial chamber, so he simply collected as many varieties as he could and stuffed them into the pouches at his waist.


“I think I found something!” said Tanto excitedly.


Razutana got up. “What is it?”


Tanto pointed at the stone and bone tools. “Look at where they’re placed. How could these two reach them?”


The scholar saw what the boy meant. The tools—wedges, hammers, spikes, flat and curved blades—were all relatively short. But instead of being placed next to the hands of the deceased, where they would be easily accessible in the afterlife—assuming that was the intent—the weapons were located next to their feet, well out of reach.


“And they didn’t look like this earlier,” said Tanto.


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t know how to explain it.” Tanto was frustrated. “Before you came, I checked these weapons in the dark, and they looked different…. They’ve been moved!”


“That’s impossible. Sataari and I didn’t touch anything.”


“I know what I know! They moved!” Tanto clenched his fists. “Maybe… it’s the light. Ghosts don’t like light, right?”


No matter how much Razutana took pride in his identity as a man of reason and not of superstition, standing here inside a burial mound next to two skeletons and hearing that the weapons of the dead had moved on their own sent chills down his spine. He took a deep breath to steady himself.


“I’m not saying that you’re wrong,” said Razutana. “Let’s test your theory, all right?”


“Weigh the fish,” said Tanto, letting out a held breath.


Razutana smiled. The young pékyu-taasa probably didn’t realize how much he sounded like his mother sometimes. He picked up the torch and walked away, placing it behind a large stone statue of a sleeping bull before returning.


Gradually, their eyes adjusted to the darkness, and glowing dots reappeared on the stone platform like creatures of the deep. But besides the dots, there was something more.


“There! That’s what I saw!” cried Tanto.


Faint luminescent lines materialized on the stone platform, connecting the weapons with the hands of the skeletons like ghostly handles.


“It is magic,” said Tanto. “That was how they wielded the weapons: with invisible handles!”


Razutana retrieved the torch and inspected the platform closely, his nose almost touching the stone.


Now that he had an idea of what to look for, it was easy to notice faint black lines on the surface, corresponding to the luminous handles in the dark. He thought back to the glowing eyes of the animals and people in the paintings.


“I think… I know what happened,” said Razutana.


He explained to Tanto that the bone and stone weapons likely had been attached to handles constructed of some perishable material, such as wood. Over time, the handles had rotted away, leaving behind only traces on the stone. These traces, however, provided ideal beds for the luminescent fungi that colonized the interior of the mound, thus creating the illusion of “ghost handles.”


Tanto looked disappointed at this explanation.


“But I think you’ve discovered something much more interesting,” said Razutana. “If you imagine long handles attached to these, the weapons appear not to be weapons at all, but likely farming implements.”


Tanto saw that it was true. Once he mentally added long handles to the “weapons,” they did resemble the rakes, hoes, shovels, and similar tools Théra and the others had used to till the fields in Kiri Valley.


He tried to imagine these two great chiefs of the Fifth Age laboring in the fields. His gaze landed on the fingers of the skeleton nearest him, and he pictured them wrapped around a clod-breaking hoe instead of a thunder-dealing war club. It was such an incongruous change that the corners of his mouth lifted up in a smile.


He froze.


“The fingers!” He pulled on Razutana’s hand and pointed. The scholar looked confused for a moment before his eyes also widened.


Together, they counted the fingers to be sure: one, two, three, four, five, six. There were six fingers on each hand.


They stared at each other, stunned. Then they ran to the foot of the other skeleton and counted the toes: one, two, three, four, five, six. There were six toes on each foot.


They ran toward Sataari, still motionless before the painting on the southern wall. By the glow of the torch, they counted the fingers in the interlaced hands of the large man lying on the bier at the head of the procession: one, two, three, four, five, six.


The great hero Kikisavo had six fingers on each hand, which gave him the strength of ten bears; the great hero Afir had six toes on each foot, which gave her the endurance of ten mouflon.





“Afir and Kikisavo had muddy feet and arms,” Sataari muttered. The revelation was impossible, but the tools they had been buried with, the seeds found around the stone bier, and the paintings on the walls of the chamber made denial of the truth impossible.


The heroic pair were not innocents who had been cast out of paradise unjustly, but responsible for the very works—or at least some of them—that had supposedly brought down the wrath of the gods. The people who had built these barrows and tended these fields were the ancestors of the Agon and the Lyucu. They had made the same kinds of spirit portraits, worshipped the same gods, and told many of the same stories.


“The old stories are all true,” Sataari whispered. “But we didn’t understand them.”


Tanto and Razutana didn’t interrupt her, though there were so many questions they wanted to ask. What kind of lives did the people who built these mounds live? What had happened to turn the lush paradise of the earlier painting into this City of Ghosts? Why did Kikisavo part from Afir only to return after his death?


“What do you think happened here?” asked Razutana in the end.


Sataari shook her head. “The gods are still silent.”


“Maybe we’re meant to make sense of it all ourselves.”


One thing was clear: Afir and Kikisavo had tried their hardest to preserve their way of life. If they had enslaved the land by doing so, they never regretted it even unto death.





Though he brought back no magical weapons, Tanto gained the admiration of all the children at camp. No warrior in any legend had ever entered the City of Ghosts and returned alive.


“You are as brave as your father, the pékyu,” said Nalu solemnly.


Tanto blushed and muttered his thanks.


In the months that followed, Tanto entertained the band with tales of his adventures. With a natural storyteller’s instinct, he doled them out at a slow trickle, and only after much embellishment. Every night ended with raucous demands from the other children for “just one more barrow” as Tanto smiled enigmatically, shaking his head.


“You’ll have to return tomorrow night.”


The experience also brought Sataari and Razutana closer. When Razutana suggested that they plant some of the seeds retrieved from the Great Barrow, Sataari didn’t object. In fact, she joined him in digging the ditches for irrigation and wielded the hoes and spades, which Razutana modeled after the ones he had seen in the burial chamber. After all, if Afir had so valued farming that she chose to be buried with agricultural implements instead of weapons, then maybe there was something to the idea of digging for food out of the earth.


As the crops sprouted and then thrived, Razutana turned his attention to devising techniques of harvest, storage, and ultimately, cooking. He experimented with various recipes to extract the most taste and nourishment from these unfamiliar tubers and grains. Sataari and the children, to his surprise and pleasure, eagerly joined in the experiments. Sometimes, as the camp raucously debated the appropriate roasting and boiling techniques, combinations of spices, strength of cooking fire, and similar topics, Razutana would grin and shake his head, thinking that he had somehow been transported to a test kitchen in one of the great restaurants back in Dara.


No one would starve in the coming winter.










CHAPTER EIGHT THE SPRUNG TRAP



WORLD’S EDGE MOUNTAINS: THE NINTH MONTH IN THE NINTH YEAR AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF PRINCESS THÉRA FROM DARA FOR UKYU-GONDÉ (EIGHT MONTHS UNTIL THE LYUCU MUST LAUNCH THEIR NEW INVASION FLEET TO DARA).


The deadline for Araten’s return was in three days.


Théra flew to the valley entrance every day to wait for him, praying that he was all right and that there would be more news about her children.


Suddenly, Ga-al snorted, flared his nostrils, and jerked up from his haunches, looking alarmed. Then he twisted his neck to stare at her, a look of terror in his pupil-less eyes.


“What is it? Another tusked tiger?” asked Théra. She looked about in alarm.


Ga-al shook his head and snorted again. No matter how much Théra stroked the base of the neck, he refused to calm down. Bending his serpentine neck back, he nudged Théra with one of his antlers, urging her to get going.


Théra complied, having learned to trust the garinafin’s ability to hear that which cannot be heard. By the time the pair returned to camp, she saw everyone was rushing about to get Alkir ready, draping the war webbing on the garinafin and strapping their supplies and gear in securely.


“I had to risk having Alkir warn you,” said Takval. “Let’s just hope that the Lyucu garinafins, even if they heard Alkir’s silent cry, can’t tell their riders.”


“They’ve found us?”


“Sighted them just beyond the ridge. I rushed back as quickly as possible. We have to get out of here now.”


“But Araten isn’t back yet!” she said, her voice cracking from fright and worry. The trusty thane was their only connection with the outside world and her only hope of finding out more news of her children.


“We’ll lose everyone if we wait any longer,” said Takval.


“What if he and his band were to return after Cudyu has taken over the valley?”


Takval said nothing. But his resolute look, the same expression he wore when he had suggested that Théra and the rest of the fleet flee while he stayed behind to fight the Lyucu city-ship, told her everything.


They have to be sacrificed to buy us more time.


Her chest felt tight and she labored to get enough air into her lungs, but she knew he was right. She had always been unwilling to make sacrifices, but by now that obstinacy had been worn down by the pain of so many lives lost because of her. She had to be more ruthless, think of the grander picture.


They took off before noon, abandoning the camp in the Foot Range that had been their home for the last few months.





They didn’t even get out of the valley before realizing that they were trapped.


The Lyucu raiding party Takval had spotted was but one small part of an overwhelming force that had encircled the valley, sealing off every exit route. No matter which way the refugees turned in their flight, they sighted teams of garinafins sneaking up on them from below, conserving lift gas by hiking through the mountainous terrain. Takval kept them flying close to the valley floor and executed tight turns, hoping that they hadn’t been sighted.


There was no choice but to land.


“We’ve been betrayed,” said Takval, his voice heavy with rage and regret.


“How?”


Takval and Théra looked at each other. The timing of the attack made the answer obvious.


“Why didn’t they attack earlier? Araten must have led them here the first time he left—”


Théra felt her blood run cold. She thought back to the conversations between her and Araten, the questions he had asked, the enigmatic expressions in response to her answers….


“O gods,” she whispered. “He was prying from me when the Wall of Storms would reopen.”


There had likely never been any attempt by Cudyu to gather shamans and diviners to calculate the time at all. Why bother doing the hard work when it was so much easier to gain her trust with news of her children, to worm into her heart through guilt and gratitude, to probe and poke and unsettle her with lies until she spilled the secret herself?


“Why?” asked Théra, swaying unsteadily from the emotional blow. “Why would Araten do this?”


“I should have been much less trusting,” said Takval, his jaw clenched. “I should have learned my lesson after Volyu’s treachery!”


There was no way to know the complexity of the human heart. Perhaps Araten had agreed to serve the Lyucu under duress, or perhaps he had done so in order to secure his position in Cudyu’s new order. Betrayal, like love, had a thousand-thousand forms.


Théra’s mind was a tangled mess, and she was surrounded by doubt on all sides, much as they were encircled by the Lyucu. What could she believe? Had everything Araten told her been false?


Almost without realizing it, she began to pray to the gods of Ukyu-Gondé. Abruptly, Takval’s self-recriminations and the curses of their Agon and Dara retinues faded from her awareness. Once more, she was on that vast plain under a vaster sky, where the air was filled with the limpid light of the numinous. Powerful storms raged across this scrubland of the interior—dancing, singing, guiding, questioning; jagged branches of defiant shrubs and ephemeral lightning flashes divided the world into a thousand-thousand chiaroscuro fragments.


She prayed for clarity, and she felt, rather than heard, the deep rumbling of distant thunder. The truth tumbled into her heart like drops of life-giving rain.


“Tanto and Rokiri are all right!” said Théra, gasping as she emerged from that other plane of consciousness. “As are the rest of the children.”


Takval and the others looked at her, confused.


“Don’t you see?” she said. “If Cudyu had actually managed to get his hands on our children, there would have been no need for this ruse. They could have captured us and extracted whatever they needed from us by threatening harm to them. The only reason they resorted to the gambit with Araten is because Toof and Radia succeeded in their plot.”


Hope flared once more in everyone’s heart.


But it was short-lived.


“How can we possibly stop the invasion fleet now that they know when to launch it?” Théra asked in anguish.


Çami, Tipo, and the other Dara fighters looked at one another helplessly. Had all their sacrifices and plans come to naught because of her carelessness?


“The tolyusa blooms in the heart of winter,” said Takval. “When things look the worst is also when our fortunes will start to turn. I promise you that if we get out of this alive, we won’t stop until we’re in Taten and their city-ships are in flames.”





The sun was lower in the west. It was almost time for Araten and his raiding party to attack.


Earlier in the day, he had sighted Takval and Théra’s band at their camp down in the valley, right where he had left them. Rather than launching an attack right away, he had ordered the party to wait until hunting parties approaching from the other sides had completely sealed off all routes of escape.


All afternoon, he had kept his garinafins out of sight, resting in the shade of a low ridge in the valley. He knew that it was Takval’s habit to perform daily patrols. Hopefully, he would catch Takval’s garinafins after they had already used up some of their lift gas while his were at their strongest. Sure, the Lyucu garinafins vastly outnumbered the two garinafins under Takval’s command; it was still best to minimize the risk.


His caution was a reflection of his master’s approach. Cudyu was by nature suspicious, and he became even more paranoid after being deceived by Toof and Radia. Even after all Araten had done for the Lyucu cause in Kiri Valley, the Lyucu pékyu didn’t trust the Agon defector completely. Though Araten had come up with the whole plot to trick Théra into yielding up the information Cudyu wanted, Cudyu nonetheless opted to hold Araten’s family as hostages to ensure his loyalty. The scars on Araten’s body, which had helped to buy Théra’s trust, had been inflicted by Cudyu to impress upon Araten the reality of his threats.


Araten sighed. When Théra had unwittingly given up the secret, he had almost blurted out the truth—the shame of abusing her trust was so great. But he had survived that bout of erupting conscience without doing anything foolish. Betrayal, once committed, led only to more betrayals. There was no middle path.


He tried to tell himself that he really had no choice. How could Takval and Théra believe it was possible to defy the might of Cudyu, the greatest pékyu the scrublands had ever seen? After the destruction of the base in Kiri Valley, Cudyu’s sway over the Agon tribes was even more absolute than Tenryo’s had been.


Araten had no interest in sharing the fate of the other captives from Kiri Valley, now relegated to hard labor in Taten. Indeed, if one thought about it, he was acting in the best interests of the Agon by capturing the pretender pékyu and his barbarian bride—it was the only way to bring about peace, to give his people a chance to survive, albeit as slaves. (It was, of course, also a way for him and his followers to prove their loyalty to Cudyu and perhaps become full-fledged Lyucu, but he preferred to think of himself in a more selfless and heroic mode.)


Only half of the sun peeked above the mountains in the west now. He gestured for his warriors to ready the garinafins and strap themselves into battle positions. It was time to end this.


“After our victory today,” he whispered to his band, “maybe all of you will be promoted to naros-votan.”


“And we should all congratulate you on your imminent adoption into the Tasaricu clan!” one of his followers simpered.


“May it please the pékyu,” he said, smiling back.


Abruptly, two shadows swooped low overhead, heading westward. The gusts from beating wings made him wince and duck down.


“Garinafins! Garinafins away!” shouted his followers.


He looked up and cursed. Takval and Théra must have seen him and waited until this moment to seize the initiative.


Araten had to admire the princess and the pékyu for their boldness. They had most likely crept up on him all afternoon, intending to catch him by surprise. Instead of making a useless last stand in the valley, the rebels were hoping to prey on the would-be predator, breaking through the encirclement and finding refuge in the descending night.


“After them!”


His raiding party scrambled. Soon, four garinafins with full crews took off in hot pursuit of the two rebel garinafins. Many of Araten’s riders were Lyucu, placed under his command for the nonce. He was uncertain whether they would obey his orders diligently, considering that he was just a surrendered Agon, his loyalty in question. Fortunately, his own crew was mostly made up of other Agon who had surrendered to Cudyu alongside him. They shared his fate and would do whatever he demanded of them.


Although Alkir and Ga-al were heavily laden with people and goods, they seemed to speed through the air with unusual ease. Slowly, they pulled away from the pursuing garinafins. Considering that Ga-al was too old to even be considered a proper war mount, the feat was astonishing and confused Araten.


The sun had almost dipped below the horizon, and once darkness descended, there was a real possibility that the rebels could get away.


Terror gripped Araten’s heart. He had begged to be allowed to lead a band of garinafins in this final assault in the hope of seizing Takval and Théra personally and gaining more glory. But now that Takval had picked him as the soft spot in the encirclement, he would be held responsible if they escaped. The paranoid Cudyu might even believe Araten was like Toof and Radia….


No… NO!


He shouted into his bone trumpet, urging his mount to fly harder and faster. But the garinafin’s breathing was already labored.


Time for desperate measures.


He turned around and gave the prearranged signal to one of his riders.


The woman scrambled out of her harness, crawled over the netting until she was next to him. “Are you certain, votan?” she shouted into his ear.


He nodded vigorously.


The woman crawled past him and climbed out on the long, sinuous neck of the garinafin. The war beast, trained by the Lyucu to be absolutely obedient, did not react at this unusual maneuver. Once the woman was perched between the antlers, she used twisted sinew to bind herself securely in place. Then she took off a pouch from her back, and carefully poured the contents over the eyelids of the garinafin.


Araten turned around to make sure all his crew were secure in their harnesses. They were about to experience some flight turbulence.


The woman capped the pouch and held on.


The garinafin screamed. The skin over its eyelids bubbled and hissed, and a faint smoke rose from the wounded flesh. It whipped its head around in agony, wings flapping madly.


Concentrated gash cactus juice was occasionally used by the Lyucu as a weapon or torture device. When applied to the sensitive eyelids of the garinafins, it caused unbelievable pain. If given in combination with tolyusa, it could drive war mounts into sustained bouts of frenzy during which they ignored their injuries and exhaustion and performed physical feats far beyond their normal endurance. Of course, they often died after such induced mania, completely drained.


Wounding or killing a Lyucu war garinafin this way would surely draw Cudyu’s wrath; his only hope was to capture Takval and Théra to make up for it.


As Araten’s crew held on, their mount burst through the air, leaving the other pursuing garinafins far behind. Breath rasping, heart thundering, it flapped its wings with crazed strength, paying no heed to the damage it was doing to its delicate tissues.
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