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Foreword
Year: 3866


Place: Anee—a moon in a star system 1572 light-years from earth.
Author’s note: This series was originally published by Bantam Books as the novels Serpent Catch and Path of the Hero, but has been revised and expanded.
At the time that I undertook writing books, I was struggling to recover from chronic fatigue syndrome, and I was also working full-time. As a manager for a computer company, I had to put in long days—often more than a dozen hours per day.
As a result, I’ve long felt that this story needed more work. So, in publishing it, I’ve decided to give it a good, strong rewrite so that it better fit my original vision.
I’ll be including more notes at the end of each volume in the series.




Chapter 1: Night Watch
Tull felt teeth pierce his ankle, each tooth as sharp as flint, and heard bones crunching. Dimly he realized that it was dark, that he heard the growl of a great lizard. He kicked at the beast, struggling to rouse from his slumber.
“Yaagh,” he called. Most dinosaurs in Hotland were afraid of men, and he hoped that his shout would startle whatever had seized him.
Fully awake, he realized that it was only a strong hand that held his ankle.
His good friend Ayuvah laughed at the joke. “Shitha!” Get up, Ayuvah said in the soft-nasal language of the Neanderthal, or Pwi, as they called themselves. “Tchima-zho, sepala-pi fe.” I finish gladly, and take joy in my coming sleep.
Tull looked up into Ayuvah’s face and blinked to clear his vision. The great moon Thor was up, a green-blue monstrosity in the sky, and though it was only a quarter full, Tull could see the young Neanderthal man well in its surface.
The warm night air around camp smelled thick with the scent of leatherwood honey. Tree frogs whistled in the darkness beyond the edge of the Neanderthals’ little wooden fortress. Out across the plains, two male blue-crested hadrosaurs, with their long necks and duckbills, bellowed challenges to one another as they vied for a mate. The dinosaurs had been going at it solid for three days now in the valley below.
It must have been their calls that disturbed my sleep, Tull thought, and made me dream of predators. He felt glad that the honey harvest was almost finished. The hadrosaurs’ mating challenges had drawn a tyrannosaur into the valley earlier in the day. Ayuvah had killed it with his spear, but more would follow. Soon they would hike to the ship and sail back home to Smilodon Bay.
Tull pulled off his blanket and stretched. Ayuvah handed him the telescope, along with a war horn made from the horn of an aurochs, then went to pick at the stew beside the fire.
“Adja, I fear,” Ayuvah warned quietly. Because he did not say how much he feared, he meant that he was afraid of something unspecific. Seven other Pwi slept quietly around the camp, none of them snoring. The fire had burned down to red coals that glowed like malevolent eyes.
“What do you fear?” Tull asked softly.
“There is much movement in the valley tonight. The hadrosaurs are mating, and I saw two sailfin carnosaurs come up from the swamp. Many smaller dinosaurs are milling about, creatures that have been flushed from the woods. And I saw something else, I think,” Ayuvah said, thoughtfully. “I believe I saw a lantern shining down by the wide spot in the river. But it was far away—and after a minute it went out.”
“Perhaps it was only a will-o-wisp,” Tull said hopefully. The swamp gases along the river sometimes vented at night.
Ayuvah shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
“Egg raiders?” Tull asked.
Only humans or Neanderthals would make fire, and few dared travel in this part of the world. Many young Pwi crossed the ocean at one time or another to steal dinosaur eggs in Hotland. Back on their home continent of Calla, the sailors paid well for the eggs, then sold them in distant ports to those who were foolish enough to hatch them just to see what kind of monster came out.
Ayuvah shook his head. “It is too late for egg raiders. Autumn will soon be here. I do not think that they would be Pwi. My kin will be going home to take in the harvest.”
The Neanderthal was right. Only Scandal the Gourmet, with his love for leatherwood honey, paid men well enough to work in Hotland in this season.
“Besides,” Ayuvah said. “Egg raiders would not hunt at night.”
Tull hesitated to say his next word. “Slavers?”
“Maybe,” Ayuvah said, nodding. “Twenty Pwi down from Wellen’s Eyes went out on egg raid last spring—and none returned. Slavers could have captured them.”
“I’ve never heard of slavers coming to Hotland,” Tull said, but he wondered. Over the past several years, the predations of the Craal slavers had increased. Some Pwi even said that it was time to flee Calla to make a new home in Hotland, where the slavers would hesitate to follow.
Because Ayuvah’s words made him nervous, Tull put on his war gear. He pulled a lacquered leather vest made of iguanodon hide over his naked chest, and sheathed his kutow, a double-headed battle ax, at his belt. He took his wooden spear and war shield, and slung the aurochs horn around his neck.
The fortress here was hidden. It was little more than rocks and a few poles bound together among some trees near the edge of a small pool.
His guard post was halfway up a large dead leatherwood tree; its ancient branches just high enough so that a man, resting in their gnarled crook, could survey the valley.
From the tree, Tull could see the plains all around. Though vegetation was trampled and sparse, a herd of two hundred triceratopses, each forty feet long, fed on shrubs in the dark grassland to the north. Leatherwood forests covered a row of hills to the east, and upon one hill two miles away, a small fire burned in a tree at the edge of the deep woods. Tull pulled the telescope from its case and studied the tree.
Denni and Tchar, two fourteen-year-old Neanderthals camped by the hollow leatherwood, smoking the honeybees into a stupor. A brazier hung beneath a hive by a chain. In the firelight, Tull could see blond-haired Denni coaxing the fire while Tchar slept. Good boy, Tull thought, to be so diligent. I'll have to remember to congratulate him in the morning.
Iguanodons, huge and gray in the moonlight, feasted near the boys on the last of summer’s leaves. They were herd animals, large enough to scare off most smaller predators, alert enough to warn if something truly dangerous approached.
Good, Tull thought. The boys will be safe so long as the iguanodons stay near. Tull turned his spyglass off to the west, down to the wide spot in the river. Ayuvah was right. The brush was thick with movement. Too many dinosaurs were out, and they milled nervously through the brush, spooking at the smallest sound.
Tull studied the area. If someone had been down at the river carrying a lantern, then he might have seen the boys’ fire burning in the leatherwood tree when he came round the river’s bend. If the man were a slaver, he would then douse his lantern and sneak along the brush line like a wolf in the dark.
Tull wondered: If a dozen men crept through the brush by the river in the moonlight, would they scare the dinosaurs this much?
He wasn’t sure. A dozen allosaurs on the prowl, that would certainly scare the smaller animals into the open. If passing men made a lot of noise, they might scare the smaller animals, too. Tull turned a full circle, studied the plains carefully. In the moonlight, with his telescope, he could see well enough to feel secure.
A dozen small oviraptors broke into the open, scurrying from the brush near the hills. He focused on the spot, but could see nothing in the trees.
Tull hissed through his teeth, fingered his war horn. Whatever had frightened them was close to the boys. Tchar and Denni were young, and if they got into trouble, they might not have the presence of mind to get themselves out. Yet Tull could not blow the war horn without revealing his position.
Should I warn them, he wondered, about something that might be nothing? Anything could have scared the oviraptors.
Below him at the pond, the tree frogs abruptly quit whistling as someone stepped into the water. Tull flinched, looked down. Ayuvah’s younger sister, Fava, stood in the moonlight not eighty feet outside the fortress wall.
Fava was pretty, with sandy red hair. Her green eyes, uncommon among the Pwi, were set shallowly beneath her brows, which made her look more human than most deep-browed Neanderthals. Fava was a rarity, a purebred Pwi, not of mixed blood, like Tull.
Fava’s bare legs were decorated with colored ribbons, symbolizing that she was still a maiden. Bending over, she untied the ribbons, as if she would bathe.
Tull’s heart pounded, and he looked away as she began to strip off her summer tunic. He wondered if she knew that he was in the tree. How could she not know? he wondered. We always have a guard.


Fava gasped as she splashed into the pond. The water felt deliciously cool against her skin. Distilling honey was hot, sticky work, and Fava relished the thought of feeling clean again, clean like the night sky that caressed the moon’s cheek.
Fava dunked her head beneath the water’s surface to soak the honey smoke out of her hair. She rolled her head from side to side, letting the current ripple like fingers through her tresses. Fingers, she thought. Would that they were Tull’s fingers instead of the river’s.
He watches, up there in his tree, she thought. She pushed off against the rocks and silt of the pond’s bottom and took in a breath before she stretched out to float on her back under Thor’s blue-green light.
Fava shared her smile with the moon. Let him watch, she whispered to Thor. If Tull watched, perhaps he would see that she was a woman grown, a woman who offered potho ha-chima, the love that opens like a rosebud, instead of the simpler friendship of a childhood playmate.
For Fava was a girl no longer. Her goals and desires had evolved from the toys and games of a child into the larger world of kin, village and hearth. Like all Pwi women, she would take a mate once and forever, joining her spirit with his the way bark is bound to pith.
The water lapping against the shore offered a soft chuckle in response to Fava’s thoughts, so she splashed.
What if Tull didn’t want her? What if his heart yearned after some human woman, just as hers yearned after him? Tull’s father was human, so perhaps Tull aspired to a human life, a human wife. The thought unsettled Fava, so she dove beneath the surface again to wash the thought loose.
Surely, Tull could see that a strong Pwi woman like herself was better than the wilting flower of a human girl he’d chased after as a boy. Well, if he couldn’t, Fava would do her best to make him see.
She rose to the surface and stole a glance at Tull’s guard post over her bare shoulder.


Tull dared a glimpse toward the pond. He could see little. Fava’s pale flesh shone softly in the blue moonlight, and she swam with the grace of an otter. “Fava,” he whispered, “what are you doing?”
“Bathing,” she said. Fava was a sweet girl who seemed mystified by the world and always spoke with a strangely intense inflection, as if trying to convey how odd everything was.
Tull’s face burned with embarrassment.
“Mmmmm,” she sighed, splashing water. “I’ve been boiling honey for three days. My clothes are sticky, and they smell like leatherwood. Tell,” she said, speaking Tull’s name as well as her Neanderthal lips would allow, “Even my skin smells fondly of honey.”
Tull blushed and looked away. Fava teased him from time to time, yet it seemed like a game. Tull was not sure if she really wanted to catch him. For Neanderthals, all objects, all people, all places held kwea, the emotional weight of past associations. Tull felt drawn to Fava, but she’d always been like a little sister to him. The kwea he felt for her was friendly, the kwea built up from good times spent together.
He could not think of her as anything but the little girl she had been, someone to protect. But lately, the kwea was changing. She teased him often, and he felt a craving for her—the desire to treat her as a lover.
Yet he didn’t dare make such a move, afraid it would spoil their long friendship.
Besides, why would she want me, a halfbreed? Tull wondered. Not many women would want a half-human, half-Neanderthal for a husband. Fava could surely do better. No, she is just trying to embarrass me.
Tull breathed slowly and forced himself to watch the grasslands, but he could not concentrate on them with Fava swimming in the pool, the sinuous waves rippling away from her like silver ribbons untwining from her legs. She kept at it for half an hour, then climbed out to dry herself in the warm night air, shaking out her long, red hair with her fingers.
Tull struggled to keep his eyes averted. Several small dinosaurs had gathered in the valley to scavenge the carcass of the tyrannosaur Ayuvah had killed earlier in the day. Perhaps that was what had so many of the smaller dinosaurs, kavas, as the Pwi called them, on edge. The smell of a tyrannosaur, mingled with blood and offal, was sure to cause some alarm.
Once Fava had dressed, she entered the fortress, shinnied up the tree, and stood on the gnarled old branch beside Tull, one hand resting on the trunk of the tree.
She was tall for a Neanderthal, yet Tull looked down on her, for like many halfbreeds, he was taller than most Neanderthals, and broader of chest than any human.
“Tull, will you comb my hair?” she asked, standing precariously.
“I’m on guard,” he said.
“Everyone else is asleep!” Fava insisted.
Tull took the ivory comb she proffered. She turned her back and leaned against his thigh while he brushed her long, wet hair.
“I’m eager to get back home,” Tull said as he combed.
“Why?” Fava asked. “I thought you were happy to come on this trip. You said you were bored with picking fruit and hauling hay.”
“I fear,” Tull answered, and he told her about Ayuvah seeing a lantern.
“It would be a shame if the slavers come here,” she said. “Tsavathar’shi.” This place, too beautiful. She stood gazing out at the moonlight over plains. It was still an hour before dawn, and a quetzalcoatlus with a fifty-foot wingspan soared overhead, hunting for carrion. As Tull and Fava watched, it began to circle the dead tyrannosaur down in the valley.
Tull finished combing Fava’s hair, then tied it into a ponytail and patted her shoulder.
“Did I get the honey off?” she asked matter-of-factly, playing the part of a little sister again.
Tull leaned in. Her hair smelled of mountain spring water. “I think so, Friend.”
Fava turned and looked up at him smiling. Tull could not read her expression: Anger, desire, mockery?
“Friend?” she said, “are you sure that is all I am?” She leaned her head back.
Tull breathed the sweet scent of her neck. Her clothes still held the fruity, flowery scent of leatherwood honey, and somehow it made him dizzy.
Tull felt unsure how to answer, for if he told her the truth, she might go down and bathe again.
Suddenly he stopped worrying about it: on the hill far away, he saw a torch swinging in the darkness. Tull pulled out his telescope, gaze riveted on the honey tree: Two miles across the plain, Denni was swinging the brazier.
For a moment, Tull noticed nothing else, then he spotted men dressed in black boiling out of the brush. Denni was trying to drive them off with the brazier. Swords flashed in the moonlight.
“What’s happening?” Fava asked.
“Slavers!” Tull said. “Pirates from Bashevgo, I think—at least they are dressed in black. Denni is holding them back.”
“How many?” Fava asked. Tull heard fear and bewilderment in her little-girl voice.
He counted. “Ten or twelve that I can see.”
“Denni can’t fight so many. He is swinging the brazier to warn us!” Fava said. She grabbed the war horn from Tull’s neck, pulling it so hard that the leather string broke.
“No,” Tull said, “you’ll warn the slavers that we're here.”
Fava put the horn to her lips and blew, letting the deep bellow add to the mating cries of the blue-crested hadrosaurs on the plain below.
Tull watched through the glass as slavers turned as one toward the sounding war horn.
Fava’s little-girl voice turned hard. “Now Denni and Tchar know we are coming. And the pirates know they have a fight on their hands!”




Chapter 2: Slavers
Tull and Fava jumped from the tree, straight into camp. Ayuvah and the others were throwing on their war gear.
“Slavers have attacked Denni and Tchar,” Fava said.
“How many?” Ayuvah asked, pulling on a leather helmet with brass studs.
“I saw only ten or twelve,” Tull said. “But there could be more.”
Ayuvah faltered. He looked at the boys. At nineteen and twenty, Tull and Ayuvah were the oldest in their group. The others were mere boys, none over fifteen, yet they were pulling out their war shields, strapping on leg guards with pale faces.
The slavers were grown men with years of experience with the sword, and the Neanderthals could be walking into a trap. Besides Tull, Ayuvah, and Fava, there were only six boys in the camp. They stared at Tull and Ayuvah in disbelief, eyes wide from terror.
Tull wondered, Is it better to lose all eleven of us, or only two?
Ayuvah was the best fighter and hunter from their hometown of Smilodon Bay, and the boys would follow if he chose to fight. But surely if it came to a pitched battle, the boys would lose.
It would be better to die, than to live our lives knowing that we had run from such a fight, Tull realized. He’d seen how shame could destroy a Neanderthal, sapping him of strength, of the very will to live. They were far more prone to such emotions than were humans. We have no choice but to fight, even if we are all killed or carried into slavery.


An hour later, just as the sun rose in a pink ball on the horizon, Ayuvah and his party made their way through the dew-soaked fields to the leatherwood forest.
They’d prepared for an ambush as they marched, but saw no sign of the slavers on the plain. Yet Tull was sure the slavers were watching. By now, they knew they would be fighting only nine Neanderthals. At a distance, would they know that six were only boys and one was a woman? Fava had come only to help distill the honey, yet she carried a shield and spear like any male warrior.
The Neanderthals spread out in a fan formation as they crept to the honey tree, climbing over fallen logs, watching for rocks that could turn an ankle.
At the tree line, five tan-and-silver iguanodons hunched among the leatherwood, feeding on flowery branches. The Pwi circled downwind of the tree.
As they neared, Ayuvah stopped the younger boys with the wave of his hand. He sniffed the air, testing the scent. His nose was broader than a human’s, and his sense of smell was strong.
“The slavers are gone,” Ayuvah said with certainty, and began stalking through the trees again. A moment later, someone cried out, “Denni, Tchar!”
They found the two Neanderthals tied to the tree in the morning sunlight, naked and unmoving. Tull could only see Tchar well, and the boy’s right hand lay on the ground a dozen feet in front of him. The slavers had beaten him black and blue, and then torn the tree open. The angry bees had stung him many times, and Tchar’s face was so swollen that his eyes were closed. Tull circled the tree just enough to see Denni, and then wished that he hadn’t.
The slavers had slit Denni’s belly open, then inserted a forked stick and twisted it, unrolling his intestines, pulling them out inch by inch and stringing them over bushes like sausages.
The amount of blood dripping down Denni’s legs showed that he had been alive while the slavers did their work. Yet Tull had heard no screams. Perhaps he’d been too far away. Or perhaps Denni had suffered in silence, refusing to show weakness.
Tull felt the veins in his neck throb, and for a moment the world went red as he fought rage and grief.
Ayuvah rushed forward to cut the boys loose. He dragged them away from the tree and brushed the dead bees off Tchar.
More than angry, Ayuvah seemed forlorn.
“They’re dead,” Ayuvah said. For an instant Tull had dared hope that the boys clung to life.
The younger Pwi watched the brush, fearful of an ambush. One boy began crying in fear while another made gagging sounds.
Ayuvah searched the camp for a moment, studying footprints. The slavers had worn heavy boots, not the soft moccasins of the Pwi, and their tracks were easy to follow. “There were only ten slavers,” Ayuvah said after several moments. “They knew that we would hunt them if they took captives; they did not want to fight us.”
Fava hissed, “We should hunt them like wolves anyway!” Tull could barely restrain himself from leaping into the trees to follow their trail.
Ayuvah studied the faces of the boys.
Tull realized that the slavers would have the advantage if they were not hindered by captives. Against experienced swordsmen, the boys would easily be cut down.
“The slavers are probably waiting for us,” Tull said. “If we follow them, we’ll walk into their trap.”
Indeed, a creeping worry hit him. There were few Pwi here in Hotland at this time of the year. His little band of honey gatherers were probably the only ones. So why were the slavers here—unless they had come specifically to hunt Tull and his friends?
The implications worried him. The only people who knew he was here were people from his hometown of Smilodon Bay. There were only a few hundred people in town, and he knew them all, had known them all of his life.
Could someone back home be in league with slavers?
He peered at Ayuvah, who had painted his face blue and wore a necklace of teeth from a great bear. His friend was huge and strong, but there was wisdom on his brow. Ayuvah let out a breath and said, “Tcho-oh-fenna-ai.” It grieves me like death that we can do nothing.


The Neanderthals carried the bodies of Denni and Tchar down to the river. In a brief ceremony, the Pwi threw flowers upon their corpses, and then gave them to the water.
The young boys cried bitterly. With these two dead, it meant that the Neanderthals of Smilodon Bay had lost five men to the slavers so far this summer.
The three others had simply been carted away at night after working in the fields.
When the comrades finished with the funeral, they crept back to the fort, packed their kegs of honey, and prepared for the trip home. With slavers about, they could linger no longer.
As a last act, they burned their little wooden fortress. It had served the honey harvesters and egg hunters for many seasons, but now that the slavers knew where it lay, the Pwi could never return.
Tull felt empty and horrified. Always in the past, Hotland had seemed like a place of escape, a place of adventure and freedom, but now the memories of it would be forever tainted with the kwea of murder and mourning.
Tull suspected that some of the slavers had been Neanderthals, thralls who had lived so long under the domination of the Slave Lords that they no longer minded enslaving their own. Neanderthals were stronger than humans, with a much keener sense of smell. Slavers used such thralls as trackers, so Tull worried that the slavers might hunt them at night by scent.
Tull’s party retreated at a grueling pace, racing day and night over a range of hills, carrying their load of honey and watching for slavers.
In the pass at Froth River, Ayuvah topped a hill and stood for a long moment, surveying the trail below. Dinosaurs had trampled the vegetation along the river, and Ayuvah spotted a pack of raptors, tan with green spots—some breed of allosaur—stalking through the trees along the river with their heads hunched low. The raptors, vicious predators about twelve yards long, were heading south into the wind. Tull’s heart nearly stopped at the sight of them. He would never have spotted them on his own.
“This way,” Ayuvah said, pointing west to give the raptors a wide berth. But when the rest of the party followed Ayuvah up a side path, Tull headed down the original trail, scuffing the dirt, snapping twigs. He hoped that the slavers were following them, and that they’d stumble into an ambush.
Nothing can ruin your day like a pack of raptors, Tull thought. They attacked in lunges from three or four directions at once, snapping and feinting, creating openings for others in the pack.
After a hundred yards, he loped back uphill and turned to catch up with his companions. Yet Tull could not rest easy. If the slavers were tracking his people, they might spot the raptors in time and turn back. Or they might not be following at all.
The Neanderthals’ ship was up ahead, on the north fork of the Pteranodon River. It was small for a sea-going vessel, but it was too large to hide. Tull worried that the slavers had found it already. The discovery of the ship might have precipitated last night’s attack.
What would the slavers have done if they’d found the ship? Burn it?
No, Tull’s men had been filling it with honey. It was not as sleek or sturdy as one of the slaver’s vessels, but it was still worth a lot of money. They might not value the ship highly, but they’d want to steal it rather than burn it.
Indeed, if they’d found the ship, they might have set a trap. What better way to catch slaves? Tull’s men wouldn’t have a backup plan. If they didn't make it to the ship, they might never make it off the continent at all except in the belly of a slave hold.
So they marched all day and all night again, fearing what lay ahead as well as what came behind. As they neared the sea, could taste the salt air, they came to a small hill and looked down to see their sailing ship moored in the channel of a dirty brown river, pulled up between trees. The water had lowered over the past month, so that the ship tilted in the shallows.
Everything looked peaceful. From the hill, they could see grass along the river, golden straw bleached by the sun and trampled by dinosaurs. There were few places where an ambush might hide.
Dimetrodons lay on the riverbank, their sails upright, warming themselves in the morning sun. Giant turtles rested on fallen trees out in the river. A few small egg-hunting dinosaurs, miniature versions of the raptors, loped along the riverbank, hunting for crayfish, snakes and other small game in the shallows.
Little gray pteranodons with soft down and spade-shaped tails glided over the river, snapping at giant dragonflies in shades of green, blue, and crimson.
“We should send one man down to the boat,” Tull said. “To make sure that the slavers haven’t set a trap.”
He glanced about, and saw the jaws drop on some of the boys. Fava peered at him in wonder. The others hadn’t considered the possibility of a trap.
He didn’t dare send any of them. He didn’t want to lose another boy on this trip. “I’ll go,” he offered.
He dropped his pack, then pulled his shield from his back. He tightened the strap on his leather helmet, drew his sword, and took a step down the trail.
Ayuvah, eyes wide, grabbed Tull’s bicep to stop him. Ayuvah’s face seemed pale, his mouth parted in surprise.
“Something wrong?” Tull asked. Ayuvah was always the first to spot danger.
A whirlwind whipped through the grass, climbing up the hill. It collided with Ayuvah, then dispersed. Ayuvah stood for a long time, just watching the river.
Fava ventured, “I don’t think the animals would be so carefree if the slavers were hiding down in the brush.”
“It’s not that,” Ayuvah said. “I feel strange … so strange.” His voice trailed off. “I feel as if father is here, as if he has come for us.” Ayuvah closed his eyes, breathed slowly. “Yes, he wants us to come home.”
Ayuvah’s father, Chaa, was a powerful shaman. He served as the Spirit Walker for his people, peering into the paths of the future. Yet a Spirit Walker could not use his sorcerous powers easily. He had to stand at the gate of death, leave his body behind, and send his spirit to travel the twisted paths of the future. Few Pwi who had the power were courageous enough to try, and even then, they only did it in times of deadly peril.
“Yes,” Ayuvah said. “There is bad news at home.” Ayuvah lifted his chin, cocked his ear as if listening. “It has to do with serpents, dying sea serpents.”
Tull pondered. For a thousand years, great serpents had protected his homeland from the dinosaurs that sometimes swam across the ocean from Hotland. Created by the genetic engineers that terraformed Anee, the serpents formed a living wall of protection, an “eco-barrier.”
But over the past three years the number of serpents and the number of hatchlings had been decreasing until finally this spring there had been no serpent hatch at all. Everyone wanted to believe that it was only a temporary problem, but it sounded like Chaa had been forced to walk the paths of the future, to use his powers to seek a solution.
Ayuvah said, “Yes, I am sure of it—Chaa wants us to come home. There are no slavers waiting for us at the ship. They gave up the hunt yesterday. We must set sail immediately!”





Chapter 3: Homecoming
Four days later, the Neanderthals sailed through serene waters up a long narrow fjord. The smell of land came strong. Redwood trees clung to gray cliffs, covering the hills like a ragged tapestry. Where a gentle valley met the water’s edge, the city of Smilodon Bay perched—a collection of expansive manors in the human part of town, with homes built from fitted stones and roofs tiled in copper, green with age. Flower boxes under the windows brightened the homes, while barns and dovecotes backed the properties like attentive servants.
But the outskirts of town served as a stark contrast. There in “Pwi Town” squatted the poor huts of the Neanderthals—crafted of rough-hewn lumber and covered in tar. The smoke of smithies and cook fires shrouded the homes in in a grimy haze.
Two wide-hulled trading ships had dropped anchor in the deepest part of the harbor, but the small Neanderthal vessel skirted past them, dropping sail and rowing up to the weathered docks.
Several Neanderthal women were washing clothes on the rocks at the water’s edge; they raised a shout as the boat neared. A crowd of Neanderthal women and children rushed down to greet the boys, eager for news of their adventure. Their early arrival hinted at a good haul.
But faces fell in dismay when one smiling mother rushed from her shack, and noted her missing son. No one had to tell her what had happened. The boys’ lowered heads, the empty seat in the boat—all told the tale.
Denni’s mother let out a terrible wail, then collapsed, overcome with grief. Her husband had been taken by slavers many years ago, and the woman lived with the hope that someday he would escape and return home. With no other children, she lived with an aging sister.
As she wailed and her eyes became stricken, Tull worried that Denni’s mother might die from this. Another young woman grabbed her as she fell, and the Neanderthal children began to wail also. They covered their heads with their hands, and the sound of sobbing and shouts of astonishment spread like the gush of wind that ripples over a field of wheat.
Tull watched the incident unfold helplessly. He’d hoped that the news could have been relayed quietly, intimately. The Pwi had a saying: “Only the best of friends should bear sad news.”
Among the Neanderthals, with their rich emotional lives, grief was a ravaging thing. It could strike like a plague, bringing entire families low. All too often, those who mourned gave up eating, gave up drinking, and gave up life.
To avert disaster, now was the time to celebrate Denni’s life, to speak soft words to the mother, praising what he had been. The proper way to break the news would have been to hug the mother and whisper the news to her, leaving a gift of tears on her shoulder.
But Tull was not close to her, so he only squeezed her hand and peered into her stricken eyes. “Your son has a fine, strong spirit,” he said. “Denni walks among us still.”
It was a stock sentiment among the Pwi, but Tull knew that his words did not help. She peered out at him from the depths of her sorrow like a wounded mouse from its burrow. There was no understanding or comfort in those dark eyes, only pain.
Even to Tull, his words sounded hollow. It would take a more skillful speaker than he to paint a peaceful face on Denni’s death.
The only hope for his mother would be if those close to her could rescue her from her grief. So the Neanderthals gathered around her in a tight knot, touching her, whispering words of comfort.
Tull felt helpless, and the sentiment weighed him down like a stone. As a halfbreed, he was an outsider among the Pwi, tolerated more than welcomed, like a beggar who perpetually haunts a city. He let others carry the grim news to Tchar’s family, wishing that he could do more.
For nearly an hour he waited near the docks while the crowd swelled. One old woman mentioned that Chaa was still on his spirit walk, that after five days he was unconscious. Fava ran home to see him, so Tull and Ayuvah unloaded the boat and each carried two kegs of honey up to Theron Scandal’s inn.
It was late afternoon, and a warm gravitational wind had begun to sigh down from the mountains, hissing through the redwood trees. Up on the ridge above town, a tyrant bird, one of the smaller breed of dragons, swerved down the sky toward a redwood. It beat its stiff feathers once, twice, clutched the uppermost limbs in its talons, and swayed in the treetop.
Tull watched the tyrant bird, with its gaping teeth and blood-red serpentine head adorned with a venomous horn, and its cold intelligent eyes. The tyrant bird posed no threat to him, since the ancient human Starfarers had genetically programmed it to hunt for different prey, yet Tull shivered at the sight of it, for a rage in its eyes spoke of judgment and an eagerness for execution.
Tull and Ayuvah carried the kegs of honey uphill to Moon Dance Inn. Tull flipped his shoulder-length copper hair back to let the wind cool his neck.
Moon Dance Inn was a long two-story building. Its lower level was made of round river rocks held together by mortar, while the upper floor was carved of fine cedar, stained red.
Eight columns of hand-carved oak supported an upper balcony where, later each evening, half-clad ladies would call down to invite sailors and passersby up to their “bridal suites.”
Great thick vines of red roses climbed the oak columns, and flower boxes on the balcony trailed red trumpet vines.
Two albino peacocks strutted in the grass at the front of the inn. The muted colors in their plumage hinted at greens and blues as vibrant as an opal. They called “Ayaah, Ayaah,” as they fanned their tails in display and warily watched the whores' bastard children dash about the streets.
Theron Scandal, the owner of the inn, shambled out the front at that very moment, his thick arms covered with sweat and flour from working in the kitchens. He was a burly man, with a blunt nose and hair as dark as a black bear’s. He surveyed the street, scratched his beard, and nodded at Tull and Ayuvah.
Scandal waved impatiently. “Bust a testicle, boys! Get those kegs up here.” Ayuvah and Tull hurried into the stifling warmth of the inn and dropped the honey kegs on the counter of the bar.
The inn smelled of yeast and sizzling meat—the mouth-watering scent of rising rye-bread rolls coupled with the pungent odor of fermenting beer.
Scandal escorted the young men to a table, called to a serving boy for plates and mugs. “Only four kegs?” Scandal asked. “I wanted six.” Leatherwood honey was a prize, and Scandal was the only trader who dealt in the stuff. He’d regret losing the sixth barrel.
“We got only five,” Ayuvah apologized. “We have one more down in the boat. We had trouble—slavers.”
“Hunh,” Scandal said, as if preoccupied. He seemed to be gazing inward, and did not ask for details. “Time to settle up then,” he said. “But first, sit with me a moment. Have a fine dinner.”
Tull immediately knew that Theron had another job offer for him. It wasn’t polite to talk business with a Pwi on an empty stomach, so Tull and Ayuvah sat, staring up at the fat innkeeper with genuine interest.
The common room was sizzling hot—the sticky heat of late summer made intolerable by the blistering heat of cooking fires. Green bottle flies buzzed in and out the open doorway, glittering like emeralds when shafts of sunlight struck them.
A bowl of hazelnuts sat on the table. Scandal picked up a couple of nuts, cracked them between his thick fingers. At the sound, two gray squirrels scurried from the kitchen and climbed into his lap, poking their noses over the tables to sniff. Scandal set the nuts on the table and stroked the squirrels between the ears as they crunched the hazelnuts between their teeth.
A gangly youth brought mugs of dark, warm beer, plates of cabbage smothered in pungent white cheese, and sweet sausages rolled in grape leaves and flavored with curry and anise. Tull and Ayuvah drank deeply from the beer.


Scandal watched the boys intently, gauging them. Ayuvah was a Neanderthal, strong as an ox, one of the best hunters and guides on the coast. Tull was a young man, almost twenty. He had the broad, forward-thrusting face and dark-red hair of a Neanderthal, with thin eyebrows, each hair as distinct as a small copper nail over deep-set eyes the yellow-green color of dying grass. His hawkish nose was broad and close to the face. His shoulders were wide and muscular. All in all, he looked like a typical Neanderthal, except for a small chin beneath his thin beard—his only physical manifestation of human ancestry.
Though Tull had the powerful, clumsy hands of a Pwi, he struggled to hold his fork in a human grip, between his thumb and forefinger. Ah, but there’s more to Tull than to most Tcho-Pwi, Scandal reminded himself. You can see it in his eyes.
It wasn’t polite to talk business till after dinner, so Scandal watched the men for a moment.
Tull looked up. “Don’t buzzard over me,” he said in English, with a deep nasal accent. “I can’t eat when you’re buzzarding over me.”
Scandal laughed. He decided that since Tull was only half Pwi, he needed only wait until Tull was half finished with dinner before broaching the topic of business. “By the Starfarer’s hairless blue apricots, let’s get to the point! I want you men to come with me to Seven Ogre River!”
Scandal pounded his fist on the table like a sailor ordering dinner. The squirrels jumped from Theron’s lap at the noise and sped into the kitchen, shouting their warning cry.
Scandal kept a large “bird” from Hotland in a cage. The bird had wicked-looking teeth and hung upside-down, grasping the bars of its cage with clawed fingers. It twisted its head, and hissed at the men.
Tull shook his head violently, his mouth too full to speak.
Scandal knitted his brows. “Valis, more food!” he called. “Throw a hog in the barbecue pit if you must!” He turned back to Tull and Ayuvah. “Look—I need you! You’ve probably heard that we’ve been down to the hatching grounds and there isn’t a serpent left in these waters. The hatch has been down for three years, but I happen to know that the fall run up at Seven Ogre River was good last year, and I believe that we can go up there and catch some! Why, in Craal, the Slave Lords consider the baby sea serpents to be a delicacy, and they cart them live for hundreds of miles to serve at banquets. So, the idea came to me: Why not sneak in and catch us a hundred serpents, then bring them back and dump them into the sea, re-stock our waters? We’ll handle it just the way Rebamon Strong does his ponds, the way he stocks them with pike every few years!”
Tull and Ayuvah both stared at Scandal as if he were some madman. “Come now,” Scandal said, “It’s not a bad idea. Why, after the past couple of years, with the bad fish harvests and men leaving town, it only shows the way we’re heading if we don’t do something. I know the plan isn’t pretty, but several merchants hereabouts think it’s worth trying, and they’re financing the expedition. I’m even donating my three-thousand-gallon beer barrel as a container to hold the hatchlings while we transport them, and the masons are donating their wagon and a few mastodons to haul the thing. So, how about it? Want to come?”
“To Craal?” Ayuvah asked. “You are crazy! No!”
Scandal smiled and raised a hand to ward off Ayuvah’s refusal as if it were a blow. In his best bartering voice he said, “Dragging a damned wagon nine hundred miles through mountains infested with sabertooths, dire wolves, slavers and giant Mastodon Men—all to catch a barrel of sea serpents—might not sound like your idea of fun, but think of it as an adventure! I’ve got a handful of humans coming, delightful fellows good for banter, but we're going out into the Rough, where there are only mosquitoes and danger for company. I need you Tull—you and a dozen chinless Pwi with their strong backs to build me a road,” Tull kept shaking his head and Scandal kept talking, not pausing to breathe, hoping to say the right thing.
“And you, Ayuvah, you can scout our trail. With your sharp eyes, it will be an easy job. And you, Tull, you’ll be boss of the road crew! No digging for you, just lording it over others. Neither of you need to lift a hand the whole trip! Just give the Pwi their orders. You could eat like this—my finest meals, three times a day! All you have to do is convince some Pwi to come with us—at first I’d thought forty, then thirty—but I’ll settle for a dozen, make it twelve!”
Ayuvah spat, “None of the Pwi will go with you to Craal!”
“Look!” Scandal said, “People are talking. Already they’re calling this whole affair ‘Scandal’s Wondrous Blunder.’ Why, when I told the town of my plan and asked for volunteers, men evacuated their seats so fast they left turds on their stools. We haven’t even hooked the mastodon to the wagon yet, and already things are falling apart. So I need your help. I’m begging. When I’m lying cold in my grave, eating dirt and breathing worms, I don’t want to lose my eternal sleep worrying that people are still laughing at me. If you won’t do it for me, do it for the town. Get it through your thick heads: no fish, no money—and without the serpents to drive the fish in from the sea, we can’t catch them! After last spring’s failure, the town is doomed! You don’t have to piss in the wind to see which way it blows.”
“We don’t know that the serpent hatch failed,” Ayuvah protested. “The great mothers could have gone to the nesting grounds in the south this year.”
“For two hundred years they’ve followed the currents north!” Scandal answered with a sigh. He’d voiced this same argument a dozen times in the last week, yet no one seemed to want to believe the danger. “I tell you, there are no serpents lying in the hatching grounds at the Haystack Islands. Not one! I went down last week, and I’ve seen with my own eyes—not only are the young serpents gone, but the old ones that patrol the oceans between here and Hotland are gone as well. The sea lanes are open.”
Scandal let the pronouncement hang like a smokehouse ham in the hot air.
“Ayaah, I’ve heard,” Tull said. “But you’ve gotten ahead of yourself. Even if you can bring some serpents back alive, will they do any good? You might put a hundred in the bay and let them grow to eighty feet over the winter, but we don’t know why the old ones are dying. What if yours die, too? No, before you run into the wilderness you should wait for Chaa to return from his spirit walk.”
That damned Pwi shaman again, Scandal thought. “Use a little common sense!” Scandal said. “He started his spirit walk five days ago. We’ve barely got ten weeks to make it to the Seven Ogre River in time for the hatch. We can’t wait for him. As for the serpents—I’m sure it’s only a local problem. Why, I’ve talked to a dozen captains, and all of them have seen serpents this spring down in South Port! You figure it—we’ve had four warm years in a row, and with each warm year, the dinosaurs in Hotland get a little more active, and you know as well as I that a serpent can’t always take on a saur and come out alive. Maybe there’s been an explosion in the number of sailfins over the last few years, and they’ve cut into the serpents. That would explain why the serpent hatch has been low. But I tell you, that this year, here in the East, the serpents are wiped out!”
Ayuvah said, “You have no proof. We can only hope that the serpents come back.”
Scandal smiled. “That’s just Pwi talk, not to be taken seriously by real men. We both know the world doesn’t work that way. We must do more than hope.”
At another table, a brawny trader with a high voice began swearing loudly, drunkenly. Everyone turned to watch him, and Scandal frowned at the disturbance. The young servant, Valis, brought in more dishes: meat pies and rolls, blueberries in cream. “Do you really want me to roast a hog?” he asked.
“No,” Scandal sighed. “I really want you to get in the kitchen and wash the dishes.” The servant left.
Scandal shook his head in wonder, “I have to leave that idiot in charge. He’ll burn this place down to a heap of ashes while I’m gone. Here, try these blueberries.” Scandal said with a sigh, urging bowls on Tull and Ayuvah. “I got these fresh this morning from a hermit up on Finger Mountain. He grows them special. They’re marvelously piquant, almost tart I'd say—yet still deliciously sweet.”
Tull and Ayuvah scooped some berries from the bowls with their wide fingers, and tasted them. “Aaah,” Tull said. “They taste as blueberries should only taste in a dream.”
“You’d never guess the secret of growing such flavorful berries!” Scandal said. “You’ll never guess!”
Tull scooped some more and chewed them with obvious delight.
“It’s the soil,” Scandal said. “See, the farmer grows them in goat dung. It’s what gives them that marvelous piquancy. They’re grown in almost pure goat dung!”
Tull put the berries down, “Ayaah,” he drawled. “You are what you eat.” Then he smiled and leaned back in his chair and looked at Scandal. “So you want us to take a trip with you out into the Rough, help you drag a wagon nine hundred miles over mountains, fighting off the slavers from Craal with one hand and dire wolves with the other? All in the hope that we can catch some serpent hatchlings in a beer barrel and somehow keep them alive long enough to put them in the bay?”
Scandal nodded.
Tull pulled at his beard, and the bracelet of red and blue clamshells on his wrist rattled softly. “That sounds to me like Pwi talk, not to be taken seriously by real men. We both know the world doesn’t work that way.” He added with finality, “None of the Pwi will follow you to Seven Ogre River.”
Scandal suspected that Tull was right. He nodded glumly, his gaze downcast at the table. “I know,” he said. “But, Tull, you’ve got that look in your eye. My departed wife once put it succinctly. Even when you were just a child, she said you had ‘Revolution in your eyes—twin fires of rage and idealism.’ Now, if you could just put that idealism to some good use.” He stared away. “But I don’t blame you. It sounds like a fool’s plan. It’s all I could come up with. I’m no Spirit Walker … I can’t see into the future with any degree of certainty, but if we don’t do something, well then, we’re in trouble. Even if there are still some serpents out there, we can’t survive another year without the fish harvest. Men will keep leaving town. And if enough men keep leaving, you don’t have to worry about the slavers living in Craal. They’ll come here.”
Tull reached out and grabbed Scandal’s arm, startling him. “The men won’t leave town, and the slavers won’t come.”
Scandal eyed him a moment. Realization dawned. The word slave frightened Tull, put him on the defensive. “Oh, they’ll leave town when their families get hungry enough, if only to hunt up in the mountains. Just go out and let your eyes drift—they’re already leaving. And as for the slavers, they’re already here among us. Every shipping season someone disappears from the region—one or two people—not enough to rouse the city.”
Tull said, “You’ve got fog between your ears! Some merchants who sail these waters have tentacles, and they may snag one or two a year—but you accuse friends of that?”
Ayuvah touched Tull’s wrist. “Scandal didn’t mean to offend,” Ayuvah warned Tull. He turned to Scandal. “We were attacked by slavers on the trip. Denni and Tchar are dead.”
Scandal sat back in his chair, grunting as if he’d been slugged. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I had no idea. And here I have been talking about them as if it were a joke. Five kegs of honey for two good men. It’s a bitter trade.” Scandal sat a moment, looking off at nothing. He said gently, “Have a seat here a moment boys, I’ll get your pay for the trip.”
He went to his office, got the money, came back out and surveyed the guests quickly, making sure that the customers had plenty of food and drink on their tables. He stopped at a table, told a bawdy tale to a sailor and winked at one of the whores, signing for her to sit on the fellow’s lap. When he got to Tull and Ayuvah, he held out a bag of coins to Tull, jingled them in his hands.
“Three steel eagles a day, as promised,” Scandal said. “I put in a little extra for Denni and Tchar’s families, all right?”
“Ayaah,” Tull nodded.
“I made up your receipts,” Scandal said. “Put your marks down here.” Tull looked at the receipt and frowned, took the quill and signed his name. Ayuvah saw his concern, grabbed his arm, but Tull did not offer to read the human words on the receipt for him.
“I don’t mean to push,” Scandal said. “But a final word: You can look for work tomorrow and the next day, and with the harvest coming in, I’m sure you’ll have work a-plenty. But if you come with me, you won’t have to look for work. You'll get three steel eagles a day. If you can convince more Pwi to come, just remember it won’t be a trip for boys, but there will be a bonus in it for each person you recruit.”
Ayuvah spoke up in Pwi. “I have a final word for you: My grandfather sadly knew a Pwi—Ayanavi the Wise.”
Theron sensed a tale coming, and he scrunched his brow in concentration. Pwi tales often had a moral, but the morals were not always easy to understand.
“When Ayanavi was young and happy, the slavers took him to Craal. He tried to escape, so they put him to work in the mines and chained him to the wall. For three years, only the sweet memory of his wife and children kept him alive, and one day he finally chopped off his hand with a sharp stone and escaped his shackles. After hardships that gave him misery in the brain forever after, he found his way home.”
The room quieted as patrons began to listen in.
“But when he got home, his dismay overpowered him, for he found that his wife and children had been captured only five days before, and taken as slaves into Craal. Remember Scandal: that though to you this tale may seem an unfortunate irony, such are the tales of all men who escape Craal. The land is ruled by Adjonai, the God of Terror, and those who enter will find every detail of their lives controlled by him forever after.”
Theron didn’t believe in evil gods made of shadows, and perhaps his easy stance alerted the young Pwi. So Ayuvah leaned forward and said and whispered, “You speak lightly of making this journey because you do not believe in Adjonai, but he is real. If you go to Craal, he will control you forever after. Even speaking his name, I can feel his hand stretching out from the West. I tell you as a friend—give up this foolish idea for a journey.”
Scandal studied Ayuvah. The Neanderthal’s face was pale with fear, a strange expression on such a powerful young man. Yet Scandal knew that for the Neanderthals, Craal was a place of tremendously evil kwea, filled with legendary terrors. Scandal looked into Ayuvah’s face, and saw that he could not tempt the Pwi into Craal with three steel eagles a day. The only way he’d get them there would be to drag them in chains. Tull and Ayuvah were no cowards, but they wouldn’t go to Craal.
A powerful cold whirlwind whipped through the room, making Scandal’s hair stand on end. It was such a startling change from the sweltering summer heat that Scandal sat back in his chair, thinking that the wind might knock the plates from the table. But when he looked, even the feathers on Ayuvah’s necklace hadn’t stirred.
Scandal felt a pillar of cold off to his right. He reached out and touched it. It stood a few inches in front of him, and Scandal felt it as plainly as if it were the bole of a tree. A green nimbus, roughly shaped like a man, formed in the air beside Tull.
Scandal jutted his chin, pointing beside Tull. “Spirit Walker,” he said, in equal parts surprise and wonder.
Tull turned to his left, looked at the green figure.
Scandal spoke to the Spirit Walker, “Chaa, get back to your body! You’ve been gone for days. For God’s sake, the Pwi are getting scared!”
The green nimbus stretched out, touched Tull. The young man grabbed his stomach, and his eyes opened wide. For a second Tull seemed frozen, an expression of shock on his face.
“I can feel him, inside me,” Tull said, holding his belly.
Scandal watched Tull. “In another five minutes he’ll know more about you than you do,” Scandal said. “He’ll know the moment you’re destined to die … how it will come … whether you’ll ever marry.”
Scandal could not hide the awe in his voice. The Pwi Spirit Walkers never walked the paths of tomorrow for humans. Scandal had never even heard of a Spirit Walker who’d walked the future for a halfbreed like Tull.
The Pwi had a word for halfbreeds: Tcho-Pwi, the un-family, the no-people. It was not a word used maliciously as an epithet; it was merely descriptive. Halfbreed Neanderthals did not belong—not with humans, not with Pwi. The biological differences between the descendants of the human Starfarers and the Neanderthals were too great to be bridged in a generation, and children born to such a marriage seldom survived through infancy.
Tull held his stomach, and Ayuvah said, “This is bad! This is bad! If my father has resorted to walking the future for no-people, he must not have seen a good future for the Pwi.”
Scandal considered a moment. I’ll never get them to come with me to Craal, he thought. But I have one chance—Chaa could send them. For the Spirit Walker, they’d ride a scimitar cat into hell.






Chapter 4: The Spirit Walker
Tull and Ayuvah got up from the table in Scandal’s inn and went to the door, where circling flies glittered, emerald and sapphire. Tull looked out into the sunlight. Down the street, old Caree Tech stood in her yard, stirring a stone cooking pot full of lye and lard as she made a batch of soap. Her eyes were red from the fumes, and the acrid greasy scent carried on the wind.
“I can feel your father’s spirit in me,” Tull told Ayuvah. “He’s moving from place to place, as if my body were filled with rooms, and he is flinging open forgotten doors. He is so cold. There—he has opened a door to my left lung.”
Ayuvah chuckled. “I think he is making Connection with you. He cannot walk the paths of your future until he becomes you.”
“He’s moving up, toward my head.” Tull gasped and as the cold touched his sinuses, he staggered a bit.
“He is taking his time, learning you.” Ayuvah said. “He would not do this for a human, they are too alien.”
“There … he is moving out now.”
“No, he is still within you, just more Connected,” Ayuvah said. “Feel him, just the slightest cold. You’ll feel it at the top of your belly. He is walking your future.”
Tull sensed it now, a cold lump in his stomach, much like a rising fear. “How long will he take?”
“It depends,” Ayuvah said. “Your future may be short, it may be long. Your path will branch a thousand, thousand times. He will try to travel all of your futures, see all of your potential. He may be with you for only an hour, or perhaps he will be there all night.”
Tull imagined carrying Chaa inside him for a day, and wondered if he would become accustomed to the sensation.
He looked downhill toward Pwi Town. The shanties there were made with faded gray planks, bleached by salt spray and sun. The walls of many homes leaned at odd angles, their foundations sagging under the weight of many years. Tull felt intimately familiar with every stone, every board, and every person in this town.
A fisherman across the street, Beremon Smit, waved good-bye to his wife and four children and set out south of town, heading toward the mines down at White Rock.
Another man gone, Tull thought. One less to protect the town, just as Scandal said.
A cloud floated overhead, casting a sudden shadow. Caree wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her leathery hand and looked up. Behind Tull, in the inn, a guest began shouting drunkenly, “You mutant! I’ll abort your mutant butt! Where’s my knife! I’ll abort you!”
Scandal shouted, “Here sir, calm yourself!”
But the man growled, “I don’t know which is worse here—the food, the booze, or the company.” It was a line meant to offend everyone in the inn, but meant to offend Scandal most of all.
Scandal broke a bottle over the counter and shouted, “All right! He’s mine! He’s mine!”
Tull did not turn to see the fight. He imagined Scandal, big bear of a man, waving the bottle as he threatened the guest into submission. Scandal was a businessman, and if it came to fighting, he would fight like a businessman, beating the customer into submission with slow punches calculated to minimize the damage, as if he were beating dust from a rug. No profit in killing the customers. Tull knew Scandal too well, knew this town too well.
Tull smiled. He’d had many good meals here at Moon Dance Inn, and the accumulated emotions, the kwea, of those good meals left him feeling intoxicated and fulfilled.
He felt inside him, felt the icy presence still there. A Spirit Walker is walking my future, he thought. He will know everything about me. The sense of wonder and fear that came with this knowledge tainted the kwea of satisfaction.
Tull’s trick ankle was bothering him, and he began limping home, downhill and across the river to Pwi Town.
Ayuvah must have sensed Tull’s need for quiet, and said nothing.
The wind surged through Tull’s hair. After sunset the force of the gravitational winds combined with the nightly thermal winds that swept down from the mountains. The little town of Smilodon Bay was perched on the east coast of the Rough, a wilderness so large and rugged that the Slave Lords of Craal had never conquered it. Yet on such nights, Tull felt small and powerless, as if the Slave Lords sent the winds, as if his footing were inconsequential and force of those winds would lift him and blow him out to sea.
On the road north of Moon Dance Inn was the section of town where Tull had been raised. The kwea from that part of town was powerfully evil, and Tull did not go there, for he could feel a shadow looming over it. So Tull skirted that part of town and walked past a wine shop; in an alley behind it, Tull had once necked with a young human girl, Wisteria Altair. He could not pass that alley without feeling the kwea of hot arousal from his youth.
Each place they passed held kwea, and as Tull walked through town, he felt like a blind cave spider that spends its entire life in a single web that both defines his world and binds him to it.
Mayor Goodman’s hounds barked from their pens. Outside the mayor’s front door, in a small iron cage, sat the mayor’s pet Dryad. She was a small girl with silver hair and skin as white as aspen bark, mottled with horizontal black and gray blotches. Her natural coloring blended with her native aspen forest. She was a strange, wild creature who never spoke. Three young boys were standing outside the cage, poking at the captive girl within. One of them was Little Chaa, Ayuvah’s younger brother.
“Get away from there!” Ayuvah shouted. He ran and grabbed his brother and shook him by the shoulders. “Touch a Dryad, and she will destroy you!” he said.
Little Chaa laughed. “I could beat her up,” he said, and he ran off to the woods with the other boys.
“And she can steal your soul,” Ayuvah shouted, shaking his head at the ignorant youth.
The men reached the redwood bridge over Smilodon River, and the sun shone on both banks. Like the gravitational wind, the steely-gray water was just beginning to hiss out to sea as the tides turned. Within hours the river level would drop thirty feet.
Now that the fresh water was running, several Pwi women were finishing their washing on the rocks, while naked toddlers played at the river’s edge. The riverbank was choked with wild raspberry bushes, and clothing was draped over every bush. Blackberry vines crowded in upon the wash women, and they had tied a brown-and-white goat to a tree so it could eat the bushes down. There on the Pwi side of the river, lopsided Neanderthal huts made of driftwood and crooked boards, with weathered hides for doors, sprung up in mockery of the fine houses in the human settlement.
Ayuvah asked, “Friend, I saw you frown when Scandal gave us those papers. You are disturbed. What do the words on the paper mean?”
Tull held out his receipt for their day’s labor. “Scandal says he paid us for drudge work. He said we are drudges.” Being halfbreed, Tull could speak the human word, but his accent was nasal, and he pronounced the word as drege.
“What does that word mean?” Ayuvah asked.
“It means we are the lowest of the low,” Tull answered. “We are like cattle.”
Tull flexed his hands, massive hands with strong fingers and knobby joints—the kind of hands made for throwing spears or ripping the hides from animals or digging in the earth. Though he was only half Pwi, Tull’s thumbs were tilted so that if he laid his hand on the table, his thumb and fingers would all lie flat. Because of this, he could not easily hold objects between his thumb and forefinger—could not touch his little finger at all. Like the Pwi, this lent him a degree of clumsiness unknown among the small, clever-handed humans.
Tull felt inside him. The Spirit Walker was still there. Tull wanted to speak privately to Ayuvah, to say something he was hesitant to speak in front of others.
The Spirit Walker knows it all now, anyway, he thought.
“Remember last year, when I took a job as apprentice to Debon, studying medicine?”
“Shez,” Ayuvah said. Yes.
“I studied his books for months, and when Tchema cut her leg, Debon wanted me to sew it. But when Tchema saw that I was going to sew her leg, she said, ‘No! I want a human’s clever hands! I’d rather be mauled by a dire wolf than let you do it!’”
“You would have done your best,” Ayuvah said.
Tull laughed derisively. “My best is not good enough. Debon talked to me later, and what he said was right. No woman would want me sticking these big hands up her if I have to turn a baby. He was hoping it would work, that I would be accepted among my own people, among the Pwi. But I had to remind him that I am Tcho-Pwi, no-people.” The kwea of the memory was sharp and painful.
Ayuvah watched Tull’s face. “The paper means nothing. Paper is only good for starting fires.” He took the receipts from Tull's hands and ripped them in half, threw them off the bridge into the Smilodon River.
“Tomorrow, we can get work picking apples up at Finger Mountain, or we can cut firewood. We can be field hands or loggers. We will not be drudges then.”
Tull laughed. “You do not see—in Benbow, the humans have reopened the glass factory,” he said, speaking of the legendary Benbow glass, carbon and cesium lain down in a matrix tougher than diamond. “They make drill bits strong enough to drill the rot from a wormy tooth, and in Wellen’s Eyes a man is trying to build a machine to speak to humans on other stars. In South Port, they build ships that move by steam. Someday, the humans will live in castles on the stars, while we will live in houses made of mud and sticks and tend their fields. We will always be drudges.”
Below them by the riverbank, a woman shouted and there was an audible gasp from a dozen others. Tull whirled just as the water churned by the wash women, and something large whipped away the waves. He saw only a huge gray shape.
At first he thought it must be one of the great sea serpents. Wash women screamed and grabbed their toddlers, while some children whirled and raced up the embankment. Tull’s heart thudded, and a cry rose from his throat, for he felt sure that a serpent had taken a child.
A Pwi woman shouted, “It was a saur! A saur ate the goat!”
All among the Pwi, the cry went up that a dinosaur was in the bay.
The great beast remained in one spot for a moment, then turned, and its shadow in the water moved under the bridge, heading downriver. Tull watched its massive shadow, sixty feet long, with huge fins arcing out to either side like wings. It seemed to fly underwater.
Tull and Ayuvah raced along the street to follow it, heading uphill through the human part of town, up to the lookout point by the inn.
Everywhere, people were running and shouting, pointing at the shadow in the water, for never in all of memory had a dinosaur managed to swim across the ocean from Hotland.
Tull and Ayuvah rushed up to the lookout point, scattering the peacocks that thought they owned the street, and stood, staring.
Smilodon Bay sat between two fingers of mountains, and the bay widened just past the inn, so that it turned from a narrow river into a wider sea lane. The saur swam past the ships anchored in the harbor, then dived.
The sun glinted off the rolling swells in the bay like beaten copper, greened by age. Tull watched the water for all of five minutes, and then the saur rose and lay in floating at the surface, his great front flippers spread wide, his tapering neck as long as a small boat, sunning himself. A great school of fish had gathered, and the saur sat, head tilted to one side, and waited for a fish to scrape his flippers; then he casually dipped his head underwater and came up with a wriggling salmon between his teeth. Resting in the water that way, the monster looked much like a giant green sea turtle.
“I’ll be damned,” a human said beside Tull, “That's a plesiosaur.”
Tull was tense, knowing the plesiosaur was out of place, that a serpent should have devoured the monster while it crossed the channel from Hotland, and he waited for a moment to see the water churn in a maelstrom beneath the plesiosaur, the rush and roar of the serpent’s bony gray head and barnacle-encrusted body as it wriggled up to grab the plesiosaur in its scimitar teeth and pull it under. The sailors in town all said that the sight of a serpent making its strike would stop your heart for an hour, stop your breath for a week. Until one saw a serpent strike, one did not know the meanings of the words awe or majesty.
Yet the plesiosaur kept sunning, and there was no sign of a serpent.
“What should we do?” someone shouted, and Tull looked back toward Pwi Town to see a dozen young Neanderthal men grabbing their spears, heading toward a rowboat. They were shouting and laughing, thinking to kill the plesiosaur.
“The Saur must taste bad!” a young Pwi boy said, “So the serpents won’t eat it! One taste, and they spit it out!”
“We shouldn’t let those young men go out in the water in that boat,” Ayuvah said. “This isn’t like hunting on land!”
Tull agreed, but the young men were already in the boat, eager to prove their courage.
A tyrant bird flew out of the redwoods from shore, soared over the water and circled the plesiosaur. Its genetic programming told it to kill the plesiosaur, yet the small dragon could not quite get down into the water to strike a blow with its poisonous horn.
Suddenly, one of the ships in the bay fired two of its cannons, and the tyrant bird dropped, startled, and then caught itself and flapped away. The plesiosaur had been a mere hundred yards from the ship, and it took a ball in the neck and dove. Red water boiled to the surface, and everyone cheered the sailor who’d shown such skill.
The young Pwi men rowed their boat into the harbor, watching the water, spears in hand, but the plesiosaur never surfaced.
Tull stood there for a long time, breathless, filled with anticipation. It wasn’t just the plesiosaur, it was the expectancy that arose from what he felt inside.
A Spirit Walker was trekking the paths of his future. What will Chaa find? Tull wondered.


An hour before sunset, Tull went home. He lived in a small stone cottage set on the shelf of a cliff overlooking the ocean a mile past Pwi Town. It was a secluded spot, without a neighbor or roads; only the tinkling of a small creek that ran past his doorstep gave him company. Wisteria grew at one side of the house, and the sweet scent of the white flowers filled the cliffside and carried the kwea of stolen kisses.
Tull had bought some plums and a small melon at the market, and he put them in an earthenware jar, then wetted a cloth in the stream and placed the cooling cloth over the jar so that he would have the fruit later in the evening.
He looked out at the sea, still watching the water for sign of a serpent, or sign of the plesiosaur. The gravitational winds were blowing Tull, as if to lift him, and the hair rose on the back of his neck.
For a thousand years great sea serpents had formed an eco-barrier, a living wall of protection, from the beasts in Hotland. But now a plesiosaur had made it across the ocean, and Tull could feel that wall crumbling. He could almost feel himself being borne like a leaf on the wind, and he knew his world would never be the same.
The thought left Tull unsettled, and he felt a need to open himself to this new idea. In a while, I need to go see the Pwi. Fava will be concerned about her father on his Spirit Walk, and we have two deaths to mourn. But for now.…He stripped off his bracelets and necklace of colored clam shell, pulled off his long black cotton loincloth with the emblems of the silver wolves sewn into it, and stood in the wind. He let the evening sun shine over every inch of his skin.
He thought of Craal, and felt the shadow of Adjonai to the west, the God of Terror. Certainly, Adjonai sent the plesiosaur to frighten the Pwi, Tull thought, and he chuckled, for it was a strangely Pwi thought. He opened himself to the fear he’d felt upon seeing the plesiosaur.
In Hotland Tull had seen gray sixty-foot crocodiles with jaws longer than a man, sailfin carnosaurs that sunned themselves in the shallows in the early morning, duckbills that traveled in herds of thousands along the lakesides and trampled everything in their paths.
The plesiosaur was not much, but it was out of place. It was just the first to come. Tull remembered how Ayuvah had killed the tyrannosaur only a week before, throwing his whole weight against the beast’s belly and then riding the spear down to slit it open. He imagined himself with his spear, fighting such beasts here in Smilodon Bay, and imagined that the fear was blowing through him.
Up in the sky, two great horned dragons soared on the winds, out to sea. They were long-distance hunters, and would ride the wind for hours, intercepting any of the larger reptiles that sought to fly from Hotland.
Neanderthal ears are more sensitive than human ears, and far down the dirt road in Pwi town Tull heard a girl call his name. He pulled on his breechcloth and his bracelets, and walked the trail to the road to see who called him. On the road, a half-mile toward Pwi Town, Fava was running, kicking up small puffs of dust with each step.
“Tell,” she shouted. “Father has returned from his Spirit Walk! He is calling for you!”
Belatedly, Tull realized that Chaa had left him. The cold in his belly had drained away, imperceptibly.
Fava shouted again, “Something is wrong!”







Chapter 5: Threads of Iron
Tull ran limping down the road to Fava, and together they hurried to Chaa’s house.
Chaa’s spacious home had a front of red stone, but much of it was merely a cave, excavated into the back of a hill. Well-tanned mammoth hides served as summer doors.
Tull stumbled into the darkness. He was familiar with every twist in the tunnels of the house, but the darkness forced him to halt while his eyes adjusted to the shadows.
Fava pushed him down a winding hallway, guiding him through the dark tunnel as if he were a stranger, her hands almost caressing, in the manner of the Pwi. They soon reached Chaa’s “spell room.”
The room was made of crude walls hewn into the sandstone. Shelves along one wall held dozens of earthen jars filled with ointments and healing oils, while bundles of herbs hung from the ceiling—garlic and lavender, pennyroyal and dried seaweed. Their smell was overwhelming, mixed as it was with the pungent odor of Chaa’s sweat.
He lay on the floor, on the striped hide of a smilodon. He was nearly naked, wearing only a black loincloth and a light-gray vest painted with crows and mice. His legs poked out from under his clothes like oblong brown sticks, and his wife, Zhopila, bent over him, trying to spoon broth down his throat. The room was cool and moist, yet Chaa glistened with sweat.
His yellow hair was chopped off short, and his yellow eyes glittered under his deep brows. As soon as Tull saw Chaa, he knew something was wrong. The Pwi call themselves the “smiling people,” for they are nearly always happy by nature, but Chaa's face was drawn tight with pain and horror.
He looked up at Tull, as if relieved, and then ordered the women, “Leave us, please. Leave us alone. Go outside, far away.”
The women looked at one another, as if unsure what he meant. The Pwi seldom kept secrets from each other, and his request baffled them.
“Please,” Chaa begged, and the women hurried from the house, ran out into the sunlight, far away.
Tull took a seat, cross-legged on the floor, and Chaa stared at him from beneath heavy brows, eyes glittering. Chaa was young for a Spirit Walker, only thirty-five, but his magic had aged him. He was also a very kind man, good to his seven children.
Chaa tried to smile, but his face twisted into a painful mimic of a smile. “Help me sit,” he said. Tull grabbed Chaa’s elbows and pulled him up, leaning him against a pillow.
“Are you ill?” Tull asked.
“Just very weak,” Chaa apologized. “My teacher taught me that ‘A five-day fast is the beginning of power.’ So I starve myself for five days before I take my Spirit Walk, and I drink very little water. It focuses the mind, and brings me close enough to death so I can leave my body, and then walk the paths of the future. Because of this, people think I am something!” He spat the words as if they were bitter herbs from the ceiling above. “But as you shall see, I am nothing! I walk the paths of the future, but the paths branch at every step. I try to guide the Pwi, but how do you guide them when all the paths twist the wrong way? My master always said, ‘Once you take a Spirit Walk, you can never go home.’ Your perceptions are opened, and you see things in a different way. Never has this been more true than tonight.”
Chaa’s chest heaved. He suddenly grew sober, sweat streaming from his face as if the exertion caused him great pain, and said: “In eleven days Scandal the Gourmet will leave to catch his serpents. Go with him. If he is to succeed, you must capture the serpents. Only you. You must take Ayuvah and Little Chaa with you to build the road.”
Tull watched him for a long moment. Catching the serpents did not seem like a big job. It would be like catching guppies in an earthenware jar—except that these guppies were ten feet long with teeth of steel. Still, it seemed that others should be able to help.
Yet one never questioned a Spirit Walker. To do so only angered them. If they answered at all, their answers, half-truths and metaphors, tended to displease.
“Scandal leaves in a week,” Tull said. “You’ve been gone longer than you realize.”
Chaa waved his hand in dismissal. “He plans to leave in a week. He will not leave for eleven days.”
“Are you certain we need to make this journey?” Tull asked.
“I sent my spirit on its walk, and I flew through the ocean, beneath the water, and peered into the greatest depths, searching. There are no serpents in the oceans to the east or south. Deep in the water, a few serpents linger, but the old ones are dying from a plague. Only in the north are there any serpents. I traveled to next summer and saw great lizards swim from Hotland—long-legged running lizards with feet webbed like those of a duck and teeth like those—” he pointed across the room to a small wooden table. A decorative dagger sat on its surface, carved from a six-inch carnosaur tooth; evolution had allowed the creature to grow a tooth that was serrated on the inside for cutting flesh.
Chaa’s eyes widened as he remembered the monsters, but it was not a powerful fear, not like the horror etched in his face. “If you do not bring the serpents, the great lizards will swim across the narrow places of the sea. You must bring the serpents—not only to save this town, but to save many towns. You must learn to catch them alone. If I told you the way, you would try too quickly. You would die in the attempt. The timing is all-important. Yet when the time comes, you must act quickly. And you must act as a man of the Pwi.”
Chaa struggled to lean forward and touched Tull on the chest, almost a caress. “When I entered your body, I felt the pain and hopes of your childhood. I know how you longed for your own death, and the death of your parents. That was a very bad time. But I must tell you, that this day the hope of your childhood has come to pass: Go to your parents’ home. You will find that your father and mother are dead! Leave now!”
Tull leapt to his feet in surprise. He stepped backward, staring at the shaman in horror. He’d expected Chaa to tell of distant dangers, not deaths in his own family.
Chaa urged him. “What I say is true! Go and see!”
Tull stood for an instant, unsure if Chaa were serious, but the sincerity in the Spirit Walker’s words penetrated him like the warmth from a fire. He raced out of the room, limping toward his parents’ home in the human part of town, a few houses down from Moon Dance Inn. As he ran from the house, Fava shouted for Tull to stop, but he kept running. He could not run fast, so Fava ran alongside and began yelling, “Tche!”—help—as she kept pace, her tone signifying that she was as mystified as ever.
Tull was not certain what he felt. All through childhood he’d wished his parents dead, and now Chaa said that they had been mysteriously struck down, and he was not sure if he should hope that it was true or if he should feel guilty for wishing it.
Tull had moved away from his parents at thirteen, had built his own home on the outskirts of town. Even when his mother had finally given birth to a second child only a few years ago, Tull seldom went to visit. And then Tull realized that he was not running to learn if his parents were dead, he was running to learn if his little brother Wayan was dead.
Chaa had not said how his parents had been struck down. Tull imagined murderers in the house, and he was glad that Fava was calling the Pwi as they ran.
Perhaps his father had finally done it—killed his mother, killed little Wayan, and then taken his own life. He was that kind of man.
Tull crossed the bridge over Smilodon River, and behind him the astonished Pwi shouted, running like herd animals, the way Pwi always banded together in a crisis. He rushed up the street past old Caree Tech brewing her soap, past Moon Dance Inn, and from there the road curved inland between two steep knolls.
The sun was setting, and creeping shadows shrouded the whole quarter of town in darkness.
Tull’s stomach twisted into a knot and he staggered. Tull’s home held so many dark memories that he was loath to enter this quarter of town, where the kwea of old pain and old fear mingled in powerful, stomach-emptying proportions. Although the Pwi said that Adjonai ruled in Craal, Tull could feel the dark god’s hand even here.
His parents’ front door was not far—fourth house of seven among a row of homes built with common walls. Tull stalked toward it, and his breathing came ragged and heavy, restricted. This home had been a place of captivity for him, and with each step forward he felt that memory growing, as if chains and ropes built around him. The front of the house leaned forward precariously, nearly obscured by broken fish traps, piles of worn furs, barrels of stale salt, scrap metal, and the other junk Tull’s father sold for a living. Within the house Wayan, his three-year-old brother, could be heard shrieking in terror. Tull leapt forward and yanked the door open, thinking to stop a murder in progress.
The house was dim, with only the faintest light shining through scraped-hide windows. An orange cat sat on a crossbeam in the rafters, flicking its tail. Tull’s Neanderthal mother was stooping over the dinner table, a blue rag wrapped around her stringy orange hair. Her face was broad and fleshy, expressionless; her deep-set eyes were empty, like those of a cow that is nearly dead from exhaustion after giving birth. She did not smile like a Pwi. She clumsily spooned soup from a large bowl into a cup, using a regular human dinner spoon rather than a ladle. No Pwi would use such a delicate instrument, unless under force. At such a plodding pace, it would take her several minutes to fill the bowl.
“Where is Wayan?” Tull demanded. He heard an answering shriek out the back door, from the woodshed.
“Wayan?” his mother asked, as if in a dream, fumbling with her spoon. “He’s out back, playing with Jenks.”
A chill shook Tull. She always does this, he thought. She always calls him Jenks instead of your father at times like this.
Tull recalled how his father had “played” when Tull was young—the petty tortures, the beatings, the bloodied noses. Such things had ended when Tull got old enough to either run away or fight back. But Tull remembered.
He rushed through the back door and into the dim woodshed. Stacks of broken wood encircled a small chopping area. His father, Jenks, a huge barrel of a human with arms as thick as trees, was sitting on a chopping block, laughing. He held the tiny boy Wayan pinned to the ground with one foot, and Wayan shrieked, trying to free himself. The family’s big black mastiff hunched over the child, greedily licking soup from the boy’s face.
Wayan struggled to push the dog back, but Jenks roared with laughter and shouted, “Come ahead. Eat your dinner, boy!” and poured more soup onto Wayan’s face. The dog, confused and hungry, ignored Wayan’s efforts at escape and lapped at the soup.
Wayan shouted, “Tull, save me!”
Tull rushed forward and kicked at the dog, but it jumped away. Tull snatched Wayan from beneath his father’s foot, and Wayan clung to Tull madly, then pulled his way up Tull’s arms till he reached his neck, where he dug in like a frightened cat.
“Here now,” Jenks laughed, “What’s this? You're spoiling our fun!”
Tull stopped in surprise. He’d imagined the old man dead on the floor. Only a moment ago he’d felt guilty for wishing it.
“Leave him alone!” Tull said evenly. The cold anger that seethed from the bottom of his soul ached for release. He fought it, and the effort made his next words come out like a whimper. “Leave him alone!”
“Or what?” his father laughed. “Or you’ll cry all over me? Or you'll go home and pout for a week? Great God with your yellow teeth, save me from my whimpering son!”
“Just leave him alone!” Tull said, shaking.
“Ah, we were just having fun!” Jenks smiled. “So the boy’s a bit frightened. He’ll laugh about it when he’s a man.”
“He’ll never laugh—” Tull said. “Just as I never laugh.”
Jenks’s face went blank. Tull could see desperation in his father’s eyes. Jenks always wanted to control his children, to force them to love him. “What … what are you saying, boy? Are you mad? What do you imagine I’ve done?”
Give the stupid beast an hour, and he’ll forget what I’ve said, Tull thought. That's how it always is. Jenks forgets the ugly words. Tull looked at Jenks’s barrel chest and thick arms, his cruel, compassionless eyes. Jenks was ugliness incarnate.
“By God, boy, if sneers were spears my ass would be dangling from a pole right now,” Jenks said. “I’m glad to see you’ve inherited some of my spine. Speak up! What have I done?”
“What have you done?” Tull shouted and he wished he’d found his father dead. He wanted to kill him now, and he wondered if that is what Chaa had meant, that he should kill his parents. Instead he turned and slammed his fist into the stone wall. Blood spurted from his fingers as the skin split on his knuckles.
Wayan yelped and burrowed his face into Tull’s armpit. For a moment the whole room swirled in a red haze, and Tull grabbed a stick of wood. His arms ached with small cramps, the desire to strike out, and yet he was afraid to strike, so he only shook the stick at Jenks.
Tull spat his next words, trying to strike a blow as painful as any the stick could deliver: “You want to know what you’ve done? You’ve become the kind of person that even a whore couldn’t love!”
“You ungrateful dog!” Jenks shouted, staggering back in surprise, as if he’d never heard such words before. His arms knotted into cords and his eyes glazed. “Don’t you talk to me like that in my own house! I gave you everything! I’m still man enough to kick the shit out of you!”
“The way you’ll kick the shit out of Wayan?” Tull asked.
Jenks seemed astonished at the accusation. For a moment his anger collapsed in on itself. “Why, uh, I love the boy! I wouldn’t really hurt him. He’s my own flesh! I was just having fun. We were both having fun!”
“Oh, you’d hurt him all right. You just wouldn’t kill him. And he wasn’t having fun. You and me—We. Never. Had. Fun!”
Jenks looked around the woodshed as if at a total loss. Perhaps I’ve done it, Tull thought. Perhaps I’ve pierced through that thick skull of his. Maybe he’ll go easier on Wayan than he did on me. Wayan cringed and began to cry loudly. I should go now.
“Good-bye,” he said.
“What? What?” Jenks shouted. “But … you can’t leave yet! You … you shit! You ungrateful little shit. What’s going on here?”
Tull watched Jenks’s face redden with rage again. He sputtered curses, and Tull was unsure if he should turn his back on the old man, so he backed away, Wayan still clinging to his neck. Jenks shouted, “Don’t you close the door on me!” Jenks began advancing toward Tull, kicking logs from the woodpile.
Tull slammed the woodshed door between them. Jenks shouted curses, while Tull’s mother stood at the table, still idly spooning soup into the tiny cup, ignoring what was happening.
Through all the years, every time Jenks had beaten Tull or Wayan, the woman had stood like that—frightened into inaction. Like a dead thing, Tull realized.
His father and mother were both dead inside, dead to the hate and anger that seethed within these walls, dead to the fear that Jenks engendered in his own children.
Tull didn’t bother to say good-bye to her. As a child he’d wanted to save her, but as he grew, he’d realized that she should have been the one to save him. He'd given up caring about her years ago, or at least he’d tried. Even now, he fought back the desire to ask her to come away with them.
He stepped out the front door, listened as Jenks kicked open the back door and overturn the kitchen table.
Outside, a crowd of Neanderthals had gathered, come to see the commotion.
Tull walked down the street toward home, Wayan clinging to his neck. Tull stopped on the corner and found he was shaking with rage. Wayan whimpered, and Tull bounced him on his hip. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. A drop of blood dripped from his nose.
Jenks had broken Tull’s nose when he was ten, and since then Tull always got a nosebleed when he became too angry. Moon Dance Inn was on the corner, not far away, and when Tull turned that corner he always felt a sense of freedom, felt the tightening in his chest diminish.
“Don’t cry,” Tull whispered to Wayan. “Things will be better up here around the bend.” He laughed in pain and let the anger leach out of him, then continued around the corner.
Caree Tech was still in her yard, stirring her cooking pot. She crooned, as if speaking an incantation:
Threads of iron have sewn me to this world.
Threads of iron have sewn me to this shore.
Threads of iron have sewn me to this town.
Threads of iron have sewn me to this street.

It was an old slave chant. Tull glanced at her and jiggled Wayan in his arms, bouncing him as if the child were an infant, even though he was nearly three.
Tull could feel the threads of iron that bound him to this place: the ugly memories, dark and desperate, of his home; the sweet sense of fulfillment he received in passing the inn; the echo of release from standing on this very street; the warmth and joy he felt in the presence of Ayuvah. Each was a thread in the tapestry of his life; each bound him to this place, defined his being, even as he struggled to escape such definition.
Wayan’s hands were sticky with soup, and his face was dirty. A small stream washed down through the hills and crossed the street under a culvert next to Caree’s house. Tull took Wayan to the stream, dipped the end of his long black breechcloth in the water and began sponging the child's face.
Wayan asked, “Tull, will you take me away?”
Tull wanted to. He wanted to save Wayan now, as much as he’d hoped to be saved as a child. But he couldn’t do it. He hugged Wayan to his chest. “No, I can't take you now. I’m going on a long trip. It’s too dangerous. It’s no trip for a child.”
“I can’t be here!” Wayan shrieked. “I will get hurt from Jenks!”
“He’ll hurt you, but worse things can happen in the mountains,” Tull said. “There are Mastodon Men in the mountains who would eat you. Besides, Jenks is growing soft in his old age; maybe he won’t treat you as badly as he treated me. Just watch out for him when he comes home from hawking his junk, especially after a bad day. If he hunches his shoulders when he walks, run and hide from him—far away from the house. Keep away till after dark. Let him work his rage out by beating the dog. And if he catches you when he’s in a bad mood, stay far away from his feet so that he can’t kick you. After he beats you, he’ll want to apologize. He’ll want you to hug him so that he’ll know the apology is accepted. If you don’t hug him, he'll get mad and beat you some more—so give in quick! Understand?”
“Yes,” said Wayan.
“Good boy,” Tull said, setting Wayan down on a rock.
He wiped the soup from Wayan’s face with the wetted breechcloth. “You’ll get by all right. Now, go home. Jenks is feeling sorry for himself, now that I’m gone. He’ll want to give you something nice so that you’ll like him. If you’re smart, you'll let him.” Tull stood up to leave.
“I’m smart,” Wayan said, and Tull patted his head.
Wayan clung to Tull’s legs as if he were just learning to walk. His lower lip trembled, and his green eyes were wide with terror at the thought of returning to the house.
Tull considered a moment. He didn’t know if Wayan could understand how Jenks wanted to control them, wanted to force them to love him. The old man had even gone so far as to give them names that a Neanderthal could never pronounce, forever keeping their mother from correctly uttering her sons’ names. Jenks was a sick, selfish man, but Tull didn’t know if he could describe the illness to a child so young. “One last thing,” Tull said. “Never talk about running away, or Jenks will chain you to your bed!”
Wayan didn’t answer, just looked up with eyes wide with guilt, as if he’d done something wrong. Tull reached down and pulled up Wayan’s pant legs. The boy had a shackle on his right leg. The same shackle Tull had worn as a child.
If Jenks had been in striking distance, Tull would have killed him. The shackle was thick and heavy, but it was only iron. Tull grabbed it with both hands, and such was his wrath that he pulled it hard enough to snap the hinges. For years as a child he had struggled to break that shackle, and instead he had only bruised and broken his leg against it.
Caree Tech was still crooning “Threads of iron, have sewn me to this house” narrowing in closer and closer to the end, where the threads would have sewn her to her task. Tull knew Caree must have been reminiscing about her sister, taken by slavers years before. Always the song ended with “Threads of iron, have sewn me to this oar. Threads of iron, bind me evermore.”
Tull picked up the broken shackle and headed toward his parents’ house, leaving Wayan by the stream. The words to the song hummed through Tull’s head, “Threads of iron, have sewn me to this town.” He walked past the bastard children jostling and playing tag by the inn, past the fabric shop and spice shop.
“Threads of iron, have sewn me to this street.” And he imagined that with each step he was bursting the threads of iron that bound him to this place, snapping the filaments that bound him to his father, to his mother.
“Threads of iron, have sewn me to this …” and he reached his father’s house with its crowd of gawking Neanderthals still standing outside the door.
Inside, Jenks was roaring and tossing furniture. Tull kicked the door open.
Jenks shouted, “What are you doing back here?” His face was red. His nostrils flared and his whole frame shook with rage. He rushed forward. When he was within arm’s reach, Tull lashed out with the broken shackle, slamming it into the side of his father’s head.
Jenks dropped, blood spattering from a gash in his temple. He lay on the ground, motionless.
Tull didn’t know if the man was dead or alive. He didn’t care.
“Threads of iron do not sew me to this family,” Tull said. Jenks rolled to his belly and began shaking his head, struggling to regain consciousness. Tull felt a little blood running from his nose, and he wiped it with his sleeve. He threw the shackle to the floor and looked at his mother, quietly standing in a corner, waiting for Jenks’s tantrum to subside.
Tull said calmly to his mother, “I’m leaving with Scandal the Gourmet. I’ll be back in a few weeks. You and Jenks are dead to me now. But if I come back and find this shackle on Wayan’s foot again, you’ll both be dead to the rest of the world, too. I’ll kill you both myself.”
Jenks said groggily, “He’s my son. I own him. I’ll do what I want.”
Tull spun and headed out the door, trying not to limp, trying not to let his father see him limp, and he found Wayan sitting by the stream where he’d left him.
Very obedient boy, Tull thought.
Wayan lunged forward and grabbed Tull’s leg when he got near, and clung to him. Tull ruffled the boy’s hair, touching him softly, and said, “Good-bye.”
“I love you. Only,” Wayan said, and he let loose of Tull’s leg.
You are only a child, Tull thought. How can you love anyone?
Deep inside himself, Tull felt something was wrong. He could not tell Wayan that he loved him in return. He was not sure if it were true. If Tull really loved Wayan, wouldn’t he have done something before now? In spite of the powerful kwea that seemed to press Tull away from this part of town, wouldn’t he have stayed at home, protected Wayan, at least have been something more than a stranger?
It should not be so hard to love, Tull thought. Even stupid children do it. Tull did not know what to say to the boy.
Tull pried the child loose. Several Pwi were still watching him, and in the crowd Tull saw Chaa, the old Spirit Walker, being supported by his wife.
Chaa walked forward, put his arms around Tull’s neck and whispered in his ear, “When I entered you, I saw your loneliness and rage. You must put this aside. There is no sin greater than loneliness; no vessel can be as empty as a life without love. You cannot any longer be no-people, unfamily. Would you be willing to choose a new family from among the Pwi? Would you become a man of the Pwi?”
“Can this be done?” Tull asked.
Chaa nodded. “There is a ceremony for it, an old ceremony that has not been performed in my lifetime….”








Chapter 6: A Man of the Pwi
That night, 160 Pwi gathered on the banks of the Smilodon River a mile east of town to witness the ceremony that would make Tull one of their family. A dozen bonfires lit the scene, and flame-lit smoke rose up in clouds, casting red light upon the water. Bullfrogs croaked in the bushes, and bats wheeled about beneath the redwoods.
Freya, a small moon, was nearly full, and its pale blue light shattered the darkness. The night was clear. In the sky above, one red drone—an ancient war machine left by the Eridani to ensure that the inhabitants of Anee never took to the stars—plodded in its orbit, a long red tube of light, brighter than a comet.
Tull chose Chaa to be his father and Chaa’s wife, Zhopila, to be his mother—which would make Ayuvah his brother and Fava his sister. They were best friends, so the arrangement made sense, and Ayuvah’s family was one of the best in town.
From childhood, Tull had always dreamed of being a member of a family like this. The word Pwi means both family and person. As far as the Pwi were concerned, to be one was to be both.
Amid the light from bonfires that reflected in the river, each mother from among the Pwi brought out a favorite piece of leather and told the group why it was special: “I planned to make a coat for my child from this leather,” one woman said, “and so I have worked it till it is very soft.”
“My brother painted a piya bird on this leather,” another said, “and so I think it is beautiful.”
“My son killed the trees-on-head that made this leather, before he left for the House of Dust,” a third woman said, and tears streamed down her face as she spoke of the lost boy. It was only old pain, and her husband comforted her while she remembered the son who had died.
Chaa inspected the gifts of leather and agreed that each held kwea—a memory of power, of pain, or of love—and therefore, the gift was sacred because it was also a gift from the heart.
The Pwi gathered together and sewed the leather into a great bag. The river was alive with the croaking of frogs and the startled calls of night birds; a cool thermal wind crept down the river channel from the mountains.
When the bag was sewn, Chaa stood before the Pwi in the guttering torchlight and said, “No two men walk the same world. Kwea shapes each man’s perceptions. Kwea shapes his loves and fears, and because of this it is often not easy for the Pwi to understand one another.
“Here, we have Tull Genet, a man who has been Tcho-Pwi, and he is hard for us to understand, for he sometimes thinks like a human. Yet I say that he is Pwi, and that it is right for us to adopt him into the family.
“My grandfather taught me that all things are connected: when a man plants wheat in a field he makes bread from it, and it is easy to see that the man would not exist without the bread, and it is also easy to see that the bread would not exist without the labor of the man. If you are awake to the connections, then certainly you will see that the man and the bread, they are not separate, but are one thing. They are two parts of a greater whole.
“But the bread and the man, they could not exist without the wheat. And the wheat cannot exist without the rain and the oceans and the sun and the soil and the worms within the soil. And both the bread and the man who eats the bread become connected to all of these things, and they are not separate, but part of a greater whole.
“You are rain and soil and sunlight and wind and oceans. Always there is an ocean throbbing in your veins, and when you exhale, you add force to the winds, and when you work in a field on a hot day, the sweat of your body rains upon the ground, and when you are joyful, you release sunlight in the twinkling of your eyes.”
Chaa said, “We are not only connected to all things, but to all. other. people….
“You have known Tull for many years, and each of you feel kwea for him. It is right that he become one of us, that he become Pwi.”
Then Chaa leapt back and shouted to the crowd, “Who will be the midwife?”
Old Vi, a woman who had served as a midwife for most of the villagers shambled forward. Tull hadn’t realized how old she had become in the past few years. Her red hair was going white, and the hard edges of her body had become soft.
Chaa bowed to Old Vi, and presented his ceremonial dagger with its blade carved from a carnosaur’s tooth. She took it hesitantly.
Tull stepped into the bag of leather, and all the Pwi set great stones in the bag, sewed it closed, dragged it to the river, and threw the bag in.
The bag floated a bit for a few seconds, and the air was forced to the top. But as air leaked from the bag, the weight of the stones made it sink. Tull began struggling to tear the bag open, searching for the weakest seams, the thinnest leather, even as the air escaped.
The hot air in the bag smelled of brine, sweat and flesh. The stones quickly sank into a pile near his feet, and the air bubble began shrinking at the top of the bag.
Tull tried pushing against both sides at once, using hands and feet, head and buttocks, to rip the seams, but the bag was too large. So he returned to pulling at the weakest of the seams, struggling to find thread or leather that would tear. He worked at it for several minutes, and the pocket of air kept escaping from the top of the bag, even as warm water trickled down near his feet. He had to arch his neck to grab a hasty last breath.
Suddenly, all of the air hissed out in a rush, and Tull suspected that a hole had opened near his head. He scratched with all his might, worrying the seams, ripping fingernails, as he tugged at the leather. He struggled to hold his last breath.
That’s when he realized that the ceremony had gone awry.
I’m going to drown, he thought, even as I struggle to be reborn. Won’t I look like a fool?
His heart pounded in the silence, and he stilled himself, wondering what to try next. His lungs were burning, his fingernails bled, and he grew dizzy. He could hear only the sounds of the river washing past the bag, felt it bump the muddy river bottom as it drifted downstream, out to sea.
Suddenly he felt a tug, a push as someone touched it. The bag budged a bit up from the river bottom, and then lifted quickly, as if pulled from the water by many hands.
Tull gasped for air, but none could pass through the wet leather. He gasped frantically, sucking in the breaths he’d let out, hot and unsatisfying. His head reeled, and sweat formed on his brow.
Suddenly, light pierced through the darkness, a slit opened. Old Vi stood above him. She had sunk her knife into the bag near his face, and Tull shoved his face forward, sucked the air desperately. Water spilled from the bag, widening the gash in it.
Tull wriggled out on his belly.
As Tull lay gasping on the ground, he saw that the bag had a leather rope tied to the top, so that it would not have gone downstream. It was an umbilical cord, binding him to the tribe.
Now the Pwi circled him, holding burning brands of wood from the fire, so that he could see their faces, and they stood smiling at him. He saw love on their faces, and joy, and remembrance of children born before. His new mother was shedding tears, much as if she had birthed him herself. The woman who had lost her own son beamed proudly, and Tull realized, To her, I am her new son.
“It is a boy child!” Vi shouted in mock surprise, raising her knife triumphantly. “Very large—the biggest I have ever delivered!”
The Pwi laughed and cheered.
With great ceremony Old Vi dragged the leather bag and its towline to the river and heaved it out into the water. “May this cord never be severed!” she cried.
The Pwi raised their hands and shouted, as if it were a solemn oath.


Fava was beside herself with joy. She twisted her hands together, holding them so tightly that her knuckles turned white and her nails made half-moon crescents in her palms. If the ceremony had been less solemn, she might have danced her happiness on the shores of Smilodon Bay.
She was happy for Tull, for he had the family he always wanted. She was happy for the Pwi, who’d gained a strong, new son, and she was happy for herself for the new possibilities of the future. There were so many things to be happy about that Fava was sure one Pwi could not contain it all.
Surely now that Tull was Tcho-Pwi no more, his heart would unlock itself. He would settle in Pwi Town to live among Pwi neighbors, play with Pwi children, and surely now he would see that he should marry a Pwi, a woman like Fava.
Fava was so excited that she nearly missed Chaa’s pronouncement.
“A new boy is born into our family,” Chaa announced, his voice frail and shaken. Everyone quieted to hear the name Chaa would give Tull. The name was very important, a portent of the type of person Tull would become. “I have walked the path of his future, and I shall call him Laschi Chamepar, Path of the Crushed Heart.”
Fava’s grin fell, and her heart pounded in fear. It was not a formidable name for a Pwi; it was not the name of an animal or plant—like Chaa, the dark crow of magic and wisest of birds; or Fava, the pear, most generous of trees.
A name should describe the qualities of the person named, or the qualities the person would develop. Tull stared hard at Chaa, and the Spirit Walker’s face was still drawn in horror, even though he tried to remain smiling like a Pwi.
Then Fava understood: the name described the person Tull would become, a man with a crushed heart.
The Pwi came forward and hugged Tull, welcomed him into the family, all of them talking at once.
Fava hugged him, tried to console him. “I have seen you watch Isteria,” she said, pronouncing Wisteria as best she could, “that human girl. Now that you are Pwi, you should look at girls among your own people,” and Tull blushed. By Pwi standards he was obscenely old to be single, as was Fava.
Twice, Fava knew, Pwi girls had set their belongings on Tull’s doorstep, asking him to marry him in the manner of the Pwi, and he had left the belongings on the doorstep until the girls took them away. Fava had been one of those girls.
An old man hugged him and reminded, “I have two daughters, and they both need a husband; perhaps one wife would not be enough for you?”
And when the marriageable girls in the village hugged him, Fava could not help but notice how some hugged him with passion, so that their breasts pressed firmly against his chest. He would be able to feel their soft curves, and Fava knew that it was not done by accident.
Some Pwi left early, for they still sorely mourned the deaths of Denni and Tchar. But others sang and danced, guzzling beer from a barrel until the air smelled sour and warm, ripe, and sticky; then they spun madly and jumped into the air until they could no longer stand.
When Tull looked toward his home, as if to go sleep, Zhopila pleaded that he come to sleep in the home of his new Pwi family.
Fava’s heart leapt when he agreed to do so.
They went to the house, dug there into the side of the hill, and Fava put fresh wood on the small fire in the hearth.
For a while, Tull sat up with Ayuvah’s little daughter Sava, warmed by the light of the hearth, and carved her a tiny sailboat from a walnut shell.
Ayuvah told his mother about seeing Little Chaa touch the mayor’s Dryad, and Zhopila became angry. Zhopila told Little Chaa, “You stay away from that monster, or someday she will carry you away from home to be her lover, and make you her slave.”
So she told the boy the story of “Tchulpa and the Dryad of the Pines”:


Long ago, the Starfarers created many trees and animals—both the mammoth and the redwood and the beasts in Hotland, but their work was not done. So, to finish their work, they gave birth to seven Creators—beasts terrible to look upon: Xicame to rule the fishes of the sea. Mema and Va to form and to rule the birds, lizards, snakes, the three breeds of dragons, and the serpents. Dwafordotch was made master of the insects. Zheforso to rule the hairy beasts, the Hukm, Mastodon Men, and the Pwi. Theva to rule the deserts and plains. And last of all, Forethorun to rule the jungles and trees.
Each Creator gave birth to new plants and animals, filling the world with life and death.
But when he was yet young, Forethorun made his home in a cave, and one day the mountain fell upon him. So, in his place, the six Creators made Dryads to tend the trees.
In those days, Tchulpa, a man of the Pwi with a beautiful wife and six beloved children, went into the forest with his basket to hunt for pine nuts in the month of White, and as he foraged, he heard a woman singing, and he crept toward her and found her beside a river.
Her skin was green, like the leaves of a young pine tree, and softer than the petals of a flower. Her beauty was above that of any woman, and when she walked, she moved as gracefully as a prancing deer, and her breasts bobbed like peonies in the wind.
Her voice was more beautiful than earthly speech—as if the meadowlark had lent her her song, and she sang of love, so Tchulpa thought that surely this must be the goddess Zhofwa, who blows her kisses upon young people so they fall in love.
He thought he should hide himself, because he did not want to look upon the goddess, so he hid behind a tree and called out to the Dryad.
Tchulpa begged her to leave before the desire he felt for her slew him. He said, “I love my wife deeply, and I want to go home to her.”
But the Dryad seemed not to understand his pleas. Instead, she sought him out, smiling and innocent, and he peered into her eyes, paler green than winter ice. She smiled and put her avocado-green lips upon his.
In that moment, Tchulpa knew she must be the goddess Zhofwa, for his desire rose up. So great was his lust that it overwhelmed his desire for all other women. His beautiful wife seemed deformed and twisted in comparison to the Dryad. And just as a husk upon an oat stem will sometimes fool us into believing that we have found grain in winter, he thought that surely his beautiful wife must have been only a husk of a woman after all, and he had somehow been deceived into believing that he loved her.
His love for his children and the Pwi was swept away, too, in this madness. And when he lay with the woman upon the soft moss of the forest floor, he felt as if he were buoyed upon waves of desire, and he thought that surely he was giving his love to the goddess Zhofwa herself.
But when he was done, the beautiful green woman turned her back upon him. He went to stay with her in her home of living trees, but she took no notice of him. During the day she foraged for the dung of giant elks, and buried it at the roots of the pines.
And in the night she did not give love to him the way that a wife should. Instead she searched among the needles of the pines for grubs and caterpillar nests and then she would squash them, and since she barely took time to find food for herself, she fed upon the dead insects, instead.
In time, she learned to speak, but at night, she talked only of her work and of her love for the trees, but she never spoke of her love for Tchulpa.
If he left the room to get firewood, she would take no notice. If he fed her, she did not thank him. Sometimes, even if he tried to simply speak to her, she would only stare away, as if lost in thoughts of trees.
Tchulpa became sad with the despair-that-leads-to-death, and he realized finally that she had no love in her. Instead, he thought she must be a demon, created by the earth to punish men for how they treat the forests. He remembered his wife, and wished he could see her, but each day he would look upon the Dryad and the kwea of the moment when they first met would come upon him. He would think back on the magic of that time together and become her slave all over again, as if he were a Thrall held in chains by a Slave Lord, and he could not leave.
Days melted into months and months blended into years.
After three summers, the Dryad bore a daughter with skin as green as pine needles. Tchulpa became angry, for she had not made love to him during those three years, so it seemed obvious that she had borne a child from another man.
One day, the Dryad wandered away, and in her devotion to the trees, she stayed away for nights catching moths that were laying their eggs. When Tchulpa found her again, he was furious, for he felt sure she had gone off to sleep with another man while he tended her child. (In those days, the Pwi did not know that Dryads mate only once and give birth slowly over the years; so Tchulpa did not imagine that the green daughter was his.)
He dragged his second wife home by the hair and tried to make love to her, but she fought him. He screamed and tore his hair in frustration, but she said, “I love only the pines!”
Tchulpa wondered if she had made love to a tree spirit, and the tree spirit had fathered the green daughter. So he went crazy in his grief.
This was in the month of Dragon, and the forest was at its driest.
Tchulpa picked up a brand from his cooking fire and ran outside and tossed the torch into the pines.
The Dryad ran from the hut with her daughter, and when she saw the fire raging in all the trees, madness came over her. She screamed, and twisted her face into a mask of rage, and took a stick and speared Tchulpa in the shoulder. She leaned toward him, as if she would rip his throat out with her teeth.
In that moment, Tchulpa saw into her eyes and realized that she was an animal. He had not fallen in love with a goddess, or even a woman, only a lowly beast.
He ran from her then, and heard the Dryad give a blood-curdling call, a wail more like that of a wolf than a human. It was a pure expression of her grief for the dying forest.
Tchulpa thought that he was free then, but as he looked back into the forest, he saw many green women with doe eyes chasing toward him, for the Dryad’s call had alerted others of her kind.
Tchulpa ran for his life. Some Dryads ripped him with their fingernails and bit him with their teeth, while others clubbed him with sticks, but Tchulpa escaped them all.
The Dryads’ cries haunted him through the forest, until he reached a band of oaks, and the pine women stopped.
The Dryads would not leave their beloved forest.
Tchulpa’s heart was torn, for he remembered his love for his wife and children. Now, he wished only to return.
For a time, he would not eat, but so great was his sadness that he hoped only to find comfort in the House of Dust with his ancestors. Yet, he knew he could not let himself die without first telling his family what had happened and begging their forgiveness.
When Tchulpa reached his village, his back and legs were swollen and infected with green pus that ran from him like sap from a tree—the worst kind. For this is what comes from the bite of a Dryad.
He told the Pwi his story, but everyone imagined that it was only fever talking, for none had ever seen a Dryad in those early days. So they brought him into the house of the healer, lanced his wounds, and washed him gently.
They thought he must have gone through a terrible ordeal, to be gone these three years. They wondered if slavers had captured him. His wife was elated to have her husband alive again, for she thought he had wandered off a cliff and died, or perhaps had become food for a smilodon.
That night, as his wife Azha tended him, so happy to have her husband home again, she put him by the fire and fell asleep.
She woke to the sound of Tchulpa’s cry. A nude woman with skin the color of pine needles stood above Tchulpa, and she ran from the room as quickly and quietly as a dream.
Tchulpa cried out again. Azha rushed to her husband, and he coughed blood into the air. In his chest was a stake, whittled from a branch of blackened pine.
Tchulpa raised his head and said, “Remember the kwea of the night we became husband and wife? That kwea is upon me. I feel nothing for that animal anymore.”
Azha nodded and took her husband’s hand. With his own blood, Tchulpa drew joined circles, the symbol of eternal love, upon her hand before he died.


Tull listened and smiled. Years ago, he’d realized that humans always seem to tell stories of conquest, of men who bulldog mammoths into the ground and slaughter each other in battle, but the Pwi always seemed to tell stories about reconciliation.
Pwi often told of brothers or lovers or friends who went to war in their youth, and only a great act of love or sacrifice could heal the evil kwea built up over the years. Such stories seemed odd—as if the Pwi believed that every fence could be mended, all hate and anger washed away.
Tull only had to look at his relationship with Jenks to see how false this notion was.
Yet the story of Tchulpa and the Dryad made Tull laugh, for somehow it seemed backward: Tchulpa did not find happiness with the Dryad at all.
He had to fall out of love, and that seemed important to Tull.
The silly ending, with Tchulpa drawing the symbol of eternal love on his wife’s hand, seemed more like a fable than something that would really happen.
Instead, Tull imagined that Tchulpa would have gasped “Oh shit!” as he died.
After the story, Zhopila went to her room to sleep, and the rest of the family lay on the floor in the living room, on piles of soft bearskins, and talked late into the night.
Little Chaa, although he was only twelve, talked of his plans to accompany Tull and Ayuvah to Seven Ogre River, until finally he fell deeply asleep, as if lost in pleasant dreams.
Ayuvah lay on the floor next to his wife and daughter. Fava, Tull’s new sister, lay to Tull’s right. Fava’s five little brothers and sisters slept on the other side of her. With so many people in the house, and with the embers still glowing cherry-red in the hearth, the room was very warm.
Tull could not sleep, lying so close to Fava. Her legs were long and bare in her summer dress, and he could feel the ribbons that signified her maidenhood around her hips as she snuggled against him. Her hair was scented with vanilla water; she smelled fresh and desirable.
He could not detect any beer on her breath, perhaps because it was still so strong on his own. He sat up on one elbow, and his head spun. It should not be so hard to love, he thought. Even ignorant children can do it.
He knew by Fava’s breathing that she was still awake, so he wrapped his arm around her to see what she would do, his clamshell bracelet rattling in the dark. She squeezed his hand and placed it on her stomach, drew figure eights on the back of his hand. The figure eight, two circles forever joined. It was more than a symbol of love, it was the Pwi symbol for marriage.
Tull did not know if it was better to leave his hand and encourage her or to pull it away and deny his attraction. Among the Pwi, marriage was sacred. When a man and woman married, they mated for life, and the kwea became so strong that when one spouse died, unless there were children, the other mate stopped eating, stopped drinking, and followed his or her beloved to the grave.
Only a heartless man would encourage a Pwi maiden to love him if he was not willing to return that love. Tull pulled his hand away.
This of course is what had happened with Tull’s own father. Jenks was incapable of love, and Tull’s mother had becomed so bonded to him that she could not break away, even to save her own children.
Somehow, Tull expected better from his mother. She should have been strong enough to leave the man.
Fava sat up, very quietly, and turned to look into Tull’s eyes. She reached forward to trace the shape of his brows with gentle fingers. Her cool lips gently brushed his jaw..
“Now you are truly Pwi,” she whispered. “One of The People. My people. Now you will find hathna, a woman who shares her soul with yours.”
Tull stroked her cheek for a moment, wishing he could kiss her. Then he stopped and gently pushed her away, knowing how unfair it would be to entice her further.
When Tull was a child, he heard the word love, but by the age of twelve he realized that he no longer believed in it. Having never felt loved by others, it was hard to feel for them in return.
To him, love was an emotion that people only pretended to feel, or perhaps it was a common delusion held by many in the world.
But in his twelfth summer, Tull’s parents had moved to Smilodon Bay, and he’d met Ayuvah’s family—a father who felt pain for his children and cried with them when they hurt; a mother who not only spoke of love but showed it in every small deed. Zhopila took great pains to cuddle with her children, to tend to their needs, and to encourage them to be the best people they could become.
For the first time Tull had become convinced that there really was such a thing as love in the world. Some people felt it, at least.
Like a tender forest plant that grows in feeble light, he searched inside himself for the ability to love another. He wasn’t sure yet if he could do it.
Until tonight, Tull had always envied Ayuvah for his parents. But now Chaa was his father, and Ayuvah was his brother.
Fava is right, he thought. Today, for the first time, I am Pwi. I am a person. I am family. For now, that is enough.
He knew he could take Fava to wife, but for the moment, he contented himself with the simple feeling of belonging to a real family.


Tull awoke late that night to the soft sounds of children breathing, and a queer thought came to him. Chaa had stayed outside after the ceremony, and Tull began to worry. He should have been home hours ago.
The Neanderthal shaman was still weak from his Spirit Walk, and Tull wondered if he had fallen along the path.
Tull imagined that Chaa could come home already, could have stepped over all the sleeping bodies in the dark, crept back to his bedroom with Zhopila, but that seemed unlikely.
Tull had keen ears, and the slightest noise woke him from sleep. He wasn’t sure if he’d grown wary as a child, for Jenks would often wake him with a beating, or if he’d simply grown accustomed to the solitude of his own little neck of the woods.
At any rate, the sounds of a crowded room kept him fluttering at the edge of sleep, and he felt certain that he would have noticed if Chaa had come into the house.
Tull climbed up from the floor and picked his way over the sleeping bodies. He stepped outside the house where the night air smelled fresh, and the scent of the woods mingled with sea air.
The night was still. Freya and Woden, the two smallest moons, shone blue and white in the night sky. He stood listening for a moment, but did not hear Chaa anywhere. Tull softly sang an old Pwi song:
The sun has finally fallen. Now the stars shine on the sand,
And I hear the Darkness conjuring dream images again.
Night brings peace to those who seek it, and scatters wisdom where it can,
For darkness is lover to the poet, the dreamer, and the solitary man.

It was a song made for lonely people.
From the side of the house, Chaa said, “There is no vessel as empty as a life without love. You should go into the house, open your heart to Fava.”
Tull could see his silhouette in the moonlight. The old shaman stood with his head tilted to the side. Chaa’s face was wet, for he had been crying softly. As he drew closer, Tull could tell by the smell that the old man was drunk on warm beer.
“What is the matter?” Tull asked. “Why do you cry?”
Chaa said bitterly, “If there are gods, I hate them.”
“Shhh—speak softly,” Tull warned. “They might hear you.”
“They know when we will blindly fall into a pit, yet they do not warn us,” Chaa said.
“That is why we have a Spirit Walker. That is why we have you,” Tull offered. “You are afraid things will go bad for us on this journey. It is drawn on your face. I think you fear for your sons. If you do not want Ayuvah and Little Chaa to come to Craal to catch the serpents, tell me. But if you want them to come, I will protect them—even from slavers.”


Chaa did not speak. He stood for a moment, peering through his drunken haze at Tull. He wished that Tull could let go of his fears, his fear of love in particular. There were things that Tull needed to learn if he was going to grow and become a proper shaman, and learning to care for others, to love deeply, was the most important.
Had Tull opened his heart to Fava, he could have averted much catastrophe. Now, the path before him was set with snares and riddled with pits.
Gently, Tull reached out and took Chaa’s hand, then led him into the house. Chaa staggered about, as if he’d just stepped off a boat.
And if there are gods, Chaa thought, then I am worse than them. For not only do I not warn my sons of the pit they shall fall into, I send them there to die.









Chapter 7: Blue Holiday
The morning after the Pwi adopted Tull, Theron Scandal tore out the side wall of his inn and rolled a three-thousand-gallon beer keg into the street. Wisteria Altair watched the show from an open window of her father’s mansion, just up the hill. She promised herself that she would not go downtown and stare like the gawking Neanderthals, yet curiosity drove her to watch.
The giant keg had been a fixture at the back wall of the inn for thirty years. It served primarily as decoration, for Scandal never brewed his beer in the giant keg. Instead, he filled it, as occasion required, from smaller barrels. Yet many a drunkard had admired the keg over the decades, lost in pleasant thoughts of drink.
Rumors had circulated all week that the barrel was half full of beer, and that Scandal would be giving it out free. As if to give credence to those rumors, Scandal had dropped the price of beer in half several days earlier, in order to more quickly drain the legendary barrel.
So when a dozen men managed to move the counters in the inn, tear out the nearest wall, and roll the barrel into the street, anticipation swelled.
The entire town showed up, humans as well as Neanderthals, and the occasion became festive.
Tull climbed on top of the barrel and pried the hatch open, then pretended to stagger drunkenly at the potent odor of the beer.
Scandal laughed and shouted, “Put a few serpents in there, and they’d have a party, that’s for sure! They’d be floating ass-backward within an hour.”
“Ayaah,” Tull hollered, and with that, a dozen men rolled the barrel so quickly that Tull had to jump for it. The men tilted the barrel and opened all three of the spigots. People rushed forward with cupped hands to get at the beer.
Scandal’s steward, Valis, shouted to the crowd, “Stop! Stop!”
“Oh, let them drink!” Scandal said loud enough for everyone to hear. “In fact, bring them some mugs, and let them drink proper. No sense in spilling good beer!”
To that, the town raised a cheer, as if Scandal were some great hero of legend, but soon serving wenches came spilling from the inn with mounds of hot sausages, salt bread, melon slices, and great wedges of goat cheese. The beer was free, but the food was not. The abundance of the fare showed that Scandal had been planning ahead for days.
That is just like Theron Scandal, Wisteria thought. The man has a great heart, but he never lets it interfere with his desire to make a profit.
The scent tempted Wisteria down from her father’s home to see the celebration. She came in a cream-colored dress of fine silk, with a white parasol to keep the sun off.
As she threaded into the crowd of sweaty Pwi, Tull stared at her like a lovesick pup, and she saw no harm in smiling back at him. It had been five years, since she’d last talked to him. Five years since her father had sent her to school in South Bay. Though she’d been in town now for six weeks, she hadn’t approached him even once.
Yet as she purchased some of Scandal’s legendary sausages in mustard sauce, along with a slice of honeydew, Tull drew close.
The nearness of him made her heart thrill. He had grown in the past few years, and now stood much taller than she remembered. His chest was full and strong, his eyes inquisitive and gentle.
“How have you been?” Tull asked softly when he was just an arm’s length away. “I know you’ve been back for a while. I’ve been hoping to see you, but I was away in Hotland. You’ve grown. You’re more beautiful.”
“Not beautiful,” she objected. “Taller, maybe.”
He nodded, as if to confirm his assessment of her beauty, and peered into her with such depth that it felt as if he weighed her every breath.
“No,” he said. “Your curves have filled out. You were a girl when you left. Now you’re a woman. There is kindness in your eyes, and sorrow. You’re stronger now, too, and lithe, like a dancer.”
Wisteria didn’t want to hear this, didn’t want to speak to him, for she felt certain that news of this conversation would get back to her father. Yet she found herself craving his praise.
Tull had grown in other ways in the past five years. There was a hard edge to his muscles, a definition he hadn’t had back then.
But the greatest change was in his yellow eyes, which had grown so … intelligent. When he was young, he’d been like a beast to her, lost in a world of his own making. Neanderthals did that at times, when overcome by pain. Something inside them seemed to flee into a world where pain could not touch him.
Tull studied her just as she studied him, and she saw that he still had an animal intensity, moving to his own private rhythm, yet there was something new—a hawk’s gaze that she could not escape.
“I had to study dance in school,” Wisteria said, trying to explain where she’d found her strength and grace.
“A thousand miles is a long way to go to dance,” Tull said. “What did you learn?”
“At Lady Devarre’s School of Merchantry?” she asked. “I learned to shoot a pistol, and how to eat a formal dinner in Craal. To balance a ledger, and how to screw my competitors while retaining my virginity—all the things a lady needs to know in business.” She laughed quaintly, and realized she was trying to seem worldly to him. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“Sorry for what?” Tull asked.
“I … I just meant … nothing.”
“Have things changed much here in town?”
She looked around, “I don’t know. I always felt so small and powerless here, invisible. I was so intimidated by everything here when I was a child. Now the town seems smaller, and all the people I was afraid of have shrunk and grown old.”
A small gust of wind kicked up, blew her long chestnut hair into her face. She combed it back into place with one hand. She was being perfectly honest with him, more candid than she wanted. “You’re not the only one around here that has grown.”
He stepped in close, so close that she could have lifted her chin and kissed him with no effort. He towered over her, and for an instant she was small and frightened, a child again.
“Will you be staying in town?” Tull asked.
“Why? Do you want to start where we left off, in the alley?” She realized she was trying to sound sophisticated again. She’d often dreamt of Tull, of the afternoon they'd kissed, of his warm hands cupping her neck, his lips on hers, her body pressed against him.
“Yes!” Tull said with such intensity that she stepped back and laughed. Her attempt at seduction had cost Wisteria her self-respect, her family. When her father had learned of it, he shipped her off that same day. He’d beaten her and cursed at her. He had plans for his daughter, after all, and they didn’t include a Tcho-Pwi.
“I think I’d better stay away from you,” she teased, “or my father will send me back to school for another five years.”
Wisteria retreated from the crowd a few paces, and Tull followed. Why shouldn’t I love him? she wondered. Tull had always been the kindest young man in town, and one of the strongest and handsomest, too.
But there was the matter of his birth.
Wisteria suddenly felt defiant toward her father. She shyly grabbed Tull’s hand, pulled him up the street. Everyone in town would have seen what she’d done. She told herself, I don't care.
She clenched his hand more firmly. The sun was bright, and the hill above the inn was full of people sitting in the shade of redwoods. She headed uphill, looking for shade, and Tull limped beside her.
“Did you hurt yourself when you jumped off the barrel?” she asked, but then remembered how he’d limped when young, how it came and went with the weather. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’d forgotten.”
Wisteria felt guilty. She felt that way whenever she thought of Tull. It was a cruel thing to pretend to love a Pwi, and Wisteria wasn’t sure what she felt for Tull. Love? That was a difficult thing to peg down. Certainly she felt attracted to him. She’d even desired him. Sometimes she dreamed of being with him, just to see what it was like.
But if she ever did show him such affection, she knew she’d earn a lifelong slave, someone who would love her unconditionally for the rest of his life. Every Pwi was in bondage to the person he had the misfortune to love.
From under the shadows of a tree, a thin Pwi woman rose as if to address Wisteria. She had leathery skin, and strawberry-red hair turning to silver. For a moment, Wisteria didn’t recognize Tull’s mother, but the woman edged past Wisteria and grabbed Tull’s arm.
“Last night, you struck your father!” she shrieked in Pwi, as if informing him of something he wouldn’t remember. Wisteria struggled to understand her words.
“You said I was dead to you! I heard! I held the words in my heart all night! You should not have said such a thing. You stabbed me with words. How can you be so angry?” Tull’s mother clutched his arm—fingers digging in and out, in and out—just as a cat will do to someone it loves.
Tull tried to pull away, but his mother clung to him and she fell forward a step. Wisteria could tell from the woman’s voice that she was sincerely ignorant, that she didn’t understand why Tull was mad at her. Yet Wisteria recalled how Tull had always come out of the house in the morning with cracked lips and a bloody nose, recalled how a man named Feron Howse had once pulled Jenks off Tull when Jenks was drowning Tull in a watering trough. Jenks had vehemently denied that he wanted to hurt the boy, but the furor in town had not died down for months. The white scars from the shackles still marked Tull’s ankles for all to see. Wisteria wondered how the old woman could have forgotten the abuse.
“Jenks is evil,” Tull said. “He hurt me when I was small. Now he hurts Wayan, while you just sit and watch.”
Tull’s mother bit her lip and studied him from under deep-set brows. She had no chin, and it made her face look like a sheet twisted into a knot. Tull waited for her to deny the accusation, to say something.
“You’re right,” she finally said. “But I don't know what to do. When you were a baby, I tried to give you to my sister. But Jenks got so mad, I thought he’d beat me to death, and he kept you. I think he loves you, as best he can.” She looked down to the ground helplessly.
“When did you try to give me away?” Tull asked in astonishment.
“When you were small enough so I could cradle you on my forearm. And Jenks scared me so bad!”
She put her hands up to hide her eyes and wept, but the tears came only from the kwea caused by the memory of her fear. There was regret in her voice, but no recognition of guilt. Tull touched her shoulder, a Pwi caress, but given only from a stranger to a stranger.
It was his way of saying, “I hurt for you, but I do not know you.”
Wisteria couldn’t understand how the woman could weep for herself when Tull had taken all the beatings. How could she have been so weak? Wisteria imagined she’d have handled things differently.
“You are not dead to me,” Tull told his mother, as if to apologize. “Only Jenks. Jenks is dead to me.”
Tull’s mother wiped her eyes and looked up into his face. “Jenks and I are one,” she said. “He is my beloved. So we must both be dead to you.” She turned and walked down the street, shaking like an aspen leaf that trembles in the smallest wind.
Tull cursed under his breath.
Wisteria glanced at others on the hill, realized that she was still standing next to Tull, and though she’d hoped for a private conversation, everyone was staring at them. The humans had watched Tull and his mother in amusement. Here and there people reported the gist of the conversation to those who did not understand Pwi. Ayaah, they came for a show, she thought, and by God’s lolling tongue, they got one.
She felt that she needed to talk to Tull, try to explain away what had happened five years ago in the alley. At the same time, she wasn’t sure yet if she wanted to push him away, or pull him closer. She squeezed his hand.
A shout from downhill interrupted her plans. “Phylomon!” someone shouted. “Phylomon of the Starfarers has come to our town!”
The name of Phylomon was a legend.
Several people began pointing to the south, and Wisteria peered toward the bend in the road by the redwood bridge. From here she could see the warehouse district and Pwi Town across the river, but she couldn’t spot the renowned blue man. Children ran toward Pwi Town.
Everyone knew of the blue man—the last living child of the refugee Starfarers who had terraformed Anee. Phylomon had wandered the planet for well over a thousand years, outliving his brethren by centuries, kept alive by ancient technologies. Everyone had heard the legends of how he’d led the attack that decimated the holds of the Pirate Lords at Bashevgo. Phylomon’s wisdom was famous. Every adage that sounded as if it had a ring of truth to it was attributed to him.
A man stepped from the shadows of a pine tree onto the redwood bridge. He was tall, nearly seven feet, and willowy slender, as legend said all men were in the days of the old Starfaring race. His skin was blue, the color of a robin’s egg.
His face looked eternally young, like that of a twenty year old. He wore a knee-length breechcloth made of buckskin, and his naked chest was crisscrossed with heavy leather straps and bangles—a strap for his quiver, a strap for the long narrow sword sheathed on his back, a strap for his packsack. In his right hand he carried a bow of onyx-black dragon horn.
He wore a necklace with pale silver medallions on it, each made from glowing metal unlike anything native to the metal-poor planet Anee. He had no hair on his head or chest, nor on his arms. He could have been a salamander his skin was so smooth.
Wisteria began running toward him, but the blue man raised his hand to ward people back, and the entire town seemed to stop at once. The blue man eyed the mayor’s pet stegosaur, and everyone in town watched to see what Phylomon would do.
The mayor’s stegosaur had wandered down from feeding in the hills and walked underneath someone’s clothes line. The bony plates running the length of the stegosaur’s back had snagged a dark green dress, and it waved in the breeze like a flag. The stegosaur stood in the roadway scratching its belly by rubbing against the wheel of a wagon. A cowbird fluttered above the stegosaur’s back, as if angered at being pushed off so comfortable a resting place.
The dinosaur was only three years old, no heavier than a huge bull. The wagon it scratched against creaked as if it would shatter.
Ancient laws made it illegal for the creature to be here.
But Mayor Goodman had eight brothers, and people in town had long since learned to look the other way when the mayor’s pet monster tore up a wagon or accidentally speared a dog on its tail. “Someday that thing will grow up and trample a child!” all the women in the neighborhood would say. “And then it will have to go!” But, so far, the children had managed to keep from under the stegosaur’s feet, and no one dared to demand that the mayor get rid of the dangerous beast.
The mayor’s hounds began barking, and the stegosaur quit scratching its belly. Many people opened their windows and doors to see the last Starfarer, for the blue man had not visited this part of the world for fifty years. Yet, strangely, few people spoke. There was a hush over the crowd, rife with expectation.
Phylomon walked softly across the redwood bridge and up the dirt road toward the stegosaur. The beast turned its side toward the blue man, began twitching its spiked tail in warning, and pulled its head beneath the bony plates along its back.
Phylomon reached into his quiver, drew out an arrow, fitted it to the string of his bow. He studied the stegosaur a moment. Wisteria had often heard men tell of their exploits to Hotland. They all said it was hard to kill a stegosaur. The stegosaur’s skull is very thick, making the walnut-sized brain a poor target. Besides, even if the blue man were to hit it, it is the hind-brain on the stegosaur—a thickened portion of the spine—that controls the lashing of its deadly tail, and the hind brain was hidden beneath heavy hide and armor plating. Phylomon crouched and fired an arrow into the monster’s throat, severing the carotid artery.
The stegosaur jerked twice and its tail whipped to the side, striking the wagon’s front wheel. The wheel splintered, and the wagon dropped. The stegosaur’s tail lashed back and forth. For a moment it looked as if the spikes would bury themselves in the planks of the wagon bed, but the planks shattered instead.
The monster opened its mouth at an extreme angle, and blood pumped from its throat in great gushes. Its eyes glazed over almost instantly.
The tail seemed to be working on it own, striking again and again at the wagon, as if glad to have a target. Blood spouted from the stegosaur’s throat into the air. It kicked its legs as if it might outrace death, then it rolled like an alligator, thrashing its tail as it turned.
Phylomon went to the wagon, pulled a length of rope from its bed, made a loop, tossed it over the stegosaur’s spiked tail, and cinched it tight. The monster thrashed, unaware of Phylomon, and he tied the beast to a tree so it wouldn’t knock down the walls of nearby houses in its death throes.
The Pwi came running, shouting the tale of the demise of the mayor’s beast to newcomers, and the humans dashed out from their houses, curious about this man who appeared so seldom. The Pwi crowded round Phylomon, and some of the bolder children even reached out to touch him.
Phylomon straightened his back, and his head bobbed above the crowd. People were shouting to one another, and he asked a question so softly that Wisteria couldn’t hear him. She’d stood still while he killed the beast, but now she jogged toward him again.
No one answered the blue man’s question, but several people glanced up toward the mayor’s house. Phylomon looked up at the house, and trudged toward it, kicking up dust. Obviously he was going to confront the mayor. People were still talking loudly, and over the din Wisteria heard Caree Tech shout clearly, “Careful—the mayor has eight brothers!”
Phylomon nodded at Caree. A man with so many kin in a small town has great power. Phylomon approached the house, then saw the Dryad sitting in her cage in the beating sun.
Phylomon approached the cage and said with infinite gentleness, “What are you doing here, Aspen Woman?” His voice was very soft, and did not carry well—as if his vocal cords had become atrophied after living for years in solitude. He reached through the bars of the cage to stroke the girl’s silver hair.
The bars of the cage were made of mottled aspen—the tree she’d been created to nurture. Her genetic programming would not let her try to break the bars, even to escape. She was young, just developing her breasts—near the time when her kind were driven into a mating frenzy.
“You are a great danger to the people here in town,” Phylomon said. “You should be with your sisters in the mountains, tending your trees.”
And for the first time since reaching Smilodon Bay, words flowed from the Dryad’s mouth. Her voice had a musical quality that reverberated like the song of a flute. “The Mayor keeps me caged,” she said. “He plans to sell me to slavers in Craal.”
Several people gasped at the startling beauty of her voice, and perhaps also at the accusation of slavery. Phylomon tilted his head like a robin studying a worm. “So,” he said quietly, “first your mayor defies the old laws by bringing a dinosaur to our land, and then he begins selling slaves to boot.”
With that Mayor Goodman appeared in his doorway, a large man in girth, with more muscle than fat. “I’m not a slaver,” Goodman said. There was only a trace of fear in his voice, and he carried a tone of authority that the blue man did not equal. “The Dryad is in my care.”
“You mean she’s in your cage.” Phylomon held the mayor’s eye, drew his sword, and sliced at the wooden bars of the Dryad’s cage, cutting it as if it were a potato. The Dryad pushed at her bars and began wriggling out.
The mayor blustered, “Sir, I meant no harm. Why, I raised that dinosaur from an egg,” he said, nodding toward the stegosaur. “The Pwi bring eggs from Hotland every year—and no one ever knows what sort of beast will hatch from them. Why, every boy in town has had such an egg at least once. It’s great fun to see what will hatch—but the dinosaurs always die come winter. Only a freak of chance let this beast make it through the winters. And, as for the Dryad, why, she’s not human. It’s not as if I were selling a human. She cost me a great deal—And I’ve fed her these past three months hoping to get a decent price from her!”
Phylomon listened to the mayor’s blustering without watching him, then turned a questioning eye. Wisteria looked at the mayor and tried to imagine him as Phylomon must see him. Goodman was a large man, and strong. Not the kind to be easily withstood. And the lines in the mayor’s face were hard and secretive.
“I will gladly buy the Dryad,” Phylomon said calmly. He reached down to his belt and pulled out a small bag, loosed the string that bound it, and dumped the bag’s contents into his palm. Diamonds, sapphires and pearls gleamed. The whole town gasped. “Take whichever stone you think fair.”
The mayor eyed the stones and concentrated. Sweat began to break out on his forehead. Obviously he did not want to appear greedy—for greed is the father of sin. Wisteria knew the girl was not worth even a large sapphire.
The mayor took a diamond. A medium-large diamond. A diamond that could have bought a ship.
Greed had overpowered his common sense.
Phylomon smiled at the mayor, as if pleased with his choice. “What town is this?”
“Smilodon Bay,” the mayor said, suddenly distant, fearful. He thrust the diamond into his pocket.
“And if you went to war tomorrow with Thrall pirates, how many men could you muster?”
Without hesitation, Goodman answered, “Eighty-six men of war. More, if you want old ones or young.”
“Then have a hundred men of war down at the docks at dusk. Have them bring their weapons,” Phylomon said, “for I will address them.”
Most of the town stood within hearing range of Phylomon’s words, and the rest of the people seemed to be coming.
Wisteria watched the mayor intently. Lady Devarre had taught her girls to try to read a competitor’s thoughts just by the way he held his head, the way the nervous lines crinkled near his eyes, the timbre of his voice.
Mayor Goodman obviously knew that there was no threat from pirates and he feared to gather the town. Phylomon could be plotting to turn the townsmen against him.
“As you wish,” the mayor conceded with false courage.
“I have often heard good report of the inn of Scandal the Gourmet,” Phylomon said, “Is this the town where it lies? Could someone tell him that I'd like a room for the night?”
Scandal’s high, bellowing voice cut through the crowd, “You can tell me yourself!” he said, and the townspeople laughed a false, nervous laugh.
“I’ve heard you have a bed in one of your rooms—a very special bed, guaranteed free from vermin,” Phylomon said softly as Scandal shoved the crowd aside, making room for his belly to squeeze through. “Is that room available?”
Ever the showman, Scandal played to the crowd, answering loudly so that everyone could hear. “Well, a bed is only as free of vermin as the man who’s sleeping in it. If you want my special bed, you’ll have to hike up your breechcloth and let me check for fleas, just like every other customer!”
Phylomon grinned at the game and pulled up his brechcloth, exposing his muscular legs. Scandal grunted and bent over, making a great show of scrutinizing the blue man’s skin.
“I hereby declare this man to be totally free of vermin!” Scandal announced, laughing. “And therefore worthy of my finest room—free of charge!” Several people cheered, while others just laughed.
Phylomon said, “Then show me to your inn.” Phylomon took the Dryad’s hand and helped her rise. Together they made their way across town and up the hill.
The crowd began to disperse.
Wisteria felt unsure of what to make of the blue man’s appearance, and wanted to ask her father about it, but she didn’t see him in the crowd. She rushed home to the large house on the north end of town.
Her mother was quietly preparing dinner in the kitchen. Her father sat in a large upholstered chair in his study, reading The Sayings, a book of wise words purportedly spoken by Phylomon over the centuries. Wisteria had never seen her father read the book before.
So, she thought, he is preparing to meet him.
Her father, Beremon Altair had graying hair and bright blue eyes. He was a learned man, knowledgeable about arcane mathematics and physical theories that let the Starfarers travel faster than light, a man who’d made a fortune backing shipping ventures in dangerous waters. A man others feared because he, himself, was a rare genetic throwback to the Starfarers—Beremon Altair was a Dicton, one of the few humans left on Anee who carried the extra pair of genetically engineered chromosomes that were the Starfarer’s greatest legacy. Beremon could calculate nearly any mathematical problem instantly, and from birth he had known every word in the ancient, universal trade language of the Starfarers, a language from Earth itself, called English.
As a Dicton, Beremon was marked from birth to become a man of power, and he’d lived true to his promise.
Shipping on Anee could be a dangerous gambit. Because of the extreme gravitational pull of the gas giant Thor, Anee’s tides could fluctuate by a hundred feet in a few hours. During raging storms, a strong gravitational wind could send a sailing ship a thousand miles from its destination overnight and leave it smashed against a rocky coast.
By applying his knowledge of mathematics to calculate the shifting tides, and finding the precise moment when the gravitational winds would surge, Beremon had reduced the risk to his own ships. Over the years he’d expanded his hold on the shipping industry until, by age forty, he’d become the most powerful shipping magnate and financier in the Rough.
“Father, Phylomon the Starfarer is in town!” Wisteria said loudly. He did not look at her, and showed no surprise.
Beremon said, “I heard the shouting.”
“Why would he come here?” Wisteria asked.
“He often travels from continent to continent, studying animal and plant populations, doing what he can to keep nature regular. If he had skin the color of any other man’s, we’d think him a vagabond. We’d let him stay in town a day or two, watch our clotheslines and gardens to see what he steals, and the mayor would finally sic his mastiffs on him and send him on his way.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Wisteria said. “I mean, what is he doing here, in this town, now?”
“He doesn’t visit towns often,” Beremon said. “He tires quickly of us short-lived people who can never attain a mental caliber equal to his. He is a man of great intelligence, and he lives alone, and when men like him live alone, their thoughts begin to travel in strange, eccentric paths. Who am I to guess what he might be thinking? Perhaps he has heard of Scandal’s quest? The innkeeper has made no secret of it. Or perhaps his visit is coincidental. I’ve heard from sailors that he’s been in Craal the past few years.
“Down south in Benbow two years ago, he caused quite a stir. It seems that he’s taken aback at how slavery has become a fad in the past century. He’s begun to enforce some of the laws of our ancestors. If you have time, you might persuade a few friends to begin cutting wood for funeral pyres.”
Wisteria’s stomach tightened. She’d feared as much—he’d come to kill the mayor and the other people she suspected of being slavers. She feared to speak her next words even more. “Will he kill you?”
Beremon looked up from his book. He smiled weakly. “You think so little of me?”
“I’m sorry,” Wisteria said. Yet she knew he was a slaver. When she had been a child, her mother had feuded for several months with a neighbor woman named Javan Tech. Javan had accused Wisteria’s mother, Elyssa, of stealing some nails, and no matter what Elyssa or Beremon did to clear their good name, Javan kept trying to prejudice others against them.
Finally, in desperation, Beremon caught Javan and tied her in their basement for a week until he could persuade the mayor to help stash her in the hold of a departing ship. Wisteria herself had helped feed and water the woman.
“Sorry?” Beremon asked. “Don’t be sorry. I made one mistake when I was young. Carting that bitch Javan out of town and selling her to Craal seemed a good idea at the time. A fun idea. We got rid of a problem and made some pocket change in the bargain. I still think it was a fun idea. But remember, my Apple, it was only once.”
Only once that Wisteria knew of, and once was all that it took. She’d never trusted her father after that, despite the fact that she still loved him. She felt as if a snare was tightening around her own foot.
“I saw Tull today—we talked,” Wisteria said. “We didn’t kiss. We didn’t hug. I wanted to tell you, before you heard it from others.”
“I’m not surprised that he found you. The Pwi are like dogs that way, always sniffing at the source of joy. You will not see him socially, of course,” Beremon said. “You are the daughter of a Dicton, and if you are lucky you might give birth to a Dicton. Your body is a great asset, and you should marry only into the finest family. I will arrange for a suitable marriage shortly.”
“I’m sorry,” Wisteria said, backing out of the study. She was not sure if she felt sorry for seeing Tull or sorry because she would be forced to marry a stranger. Talking to her father like this was always unbearable. The look of disgust on his face when he’d learned of her fling with Tull, the guilt she’d felt when she’d fed Javan, the powerful, passionate love she felt for Beremon, her own father, all became so jumbled in her mind that she could not think straight while in his presence.
“Sorry?” Beremon asked. “Sorrow does no one any good. You will, of course, stay away from Tull?”
Wisteria remembered her training at Lady Devarre’s School of Merchantry. Her father was offering a good marriage, power. Tull could never give her that. She straightened her back and nodded. “Of course, Father, I will stay away from Tull. I'm sorry.”
She closed the door behind her and stood outside the room a moment, letting her pounding heart calm. “Oh yes,” she heard Beremon say to himself, “you're always sorry. I fear that you’ll be forever sorry.”










Chapter 8: Judgement Day
At dusk, a crowd of perhaps two hundred humans mixed with another three hundred Neanderthals gathered in and around the Moon Dance Inn, each person eager to hear of the blue man’s doings. Phylomon calmly sat inside to dine, the wild Dryad at his side, while the inn filled to overflowing. The townsfolk were amazed to see such a pair sitting on the familiar weathered oak stools of the inn.
Scandal himself bustled back and forth between the common room and his kitchen, offering Phylomon course after course of his finest fare—honey muffins with salmon berries, lamb ribs barbecued in plum sauce, buttered eel, squash and pine nuts under a blanket of fine white cheese, a baked bread pudding covered in a layer of blackberry tart.
When he could no longer stand it, one townsman called out to Phylomon, “What are you doing here?”
“He’s eating pudding!” Scandal said protectively, not wanting the locals to bother his celebrity.
Phylomon glanced up from his plate. Even from his stool, he could gaze out over the crowd. He measured his words. “I was in Wellen’s Eyes a few weeks ago and heard that the serpent hatch had failed, so I came to investigate.”
“Ayaah, it failed,” Scandal said, “and it will fail again next year. There’s not a single serpent at the nesting grounds at Haystack Rock. I’ve got some men, and we’re heading for Craal in a week to catch some hatchlings, bring them back here, and stock them in the bay.”
“Alive?” Phylomon asked. He felt unsure if the idea was brilliant or simply just as ludicrous as it sounded. “You hope to catch them alive?”
“They wouldn’t be any benefit to us dead,” Scandal answered. “I know it can be done. Why, when I was young, I met a chef out of Greenstone. He had a recipe for serpent—young serpent in chestnuts and red peppers, with an apricot-brandy glaze. The Crawlies catch serpents in the Seven Ogre and transport them by wagon three hundred miles to Greenstone, and send them out by ship all across the Craal.”
“Yes,” Phylomon said, “many fishermen at Seven Ogre go out for the serpent catch.” He looked down at the table and his eyes became unfocused, remembering those distant lands. “But you plan to haul the serpents much farther. Can they even survive, I wonder….”
Scandal said, “I figure we can take a few boys over the mountains, fill up my beer keg with serpents, head down to Denai, buy us a small boat, and sail the cargo to Castle Rock. With the serpents nesting, we wouldn’t dare try to get the boat through the Straits of Zerai, but we can ship them overland to Bashevgo, along with our boat, and then put the boat back in the water. We’ll have a three-man crew at Bashevgo building a barge big enough to house the serpents—since they’ll be hitting a growth spurt—and then we can sail the serpents home.”
Phylomon considered. “That sounds like a fanciful plan on the surface of it, but the serpents do make it to Greenstone. Still, I expect some attrition in the harvest. How many serpents do you think you can catch?”
“I figure, that if we get there early, we can bring in the little ones—three footers. I could hold a hundred of them in the barrel. By the time we reach Bashevgo ten days later, they’ll be six footers, and by the time we get them on a barge and ship them home, they’ll be fifteen to twenty feet long.”
“A hundred serpents to patrol this coast is not many,” Phylomon said. “By spring they’ll only be eighty footers. I’d prefer that you brought back a thousand.”
“What?” Scandal said. “Ten mastodons? Ten wagons?”
“But even with only one wagon, it will be hard to get in and out of Craal unnoticed,” Phylomon said. “You underestimate the Blade Kin.” Phylomon became silent for a moment, and no one said a word.
The Blade Kin, cruel warriors culled from the darkest prisons in Craal, were skillful fighters, far more highly trained than the pirate slavers of Bashevgo.
Phylomon continued, “Over the past few years, they’ve begun to keep a better watch on the Rough than you know. The number of escaped slaves has increased over the past decade, and the escaped slaves make constant war upon the mountain fortresses of the Blade Kin, so the borders are always under watch. It will be difficult to pass them.”
This was bad news, and Phylomon noted how the mood in the room darkened. Scandal’s plan sounded fanciful, but it might just work.
“Still,” Phylomon added, “if there are no serpents here in the East, something must be done, and I must come with you.”
Scandal clapped his hands in relief, his face lighting up with joy.
“But first,” Phylomon said, “I have urgent business here. A new college opens in Benbow soon, and they need a printing press to make books. I understand that you have one here in town?”
“Ayaah,” one of the merchants said, “Sort of. A fellow from the south came up here and tried to sell us one a few years back. He was a crazy youngster with grand ideas. The press was made in Craal, and we wouldn’t be able to get spare parts. He didn’t have the money to ship it elsewhere. No one bought it, so he dumped it into the bay.”
“Fools!” Phylomon said, standing and looking at the lot of them in shock. Those nearest townsmen backed away, out of sword’s reach, and the entire crowd fell silent. “Why do you hamper me at every turn?” Phylomon scolded. “Surely you realized the value of that press. Could not one of you have spared a steel eagle for it? How do you ever hope to regain the stars when the highest bit of technology you are willing to master is the use of a gun? Damn the lot of you to hell! Isn’t there one among you with any foresight?”
No one dared answer. They stared at the floor, or into their hands. Phylomon’s gaze whirled to Scandal. The innkeeper here seemed to be the most visionary among them, but even he had not spared a pittance to save the printing press.
A young farmer barged into the inn, sweat streaming down his face, as if he’d just run the miles to get here. He had frantic blue eyes that were too wide, like the eyes of a simpleton. “Phylomon, Good Sir! Heal my daughter! She's deadly sick.”
Phylomon looked to the back of the room and shook his head sadly and asked, “Who am I to heal your daughter?” Legends of his wisdom and powers had grown too large, it seemed.
“I’ve heard,” the young man said, “that if you spread your skin upon a sick person, you can heal her. Heal my daughter, please!” He pushed his way forward through the crowd, fell to his knees.
Phylomon shook his head, “Those are children’s stories, Friend,” he said, lifting the simpleton to his feet. “My blue skin can’t be removed so easily. In ancient times all Starfarers wore them, just as you wear leather and cotton and wool. But it is not clothing, it is a symbiote, an animal with a mind and will of its own that drinks my sweat to stay alive. In return it protects me, heals me, and extends my life.”
“Then maybe you could loan it to her,” the farmer begged, “for just awhile. Maybe it could protect her!”
Phylomon shook his head sadly. “If your daughter had a skin like mine, she too would be immune to disease. But I can no more remove this blue hide than you can remove your own skin. I’m sorry, but my touch won’t heal your daughter. I have no magic powers.”
“What can I do?” the farmer begged, and he fell to sobbing.
Phylomon lightly touched the man’s shoulder. “Perhaps I can help her some other way. I know a bit of healing lore. Stay for a bit. I’ll come to your home as soon as possible and do what I can. But now, I must prepare for sunset,” Phylomon sighed, and then led the Dryad to his room.


At sunset the Pwi threw a party in Phylomon’s welcome, as if it were a holiday, and many of them painted themselves blue and danced through the streets with flutes and drums. They tied streamers to every tree and brought their finest lamps down to the docks to see by as they listened to Phylomon's words, for it was said that his counsel was legendary.
Wisteria watched them gather from her home, at first, but soon joined the crowd, staying off to its edges. The fine day promised a cool evening, which was welcome after such a hot summer. The nights were not crisp yet, nor even cool, but the promise of fall could be felt for the first time this year.
Someone brought a beer keg to the dockside and the Pwi roasted three pigs in a great bonfire in the middle of the street. Everyone began to sing, and laughter filled the air.
Something in the festivities frightened Wisteria. There was a frenetic energy to it, a wildness to it. Most people seemed oblivious to the fact that Phylomon had asked the men to come dressed in war gear, and only a few Pwi brought their shields and war clubs.
As darkness grew, so did the throng.
Well over six hundred men and women with screaming babies and tired, ecstatic children eventually gathered. The Pwi celebrated, and the smell of roasting pork and beer filled the air. The music and laughter swelled so that soon the gaiety spread among the whole crowd. Everyone showed up—even old Byrum Saman, who’d been too sick to move from his pallet all summer, had been carried down to the docks. Two ships were still moored in the harbor.
Woden—a small white moon like a blind staring eye—had risen, and Phylomon’s pale skin gleamed dully as he entered the crowd. The Dryad stayed in their room. Phylomon carried his long, thin sword in its scabbard.
Wisteria waited in the crowd, and eventually her mother and father joined her. Tull Genet came and stood behind Wisteria, a bit too close. She couldn’t help but be conscious of him, waiting, as if after five years she might once again fall into his arms.
It was so Pwi of him.
The blue man appeared tired, and the crowd was disorganized. The men did not march in their war gear and line up in front of him like a real army might. It had been twenty years since they’d mustered, and those few who remembered to dress in battle gear seemed embarrassed to have pulled out old war shields with cracked leather, maces that had never been swung in battle. Among the crowd, only two men had guns—crude single-shot rifles.
Phylomon, moved by some internal clock, decided that the time was right and marched down to the wharf, where he stood with his back to the water and began to speak.
“People of Smilodon Bay,” Phylomon said loudly, “I have asked your men to come in war gear because you are in danger. Here in Smilodon Bay, you are far from Craal, and perhaps you are not aware of your enemy’s power, or the length of their reach. We here in the Rough number under sixty thousand, yet if you combined the armies of the Seven Lords of Craal, you would find that they have over six million men and women who bear arms. Many of these slavers are not sometime warriors—they fight with the sword day in and day out, and they kill one another for a living.
“In the past, the great distance between Smilodon Bay and Craal has served to protect you. But the Rough is shrinking. Every year, the borders of Craal move closer. Every year the slavers’ kingdom and power grows. If the Seven Lords were not so busy fighting among themselves, they would have swallowed you long ago.
“Soon—perhaps in a year, perhaps ten—the slavers will come and take you anyway. I’ve known them long enough so that I can tell you what will happen. They see no difference between owning people like you and owning herds of swine.” He pointed at two of the younger boys, both humans. “You and you, the slavers will castrate you before your mothers' eyes, and you will be made house servants. The slavers think it no more indecent to castrate you than to castrate a bull.” He pointed to Wisteria and two other young women, “You will be branded and turned into whores. You Pwi will be shackled and put to work in the mines and fields, and you,” he said, pointing out several grandmothers, along with Byrum Saman on his sick bed, “They’ll smother you with no more thought than if they slaughtered a dog that had outlived its usefulness.
“I have spent my entire life fighting the slavers, but some of you seem to be ignorant of their crimes. Two years ago, in Craal, I collected testimonies from slaves detailing the accounts of their capture. Some of them were taken by some of your townsmen….” A woman shrieked in disbelief. Others stiffened and looked around, studying the eyes of neighbors. Some muttered, and the sound of shifting feet threatened to drown out Phylomon’s voice, so he shouted, “Those slaves shall be vindicated this night!”
Phylomon held three slips of paper. He stroked the middle of his seven medallions, and it began to gleam like a firefly. A Pwi woman gasped at this sign of magic. He read, “Six years ago, I, Molliron Hart, was taken slave in Smilodon Bay. I was walking down the road just after dark when Jassic Goodman and Denneli Goodman caught me and raped me. They carried me to the hold of a merchant ship and sent me here.”
The crowd roared in anger. Denneli Goodman, a middle-aged fat man, tried to make a run for it. A woman stepped in front of him, and he slapped her in the head with a mace, cracking her skull. Several men grabbed the Goodman brothers from all sides, disarmed them, and dragged them shrieking and kicking toward Phylomon. The injured woman bled profusely and sat on the ground, stunned, while a dozen people tried to help tend to her wounds.
“Here’s the ones that did it!” someone shouted. Wisteria stared with her mouth open. It's started, she thought. It has started. She was not surprised to find that these Goodman brothers were slavers. From her childhood she recalled that Jassic and Denneli were two of the meanest men in town.
Phylomon stepped in front of Denneli Goodman, a tall thin man with a haggard face. Denneli stared at the ground, and he shook as if with a chill. Phylomon asked, “What have you to say for yourself?”
“Does it matter?” Denneli asked. “You caught us. I’m a dead man.”
“Dead you are,” Phylomon said. He turned to the townspeople and said just loud enough to be heard by all, “When the first Starfarers fell from the skies, there were 312 men and women. You are all descended from them. In the past thousand years your bloodlines have crossed and recrossed countless times. You look at the person standing next to you, and though he may be a stranger, you share so many genes that he is as much a brother as if you were born of the same mother. I myself have fathered five children in the past eight hundred years. Most of you could not cite your genealogy without finding that I am one of your forebearers. When you sell one another into slavery, you sell your brothers and sisters. The people I kill this night, are my own children!”
With that he spun and jabbed his sword faster than the eye could see. Denneli staggered back, and at first Wisteria thought that the blue man had missed, but a ragged hole appeared in Denneli’s throat; blood spurted as if from a broken pipe. The stricken man began coughing blood.
Denneli’s children shrieked, and his wife fainted. Phylomon turned to the crowd: “Does Molliron Hart have any brothers or sisters, any relatives at all?”
One woman shouted, “Me!”
“Then in the morning, you will go to the homes of these men, and take possession. Their homes and everything within them are yours. The families of slavers will not profit from these condemned men’s crimes.”
Phylomon stepped up to Jassic, a robust man in his mid-thirties with a thick beard. He could not have been much more than twenty when he raped and sold Molliron Hart. Jassic was watching six directions at once, looking for a place to run; three townsmen held him from behind, and one man had put a noose around Jassic’s neck. He fought the noose, and white spittle foamed from his mouth.
“Anything to say for yourself?” Phylomon asked.
Jassic’s lips trembled. He blurted, “Wait a minute! You can’t do this to me! Wait! Grab him, boys!”
Wisteria searched the crowd. Though several men shifted their feet, none of the “boys” came to Jassic’s rescue. Both his wife and his mistress covered their faces with their hands. Phylomon watched Jassic’s eyes, trying to see who Jassic called to, then rammed his sword up under Jassic’s chin and into his brain.
Phylomon read his second letter: “I, Javan Tech—”
Wisteria heard a shriek rise from her own throat, condemning her.
Her father shouted beside her and drew a knife as he backed away from Phylomon. They had stood near the back of the crowd. Subconsciously, Wisteria had placed herself here so that her father could make a hasty retreat if need be, yet Beremon tripped in his hurry to run.
Tull Genet, that damned half-Neanderthal, grabbed Beremon by the shoulder to steady him, then he must have realized he’d caught a slaver, for he swung Beremon in a great arc, throwing back into the crowd and followed after, still blindly clutching Beremon’s doe-skin jacket.
Beremon’s hands suddenly emptied as he dropped his knife to the road. Wisteria’s mother, Elyssa, fainted, and Wisteria caught her as she fell.
Several young men dragged Beremon forward, and Tull clutched Beremon’s jacket in confusion, still surprised at having captured a slaver.
Phylomon continued, “In Smilodon Bay, while I was walking up the hill at night, Beremon Altair caught me. He and his wife Elyssa kept me in their basement, and sold me as a slave a week later.”
Several people gasped in surprise. Two men took Elyssa from Wisteria’s arms and looked up at Phylomon. “Not the woman!” someone shouted.
Phylomon shook his head, condemning Wisteria’s mother to death.
The young men shoved Beremon to his knees, forced him to kneel in the blood of two dead men. Tull stared at Wisteria in dismay, his face drained white, and she knew that Tull had heard her scream. He knew of her guilt. With a word to Phylomon, Tull could also condemn her to death.
Part of her knew that she should die, and she fought the urge to scream, to confess. She’d only been a child at the time. Perhaps she would gain forgiveness. But she was too much of a coward to speak.
Wisteria felt as if she’d been staggered by a physical blow. Every muscle in her chest seemed to spasm in pain, forcing the air from her lungs in tight, ragged breaths. She was afraid for her parents, and blamed herself. She should have known Beremon would stumble into Tull.
Phylomon waited a moment until Elyssa regained consciousness, and several men held her lightly.
“Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Phylomon asked. Beremon began weeping and shaking his head, then his back straightened and he seemed to regain his dignity. “I only did it once. My wife is not to blame.”
A woman, Javan Tech’s mother, shouted at Beremon and Elyssa, “Damn you! May God screw you for what you did!”
Beremon stiffened at the curse and said bitterly, “I think he just has.”
Phylomon looked into Elyssa’s eyes. “Did you help take Javan Tech slave? Did you keep her in your house?”
He did not need an answer. Her face was drained pale with guilt. “Yes,” she said.
Phylomon put the sword to Beremon’s throat and asked, “Madam, please turn your head.”
Trembling, Elyssa turned her head to the side and began to weep. Her gray hair looked almost golden in the torchlight, as if in her final moments, she was restored to youth. She peeked at Phylomon’s blade from the corner of her eyes.
“Please,” Phylomon said, “This is hard enough for me. I don’t want you to see it.”
Elyssa nodded slightly and closed her eyes. Phylomon jerked his sword up, away from Beremon, and jabbed Elyssa under the throat, nearly severing her head in one quick thrust, and the audience groaned as one to see the woman die.
“Thank you,” Beremon told Phylomon. “That was kind of you.”
Wisteria saw real gratitude in her father’s eyes, but there was no compassion in the blue man now.
Phylomon swiftly struck with his sword, piercing Beremon’s right lung, then kicked Beremon off the dock, where he floundered a moment in the deep waters of the bay.
Wisteria cried out. Her mother lay sprawled on her back, her head held to her body by only a flap of skin, as she stared at the sky. Wisteria could hear her father in the water, splashing his hands feebly as he tried to stay afloat.
Her legs felt weak, and she dropped to her knees and listened to the splashing, a single cough. “God!” she pleaded, “God! He's drowning! Stop this!” Yet no one moved to help her father. She staggered forward to save him, and someone caught her from behind, wrapping strong arms around her, and lifted her into the air. She kicked him in the shins and twisted around.
It was Mayor Goodman. “Say nothing!” he whispered fiercely. “Don’t step into this mess. Not here! Not now! Later!”
She realized what might happen if she tried to save her father. Beremon quit splashing as he sank beneath the waves. She held her breath, waited for the sound of him surfacing, gasping for breath. But she heard only the lapping of water against the docks. The bay became placid.
Elyssa lay staring up at the moon. Wisteria sank to the ground and began gasping for air, trying to scream.


Phylomon read from the last slip of paper and came up with five names, and three more people died—another Goodman brother, an old woman, and one of the scraggly seamen Jassic had called to for help. Another perpetrator of the crime had died of a fall seven years earlier, and the fifth had long since sailed away.
When he was finished, Phylomon stepped back from the crowd, neck and shoulders hunched as if exhausted to the bone. He said softly, “It never becomes easier.”
The merriment and celebration among the Pwi had long since been crushed. Phylomon wended his way through the crowd, a pariah in the town he had come to save, and everyone stepped back, mothers clutching their children, all of them staring hard at the blue man.
Wisteria felt desolate. As a child, she’d feared that retribution would come, that people would find out that she had carried food for Javan Tech.
Finally, retribution had come.
Seven townsmen were dead. Some people in the crowd wept with relief at finding that lost friends and family members, though taken as slaves, had been alive only recently. Others wept in bitterness because fathers and friends, husbands and brothers had been slaughtered before their eyes. Yet no one spoke against what had happened; no one said it was unjust. That hurt Wisteria most of all.
A hundred yards down the road, Phylomon turned to the crowd, and for the first time his soft voice carried an edge. “Many of you children will grow up hating and fearing me—fearing that I will come back again. I will rob you slavers of your sleep. And that fear of discovery, fear of justice, is what this world needs.”


That night, Wisteria Altair lost her home to the Tech family. All thirty-seven of them scoured the house, pulling out the beds and furniture, the jewelry and money, the food and family books. Wisteria wept uncontrollably.
By lantern light Javan’s older sister Devina Tech came and reached out to Wisteria. For a moment Wisteria thought Devina was seeking to comfort her, but instead she grabbed Wisteria’s platinum necklace and savagely tore it from her neck.
“I’ll take that, and the earrings,” Devina said, grabbing at Wisteria’s ears. Wisteria wrenched away and slapped Devina in the nose. The older woman looked at Wisteria and her face twisted in rage. “It’s small enough payment for my sister,” Devina said. She reached out as if she would pull Wisteria’s hair, and Wisteria knocked her hand away.
Wisteria took off the earrings, handed them to Devina. “Here,” she said. “You’ve now been amply paid for your sister. I’m sure it eases your loss.”
Devina seemed to catch herself, regain a semblance of dignity. “You can keep the clothes on your back,” Devina said, as if bestowing a gift, and she hurried back to the house.
Several younger family members fought over booty. They were worse than junkyard dogs.
After so many years away from town, Wisteria realized that she didn’t really know these people anymore, yet their actions revealed their nature. For years Wisteria had felt guilty for what her family had done to Javan, had found it hard to look others in the face. Tonight, the guilt dies, she thought.
Within an hour old grandmother Tech stood back in the street and cackled, “That’s my house! I’ll live in the finest house on this coast!”
Afterward, in the dark, Wisteria wandered through town, crying softly. She had not eaten lunch after the blue man’s arrival, and had forgone dinner in her worry.
Her stomach began to cramp from hunger. She wandered the streets and found that down by the docks the partygoers had left the carcasses of the pigs still cooking. Many lanterns still burned, and she could make out the streamers hanging from trees.
Finding herself alone, she gagged down a bite of the burned meat, drank a single swallow from the barrel of beer.
Wisteria heard a twig snap behind a house. In the shadows she glimpsed the mayor’s Dryad stealing clothes from a line, her hair and skin silvered in the moonlight. The Dryad wore a long knife on her hip. When she saw Wisteria, the Dryad crept off without a word, heading into the woods outside town. Wisteria wished that she, too, could run from this place.
Wisteria took a step, and something crunched under foot. She reached down and picked it up: a panpipe dropped by a Pwi.
It was all that was left of the blue holiday.











Chapter 9: Under the Cover of Darkness
Phylomon flitted from the shadow of one tree after another as he crept to Moon Dance. He’d killed a few slavers in town, but there were others that he had missed, he felt sure. And then there were the kinsmen and friends of those who had died. More than once, he'd faced reprisals by would-be assassins.
He felt bone weary after treating the farmer’s daughter for a parasitic worm infection, but his very soul felt worn after killing the slavers. For a thousand years he’d been trying to save his people. Sometimes they seemed like ignorant children, too unwise and too willful for their own good.
By the time he reached the inn, it was well past midnight. He sneaked up the hallway to the guestrooms. The floors were carpeted with worn animal furs. After a thousand years of living furtively in the wild, he could move as silently as any man alive. There was no swishing of clothes, no thump of a footfall as he passed. The only sound came when a floorboard creaked beneath his weight. He halted, silent for long minutes so that anyone who might be listening for his return would think that it was only the old inn settling on its foundations.
He warily unlocked the door to his room, keeping as silent as possible. He cracked the door open.
Sure enough, he could smell an intruder, a big man, rank from sweat. He also smelled a tallow candle burning, with a hint of lavender scent—the kind that a whore might use to freshen her parlor. No one rushed the door, so he imagined that the man was hiding. He heard a soft snore, breath catching. He smiled.
More than once, a would-be assassin had fallen asleep while waiting for him. By slow degrees, Phylomon swung the door wide.
On a stool beside the bed, a single yellow candle guttered, burned down to a stump. That seemed odd. Assassins usually didn’t announce themselves that way.
Beneath a tangled pile of blankets, a single bear of a man slept. Otherwise the room was empty. The occupant of the bed was none other than Theron Scandal, the innkeeper.
Phylomon woke the innkeeper with a kick.
“Oh, oh,” Scandal said groggily. “It’s late.” He sat up, rubbing his eyes.
“I agree,” Phylomon said. “I’d heard that this room didn’t have vermin. I fancied that meant that for once I would sleep alone in a bed.”
“My apologies,” Scandal said. He stretched. “I was going to get you some dinner, but you weren’t in your room.”
“You want something more,” Phylomon said. “I can see it in the way your shoulders bunch, and you lean forward. Out with it. I like bluntness in a man.”
Scandal bunched his dark brows in thought, as if he were unused to such straightforward talk. “I’m worried about this trip I’m taking,” Scandal said. “I told you that we had three humans coming with us, but I’m afraid that after tonight they won’t be coming anymore.”
“They backed out?” Phylomon asked.
“You killed them,” Scandal corrected. “Denneli and Coormon Goodman, along with Anduil Smith.”
“Three slavers were going with you? Makes you wonder how much a human innkeeper is worth on the slave blocks in Craal, doesn’t it? I’m sure you would fetch a great price as a chamberlain.”
Scandal’s eyes widened. “They wouldn’t!”
“They planned to, I suspect,” Phylomon said, “yet they were going to too much trouble just to get at you. I suspect that they planned something more.” The blue man bent his head in thought. “With the fishery down, I suppose that some in the town have moved elsewhere. You will have lost some fighting men.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal said. “They’ve been leaving all summer, looking for work down south. I’ve been worried: we’ve got three cannons pointed at the bay, but they won’t do much good if pirates came over land. They could sail a ship up Muskrat Creek during high tide and walk over the hills in an hour. Sixty men of war, at night, could take this town.”
“The slavers wanted your quest to fail,” Phylomon suggested.
“Perhaps,” Scandal said. “I’ve never liked Denneli Goodman. If you told me that he rapes babies, I’d likely believe it. But not the others. Coormon—not him. He was a wild kid, but I thought that he’d changed. And Anduil—always seemed a stout man, trustworthy, honorable….”
Phylomon looked out the window, Freya had joined Woden in the night sky, and it was getting lighter. “I killed three men named Goodman tonight. They were your mayor’s brothers?”
“Ayaah,” Scandal said.
“I believe they were in it together,” Phylomon said. “Jassic wanted his ‘boys’ to kill me. He may have been the ringleader.”
“You think that there are more slavers?” Scandal said in disbelief.
Perhaps Scandal couldn’t imagine such a thing, but Phylomon had lived too long. Too often a fair face had hidden a foul heart. Men who seemed saintly were little more than cunning monsters.
“There may be more,” Phylomon said. “And if there are, we should be able to lure them out. Leave an open invitation for other townsmen to join us on the trip to Seven Ogre River. Perhaps our enemies will introduce themselves. I’m tempted to kill the first human who tries to join the quest. But what of the Pwi who are coming? Can they be trusted?”
“The Pwi didn’t choose to come,” Scandal said. “We’ve got a Spirit Walker in town. He ordered them to go.”
“I’ve known many a Spirit Walker who couldn’t look five days into the future. Is this one any good?” Phylomon asked, then realized that he could find that out himself. He could test the man’s skills. If the Spirit Walker had seen the future, then he would know that Phylomon would test him.
Phylomon excused himself from the room, crept outside. He stepped into the street, looked around. With the moons up, there was hardly a shadow in town.
If the Spirit Walker had seen the future, it didn’t make any difference which way Phylomon went, the shaman should be waiting ahead. Phylomon walked up the hill above the inn, through the brush, where the pines hid everything in shadows. A single large redwood stood atop the hill.
When Phylomon reached the redwood, the voice of the Neanderthal came to him from the shadows. “I am here,” Chaa said softly. “I have been waiting.”
Phylomon saw the Neanderthal then, sitting in the shadow of a rock. He bowed to the shaman in respect.
“Sit,” Chaa said. “The night is lovely. It is good to enjoy the darkness while we still can. Soon, a greater darkness comes.”
Phylomon sat at Chaa’s feet and waited for the Spirit Walker to speak.
He knew that Chaa would say only what he desired to say, and Phylomon had seen the vast psychic powers of the pure-blooded Pwi too often to doubt the shaman’s powers.
“You fear to take the serpent journey,” Chaa said, “for you fear that your enemies will destroy you.”
The shaman was perceptive. “I tell you this: Your enemies will have power over you. Time, death—these things you fear. You cannot live forever. You sense that you are growing old, and that your life will fail.”
Phylomon had never told anyone this. His symbiote had kept him alive for a thousand years, and many people thought him immortal, but it could not keep him alive much longer. The Starfarers had had rejuvenation treatments that extended their lives for millennia, but that technology was lost here on Anee.
“The thing that you want most,” Chaa said, “is to save your people, to save them even if they do not care enough to save themselves. This … this can be accomplished. You must walk the path of the crushed heart. If you go on this journey with Theron Scandal, perhaps it can succeed.
“Yet succeed or not, within three years, Phylomon, you will die for your efforts. Your death will be gruesome.
“So, this I must ask you. Will you go in the hopes of saving your people, knowing that it will hasten your end?”
Phylomon hesitated. He’d hoped for another decade or two, maybe even ten. He answered, “I suspect that if we took a poll of the dead, none of them would say that their deaths came easily.”
Chaa nodded. “You have long been a protector of the Pwi.”
“Not just of the Pwi,” Phylomon said. “My people are a danger to themselves. Always they have tried to find an easy path back to the stars, but their road leads them only down. Long ago, when some of our Starfarers proposed taking the Pwi as slaves to build their war machines, I warned them against this. Now, the slavers in Craal have fallen so far …”
“The time has come when you can protect us no longer,” Chaa said. “The armies of Craal swell to six million. All your efforts to stop them will be vain. But Tull Genet can destroy the armies of Craal. I have asked him to go on this journey.”
Phylomon drew a deep breath in surprise. He hadn’t met Tull, did not know the man at all, yet hope suddenly flared in him. “I’ve battled the Slave Lords for eight hundred years, and in all those centuries I have lost that war one slow battle at a time! Their warriors outnumber us a hundred to one. Tell me that you do not speak in half truths! Tell me plainly that my death will mean something!”
Chaa considered. “The paths of the future branch a thousand, thousand directions in a man’s lifetime. Because of this, it is impossible to walk all of a man’s future. Even the best Spirit Walker can only see a few years down the road, and even then he may be mistaken. But I did not have to walk far into Tull’s future. I tell you that within two years, Tull can crush their necks. The armies of Craal can fall. But only if Tull first makes the serpent catch.”
“Then I will go with him, no matter what the price!” Phylomon said.
Chaa said, “I tell you now, the day will come when you regret this decision. Do not be afraid to teach him your secrets.”


Well past midnight, dazed and hungry and not sure what to do, Wisteria found herself beside the Smilodon River. It flowed softly in the late summer, with barely a gurgle, and no sound of waves lapping the shore. The scent of night air and redwoods had crept down from the hills.
Her stomach cramped from hunger, and a chill had taken her. She’d never felt so desolate, so alone.
She was trying to make plans. She was completely destitute. She had an education, knew how to invest and make money, but she’d never had her father’s keen mind for numbers, and now she didn’t have so much as one silver penny.
That left manual labor. She’d never done a day’s work in her life. The family’s cook had bought their food and prepared it. A butler had attended the house. Pwi laborers did everything else.
Wisteria hardly knew how to sew a button.
Who would hire her?
She cast her mind about. There were logging and mining camps nearby. There were fishing boats. A few of the locals produced things—clay mugs, glasswares.
But most of the hard work was done by the Pwi, with their stout backs and strong arms.
She kept thinking of Scandal’s inn. He might want a human serving girl to take care of his human customers. With some diligent work, she might even learn how to cook.
But she didn’t dare kid herself. She had no talent for cooking, at least none that she knew of. And most of Scandal’s women worked upstairs, in the “bridal chambers.”
I wouldn’t be the first woman to make her living on her back, Wisteria thought. But she doubted that she had a talent even for that. Certainly she had no experience.
Still, there were wealthy people in town who might hire a human girl as a house servant. She glanced uphill, where the big stone houses sat, brooding and monolithic.
At the door of Mayor Garamon Goodman, she was startled to see movement. A candle sputtered in the window to the front room, and a shadowy figure knocked at the door. It cracked, a man entered halfway, spoke quickly, and then crept out.
The mayor himself stepped out afterward, breathed the fresh air, and gazed up at the moons thoughtfully. Thor had risen. She could see the mayor well, the gold chain to his watch gleaming. Then he stepped back into the house.
It was far too late to be keeping company. There had been protectiveness in the mayor’s voice when he’d stopped her from trying to save her father, a hint that they were allies fighting a common foe.
Garamon had helped her father arrange Javan’s sale. He was in this slavery business as deep as anyone.
Suddenly, Wisteria realized that there was another way to make a living—a darker way, one that she had never considered.
She felt angry, hurt, alone. More than anything, she felt helpless right now. She wanted to strike back at the world, hurt someone.
Almost without thinking, Wisteria ran to Garamon’s door and rapped softly.
The mayor jerked the door open. “Again? What—?” he whispered savagely. His beard and breath smelled wet with beer, and he wore a dark cotton robe.
He stood a moment, studying her, and his eyes slowly focused. His sudden silence made it obvious he had not expected her. “What do you want?” Garamon asked softly, as if unwilling to wake his wife and children.
Wisteria did not know how to answer, and then she did, “Vengeance.”
The mayor watched her for a long moment, gauging her. Then he licked his lips. “Vengeance,” he breathed, “can be had in many ways.”
“I want the blue man dead,” Wisteria said evenly “I want to watch the Tech family—all of them—stuffed in the hold of a Craal slave ship, and I want to laugh as I watch.”
The mayor chuckled. “Ayaah, you’ve more spunk than your father ever had, but I’m afraid you’ve lost the family coins. Aren’t you afraid of me? You with nothing to offer, no one to care for you? If I were a slaver, I’d say, ‘She's worth piss in this town. If she got knocked in the head and took a piggyback ride in a sack tonight, who’d miss her?’”
Wisteria studied him. She had nothing to give. She was a beggar. Yet … a week before she’d noticed that Garamon could not conceal the lust in his eyes as he watched the young Pwi women down by the river, as they bent to do their washing. He’s like a dog that way, she thought, always sniffing at the source of joy. So little self control.
Hadn’t her father told her that her body could be a great asset? She opened a button on her blouse, revealing the curve of her breasts, and asked, “A little vengeance. What could it cost?”
The mayor’s jaw dropped, and he wetted his lips with his tongue. She met his eyes, challenging him. He stepped out the door, and closed it quietly behind him.
“This way,” he hissed, taking her by the hand and leading her behind the house to a narrow path. There were rosebushes and trees here, dark vines.
The path was filled with shadows, and here they would be invisible to prying eyes.
Wisteria did not care if they were caught. The path wended its way several hundred yards among grape arbors and trees, always only a few feet behind the nearest house, until Garamon stopped at his family’s cloth shop, then fumbled in a bush by the back door as he looked for a key.
When they were in, he tossed a bolt of cotton on the floor and stood panting a moment, just watching Wisteria.
“Well?” he said, waiting for her to move.
“Then you will do it?” she asked. “You will kill Phylomon? You will sell the Techs into slavery?”
“Ayaah,” Garamon said, “I’ve been thinking on it all night.”
“And what guarantee do I have?”
“My word of honor,” Garamon answered.
“And what is the price?” she asked.
“You’ll be mine,” Garamon answered, his voice husky with lust. “Whenever I want you.”
“I’ll be yours, for one year after the deed,” Wisteria offered. “After that, my life is mine.”
Garamon watched her. “Agreed,” he said. “But I’ll have you now, to see what I’m getting.”
Wisteria pulled off her sandals, wiggled out of her skirt. Garamon watched her. When she stood naked, he reached for her, and his breathing came deep and slow.












Chapter 10: A Pwi Wedding
The sun rode high in the sky and the morning dew had left the grass when Tull returned to his house from Chaa’s. After the executions the night before, the mood in town had been quiet, and the Pwi hesitated to disturb any mourners by walking outside their homes.
As a son of Chaa, Tull would be expected to move his belongings into the family house, but he thought he would let that wait for a few days. He would want his valuables kept at Chaa’s while he was gone, that was certain. The newness of the situation unsettled him.
So he’d decided to spend the day making a new war spear for the journey. So he took a bone from a dimetrodon’s dorsal fin and began sharpening its sides, forming a three-foot-long spearhead. It was the only kind of spearhead one wanted while traveling through territory infested by Mastodon Men and wild mammoths.
Tull felt profoundly aware of the silence in the woods outside of town. When he neared his door, the only sound he could hear was the surf beating against the rocks and sparrows hopping among the laurels by his doorstep.
So when he reached the doorstep, he was surprised to see a figure eight painted with flour upon the grass—a small figure eight, no more than four feet across. Normally when a woman painted the figure eight upon a man’s doorstep, she set all her possessions in one half of the circle—her food, her cooking utensils, her weapons—then she stood with them and waited to see if the man would join her. But there was only a handful of wild daisies in the circle, and no woman.
Tull crouched to look at the daisies, wondering what it could mean. Only a poor woman would have left them, a woman who had nothing but herself to give. Even the poorest Pwi would have brought an object that contained kwea, something to which she had a strong emotional attachment. Perhaps this one loved daisies?
A child, he thought after a moment. A little girl has a crush on me? Who could it be?
He’d have to let the girl down gently.
But another thought came. Perhaps it was someone who had nothing at all, not even some poor necklace that held good kwea.
He suddenly thought of the one woman who fit that description. His heart began racing in his chest. He stood up to look for her, entered his home, and found Wisteria sleeping on his mat on the floor.
She woke when the swinging door scraped the dirt floor. Her eyes were red and swollen, as if she’d cried all night, and her hair was sweaty and matted, her blouse and skirt rumpled. She didn’t say a word, just rose from the floor and sidled past him, back out the door. She stepped into the sunlight in the circle and stood with her chestnut hair gleaming, daisies at her feet.
He could not believe it. “Are you sure?”
“Sure?” Wisteria said, placing a hand on her forehead as if to test for a fever. “Yes. I’m sure.”
Tull studied her.
“I’m tired. I’m hungry. I’m desperate,” she continued. “I’m hurting inside, and I’m mad as hell. You know I’ve always been fond of you—from the time we were children—but I wasn’t sure … if those feelings would last. Then, this morning it all came clear to me. I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you for years. But I was afraid that my father would disapprove….”
“When he stumbled into me last night,” Tull said, “I grabbed him to keep from falling. I didn’t even know who’d hit me, and then I realized someone was trying to escape. I threw him back into the crowd and held him at the same time. I didn’t know it was him. I swear, if I’d have had time to think, I’d have let him go.”
Wisteria began to tremble. Tears misted her eyes. “I know,” she whispered.
“We were all crazy last night,” Tull said. “We just stood there and watched it happen. I didn’t have time to think, to decide if what we were doing was right.”
Even now, Tull wasn’t sure. Had Beremon gotten what he deserved? Tull hated slavers, hated the pain that they caused. Part of him said, Yes, they deserve it. Yet he could never have killed the man himself.
“I know,” Wisteria said again.
“And if you marry me,” Tull answered, “You will have to live with that. You’ll remember every day of our lives that I betrayed him.”
“You didn’t,” she said, wiping her face. “It was an accident.”
“And if you marry me,” Tull said, “you will still be alone for a long time. I’m leaving in a week, and I won’t be back until midwinter. This will be a lonely time for you. The hardest in your life.”
Wisteria sat down on the grass and began coughing up great wracking sobs. After several moments she said, “I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to be without you! I can't stay in this town right now anyway. It hurts too much. Everything reminds me of what happened last night. I want to come with you.”
Tull studied her. Always before, humans had seemed so … emotionally resilient, or perhaps just emotionally sheltered. They were never destroyed by pain half so much as the Pwi. To see Wisteria this way, weeping in the grass, he could almost imagine she was Pwi at heart, that the evil kwea of last night would drive her away from here. And Tull realized something else—he was trying to talk her out of this marriage in spite of the fact that he desired it, in spite of the fact that he wanted it so badly he couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.
“You’ve never loved me,” he suddenly said. “Not completely.” She didn’t love him the way that a Pwi woman would.
She looked up. “I was too young for commitment. When we were younger and I kissed you, I was … crazy with want. When Father sent me away, I dreamed about what life would be like with you, about how it would be to make love to you, and twice I tried to run away from Lady Devarre’s. But last night, when I ached for someone to comfort me, I realized that I needed you. Without you, I’m … only half a person.”
Tull wanted her, but this all seemed so sudden. For months now he had been thinking about Fava. She was a simple girl, strong, and the quaint scent of vanilla water in Fava’s hair charmed him. But from his youth, Tull had imagined life with Wisteria. The attraction he felt for her was strong. Suddenly Tull understood his fear, his hesitancy to enter the circle. He took a deep breath and almost choked as he offered his last excuse—his only real reason for hesitating, “Wisteria, I’m afraid to marry you. My father—I … I don’t know how to love. When I was younger, I didn’t believe in love. For years I felt dead inside, as if I were the world’s lone witness to a great joke—the fact that everyone else believed that such a thing existed when obviously, so obviously, love was a lie. But over the years, I realized that love exists, that everyone else feels it but me. I want to feel it for you. I feel something. I feel drawn to you. But you’re as human as my father, and I’m afraid of that.”
Tull didn’t know if Wisteria could understand. She looked up at him, her eyes wet and bloodshot, though no tears flowed down her cheeks. She sniffled, and said very clearly. “I’m not like him. Jenks is a twisted man, even for a human. But love? Love is easy. I’ll show you how to love.”
Tull found himself staggering into the circle. All the years of waiting to love seemed to collapse inward; all the walls he’d built against it tumbled down. He wasn’t even aware that his feet were moving till he stood in the second circle and took her hands.
She held her palms out and up, in a beggar’s gesture, and they clasped one another’s wrists. She spoke the words of the wedding ritual, though she had no friend to witness. “I seek shelter from loneliness. I bring all that you see within this circle. But mostly, I bring my heart.”
Tull’s jaw trembled. “This house, it is empty without you, just as I am empty without you. I offer you shelter, until hand in hand we take our journey to the House of Dust.”
He kissed her, a long slow kiss, and carried her into his house.
It did not seem right to make love to her. He knew she had been up all night, knew that she needed consolation. Yet he could not refrain. The desire that was in him pulled him, tore him till he was tossed in the wind like dandelion down in a storm, and she seemed eager to caress him and give herself.
Wisteria’s voice was husky as he pulled her to him. “You don’t know how often I dreamed of this. I’ll teach you how to love,” she said, cupping his head in her hands. “I’ll show you how.”
Among the Pwi, it is said that when two people first make love, that the Goddess Zhofwa bends near the land and blows her kisses upon them, and at that moment, their act becomes holy, Thea, and if the love is pure the Goddess will enter them for a time to join the dance of the lovers’ bodies.
Tull held Wisteria, wanted to drink her with his eyes, learn the colors of every mole on her body.
The air suddenly seemed fresh and clean. He felt the Goddess kiss him in the small of the back, and an intense cool thrill of pleasure passed down his back and into his groin. It felt as good as he’d dreamed love could be, and for the first time he knew that he could be touched by love, that he could give.













Chapter 11: Grim Preparations
After the executions, the town of Smilodon Bay went sullenly quiet. Only six funeral pyres roared that day—for no one even found the body of Beremon—and the smell of charcoal and flesh seemed to loom over the town. Each person mourned the dead in solitude. Though Phylomon stalked through town often that day, no one sought his company, which was fine with him.
It was foolish for them to grieve. The town should have been celebrating the purge of slavers.
Still, no one sought to strike back at him that day. Instead, the city brooded.
The fourth day of Phylomon’s visit, the woodland mastodon that was to pull the wagon arrived from the miners at White Rock. It was a hulking brute, sixteen feet at the shoulder, well over forty years old, with the unpromising name of Snail Follower.
The miner brought the mastodon into town dragging a redwood log that was fifteen feet around and thirty feet long, convincing Phylomon that if any beast could pull a wagon carrying twelve tons of water and sea serpents over the plains, this one could.
Theron Scandal grinned all over. “Ayaah, it’s a bad name,” Scandal admitted as he patted the mastodon’s dusty legs and inspected its swollen feet, “but I’ve been assured that the beast is tougher than a Neanderthal’s skull.”
“But it’s a woodland mastodon,” Phylomon pointed out. “It can’t tolerate the high, cold country in the White Mountains, and it will likely take sick if driven too fast. He’s a powerful brute, but he’ll need to rest often. We can’t have him pull for more than four or five hours a day.”
Scandal just rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “There’s no mammoths to be had around here,” he said ruefully.
He was right. Phylomon had an adage: “All you can do, is all you can do.”
He would not waste time regretting the fact that he only had one good mastodon to pull the wagon. Like this town, he thought, I should be celebrating my good fortune.


In spite of the upcoming hardships, Tull felt eager to leave Smilodon Bay. The somber mood in town, the fight with his parents, the executions—all had combined to make home an ugly place in the past few days.
Tull was too near his parents’ house when he went to see the mastodon. He could feel the kwea of his childhood home around the bend, as if the area emanated pain, and he smiled grimly.
He worried for his little brother Wayan, worried so much that he was tempted to go see the child.
He wanted to escape the ugliness and fear of this place, and felt that it would feel good to get into the wilderness. It would feel good most of all because he’d be with Wisteria.


That evening, Scandal met Phylomon in the common room at the inn and said, “Well, I can’t believe it, but over the past two days, I’ve asked every man in town to come with us, and no one will go. You’ve won no friends here.”
“I’m not surprised,” Phylomon answered. “Executioners are never popular.”
Scandal’s squirrels hopped from table to table, looking for hazelnuts. His pet snakebird woke, and Scandal cut bits of meat into cubes, held them on the tip of a knife, and waved them in front of the bird.
The bird hissed and lashed out, grabbing meat between its sharp teeth. “Still,” Scandal said, “I’d hoped someone would come, perhaps a few more Pwi. The only person who has made plans to come is a girl: Wisteria Altair. You killed her mother and father, and now she’s married to Tull Genet, the big Tcho-Pwi.”
“I told you that I was tempted to kill any human that tries to come on this quest with us,” Phylomon said. “Why should she be an exception?” He peered hard at Scandal, and added. “She’s a plant. Our enemies have sent her.”
“Now look here,” Scandal said, waving his knife at Phylomon. “If you touch one hair on that girl’s head, the folks here will stick a skewer up your arse and cook you as the main course for a town barbecue. The town may seem quiet, but folks are outraged.”
Phylomon cocked an eyebrow. “Indeed,” he said. “Go on. I seldom have anyone express their thoughts so candidly.”
Scandal leaned back in his chair. “You take Wisteria’s father, Beremon. He was a Dicton, and I can’t say he had a close friend. People that smart, they don't have equals. But you had to know that Javan Tech woman. She was the Queen Bitch of the town. Even her ever-mourning husband would tell you that Beremon did this town a favor. Beremon didn’t have a mean bone in his body, and, as for Elyssa—well, no one has ever executed a woman on this entire coast, not unless she’s done murder.”
“Indeed?” Phylomon said, raising one hairless blue eyebrow.
“Ayaah,” Scandal said. “I’m afraid that some folks are thinking you waltzed in here and mucked everything up.”
“It’s easy to forgive a man for a crime he’s committed against someone else, long ago,” Phylomon said.
“Yet I showed those slavers more mercy than they showed their victims. Javan Tech was put into a whorehouse, chained to a bedpost. The men of Craal gave her to their Neanderthal warriors, trying to tame her. They were brutal. One night, she picked the lock to her shackles and fled. The Blade Kin hunted her by scent, and when they caught her, they broke her ankles so that she could never run again.
“They put her to work cleaning the floors of the barracks, with nothing but a dirty rag, for she will never walk again. Instead, she scoots herself over the cobblestones on her hips.
“After years of suffering, the woman I met was so humble, she had become beautiful.
“You dislike her for the woman she was, I respect and admire her for what she has become. That’s the problem with slavers. They’re blind to the value of human life, to the greatness of human potential.”
When Phylomon fell silent, Theron Scandal studied him thoughtfully. Javan Tech had been a horrible woman, and if she’d remained in this town, she might be horrible still. Perhaps it was only hardship that had made her a better person.
“I think,” Scandal said, “that Wisteria can become a beauty, too. You may not trust her with your life, but I am willing to trust her with mine.”
Phylomon studied him for a long moment, bit his lower lip. “You know her better than I do. If the rest of the party feels the same, she can join the quest.”


When Tull and Wisteria arrived at the inn later that night, Phylomon studied them. Tull was both larger and stronger than the typical Pwi or human. He was a hybrid, embodying traits from both peoples.
His eyes shone with a kind of cold anger. Phylomon thought. So this is the man who shall lead an army to destroy Craal. He does not look like a military genius.
He studied Wisteria. She was tall, strong, lithe—a form that was the favorite among the ancient Starfarers. She looked much like her mother. A thousand years ago, she’d have been considered a beauty. Like most short-lived persons, or temporaries, as Phylomon called them, she had not lived long enough to gain control over her body. Her wrath was evident in the flaring of her nostrils, her fear in the way she shifted her feet and clasped her hands to hide them. Her pupils were constricted, and her jaw quivered.
Phylomon considered Chaa’s warning a few nights earlier: “Your enemies will have power over you.” Phylomon knew that this girl was trouble. Within him, he felt the symbiote stir.
I taste your fear, the symbiote whispered.
Phylomon tried to calm himself. There is nothing to fear for now, Old Friend, Phylomon answered.
Following Wisteria came Ayuvah, and Little Chaa. Phylomon studied the Pwi. They were more in awe of him than terrified or outraged.
They sat at one of the big tables in the common room. The hearth had only a small fire lit, just enough to give the room a warm glow. The inn was strangely empty. The people of the town were avoiding it, and that was fine with Phylomon. It meant that when he ordered a tankard of beer or a plate of food, the service would come that much faster.
Slapping his hands on the table, Phylomon got their little meeting started by addressing Wisteria. “I understand you want to come with us to Seven Ogre River. I’ll tell you to your face, I don’t trust you. I don’t want you there, and I’ll only consent to your presence if these men vote in unison against me. So I ask you plainly, do you come to help our quest, or hinder it?”
Wisteria considered her answer for only an instant. “I don’t care if this quest succeeds or not. This town means nothing to me, now. I’ve been away for years. The people have changed, my parents are dead. The house that I lived in is just a painful reminder of them. I want to get away from here. I want to be with my husband.”
“You choose odd company,” Phylomon said, “your parents’ executioner, and the man who captured your father when he would have escaped.”
Wisteria’s lower lip trembled. “Tull is innocent, but you’re not. If you were to die tomorrow, I doubt that I could refrain from smiling.”
“I’m sure. But you’ll find that I’m very durable when we get to the Rough—tougher than you would ever believe.” Phylomon held her eyes a moment. It was an old habit. He wanted to warn her against trying to kill him. “You won't see me die. Yet I admire your honesty.”
“I don’t want your compliments,” Wisteria said.
Phylomon looked at the floor reflectively, “I am an enemy to Craal and all its minions, even those who think themselves to be good people. Do you remember the woman your father sold into slavery, Javan Tech?”
Wisteria shook her head.
“She remembers you,” Phylomon said. “She worked cleaning in the palace of Lord Thanafir at Greenstone. She was not old, but she was starling thin, a drudge who scrubbed beer and dog piss from the floors in the Lord’s dining hall. Her left breast had been removed, as are the breasts of all women slaves in Craal once the Lords have tired of using them for toys. She coughed frequently when she spoke, sometimes spitting blood, claiming fumes from the lye she used to clean had eaten her throat raw, and she told me of her home in Smilodon Bay. She remembered this place as heaven. She said, ‘It’s such a beautiful place, with redwoods and the mountains and the sea.’ She said, ‘Beremon, when he took me as a slave, he treated me kind. Didn’t beat me bad, or anything. He even let his little girl bring me food and water.’”
Wisteria’s eyes widened, and she stepped back, as if afraid Phylomon would draw his sword and deliver a killing blow, but the blue man continued, “I won’t kill you for what your parents made you do. Javan said your father was the best master she ever had. She loved this town, wanted to return with all her heart. But even if I had freed her, she was too ill to make the voyage home.” Phylomon watched Wisteria a moment. “You hear only rumors of the evil of the Slave Lords in Craal, but I’ve seen the evil done to that woman. I didn’t kill your parents just because they sold her into slavery—I killed them because of the greater crimes committed to Javan afterward.”
Phylomon fell silent. For a moment no one spoke. He continued. “You say you want to get out of this town, but you must think me a fool. You would not seek the company of your father’s executioner!”
“I can endure your company,” Wisteria said. “As long as I can be with the man I love. I have no home here—you made sure of that—nothing left but him.”
Scandal broke in with a bit of trepidation. “Sir, you tell a good story, but I believe you were duped,” he told Phylomon. “It doesn’t settle right.”
“What do you mean?” Phylomon asked.
“Well, it’s easier to hammer an octopus ‘til it’s tender than to put it into words, but, as I told you earlier, that Javan Tech was the Queen Bitch of the town. I think she played upon your sympathies to get you to exact vengeance—and vengeance isn’t always the same as justice.” Scandal shook his head. “That Javan—she clung to Elyssa like a tick on a sheep. Elyssa just couldn’t shake her. I’ve been sitting here all day thinking about it. You know, Elyssa borrowed some nails from Javan—the copper kind, from Damis—and when Elyssa paid her back, Javan threw a fit. She claimed the bag was light and the nails were inferior quality, and she stumped up and down the street telling everyone, as if she were trying to convince folks that they ought to just take Beremon and Elyssa out in a boat and dump them into the bay.
“Well, Elyssa tried to make it up to Javan. She got several witnesses, me included, and we went to Javan’s door, and Elyssa apologized, saying, ‘Look, Javan, I’ve always valued our friendship. I would never cheat you—not on purpose, not on accident. Here’s fifty pounds of nails, all copper ones from Damis, in five different sizes. I want you to have them with my apologies.'
“But you know how some people like to nurse their wrath. Javan threw the nails at Elyssa’s feet and shouted, ‘I know what you're up to! You’re trying to put it all on me! You’re trying to blame it on me. Well, you’re a cheapskate and a thief and everyone will know it!”
Phylomon weighed the innkeeper’s tale against his own. Both of them were probably accurate, yet he couldn’t quite see all of the truth from where he sat. It was as if the the heart of the matter became obscured the more one examined the stories.
“Hunh,” Phylomon snorted. “It seems I’ve stumbled into a tale.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal mused. “You see, it went deeper than the nails. When Javan was young, she had her eye on Beremon. And when Elyssa married him, Javan sulked for awhile before she finally seemed to snap out of it. But I think down inside she never really got over him, especially when he started making it rich. Javan always felt that Elyssa had stolen Beremon from her.”
Phylomon looked up at Wisteria, and there was a strange glow in the girl’s eyes, as if she was just learning the truth. She’d never known of the love triangle, and Phylomon could see that the whole affair was finally making sense to the girl.
“Anyway, after that incident with the nails, Javan stumped up and down the streets all day long, talking to her friends, gossiping, trying to turn folks away from Elyssa. For months I hardly saw Elyssa with a dry eye. I think Beremon and Elyssa did what they did out of desperation and never considered the consequences.”
“It wasn’t both of them—it was my father!” Wisteria cried. “Mother wanted him to let her go, but daddy refused to listen.”
Phylomon considered a long moment, and realized that he may have executed Elyssa unfairly. She had done great evil, but that didn’t mean that she was completely corrupt.
Could Javan really have duped Phylomon into executing her rival? It seemed unlikely. Javan had seemed humbled, so humble that she wished trouble on no one. But in fact Phylomon had hardly known the woman. He’d taken her testimony at face value.
Could she have manipulated him so coldly? Slavery does such odd things to people, fills them with rage.
“And my father,” Wisteria said, “never sold anyone else. He just didn’t know what to do with Javan.”
“Does that justify his act in your mind?” Phylomon asked.
Wisteria clenched her teeth but held her tongue. Her face reddened, and her eyes misted with hurt and anger. She shook her head and began to cry.
“Perhaps not,” Scandal considered. “He did a terrible thing. But I’m not sure that his guilt justifies your act, either. You come into town, and you know there are slavers. They may have committed the crime ten, twenty years ago. You say that Javan Tech had changed, but it seems to me that the people you executed could have changed, too. They might not be the same people who committed the crime at all.”
Ah, Phylomon thought, so he has come up with a reason to simply sit idle, refusing to condemn the guilty.
That is the problem with the world—too many good men sitting idly by, while evil has its way. Thus moral laxity seems a virtue.
“I’ve been watching people for a thousand years,” Phylomon said softly. “Most men don’t really change much. Not ever, unless life hardens them in some way. I recall a man I met: He’d murdered a townsman when he was fifteen during a jealous fight over a woman, and the people in his town forgave him because of his youth. He established himself in the community, did well for himself over the years. When he was seventy-two, he found his wife kissing another man. He took an ax and killed them both.
“Now, I ask you, should they have forgiven his crimes the second time because of his antiquity? In his old age, is it possible that he’d become senile?
“One must wonder, had he ever really changed? Or did he only kill twice in his life because in all of his years, the right conjunction of motive and opportunity appeared only twice.
“Your father, Wisteria, would he have sold another woman into slavery under similar circumstances? Had he changed at all?”
“I … don’t know,” Wisteria answered.
Phylomon looked into her eyes and believed she did know. Yes, her father would have done it again. “What did he say about it?”
She answered, “He said, ‘It was a fun idea.’”
Phylomon chuckled. “Your father had a cruel sense of humor. I’m not sorry that I killed him, child, but I am sorry that it hurt you. You’re as much a victim of your father's callousness as Javan was. I am sorry.”
Even his executioner hurts, Phylomon thought. It is not easy to be the hand that wields the blade.
Wisteria nodded, rested her elbows on the table, and held her face in her hands. Her shoulders sagged a bit, relaxing, and Phylomon realized that she had found some peace with the situation. It wasn’t much peace, he knew, but he hoped that it would be the beginning of the healing process.
“Ayaah,” Scandal said, “you may be right. Maybe you knew Beremon better than we did. You’ve had time to get to know people. Still, I remember this sculptor—Blin Getaway. He had a pupil once who was studying a model, had been for several hours, and hadn’t put the chisel to the stone. Blin asked him what he was doing, and the student said he just felt he needed a little longer staring at the model so he could hold the woman in his mind, and then he would be ready to sculpt. Blin said, ‘It isn’t how long you look; it’s how deeply you look!' Now, I know you’ve lived what, twenty times longer than me? But you haven’t lived in my town, with my neighbors.”
Phylomon laughed softly and shook his head, held up his hands. “I bow to greater wisdom. I’m afraid my own observations would count little against Blin’s greater authority. After all, it’s commonly accepted that artists know everything.”
Scandal frowned, angered by the mocking tone in Phylomon’s voice. “Look here, sir, I’ll be blunt. I think if we took a poll, folks in our town would have voted for a little mercy on some of those people you slaughtered. Have you ever heard the word before, mercy?”
Phylomon said softly, “Mercy is a luxury affordable only to gods. When you forgive a criminal and let him go free, you place every man, woman, and child that exist in jeopardy, and you forever rob the victims of the opportunity to regain their peace of mind, their trust in their fellow men. No man has the right to forgive a serious crime and fail to exact a just penalty. You may forgive Beremon and Elyssa, but you do us all a disservice.”
Wisteria swallowed. “This isn’t about my parents. This is about me. If you don’t trust me, then I won’t go. I’ll stay here. But I want to go. I want to be with Tull.”
Phylomon looked at the girl. Good ploy, he thought. A very good move for a temporary.
“It is only the kwea of this town she fears,” Tull said. “That is why she must leave. It happens that way even for humans, sometimes.”
The other Neanderthals at Tull’s back nodded in agreement, moved by the purely emotional argument.
“I vote that we let the girl come,” Scandal said, giving her the nod.
Phylomon looked at Wisteria and smiled. “Then I welcome you,” he said.
And his symbiote whispered, I taste your fear.














Chapter 12: Terror is for Children
Phylomon counseled Scandal on preparations for the journey and had him spend four extra days building a heavier axle for the wagon, fulfilling Chaa’s prophesy that the party would not leave until eleven days after Chaa had ended his Spirit Walk.
The mayor’s Dryad never returned to town.
Scandal’s wagon was massive, large enough to hold both the barrel and supplies. Scandal purchased a swivel gun that Jenks was selling for scrap, and he mounted it on a platform on the front of his wagon, although the gun rode too low to shoot over the back of his mastodon. The Rough held many dangers—woolly rhinos, dire wolves, giant Mastodon Men, great horned dragons. Such animals would usually be frightened of a large party of humans and Pwi, and while frightened animals are seldom dangerous, the gun made Scandal feel more comfortable.
At sunrise on the day the party was to leave, Scandal came out of his inn to inspect his wagon, already loaded to the hilt, and stared—the swivel gun had been stolen.
“By God’s flabby breasts!” Scandal shouted. “God rot the Starfarer's left testicle!” He climbed up on the wagon. He could not believe it—the gun weighed over two hundred pounds. He scanned the streets, searching for the thief, picturing someone struggling to drag the gun away. But the streets were empty. He heard only waves smacking the rocks below the inn.
Phylomon came from his room wearing a black Pwi breechcloth. “Did I hear you blaspheming my testicles?” he said mildly.
“Oh, God, I’m sorry,” Scandal shouted. “The gun has been stolen!”
Phylomon studied the wagon from beneath. “The thief greased those bolts to keep them quiet. They were newly bolted; he needn’t have bothered.”
Phylomon wandered down the road toward Pwi Town, studying the dust in the street, then ambled back north. “He took it this way—rested here.”
Scandal hopped off the wagon, hitched up his sagging pants. Sure enough, there was a pockmark on the street where someone had rested the gun. Thirty feet away was another. The thief rounded a corner and the pockmarks came to an end; there was no sign of the gun.
“Shall we search the houses in this part of town?” Scandal asked.
Phylomon studied the ground. “The man who carried off your gun was at the end of his strength when he got here. Someone joined him. I doubt they hid it in town.”
“But—but—how will we protect ourselves out there?”
Scandal glanced vaguely to the mountains. “I don’t suppose this town has another gun we could purchase?”
“Just the town cannons,” Scandal said, nodding down to the turrets behind the inn where the ten inchers guarded the entrance to the port.
“I’ll look around,” Phylomon said, and for the next two hours Scandal marveled to see Phylomon the Wise, Destroyer of Bashevgo, Master Woodsman and Scholar, spend his time peeking under woodpiles, poking his nose into abandoned sheds, and peering at the tracks on every path that left the road.
Tull and the other Pwi arrived later in the morning.
Ayuvah came bearing his war spear and a shield made of painted tyrannosaur hide stretched over a wooden frame. The big Pwi rode the back of a giant black ox. He wore a wooden headband with a single sword fern tucked under his hair so that it flowed out the back. Little Chaa walked beside the bull, and their kin followed behind.
Tull had tried to recruit other Pwi, but none dared go to Craal. Yet to Tull, the group seemed well balanced. Little Chaa was named for the magic crow, and even at a young age, Little Chaa was a gifted empath who often dreamed of what it was like to be a heron eating frogs in a marsh, or a rabbit living in fear. Because of his empathy, Little Chaa could call a wild crow to land on his arm if he saw one. Such empathy would lead the child to become a great Spirit Walker. But Ayuvah was named for the dire wolf, a creature noted for its ferocity and strength, its keen ability to hunt, and Ayuvah lived true to his promise. Of the Pwi on the trip, only Tull did not have an Animal Guide, and that rankled him.
Many Pwi came to watch the party leave, and to offer words of comfort or warning. Etanai and Sava, Ayuvah’s wife and daughter, Chaa and Zhopila with their five remaining children were among them.
Fava bore a spear in one hand, and she walked up and wrapped an arm around Tull.
“I want come with you,” she said, watching Tull’s eyes. “I love you—not the way I should, now that I’m your sister. I want to join my spear with yours on this journey, the way we did in Hotland. I want to come with you.”
Tull looked back at Wisteria, saw Wisteria’s frown. “It wouldn’t look right,” Tull said, confused. “I’m married now.”
“I know, but you’re my brother now, too,” Fava said, sniffling. “If I can’t love you as a wife, I will still love you as a brother and a friend.”
“It would be hard for you,” Tull said.
“It would be harder for me to stay here, to sit by the fire and worry!” Fava answered loudly. Tull looked at the girl, embarrassed, not sure what to do.
Chaa came and took his daughter by the shoulder. “I’ve walked this future for you, my daughter whom I love. Tull would let you come with him, but I will not. You must stay!”
One old Pwi, a stranger with no hands, had come into town with the other Pwi. He’d stood patiently, until Chaa pulled Fava away, and then using the stumps of his arms he pulled a black leather bag off his neck and passed it to Ayuvah. The back rattled when it moved.
Ayuvah opened the bag, looked in. “Bones?”
“My bones,” the old man corrected, “from my hands. When I escaped Craal, the Blade-Kin-we-all-fear hunted me by night. They crouched on the ground and hunted by scent, like wolves, and when they caught me, they cut off my hands and put them in this bag. The bones are all that is left.”
“Why do you tell me this?” Ayuvah asked, revulsion twisting his features.
“So you will be careful. It is said that you are a great hunter, and you know how to hide your tracks. But if you will hide yourself from the Blade Kin, you must also hide your scent.”
Scandal whispered to Phylomon, “Is that true?”
“Ayaah,” Phylomon said. “The Neanderthal Blade Kin can run faster than humans, so they often help catch any Thralls who escape. I’ve known the Blade Kin to track down slaves using dire wolves, too.”
It was a bad thing for a Pwi to leave family, almost as painful as a funeral. Old Zhopila took it hardest—she was letting three sons go at once, and the stranger’s words frightened her. She kept telling them over and over again, “Beware of the Blade Kin! Beware of Adjonai. I will be here, waiting for you!”
Chaa took Tull aside and Phylomon heard him warn, “When the time comes, capture the serpents shev-mat-fwe-da, before the sun even thinks to move. And I must tell you now: Beware the Spirit Walkers of the Blade Kin. They are not connected to the Earth and to one another, so they cannot walk the future, and they have no Animal Guides to help them. Instead, they pervert their powers. These twisted ones are the hands of Adjonai! Beware of them or the hand of Adjonai will crush you!”
Phylomon and Little Chaa collared the old bull mastodon and backed him between his tugs, the long poles that would hold him to the wagon. Little Chaa pulled Snail Follower’s right tusk and lifted a foot, and the mastodon put his trunk down for the young Neanderthal to step on, then gave the boy a boost. Little Chaa squatted on the bull’s neck and in moments the tugs locked into the hames, the collar that went over the mastodon’s neck, then Little Chaa took his seat on Snail Follower’s collar.
Little Chaa urged the mastodon forward and the wagon crept out of town, taking the road to Finger Mountain and beyond that to Gate of the Gods. Scandal rode in the front seat of the wagon, while Wisteria sat on blankets in the mouth of the barrel and looked out the back. Tull, Phylomon, and Ayuvah walked alongside.
The first day of the journey was a mere walk. The road twisted a serpentine path just out of town and headed up into the mountains through groves of fir and redwood. Always the river was nearby, slow waters overshadowed by redwood. Always the earthy smell of summer river water filled the air. After ten miles, Phylomon wanted to stop at High Valley, but the men were obliged to continue—the apples were on, and farmers had a hard time keeping elk out of the orchards. They didn’t need a mastodon to rip limbs from their trees.
When the Starfaring paleobiologists built Anee, they created sanctuaries—walled regions where flora and fauna could be introduced in something of a protected environment. Each sanctuary was surrounded by a wall thirty feet high and twenty feet wide, and these walls often enclosed a thousand square miles. Smilodon Bay was enclosed by such a wall, and the portal into the Rough was called Gate of the Gods.
Of course, the enclosure was really fairly small, in geological terms, and much of it had been destroyed.
When the party set camp that afternoon, Phylomon asked, “Who will be first watch?”
The men all looked at him in amazement. “We’ve still got eight miles before we reach Gate of the Gods,” Scandal answered. “We can worry when we get beyond the gate.”
Phylomon regarded him coolly, but said nothing.
They set camp under an apple tree at the edge of a meadow filled with vetch and wild pea. The river flowed lazily only a hundred yards off, and the mastodon rolled in the pools for an hour, then wandered about the meadow pulling up vetch in a colossal attempt to defoliate the area.
Phylomon went to the wagon, pulled out half a dozen practice weapons—wooden swords, maces with heads made of cloth, simple wooden shields and spears.
“Gentlemen,” he said to the men, “If we go into Craal, we must pass the Blade Kin. I know you must get some practice in Smilodon Bay, but none of you has received the kind of battle training that they have—yet. Take your favorite weapon, and let’s see what you are made of.”
“Hah, not me!” Scandal begged off. “I’m not one to fight with weapons like that. Just give me a skillet or a cleaver, and I can hold my own!” Phylomon looked at the fat man, and grunted his contempt.
He fought the others in mock battle, running them through their paces. Little Chaa took a wooden scimitar, the only weapon that was light enough to be suitable for him. He surprised Phylomon by using it to thrust with, and once he had it inside Phylomon’s guard, he twisted his wrist so that the curved wooden blade twisted around to nick the inside of his opponent's sword arm. He was not fast, powerful, or graceful, but the child showed common sense and good promise.
Ayuvah took a long spear and danced about Phylomon keeping from his reach, trying to strike at any target. Phylomon used a long sword that let him parry the blows, and Ayuvah could not get past his guard. Phylomon laughed. “You’re fast and clever, but you’ve never been trained by a master of the spear.”
“I’ve seen him kill a tyrannosaur with a spear,” Tull put in.
Phylomon stood back for a moment. “Is that true?” he asked.
Ayuvah nodded. “I use the mammoth stroke, like my father showed me.”
“That explains it,” Phylomon said. “You are too used to fighting big animals. You try too hard to put power behind your blows, and it slows you. You don't need that stroke to kill a human—just concentrate on putting a hole in me. You must be quick and slippery. You need to extend your lunges, try misdirection. When you plan to go for my head, lunge low as if you are aiming at my leg, then pull the spear up quick toward my face. With your style, you will need to commit yourself to an attack, and that is dangerous. When you commit yourself, you need to make sure that no matter how your opponent counters, you can still get your blow. In a few weeks, I can turn you into a dangerous man.”
Tull tried him next, and took a long-handled kutow for a weapon. Tull liked the weight the double ax heads gave him when attacking, and the long handle let him strike deep. In all of Smilodon Bay, no one had ever been able to beat him when he practiced with the kutow. But Tull found that watching Little Chaa and Ayuvah fight the blue man had been no help.
Phylomon took a wooden shield and a broadsword—the classic weapons issued for Craal warriors.
Tull rushed in and swung, and Phylomon put the shield overhead and parried. Tull slammed for the right side, testing the blue man’s sword arm, and Phylomon turned the blow with his sword. So Tull rained blows down from all sides and all angles, looking for a weakness, but he could not swing a blow that Phylomon couldn’t parry.
Phylomon moved in and out, dodging and turning the blows, never taking the counterstrike. Tull kept waiting for Phylomon to take the offensive, but he never did. Yet Tull found that he was afraid of that counterstrike and, therefore, tried to maintain his distance. He wanted to be quick and slippery, like Ayuvah, but it did not let him put his strength behind the blow. After three full minutes of embarrassment, Tull got mad and swung with his might.
Phylomon tried to turn the blow on his shield. The shield splintered in half, and the kutow slammed into the blue man’s arm, knocking him to the ground.
“Oh, God, are you all right!” Scandal shouted. Phylomon sat there, a bit stunned. He looked up at Tull.
“You should always swing with your might. It’s devastating. I think we’ve found your style.” He looked at the men. “From now on, we practice twice a day—every day. We’ve got twelve weeks until we reach Craal. You'll want all the practice you can get before then.”
He glared at Scandal—”Even you!”
With that, he gave Scandal a cleaver and a pan. The old innkeeper was used to hard work, but Phylomon put him through his paces, forcing him to fight a comic battle that left Scandal dazed and sweating.
That evening, as Tull helped set a fire, he thought about Wisteria, about the clean feel of her skin as he’d caressed her that morning, the taste of her lips, when suddenly from the brush just a hundred yards away, a great horned dragon leapt into the air with a roar.
Tull looked up, saw the forty-foot wingspan of the beast as the blue wings flashed above the treetops, and he fell backward on his butt and shouted.
The dragon’s leather wings flapped with a loud whoosh, whoosh. Its long ostrich like legs stretched out behind its short tail. Its thin forearms raked the air, claws exposed. Even though it flew a hundred feet above the men, the wind of its passage beat down on them like blows. The dragon kept climbing, and while Tull tried to decide whether or not to be relieved, he watched the dragon’s flight path. The dragon headed for a copper-colored pterodactyl that soared high above them, letting thermal up-drafts carry it over the mountains.
The pterodactyl watched dully. It must have flown three hundred miles from Dervin’s Peninsula since dawn, Tull thought. It’s too tired to escape.
The dragon winged upward and struck from below, slashing with the poisoned horn at the tip of its nose. The pterodactyl didn’t try to evade, and the dragon grabbed the pterodactyl’s wings with his tiny forearms. The two fell in a tangle, and from the forest floor squirrels began calling Pahaa! Pahaaa!
Moments after the two monsters had fallen behind a screen of firs, the dragon shouted a booming Graaaw, as it began to feed in triumph.
Scandal looked over at the brush where the dragon had hidden. “By God, we were lucky!” Scandal said. “That dragon was stalking us!”
“I’ll take watch,” Phylomon said. “We can't wait until we reach Gate of the Gods before we become wary.”


That night, as they sat around the fire eating kabobs barbecued over the fire, Phylomon said, “I once knew another man named Scandal.”
“Really?” Scandal asked. “It’s not a common name.”
“Ayaah. He was a recluse living in the marshes down in Beckley, named Jessoth Scandal.”
“My great-grandfather!” Scandal said in astonishment. “My dad spoke fondly of him. I even have some of his recipes.”
“I thought so,” Phylomon said. “He was like you—a self-styled gourmet. But he had a fondness for reptiles. He used to keep alligators in a pit. He’d feed them only skunk meat for a month before he butchered them. Claimed it gave them better flavor.”
“Did he?” Scandal asked. His eyes grew round with dismay—quite a feat considering the fleshy folds that nearly covered them.
Phylomon looked over at Tull and winked, then got up and walked out into the meadow with his plate in hand. The sun was going down, and the shadows deepening to purple, but the sky was still light enough to see by. The crickets began their shrill, thrumming music, and the evening smell of warm soil filled the air.
The first stars would soon be “striking their campfires,” as the Pwi said, and Freya floated pale blue over the trees. Phylomon touched one of the medallions hanging from his necklace, stroked it softly. It brightened like a lantern. He held the medallion up and thumped it with his finger. Three bright flashes fired. Phylomon closed his fist over the medallion. The flesh of his hands glowed purple, showing each long bone in his fingers.
Tull came over. “What is that?” he asked, nodding at the necklace.
“A photo-converter. Part of an old lighting system,” Phylomon said, not sure how much to answer. With sixty years of training Tull might master Hegled’s Theory of Charmed Plasmatic Flow and its Effects on Spin and Shell Mutability, then he could understand the photo-converters, perhaps. He might even comprehend the deeper meanings of the theory—that to travel at the speed of light, a man must become light; that to travel at the speed of a tachyon, man must become a tachyon. Yet he’d never gain the technology to implement these concepts, not in a thousand years.
Phylomon explained the photo-converter. “Around us in the air are many tiny particles that pass through us at high speeds, like stones too small to see. When the crystal is compressed, the particles pass through a zone where their spin and speed are changed, and they emit light.
“Now that we are on our journey, I will use this light to call to the Creators. It is their job to care for the plants and animals of this world. If we can contact them, warn them that the eco-barrier is down, they can give birth to some new serpents and restock them.” Phylomon watched Tull a moment to see if he understood. Many Pwi regarded the Creators as mere legend, beasts of myth. “Perhaps, added to the serpents we catch, it will be enough to rebuild the eco-barrier.”
“Do you think a Creator saw that? Will it come now?”
“I don’t know,” Phylomon said. “Shepherd-One watches over this land. I have not seen him for many years, but once we used to talk often. He creates birds—dumb animals with large eyes, simple brains—to report on plant and animal populations. When the birds finish their journeys, Shepherd-One consumes them, unravels the memories stored in their DNA. In this way he learns what is happening in the world. If I flash my light often enough, one of his birds will see it, and Shepherd-One will know that I want to speak with him.”
“Will he come then?” Tull asked.
“The Creator himself? No. The Creators are much like giant worms in form. They are nothing more than brains and stomachs, with their omniwombs attached. They keep themselves hidden from predators in large caverns underground in the far north. But he could send a servant to come see us, something with a mouth and brain—perhaps a creature that looks like a woman with wings, perhaps a monstrosity unlike anything you have ever seen. And that creature will carry my message to the Creators.” The light in Phylomon’s hand slowly died.
“Was that true, about Scandal’s great-grandfather?” Tull asked.
“No,” Phylomon said. “Scandal blasphemed my testicles this morning, so I felt he needed a ribbing. I knew a Jessoth Scandal, and I seem to remember where he lived. But it was a hundred years ago and the details about the man are so blurred with other memories that they no longer really exist.”
“Only the left one,” Tull said. “Folks around here only blaspheme your left testicle.”
Phylomon smiled. “You people are very bold, very open in what you say to me. I like that. Closer to Craal, people are more … opaque. Their faces are closed, secretive. They keep their feelings hidden.”
“Ayaah,” Tull said. “The sailors say, ‘If you want an honest opinion from a Crawly, it’s not hard to get as long as you’re willing to shove a flaming torch up his ass.’”
Phylomon laughed, and Tull looked at the blue man. “Myself, I always pictured you differently. I always thought of you as some old wizard, working away at your arcane technologies. You’re more human than I’d imagined.”
Phylomon laughed loud from the heart, and his voice echoed through the glade.















Chapter 13: The Dryad's Return
As Tull and Phylomon talked, Phylomon saw the mayor’s Dryad step from under the trees at the edge of the woods. She was small, almost boyish in figure, wearing a dress of emerald green and carrying a long knife in one hand. She watched them for a moment, then ran through the grass to Phylomon. Grasshoppers jumped from her path.
“Tchavs? Food?” she asked in Pwi.
The child’s green eyes were wide with fear, wild with hunger, yet Phylomon could see the beauty she’d become. She reminded him of Saita, a Dryad he’d loved when he was young. He’d met the creature in the mountains during her Time of Devotion, and was unable to resist the aphrodisiac perfume of her body during her mating frenzy. She had been voluptuous, and Phylomon could not imagine Saita ever having been anything like this child—small, boyish. He reached into his traveling pack for a sack of baked and buttered hazelnuts.
“Don’t feed her!” Tull warned. “She might follow us.”
“I will only follow you to the White Mountains, where I hope-with-painful-hope to find the aspen forests. I can pay for the food!” the Dryad said. Her voice was as soft and musical as the tinkling of small bells. Phylomon had to strain to understand her.
“What is your name, child?” Phylomon asked.
“Tirilee.”
“And what coin will you pay for the food?”
“Information,” she offered. “Two men followed from town. They circled you and went on ahead. They’ve got a gun, a big heavy one. It takes both of them to carry it. They tried hard to make sure you would not see them, and they talked of meeting up with others ahead.”
It was much as he had expected she would offer. Dryads were notoriously hard to spot, yet they had tremendously keen senses. Phylomon bent his head in thought. “So … it does not sound as if they came to return our stolen property.”
The Dryad smiled up at him. The mottled coloring of her silver skin gave her face an elongated look. The feral gleam in her eye was uncommon for such a child.
“Do you think they’ll attack?” Tull asked Phylomon.
“I’m certain,” Phylomon said. “I haven't cleaned the slavers out of your town yet. By executing a few, I earned their resentment. By flashing a fortune in gems before their eyes, I stirred their greed.” Phylomon warned. “I certainly don't think that they will attack so near Smilodon Bay. The evidence would be too easily discovered. They’ll wait a few days, until we get into the Rough, beyond Gate of the Gods.
“Tell me,” Phylomon said to the girl, “Do you know the men you saw?”
“The mayor’s brothers,” Tirilee answered. “The stupid one, and the longhair.”
“Those aren’t slavers,” Tull said in surprise. “She's talking about Hardy. He’s a friend of mine—a simpleminded man. And his brother Saffrey is—”
“Willing to commit murder,” Phylomon said. “It sounds as if the brothers were close—if you made an enemy of one, you made enemies of them all.”
Tull nodded. “That’s the way of it.”
“You call Hardy your friend,” Phylomon said, “yet in his eagerness to avenge his brothers, he plans to kill you and your wife. Somewhere ahead, they will point that gun at us, and they won’t kill me and leave witnesses behind. I’d choose my friends more carefully from now on, if I were you.”
Phylomon handed the Dryad the nuts, took some jerky from his pack. “There will be more when you need it, child,” he said. “Keep an eye out for us, and you shall be well rewarded.”
She flashed a feral smile. Some people thought that Dryads were gentle creatures. Phylomon knew better. This girl would enjoy seeing the slavers die.
















Chapter 14: The Gate of the Gods
The men camped with a strong wind that night, and they reached Gate of the Gods at noon the next day. The wall of black rock was composed of layer after layer of molten slag, each an inch thick. The gate was a simple arch, thirty feet tall at the center. Men had trampled the ground beneath the arch, while Mastodon Men, a type of giant carnivorous ape, had pounded off bits of the black molten slag for use as crude knives.
As the wagon crossed beneath the arch, Tull noted that Scandal inhaled deeply and seemed to stiffen with fear. Only then did Tull realize that the innkeeper had never traveled outside of his home town. He’d been drinking swigs from a bottle of wine, and now he nervously crawled onto wagon and began singing nervously, like a child trying to keep bad dreams at bay. His was a bawdy song noted for its endless verses:
Oh, with all the time I spent in jail,
I should have been a jailer,
But I love a whore in every port,
and that’s why I’ll stay a sailor.


Oh, I knew a girl named Dena.
She lived in old South Bay
She so loved to get naked,
She threw all her clothes away.


All the men were so happy,
they began to shout “Hooray!
“Hooray!—”

“Quiet, you fool!” Phylomon hissed, and the blue man hurried ahead, scouting the trail.
No one spoke for much of the day as they marched.
They watched for danger, and signs were everywhere. A dozen yards on the other side of the arch, they found the fresh track of a Mastodon Man—a footprint twenty-one inches long and twelve inches wide. The redwoods were tall and dark, and their bark was often scarred and pitchy twelve feet up where sabertooths had sharpened their claws. In the perpetual gloom under the redwoods, plants grew to enormous heights. Giant ferns stood over six feet tall, and the wild raspberry had selectively bred over generations so that only those with leaves as broad as plates flourished. Moldering serpentine limbs of vine maple climbed fifty feet into the air in an effort to reach the thin sunlight that filtered down, and all the limbs trailed old man’s beard.
The party traveled for hours, following a trapper’s path into the mountains, before they finally found a clearing in the late afternoon where the grass was thick enough to keep the mastodon from straying in search of food.
The clearing was situated on a gently sloping hill. There, a shallow pond, muddied by wild pigs, sat in a fold near the forest floor. They parked the wagon just inside the line of trees, and Scandal and Tull unpacked while the Pwi unhooked the mastodon and cleared an area around camp.
It was still two hours to nightfall. Phylomon took his great black dragon-horn bow from the back of the wagon and strung it, fitting a loop of the bowstring over one end, bending the bow with his knee, and fitting the second loop over the other end. He reached into his quiver and took out two rectangular pieces of leather, like tents, which he fitted over the strung ends of the bow so the bowstrings wouldn’t catch in the brush. “I believe I shall go hunt some swine,” he said quietly, nodding toward the muddied pond where the bank was pocked with tracks.
“Do you want me to come?” Tull asked, knowing what game Phylomon stalked. “I’m handy with a spear.”
“No,” Phylomon said, as if grateful for the offer. “I can handle them by myself. I’ve done it often enough.”
Scandal said in a bluster, “We’ve plenty of meat. I don’t want to be up butchering all night!”
“I don’t believe that even you know a recipe to make this particular breed of swine palatable,” Phylomon told Scandal. He ducked off into a thicket of vine maple and began stalking toward the hilltop without a sound, into the deep woods where “pigs” would sleep until early evening.
“You’re damned right I don’t want gamey wild pigs,” Scandal admitted. “but by the Blue Man’s left test … I mean, if you kill one, bring the backstraps back. They might be all right.”


Phylomon made his way up the hill so quietly that not even Scandal’s squirrel would have heard him. He’d kept to the old trapper’s trail all day and figured he would find sign of the Goodman boys to one side. The only sounds were the occasional rap of a woodpecker in a distant tree and the drone of bees. Far away, the snarl of a scimitar cat echoed through the hills.
A hundred yards into the woods, it was so dark that the heavy brush dissipated for lack of sunlight. The ground was pocked and furrowed where wild pigs had rummaged for mushrooms. Phylomon found cat prints larger than his hand with his fingers spread wide, and on a branch he found a tuft of yellow-white hair from a sabertooth. The hair was dry and old, and from the bones that moldered beneath the redwood needles, it looked as if the sabertooth had killed a moose calf here in the spring.
He followed the trail, walking north of it a hundred, two hundred yards, scouting the ground for human tracks. It did not take long to find them in the thick humus. The ground was springy, covered with leaf mold. In these woods, a walker could hide his sound, but not his tracks.
Phylomon deduced that the men had watched them strike camp, then headed away. The slavers had been kind—they’d even marked their trail here and there with bits of bright yellow cloth so they could follow it by torchlight. They'd scrambled over fallen redwoods, waded through dense ferns. Phylomon followed them.
A mile from camp he found a small hill where he could watch a trail that wound down into a bowl-shaped valley. Phylomon crouched by a blackened log and placed a small convex mirror in the bark above him so he could watch his back.
Fear. I taste your fear, the blue man’s skin said to him.
Phylomon’s muscles began to twitch in tiny electric jerks. Phylomon often told others that his skin was a symbiote, but he did not tell them how intelligent the being was, nor did he tell them of its powers.
“Gireaux, my old friend,” Phylomon whispered. “We have strong enemies.”
Kill? Shall I kill them? the symbiote asked.
“We shall fight them together,” Phylomon answered. “Weave your armor about me now and prepare to strike. Feed from me. You must be strong for this fight.”
Dizziness struck as the symbiote began to feed.
Phylomon’s heart raced. He could feel the creature drain him, siphoning his energy. His skin began to darken. The symbiote was stretching, drawing static energy from the air. It was a good day for it—storm clouds scudded across the sky. He felt his skin tighten, binding him as if in leather, and the symbiote tightened his eardrums, tuning them to the small sounds of the woods.
Phylomon sat, and for a time he replayed a memory in his mind. When he was young, he’d loved a woman, one of the poor short-lived temporaries. He’d been taking drugs to enhance his learning abilities at the time, so he recalled every moment of his youth. He replayed the memory of a visit he’d made to this forest with his wife. It had been in his youth, just after he’d led the Neanderthals in the attack that decimated the Slave Lords in Bashevgo. Those had been happy times, for Phylomon believed then that he'd destroyed the slavers forever.
The trees had been young, their trunks narrower. He’d made love to his wife in a bed of ferns, and they’d watched Thor rise. Green storm clouds had played across the face of the tan moon, strung out like pearls on a necklace, and when blue Freya had risen and overtaken Thor in its flight, the two moons shone from behind a banded cloud and colored the sky like opal.
Phylomon replayed that night, perhaps for the thousandth time. In a way, though his wife was long dead, she remained immortal within him.
Phylomon heard the slavers from Smilodon Bay long before he saw them. They’d sent a scout, a large fellow in a green tunic and tan pants.
Phylomon made sure that the man saw him, by walking about and stretching in a patch of sunlight, then sat down in a bed of ferns. The scout immediately dropped upon spotting Phylomon, then went crawling back to the others.
An hour later, the scout returned. Phylomon spotted him two hundred yards off to his left. He was a big man, grunting and sweating as he carried the gun. By that Phylomon expected that he was the simpleton that Tull had spoken of, for he had a simple man’s strength. He wasn’t an imbecile, but he was none too bright, either.
He circled Phylomon on stealthy feet, staying out of sight, then carefully crept in close to set the unwieldy gun down in the brush, taking long careful aim.
Phylomon watched the scout in his mirror, careful to pretend to be looking down in the valley. The scout kept ducking behind the ferns.
The swivel gun was made of crude iron and had a three-foot barrel. Pirates sometimes mounted such guns on boarding vessels. It held a single cartridge that fired a four-inch bullet. It was a clumsy weapon, meant for shooting on a ship at point-blank range.
Phylomon considered what to do. If he attacked the scout, he could surely kill him, but more slavers were out there, and Phylomon feared that some might escape. Phylomon did not believe the scout would try to shoot him with that clumsy old gun just yet. No, he’d wait until the other slavers gathered.
Although Phylomon felt the presence of the symbiote, could speak to it, he could not explain the exact nature of his enemies, nor could he communicate the concept of gun to the animal. Instead, he let his fear course through him and felt the skin harden like bands of steel.
Men began walking up through the woods along the trail, five of them pacing slowly. Their heads swiveled back and forth stealthily, as if they were hunting. They offered a simple diversion for the real threat behind. Phylomon watched the men, nocked an arrow as if he’d taken the bait, and then he scrambled ten feet to the left. He imagined the gunner scurrying to correct his aim, and then he whirled and fired his arrow.
The gunner had been kneeling and rose as Phylomon fired. An arrow that should have taken him in the chest lodged in the simpleton’s hip. He jerked the barrel of the gun, pointing it vaguely in Phylomon’s direction, and dropped the hammer. Smoke boiled from the barrel.
Phylomon dodged, but the ball slammed into his ribs, and the blue man was flung backward. He spun several times and dropped.
“On him, boys!” the gunman shouted. “He’s down!” Phylomon grabbed his side, felt a bloody mess. It was numb. He could see nothing, for he was blinded by pain.
He coughed, and tasted blood running from his throat, swallowed it. He heard the men charging toward him in the brush, and he pulled a long ragged piece of flesh from the gaping wound.
He had never been hurt so badly. His ribs were split and pulped, though the symbiote anesthetized him. He heard ribs cracking as the symbiote manipulated them back into position, felt hot burning as muscles regenerating. Phylomon pulled the knife that he kept strapped to his right leg, and cried out at the pain.
Fear. I taste fear, the symbiote said.
He heard the gunman limping toward him, and several men drew around him in a circle.
“He’s wounded,” one man said. “Look at the hole! It's closing! Quick, shoot him again!”
Fear. I taste fear.
The gunman popped the chamber of the swivel gun open, grunted and swore as he pulled the red hot shell from the chamber. One fellow rushed forward and swung an ax down on Phylomon’s neck. It connected with a dull thud, and the man swore. “I can’t cut through!”
Why do you fear?
The gunman dropped another heavy shell into the chamber, and Phylomon’s vision cleared so that he could see a second fellow move toward the gunman. The two men grunted as they lifted the barrel, taking aim.
“Kill them,” Phylomon told his symbiote.
The evening air crackled and filled with ozone and white lightning as the symbiote earned its keep.


Before dinner, Scandal took Ayuvah downhill to pick blackberries, leaving only Little Chaa to watch the mastodon. Yet Little Chaa had called a crow to his hand and stood feeding it and talking softly while the mastodon foraged.
Tull stayed with the wagon and kept staring into the forest, listening for the wratcheting call of jays, the snap of a twig. He got into the wagon and pulled out his battle armor—a leather band for his head, an iguanadon-hide shield painted in forest green and brown, leather leggings and wrist guards. He pulled out his kutow. For a long time, he watched Ayuvah and Scandal pick berries down by the pond.
The orange-haired Neanderthal was a premier woodsman who hunted by scent, as some Blade Kin were said to do. Ayuvah’s presence made Tull feel safe. He wondered if he should tell Ayuvah what Phylomon was up to. But who knew what Phylomon would find? Perhaps the men would not be out there. Even if they were, would they really harm anyone in the party? Hardy Goodman the simpleton?
Wisteria saw Tull looking at his kutow and asked “Is something wrong?”
“No,” Tull said, taking her hand. He considered. No, he’d worked for Hardy many times. Hardy would never hurt him. Tull dropped his war gear, then led Wisteria to the wagon and hid within its shelter. Tull held her delicately, as if she were a bouquet of roses that he did not want to crush.
He’d seen the way Chaa and Zhopila treated one another, and he’d often admired their tenderness toward one another. They were not only affectionate, they’d found countless and often ingenious ways to serve one another: Chaa would hunt in the mountains in winter for merganser ducks to make pillows so Zhopila could have something soft to sit on while she ground her grain for dinner. Zhopila grew a patch of mint, which she then dried and brought into the house to make it smell sweet in Chaa’s meditation lodge.
Now as Tull stared at Wisteria, he wondered how he could show her the type of love he held for her. For the last two days he’d tried. He’d watched Ayuvah clear rocks and pine cones from Little Chaa’s bed, saw the way he kept his brother’s water jug filled, and Tull followed Ayuvah’s example, hoping that by emulating myriad small acts he could learn to love.
Yet, he sensed something odd in his relationship with Wisteria. She seemed cool toward him at times, cooler than newlyweds should feel. Oh, he felt something. The caress of her fingers as she teased the hairs at the nape of his neck gave him delicious chills and filled his loins with fire. The smell of her breath pleased him more than Scandal’s finest banquet. To lay his hand on her hip and know that Wisteria was his wife filled him with joy. Yet he could tell that she did not reciprocate, and this scared Tull, for he wondered if he was losing her because he did not know how to love.
He kissed her slowly. They were hidden here in the darkness of the great barrel, so he let his hand ease along her blouse till it cupped her breast. She pushed him away.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I'm not in the mood.”
“I’m the one who should be sorry,” Tull said. “My timing is bad. I should not be thinking of you now. Yesterday, we saw the mayor’s Dryad, and she said that men from town are following us, and they have the swivel gun. Phylomon went to hunt them, yet the men from town may well be hunting us tonight. I should go and warn the others.”
Wisteria smiled up at him. “Make love to me quickly then,” she said. She pulled him to the bottom of the barrel and her kisses grew passionate, insistent.
The sun was setting. Tull heard a squirrel bark pahaa, pahaa, and sat up. The squirrel barked from the woods on the west side of the clearing.
Wisteria pulled him down, kissed him, and said, “These last few days with you have been the best of my life. I’ve never felt such peace and joy as I feel in your arms.”
Tull gazed into her brown eyes. Her pupils were dilated, and her lips and cheeks were ruddy from kissing. Her breath was warm on his throat. He kissed her softly again, as a deep boom filled the woods to the east, echoing and re-echoing off the hills.
“The swivel gun!” Tull said. He grabbed his war shield, pulled his kutow, leapt from the back of the wagon and ran downhill to camp.
Little Chaa stood with the mammoth beside the brush, peering into the heart of the woods. He shouted, “I heard someone yell!”
Tull stood, not knowing what to do. Little Chaa raced back to the wagon, tore through the weapons, and picked a long narrow spear. Down near the pond, Scandal and Ayuvah waded cautiously through deep ferns toward the forest’s edge.
Tull heard a definite shout, someone barking the word “No!” But the voice did not seem to come from the woods; instead it seemed to come from a small hill on the other side of the valley. Tull realized that it was only a trick of acoustics, the voice echoing off the hill, but Scandal and Ayuvah scrambled off toward the apparent source of the sound.
Tull took a few hesitant steps into the forest and shouted back to Little Chaa, “Stay with the wagon.”
Wisteria ran up behind Tull. He peered into the growing shadows of the redwoods, and he could hear jays and squirrels shrieking their warnings, too many warnings. Something nearby had them stirred up. He would have raced forward, but he knew that if their enemies had set an ambush, it would be set right in front of him. He studied the shadows behind the trees, tuning his senses to that area.
Just behind him, Little Chaa cried, “Oh, no!”
Tull heard a single slap, and the sound of a body sliding in the grass. He whirled, thinking that men from town had come up behind them, but in the shadows not twenty feet back stood a giant with a long sloping forehead and massive jaws. It had a pale brown body lightly covered with coarse fur. Tull stared into the chest of the beast and watched its rib cage expand and shrink as it breathed.
The beast stood nine feet tall and was at least four feet broad at the shoulders.
Kwea struck Tull—an old terror more powerful than anything he’d ever experienced. He felt as if he’d been climbing a hill and the ground suddenly broke beneath him. He was slipping, falling.
His heart leapt in panic. His legs collapsed, and it seemed to take forever to drop to the ground. He could not breathe, dared not breathe.
The beast bent forward, its arms so long that its knuckles swept the ground. It picked up what was left Little Chaa, and Tull could see that the boy had nearly been ripped in half at the stomach by a blow from this creature’s fist.
Tull’s lungs clogged with the smell of sour sweat and carrion.
Wisteria cried, “Mastodon Men!” and took off running, and someplace in the back of his mind, Tull realized that their mammoth was trumpeting and stampeding away.
The sound of Wisteria’s voice seemed to startle the Mastodon Man, and it turned toward her and roared, flashing yellow fangs, shaking the corpse of Little Chaa in the air with one mighty fist.
Tull couldn’t move. In his mind’s eye, he was a toddler again, cowering in his bedroom. Instead of a Mastodon Man, Jenks stood before him. And instead of rattling the corpse of Little Chaa in the air, Jenks rattled shackles.
Tull heard the distant sound of a child wailing in terror, like a tea kettle as it boils.
He knew that this wasn’t Jenks standing before him, knew he should strike with his kutow or run. Waves of nausea and fear crashed against him, slapping him to the ground. And somewhere beside him, a child was wailing.
The Mastodon Man turned and peered at Tull, casually ripped Little Chaa in two at the waist, then bit deeply into his liver and chewed tentatively, as if to decide whether it liked the flavor.
Suddenly Tull saw two other Mastodon Men stalk across the clearing, stopping to sniff at the wagon. They began pulling out barrels, shattering kegs of wheat and beans with their fists.
Tull wrapped his arms around his legs and curled in protectively, too terrified to move.
Beside Tull, a child was whining.
The Mastodon Man that dined on Little Chaa studied Tull, then stepped forward tentatively, reached out with one giant finger as long and thick as Tull’s jaw, and lightly thumped him on the chest, knocking him over. Tull felt as if he were falling through deep water that crushed his lungs, making it impossible to breathe, where the air carried the cold weight of many atmospheres.
He fell into a world of alternating bands of light and dark, light and dark.


Tull woke to the sound of a child wailing, a keening sound both distant and perilously close. Phylomon stood before him in the dark, swinging a medallion that flashed as if it were an ember from a fire.
“Come now, come,” the blue man said softly, taking Tull by the shoulder. “Terror is for children.”
Tull’s chest began to heave, as if he were coughing heavily, and he realized that there was no child crying beside him, that the sound came from his own throat, and he began to shout. His limbs trembled uncontrollably.
Phylomon held him for a moment. “So, you have met the Mastodon Men before? The kwea of old fear is upon you.”
“No! No,” Tull gasped. “Father. My father!”
Phylomon studied. “Ayaah,” he said. “How old were you when you fled home?”
Tull shook with the chills of old fear and considered. He could not remember, only wanted to vomit. Yet he pondered the question, focused on it. “Thirteen.”
“So, and you are what, eighteen, twenty?” Phylomon calculated. “Then if you were human, I’d say you might recover in another ten years. I’ve found it to be a good rule of thumb—for every year we live in the care of our parents, it takes a year to recuperate.”
Tull listened to Phylomon, and each word seemed complete, yet somehow separated from the others. Words could be strung together, but they didn’t make coherent thoughts. Tull peered into the darkness behind Phylomon. Scandal sniffled, and at his feet was the spindly arm of Little Chaa, ragged flesh still clinging to the bone.
“Where’s Wisteria?” Tull asked.
“In the hills, I imagine, still running in a blind panic,” Phylomon said. “Ayuvah is tracking her by scent. We should get her back in a few hours.”
Scandal picked up Little Chaa’s arm and placed it in a bag. His face was pale, rigid with shock. “We’ll need to build a pyre,” he said, searching the ground, as if unsure how to build a simple fire. “Then go back home to tell Chaa that his son is dead.”
Phylomon spoke. “Chaa spirit-walked this journey. He already knows.”
The force of his words hit Tull like a blow to the gut. “Chaa knew this would happen?” He remembered how Chaa’s face had been drawn in a horrible grimace of grief after his Spirit Walk. Tull realized why now. He’d known that his son would die.
But what does he hope to gain from this? Tull wondered. Chaa didn’t just see the future, to a degree he helped to create it. What did he gain by sacrificing his own son?
Then a more terrifying thought hit. And what other sacrifice will we be required to make?
Phylomon peered at Tull and said, “From the looks of it, you are fortunate to be alive. The Mastodon Men would have eaten you, but when they saw Snail Follower they went for tastier game.”
Could that be it? Tull wondered. Did Chaa send his son to die, just so that I would survive this attack? The notion seemed impossible.
Phylomon stood up straight, and groaned as if in pain.
“Are you all right?” Scandal asked.
“A little bruised,” Phylomon said, holding his ribs. “I’ll recover.”
“They drove our mastodon off!” Scandal said, shaking his head. “We needed that like a lizard needs tits.”
Tull sat disbelieving—Little Chaa dead, Wisteria running blindly in the woods, the mastodon lost. “What will we do?”
Phylomon answered, “We’ll wait for Ayuvah to return with Wisteria. We can walk to Denai without the mastodon, if need be, and perhaps replace it there. But many things could go wrong. Scandal would have to be the one to buy a mastodon, and he would be forced to stay in the city for weeks. The Crawlies are notoriously curious about strangers, and if they suspect him, it could spell ruin. No, I think we had better hope we can get our mastodon back.”
So the four men set out, following a trail in the growing dark. Phylomon led, and Tull imagined that he was searching for Wisteria. Thor began to rise, good and full, and it left a ghostly green light to see by under the trees. Moonlight would have to suffice.
Distorted images flashed through Tull’s mind—the Mastodon Man tearing Little Chaa in half. Wisteria running. Jenks rattling chains.
They raced through deepening darkness, Tull’s thoughts a jumble. He’d heard a big gun firing, suspected that Phylomon had had a run-in of some kind, but could not make sense of things.
He kept remembering Chaa’s words, “You alone must catch the serpents! You alone!” And he realized dully that Chaa had meant it to the core of his soul. You alone must catch the serpents. The future Chaa had seen so terrified him that he had sacrificed his own son to avert some greater tragedy.
Somehow, until that moment, the quest had seemed a mere lark to Tull, nebulous, not something to take seriously.
An hour later the three men stumbled through the shadows of the redwoods, Phylomon carrying his medallion in hand, so that it glowed like a lantern, and they came on some corpses, laid out side by side, like fish on a dock.
The swivel gun lay on the ground beside them. It was only then that Tull realized that Phylomon hadn’t been searching for Wisteria. He’d brought them to his kill site.
“Do you recognize these men?” Phylomon asked.
Jen Brewer, one of Scandal’s own employees, lay on his back, shot cleanly through the heart with an arrow. Caral Dye, an old sailor, and Denzel Sweetwater, the schoolteacher, had both been hacked with the sword. Saffrey and Hardy Goodman lay on the ground, their skin blackened in places, smelling of smoke, looking for all the world as if they'd been struck dead by lightning.
Only a week before Tull had watched Hardy toss a bee’s nest into an outhouse down in the warehouse district, and Jen Brewer had come bolting out so quickly that he’d left his pants by the toilet.
Tull gazed at Hardy’s thick beard, his staring eyes, mouth still open in terror. It was the first time Tull had seen the simpleton without a smile on his face.
Scandal stared in blank horror, while Phylomon began searching the men. He moved efficiently, nabbing rings, checking pockets, searching for money bags. He’d obviously looted the bodies of many dead men before.
He pulled a mere dozen cartridges for the big gun from a backpack on Hardy’s corpse, and searched in vain for more.
Neither Tull nor Scandal would touch the men.
Phylomon grumbled, “I should teach you all how to use the bow better. You can’t rely on a steady supply of gunpowder in these parts.”
Dire wolves began howling deep in the forest. Phylomon glanced toward the sound and said, “Unfortunately, I only wounded one of our attackers. I suspect the wolves will take him down for us. He left quite a blood trail.”
When Phylomon had stripped the bodies, they lugged the swivel gun back to camp, then fixed it to the wagon with its bolts.
They had hardly got it mounted when Ayuvah returned, carrying Wisteria on his back as if she were a bag of turnips.
He glanced toward the body of Little Chaa, lying not sixty yards off.
Ayuvah gently set Wisteria beneath the wagon, a blanket wrapped about her. Their huge beer barrel was gone, and so she had little shelter. Tull held her as she shivered and sobbed.
“You are lucky she is human,” Ayuvah whispered to Tull. “When she calmed down, she stopped and stayed in one place. It was not hard to find her. If she were a Pwi, she would still be running.”
Tull nodded, and held his wife closely.

















Chapter 15: Dark Kwea
The kwea at camp was rife with fear and sadness. Tull tried to help repack the wagon, but his overwhelming despair slowed his movements and dulled his mind. Scandal finished filling the bag with Little Chaa’s parts, and afterward Ayuvah threw himself on the ground and wept for the better part of an hour.
Phylomon pulled Tull aside and walked with him into the woods, a few paces from camp. “You froze when you saw the Mastodon Men,” Phylomon reminded Tull. “Could you have saved the boy?”
“No,” Tull said. “He was already gone.”
“Good. Then you do not bear the kwea of guilt,” Phylomon said. “In the morning, we must track our mastodon. I want you to take Ayuvah away from camp tonight. The kwea of this place will be too much for him.”
“Thank you,” Tull said, blinking in surprise. Phylomon had executed so many men so easily that he'd seemed to be without compassion. Yet now he showed a surprising depth of empathy.
“I know what you think of me,” Phylomon said. “It’s written on your face. Believe me, I do care for you. I understand kwea, even though I am not like you. When I was young, it was common for men to take seritactates, drugs to enhance their memories. I say ‘enhance,’ yet that is not quite accurate. In those days, our memories were perfect, and a single treatment would enhance your memory for hundreds of years.
“In those days, I made the mistake of taking a wife—a woman much like Wisteria, a slender girl with brown eyes and hair as soft as corn silk. She did not live to be sixty years old. I married her because I was young and in love, and I thought that even though she would die of old age while I was still young, I would be comforted because I would always carry the memory of that love. I can recall perfectly every moment of every day I spent with her. The way her lower lip trembled on the day her mother died; the taste of a potato she burned when we had been married for three years and seven days; I can recall her exact words when she told me how to cook a rabbit when we had been married for twenty-two years, sixty-six days.
“On the twenty-sixth day of the month of Harvest, in 3111, a Ship came north from Botany bearing linen and oranges. I recall the smell of oranges on her breath the morning afterward as she kissed me. When she bore our first daughter, she developed a dark purple varicose vein on her right shin. I was once surprised a hundred years later when by chance, I saw that exact shape in the vein of a maple leaf where I camped by Fish Haven River. I recall later the smell of death on her breath when I kissed her good-bye at her funeral pyre. I remember perfectly the tinge of violet in her face as we dropped the torches.
“From moment to moment, only two things remain the same—my love for her and the devastating emptiness I have felt ever since I lost her. This is as close as a human can come to feeling kwea.”
Ayuvah said, “I think that would be as bad as losing a brother.”
“Oh, I’ve lost a brother too,” Phylomon said. “A hundred and fifty years ago. We had grown apart for years, and I seldom saw him, and one day I realized that I had neither seen him nor heard from him for a decade. I traveled the land for six years looking for him, never really sure he was dead. The slavers killed him, I believe. He had a red skin very similar to mine. His symbiote was called a pyroderm, for it let him burn things with fire at will, and I keep hoping that someday I will find his skin half-buried, like the husk of a snake under a rock in the forest. Even after all this time, his symbiote will not have rotted away, you see. Yes, I have lost brothers, parents, children, lovers.…”
Phylomon paused. He raised his eyes to the heavens, and Tull saw the blue man's fill with memories as unknowable as the distant stars.
Phylomon continued, “Among the Eridani whose warships circle our world, they say we are all a million beings struggling to become one man. Yet it only happens as we draw closest to attaining a single, pure emotion. They say there is only one hate. And there is only one joy. And there is only one ecstasy. And to the extent that we share that emotion in its fullness, we become one person. If you and your lover share perfect ecstasy, you are no longer separate people, but in the minds of the Eridani you have become one. We are not Eridani, thinking with a communal mind, but I am like you, Tull and Ayuvah, because I, too, feel. Yet I shall never feel emotions as powerfully as you.” Phylomon stood another moment, reflecting.
“There is a part of the brain called the hypothalamus, and it is the seat of emotions. A Pwi has a much larger hypothalamus than a human, and the Pwi lead an emotional life so rich and complex that I—and possibly even you, Tull Genet—cannot fathom it.
“When a Pwi hunts near a rock and is frightened by a rattlesnake, the incident arouses such anxiety that for several hours he will tremble while the incident fixes in his mind, and the memory of the rock and the snake and the terror become inseparably linked, so that he will forever avoid that rock, fearing that the same snake will lurk nearby.
“The same man with an empty belly might find a tree with hazelnuts and fill himself. The tree and the pleasure of fulfillment become so intoxicating that for hours he holds it in his mind, until he can never think of passing that area without remembering the pleasure of the hazelnuts beneath the tree. It is a simple and valuable mechanism that helped Neanderthals eke out an existence on Earth thousands of years ago.”
Tull gave a bitter laugh, wondering if Ayuvah could understand English well enough to follow the conversation. “You make it sound as if kwea is a blessing to the Pwi.”
Darkness settled among the trees, and crickets sounded an unseen chorus. The smell of leafmould filled the air, and the light of Thor cast the mists of the forest in a greenish glow.
“To the Pwi, yes,” said Phylomon “But not to you. They may feel more deeply than you do, but not in all aspects. You see, the Pwi are protected to some degree from the ravages of terror that afflict you, Tull Genet. Their brains secrete endorphins that diminish the worst terrors. They call themselves ‘the Smiling People’ because their brains are steeped in intoxicants supplied by their own bodies. But from the way you reacted to the Mastodon Man, I suspect that the Pwi endorphins your brain produces bind poorly to the chemoreceptors in your too-human brain. You are unsheltered from some harmful kwea. It is a common affliction among the Tcho-Pwi. Rarely do men like you thrive.”
Tull had only met another Tcho-Pwi once—a small girl who was sickly; a girl with dull eyes who could not speak. “What do you mean?” His heart hammered. He knew what Phylomon meant.
“Being half-human and half-Pwi,” Phylomon said, “you are slave to both sequential memories and emotional memories. Few of your kind are emotionally resilient enough to adjust to this. The fear and despair overwhelm them. Your father gave you the kwea you felt tonight. It is a powerful and dangerous thing. But you handle it well. I think it much more likely that you will be destroyed by love.” Phylomon said these last words as if they were mere observation. “Yet I hope better for you. Sincerely.”
Tull watched the blue man, so tall that he seemed deformed, alien. It was not surprising that such a man thought in alien ways. It was surprising that Tull somehow felt the man to be his brother under the skin.


Ayuvah and Tull both slept away from camp that night, but at dawn they returned. In a short ceremony, the party cremated what was left of Little Chaa. A flock of crows came and circled the smoke as it rose to heaven, and Tull could not help but feel that Little Chaa, released from his body, had called the crows to bear witness of his passage.
Wisteria spent her morning beside the party’s wagon, wrapped in a blanket, nursing her scratches and bruises. During the night, no one had been able to see well how much of the food had been destroyed, but now it was plain that nearly every barrel, every sack had been ripped open, and much of the food was unsalvageable.
Tull helped clean up as best he could, scooping beans into broken kegs.
In some deep grass a hundred feet from the wagon, he found a bag of platinum eagles—at least a thousand of them.
“Where did these come from?” he asked.
Scandal answered quickly. “I brought them.”
Phylomon offered, “A fortune like that will do you no good out here.”
Scandal hesitated. “We’re going to Denai,” he said. “The inns there are famed for their cuisine.”
“I had heard that they are only famed for their whores,” Phylomon said. “The Craal slavers breed their whores for beauty, much as other men breed cattle. In over forty generations, not one of Denai’s madams has been sold outside the city.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal blushed. “Well, let us just say that an innkeeper must know how to serve many kinds of dishes.”
Tull looked at the coins in wonder. Scandal had ostensibly borrowed money for the trip, yet here he had enough for a man like Scandal to live comfortably for the rest of his life. With such wealth, he could have bought a fine ship. The innkeeper could not plan to spend more than a night or two in Denai, yet in that short time he would spend his life's fortune on whores!
“Let’s find our mastodon,” Tull said.
Ayuvah offered hopefully, in that Pwi way of his, “Perhaps Snail Follower escaped the Mastodon Men and needs someone to show him the way back to camp.”
Phylomon nodded. “I think that would be prudent, but not everyone should go.”
“What?” Scandal said. “You’d leave me here with Wisteria?”
“Actually,” Phylomon said, “I think Tull should stay with his wife. I’m not so sure the woman is safe with you.”
“But, but—” Scandal objected.
Tull looked at the camp, the food on the ground. He could not help but recall the perverse kwea the Mastodon Man had emanated. The way he had felt so helpless and weak before it. He suddenly felt that he knew what Chaa had wanted from him, why the wizard had let his son die. “I must come with you,” he said. “To face the Mastodon Men.”


Shortly after breakfast, Tull and Ayuvah went down to the pond to prepare for the hunt by performing a Neanderthal hunting rite. It seemed only right to have Ayuvah lead the hunting party.
Ayuvah threw three stones into the water and watched the ripples move over the pond. Then he squatted by the bank and closed his eyes. Tull did likewise.
“Think only thoughts of kindness for the Mastodon Men,” Ayuvah counseled Tull. “Let peace emanate from you, just as the ripples emanate from the stone. You must hunt with this attitude. If your prey smells your bloodlust, they will hide from you. Also, it does not help to be picky. Many times I have gone to hunt for grouse, only to find a silver fox in the bush. Animal Spirits give themselves as they will, and we should not be choosy. This day, we hunt for Snail Follower, but perhaps another mastodon will give itself to us. If that is what the Animal Spirits decide, so be it.”
Ayuvah sat with his eyes closed, and Tull wondered at his strength. He could tell that his friend grieved for Little Chaa, yet Ayuvah held it in. They sat for nearly half an hour.
Tull watched the water and tried to cleanse his thoughts. A giant green dragonfly with a two-foot wingspan hovered over the pond. Tull looked up, startled by the buzzing of its wings, and saw on the other side of the pond, at the edge of the forest, a dark gray dire wolf watching them, panting, its tongue hanging out. The wolf yawned.
Ayuvah opened his eyes, looked at the wolf. “My Animal Guide is with me,” he said. “It is time for us to go.”
Tull looked back at the wolf. It stepped back into the trees, and was gone.
A few moments later, the men began tracking.
The Mastodon Men had battered Snail Follower, leaving a trail of ripped ferns and bloodied tree limbs. The mastodon had scored the thick humus of the forest floor, running blindly one moment, turning to charge its attackers the next. There had been fourteen Mastodon Men in the band. For some arcane purpose, the Mastodon Men had also taken the group’s beer keg, and one of them rolled it along behind the party, obscuring the tracks.
“They are driving him,” Phylomon said in Pwi at one point, jutting his chin in a northwesterly direction. “No matter which way the beast tries to run, they turn him north.”
“Where are they taking him?” Tull asked.
“The Mastodon Men are not smart enough to fashion spears,” Ayuvah answered, “so they club the animal, making it bleed from small wounds until it is exhausted. They will make Snail Follower walk to their camp so they can eat him.” Ayuvah leaned on his spear as he knelt to put his hand in the track of a Mastodon Man. “Even if he broke free, his pain will be great. He will be as crazy as that rogue bull that crushed Shezzah's house a few years back.”
Tull said, “Perhaps he will smell us and remember his friends.”
“Do not raise your hopes for Snail Follower,” Phylomon answered. “He has been hurt. Even should we catch him, we might not be able to harness him for weeks.” Phylomon did not say anything for a moment. “How far would we have to go to get another animal?”
Tull said, “Scandal got Snail Follower from a miner down in White Rock, but that was the only mammoth in town. The loggers down in Wellen’s Eyes have a few. Two hundred miles. That’s the closest.”
Phylomon did not say anything. Two hundred miles south, a journey that would easily take a month. They did not have a month to spend.


















Chapter 16: The Challenge
The party tracked the Mastodon Men in silence. The path was so easy to follow that they did not need to watch the ground. Instead they watched the trees and brush. The Mastodon Men would be resting in their band, asleep in a bed of ferns, possibly lying under the shadow of a fallen redwood, and perhaps only one or two drowsy youngsters would be awake, ready to howl in warning if they scented a razor cat.
Fear churned Tull’s belly, constricted his breathing, like the snake that crushes its prey. He could not forget the musky scent of their hair, the smell of rotten meat that issued from them. Unlike some predators, Mastodon Men were not fastidious, and the odor of dried blood and rotting fat had been strong. To Tull, the fear now seemed fascinating. When he first saw the Mastodon Man, he feared it because it had reminded him of his father. But as Phylomon had said, his brain worked its magic after several hours, and he found that he was terrified of the beast itself.
At noon, they discovered their barrel sitting on the side of the hill deep in a bed of sword ferns. For a while, the men moved toward it slowly, fearing that they had found the camp of the Mastodon Men. Tull crept toward the barrel first. He felt the hair rise on his forehead, felt pimples of fear sprout on his arms.
They circled the barrel but found it empty except for a single tuft of brown hair.
In the early afternoon, the men entered a shallow valley, thick with wild grapes. The leaves were waxy and rigid, dried and lifeless after the heat of late summer. The men could not walk through the valley without making a sound of paper shredding.
At the north end was a steep hill. The redwoods marched up to the top of a small ridge, and there they stopped. Snail Follower’s bloody path led straight for the rise several hundred yards away.
“If Snail Follower survived the fall, his legs will be broken,” Phylomon said. “I believe we will find our quarry dining on him, there on the other side of the ridge.”
Phylomon urged the others to stay behind, and then crept up the ridge alone, moving his feet so slowly that the wild grape leaves did not rustle as they slid over his naked legs. Even Ayuvah could not have crept so silently. Phylomon reached the top of the rise, then dropped to his hands and knees and crawled to the lip of the ridge.
He watched for five minutes, and slowly returned through the grape.
To Tull, it seemed that the sky grew darker. The air thickened with the sense of impending doom. He tried to shake off his fear, to remind himself that he had lived through the first attack by the Mastodon Men, but it did no good. His tongue dried and seemed to swell.
“Snail Follower is dead,” Phylomon said when he returned. “Let’s go.”
Ayuvah sighed in relief.
“Dead?” Tull asked in disbelief. “Are you sure?”
“The Mastodon Men have got most of the carcass stripped of meat,” Phylomon said. “They have a good thirty or forty in their band.”
“What should we do?” Tull asked.
Phylomon arched a single hairless brow. “Do? Why leave, of course!”
Phylomon turned to go, and Ayuvah followed. Tull stood momentarily, stunned. Phylomon was right after all.
The Mastodon Men were dumb animals, incapable of recognizing their common ancestry to man. When they’d killed Little Chaa, they were not eating a fellow being, they were just eating an animal—the way Tull would eat a pig or a grouse.
Yet Tull wanted to punish them, wanted Phylomon and Ayuvah to run over the cliff with him, descend on the Mastodon Men, and slaughter them down to the last child. The very thought was madness. They had nothing to gain by attacking. But I have something to gain, Tull thought.
In a subtle way, kwea ruled the Pwi. If two men were angry at one another with a great wrath, then they said, “Kwea will not let us live in peace.” If the tribe was lucky, the two could find a way to reconcile that was powerful enough so that the kwea of anger would be swallowed up forever in the kwea of friendship. In the same way, Tull realized that if he did not slay the Mastodon Men, the kwea of fear would rule him, would forever make him a slave.
Tull watched Phylomon lead Ayuvah quietly back through the forest. Ayuvah turned, the muscles bunching on his thick neck as he looked over his shoulder, and gauged Tull. “You must kill them?” he asked.
Tull’s mouth became even drier; he wanted to kill the Mastodon Men, but he said only, “I must look upon them.” His legs were shaking, and he tried to hold them steady.
Phylomon stopped and turned.
Ayuvah said, “Brother, I will come with you.”
“No,” Tull said. “I already saw one friend die. I do not want to see another.”
“Evil kwea is upon me, too,” Ayuvah said. “Although I do not fear them as much as you, I must come.”
Tull grunted his assent, hefted his spear. He untied his belt and peed on a bush.
Blood was pounding in his ears, and he thought of the sickening thud he had heard when the Mastodon Man had slapped Little Chaa, the sound of a body sliding through grass.
Phylomon said, “Look quickly, while you’ve got plenty of daylight. If they catch wind of you, head for open country where the sunlight will blind them. Always approach them from downwind. If one spots you and charges while raising his arms, it is a ceremonial charge. Back off slowly.
“But if he charges you and comes in low with his shoulder forward, he means to kill you. I’ll go back and start pushing the barrel to camp.”
While Phylomon disappeared into the redwoods, Tull and Ayuvah circled the brow of the hill, heading into the forest where the shadows were deep enough so that no wild grapes grew.
When they rounded the hill, Tull found a gentle incline leading down. The foliage was thick near the ground. Because wild pigs would not eat the sour grapes in the area, the grapes had grown dense. But at eye level, the elk and deer had eaten the lower leaves of the vine maple and alder.
By looking down the slope, Tull could see Snail Follower, that giant old bull, lying on his side, gaping from a dozen wounds. The Mastodon Men had opened his belly, feeding on the liver and stomach, and white entrails had been pulled a dozen yards from the corpse. Just beyond the kill, the Mastodon Men lay sprawled in the grass beneath the trees, giant apelike beings with little body hair except on the shoulders and chest, and the long wispy manes that covered their heads. Only two juveniles seemed to be awake. One female wore the dark-yellow fur of a child and was so hairless that she almost appeared human. She sat and fondled her right nipple, pinched at a tick or a flea, then stopped and leaned back her head to taste the air through broad nostrils.
The second juvenile, a short male whose fur had turned the darker brown of adulthood, ripped at branches and stuffed them in his teeth as he paced through the foliage, then grunted softly as if challenging older males to combat. His forehead held a higher peak than that of others of his kind, and his eyes were sunk deeper. Once, Ayuvah stepped on a twig, and the young male turned. His gaze seemed to pierce them for a moment.
Tull watched the adults sprawled on the ground for several minutes, studying their faces, trying to decide which one had eaten Little Chaa. His throat tightened, and blood pounded in his ears as he considered how he might be able to steal into the group, put a spear through the heart of the culprit. But after several minutes, he still could not see his target.
At two hundred yards, Tull motioned for Ayuvah to wait where he was. Then Tull crept forward on his knees. He pushed his shield ahead of him, not because it would ward a blow from a Mastodon Man, but because the rust and avocado camouflage painted over it offered some hope of concealment.
Tull inched forward, brushing twigs and dead leaves from his path so he would not stumble over them, always holding his shield as steady as possible so that his movement would not attract attention. His heart hammered in his ears, and he found it difficult to believe that the Mastodon Men were unaware of him, could not smell the terror in his sweat. He did not feel the kwea of terror, where horrific memories are stirred and surface like bones in a pot of stew. It was a more controlled and logical terror, the fear one feels when, in a calculated manner, one does something undeniably stupid.
When he was a hundred and fifty yards from the camp, the young bull Mastodon Man abruptly stood and grunted a battle challenge, raising his hands above his head as if to fight. Several older bulls raised their heads from sleep. Tull was close enough to smell them strongly now, the sweat, the dried blood, the putrid fat. Snail Follower’s corpse lay not fifty yards away, and a cloud of bluebottle flies and yellow jackets had swarmed to the kill, humming softly.
The Mastodon Men were bloated. They had eaten well. One old cow got up, picked up a piece of bloody shale, and studied the mastodon. Tull did not see where the rock had come from, so he watched a moment and realized that each of the beasts had a sharp rock or pointed stick nearby, and each weapon was smeared with the Snail Follower’s blood. Often, the Mastodon Men grasped these weapons even in their sleep.
An infant mewed in its mother’s arms, and she gently cupped it in a giant hand. Suddenly, from beneath the shade of an alder, a huge bull stepped out—a large man with testicles the size of cantaloupes. The Mastodon Man had deep crevices running from his nose to his mouth, so that his face seemed stuck in a perpetual scowl. His nostrils were not as widely set as those of his companions, and his nose was short and pugged.
This one! This was the Mastodon Man that had eaten Little Chaa. Tull recognized him by the silvered hair on his chest. The Mastodon Man was probably the leader of the band.
The beast walked forward on his knuckles slowly, scowled at the younger bull, and raised his hands. The young bull barked and spun away into the brush, where he pulled the limb from an alder and then began swatting the ground.
The old bull knuckle-walked to the young female. She stroked the long hair of his mane, but the old bull just laid a hand on her belly, as if to say, “Wait until I wake up a bit.”
Four Mastodon Men had wakened now. With evening coming, the rest of them would rise soon. With such a large kill to eat, they would not need to hunt.
Tull cocked his spear arm, raised his shield, and stood up. The young bull barked a warning, and all of the Mastodon Men swirled into motion. The young female rolled off the log, put her knuckles to the dirt, and scrambled away, instinctively fleeing.
But the big bull charged forward over the log, then raised himself to full height waving his arms in the ceremonial fighting stance. All the females disappeared into the brush, while a dozen bulls loped forward and stood behind their leader.
Some of the older bulls carried great slabs of shale in their fists and raised the bloody stones in threat. The younger ones barked and shrieked and weaved from side to side as they beat their stones against the ground.
Tull knew that if the big bull charged, all of the beasts charge. Most of the monsters stood over eight feet, and he could not outrun them.
His stomach tightened and he struggled for breath. Cautious and deliberate, he walked forward. With each step he took, the bulls shuffled closer, creating a wall behind their leader. When he walked within thirty feet of the great bull, it stretched to its full height of ten feet, and raised it arms overhead.
A smothering blanket of kwea fell.
Tull was a child again, standing before his father while old Jenks held the rattling shackles he would place on Tull’s legs.
A black fog of terror and despair seemed to swell around the leader. Even the sun seemed to darken, as if a giant hand held it in shadow. Tull was smothered by a perverse and powerful kwea.
Tull expelled the air from his lungs in a single wrenching gasp, and he held his eyes steady on the beast and whimpered once before he lowered them. Tull stood full in the shadow of the Mastodon Man’s and felt his knees begin to buckle.
The kwea emanated in waves through his brain, crashing against him, and he felt that if he stood much longer in the beast’s presence, his sanity would erode like sand under his feet when waves pound the seashore.
As he stood watching the Mastodon Man’s shadow on the ground, the kwea seemed to ease, as if the waves were not driven by such a frenzied wind.
An old Pwi song rang through his head:
Dandelions at storm; dandelions at storm.
When the wind blows fierce, and wild, and warm, the white down flies.
Dandelions at storm.

The rhythm of the song coincided with waves of fear battering him.
Tull raised his spear, raised his shield overhead, and assumed the symbolic fighting stance. Then he dared to stare into the Mastodon Man’s eye.
The powerful kwea of terror rose up like a great black wall. The god Adjonai, the keeper of terror, stood at the monster’s back, and the sky became black. The Pwi said that Adjonai ruled Craal, but Tull felt the dark god’s presence, full and strong.
Tull laughed like a madman who no longer cared whether he lived or died.
The Mastodon Man watched Tull and swayed side to side, grunting his rage and bewilderment at this tiny beast that seemed determined to fight for the right to lead the band. He lowered his hands and put knuckles to the ground, as if Tull were a child from the tribe who challenged only from ignorance.
The Mastodon Man swayed again, then shrieked, a howl of warning so magnificent in volume that the leaves of the vine maples seemed to tremble.
Run, a voice whispered in the back of Tull’s head, run for the daylight. But Tull stood and laughed at the Mastodon Man, for he saw that its eyes were dull, like the eyes of Hardy Goodman, the eyes of a moron.
The leader rushed at Tull and lightly thumped him on the chest. The blow knocked Tull to the ground. Tull kept his eyes on the huge beast and let the dark kwea run through him.
Tull shouted curses at the god Adjonai, and he kept at it for a full five minutes, until the god seemed to turn his face away.
The Mastodon Man still stood over Tull, pacing back and forth, unsure what to do with this minuscule foe.
The sky around the Mastodon Man suddenly brightened, and the beast shrank and became nothing but an animal, a bewildered creature that watched Tull and did not feed on him only because its hunger was sated.
Tull felt his fear dwindle and subside, as if the crashing waves of fear were an ocean that miraculously calmed. The storm now raged only in memory.
The great bull leaned forward on his knuckles and sniffed at Tull’s face like a curious dog.
Tull still clutched his spear. He could have stabbed the beast, even mortally wounded it. Part of him wanted to. Yet looking into the eyes of this dumb animal, he knew it didn’t matter anymore. He’d spoken the truth to Phylomon: he had come only to look.
Tull growled at the Mastodon Man, and it leapt backward. The others shrieked and grunted, and one fellow threw a bloody stone. Tull ducked beneath it, knelt to a crouch and raised his spear and shield overhead. The Mastodon Men grew wary and looked around, then crept back a pace.
Tull slowly retreated. To turn his back or run would invite an attack, so Tull eased his arms lower and stepped backward a few paces, until he reached Ayuvah.
He would have continued on, but Ayuvah stopped him, pointed to the old bull and asked, “Is he the one who killed Little Chaa?”
Tull nodded.
Ayuvah raised his shield and spear overhead, in the symbolic fighting stance, and advanced on the Mastodon Men. The old bull became more confused than ever; he raised his own hands and roared.
When he was a dozen feet off, Ayuvah lunged in with his spear and slashed the beast across the belly. The Mastodon Man shrieked and lashed out with a bloody stone.
Ayuvah ducked beneath the blow; he plunged his spear into the monster’s neck.
The Mastodon Man leapt, seeking to throw its weight atop Ayuvah, but Ayuvah dodged to the left and pulled his kutow.
The Mastodon Man landed on its belly, and Ayuvah swung his kutow into the monster’s head, splitting the skull wide open.
The old bull stopped moving. Only the back of its legs twitched.
The whole tribe shrieked at Ayuvah, stomping the ground and tearing the trees and grass from the forest floor. Ayuvah raised his hands over his head, challenging the rest of the Mastodon Men. None came forward.
Ayuvah backed off slowly, then turned to Tull and they strode through the sunlight, over the thick wild grapes that cracked and tore like paper.



















Chapter 17: How the Sky Feels
While the men were gone that morning, Wisteria and Scandal straightened camp, watching over their shoulders for danger as they repacked food from broken barrels and smashed crockery, salvaging all that they could.
A herd of giant deer wandered through camp—”trees on heads,” as the Pwi called them, or “megaloceroses,” as the Starfarers preferred. The enormous antlers on the largest one must have spread fourteen feet across, and each of its eight tines had webbing between them, making it’s rack truly massive.
The giant deer were nobler in bearing than an ungainly moose, larger than even the biggest elk.
The giant deer wandered along not fifty feet from the wagon, grazing on watercress and other tender plants that grew near a winding stream. It was as if he knew that the humans wouldn’t harm him.
Wisteria watched the creatures, so majestic and serene, until one of the does tried to edge away from the herd. The huge buck made a bugling sound and charged her, then nudged her back into the fold.
Scandal chuckled. “Mating season comes early for these ones.…” He gave Wisteria a sidelong look.


All day, Wisteria had worried that Tull and the others might not return, that she and Scandal would have to make their way home alone, and she imagined how well they would fare if Mastodon Men attacked or if a scimitar cat decided to carry her off for its cubs to eat.
So when the men returned in late afternoon, rolling the barrel in front of them, Wisteria felt a thrill of relief. Scandal didn’t bother asking what had happened to the mastodon, and Wisteria suspected that the men did not mention it in an effort to protect her tender feelings for the beast. Instead Tull quietly kissed her and the men loaded the barrel onto the wagon, then he and Ayuvah pulled the wagon half a mile as they moved camp. They ate a cheerless dinner consisting of items that would spoil now that their containers were broken.
They set camp in the deep forest beside twin redwoods that seemed to have sprouted from the same root.
Farther into the shadowed woods, the dire wolves howled.
“I keep trying to count my blessings,” Scandal said over dinner, “but I'm coming up short! This was a fool’s quest. We might make it a couple hundred miles north to the river without a mastodon to pull the wagon, but once we get there, we’re stuck. Fifty men couldn’t pull that wagon once we fill the barrel with water.”
Phylomon considered. “Once we get out of the mountains, perhaps we can find some farmer and buy some oxen to pull the wagon. I don’t know. It’s been nearly a hundred years since I’ve visited this part of the world.”
“A hundred years hasn’t changed a thing along the Mammoth Run. It’s still the Rough!” Scandal said. “There’s nothing but a few wild Neanderthals on those plains, and they’re smart enough not to bother trying to domesticate cattle out here, where the wolves sneak in camp to eat your babies while you are busy fighting the cats that want to drag off your livestock.”
Phylomon gazed off, raised an eyebrow, as if an idea had struck him. “You’re wrong, of course. Fifty men could pull the wagon! As long as the barrel is empty of water, we can push the wagon to Denai ourselves, and then buy slaves to push the wagon from Denai to Bashevgo.”
“You’d buy slaves?” Wisteria asked. “I thought that you killed slavers.”
“I’ve bought many slaves over the centuries,” Phylomon said. “And I’ve set every one of them free. If we were to buy some Neanderthals, they’d thank us for it in the end.”
Scandal was not at all pleased at the prospect, and Ayuvah refused to hear talk of journeying into Denai to buy slaves. The whole reason they had wanted to bring the wagon in the first place was so they could avoid the city, but Phylomon insisted that in Denai, with its large flesh markets, they would not attract much attention. Tull did not take part in the argument. Instead, he sat quietly with Wisteria on the wagon and held her hand. He was still dressed in war gear.
He does not know what to say to me, Wisteria thought. He’s like a child, totally ignorant of how to please me.
From a nearby hill, a wolf raised its voice in a forlorn howl. Wisteria smiled at Tull, and felt her nipples tighten. The response surprised her, yet he had aroused her the night before. Why shouldn’t I want to make love to him? she wondered. He is my husband.
But in her heart, she felt it was a lie. She’d married him so that she could join the quest, but she’d never believed for a moment that she would begin to feel this strongly for him.
Yet, she wanted him in bed tonight. The thought of having him in her bed every night, nights without end, filled her with a deep sense of longing and brought a thin smile to her lips. I should not smile so soon after my father’s murder, she told herself. The crabs haven’t even finished picking the flesh from his bones.
She held that thought and pushed Tull’s hand away.
Wisteria got up off the wagon. Tull looked at her, confused. She led him to a secluded spot away from camp and sat with her back against a tree. She pulled Tull down so he could lean against her, then she massaged his shoulders while humming softly.
“Did you find Snail Follower?” she asked.
“The Mastodon Men got him,” Tull answered.
“Did you see them? What happened?”
“The Mastodon Men were feeding on Snail Follower. Ayuvah and I went into their camp, and I found the one that killed Little Chaa, and I just looked at him.”
Wisteria wondered what he was thinking. She combed her fingers through his long red hair. It was very soft and fine. His face was broad and thrust forward, like those of all Neanderthals. His cranium did not have the box shape of a human—instead, it was round, and his skin seemed almost stretched taut over those round features. No one could mistake Tull for a human. She knew that he thought about things, experienced the world, in a way she could never quite imagine. She asked, “What did you think when you looked at him?”
“Never ask a Pwi what he thinks,” Tull smiled. “Ask him what he feels. Sometimes, when I am unhappy, the most important question you could ask me is ‘How does the sky feel today.’ That is the way you speak to a Pwi.”
“Then, what did you feel when you saw the Mastodon Man?”
“I felt Adjonai, the god we all fear. But he was not as powerful as last night. When we first saw the Mastodon Men, it reminded me of a time with my father, and the fear made me fall to the ground. But when I looked upon him today, he was only a great beast. Something was missing. Sometimes, kwea is only aroused because all of the circumstances are right. For instance, my mother likes to work in the garden, but only in the morning when meadowlarks are singing. She does not enjoy the kwea of it in the afternoon or on mornings when the meadowlarks do not sing. I think it was the same with me. When I saw the Mastodon Man today, the kwea was more bearable. Some element was missing.”
“I’m sorry I asked.”
“It was good that I faced him. If we go to Craal, Adjonai will be there, too, in his strength.”
Wisteria decided to change the subject. She squeezed him tight pressing his back against her breasts. “And what do you feel when I hold you?”
“I feel cradled by the sea.”
Wisteria laughed a little. “Why do you say that?”
Tull pondered, seeking for the root of that feeling. “Once, when I was young, I took a boat out on a still lagoon to fish with my spear in the morning just as it reached high tide. The water was like glass, and I speared some good big fish. Then the tide went out, and the lagoon became a pond. So I laid down to rest. The wind came up, and the sun shone on me, and the boat rocked in the waves. It was pleasant, and I imagined that the sea was a goddess and she was caressing me.” Tull smiled at her over his shoulder. “Even then, the name for the goddess I imagined was Wisteria. I have loved you forever.”
The words both pleased Wisteria and confused her. Pleased her because in a way she felt like a little girl playing house, pretending to love this man. At the same time, the very act of playing house, of pretending to love him, was satisfying—so satisfying that she wasn’t sure she wanted to stop. Could I be falling in love? she wondered. The thought shook her.
Tull turned to kiss her. A chorus of wolves lifted their voices in song, as if the pack were closing in. Since the others were still arguing by the fire, Wisteria took Tull’s hand and placed it on her breast as they kissed.
The men by the fire began to argue loudly; she looked up, but she did not stop kissing. She listened to the men’s conversation.
Phylomon brought out a map of cloth, with the world painted on it. “We’re forty miles north of Botany. It was a fine town when last I visited. They should have cattle to sell.”
“Pshaw,” Scandal said. “No one has lived in Botany for thirty years. At least, I haven’t heard of anyone there.”
Ayuvah said, “Some Pwi live there. A couple of bird trappers.”
Ayuvah studied the map a moment. Directly north was a picture of two stones, both with frowning faces. “Wait,” he said. “In ten days, we end the month of Dragon. The Pwi here in the valley will hold a rendezvous—here at Frowning Idols. It is only forty miles off our trail.”
Scandal watched Ayuvah’s finger. “By God, he’s right!” Scandal agreed. “Fremon Hume and his boys bring a load of ivory into town every fall, and they buy it at that rendezvous. There are three or four men that make the run, and all of them will have ox carts. Maybe we can buy a few head of oxen. Hell, maybe we can even buy us a mastodon.”
“Even if we can’t,” Phylomon agreed, “we'll meet almost everyone who lives within two hundred miles. Someone will know where we can find draft animals. We can’t leave the wagon here without a guard—the bears would eat our supplies before we get back. Besides, we'd lose too much time. Do you think we could push this wagon down the mountains, eighty miles? It won’t be easy.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal said. “That would do. That would do fine.”
The men sat in silence, gazing at the map, each lost in private thoughts.
Wisteria shifted her attention. She kissed Tull with passion, and felt him respond in kind. His eyes closed, and she watched his face for a reaction. He seemed to kiss with his whole soul, using every muscle of his body to caress her. She reached up under his shirt and stroked the hairs of his chest. He felt so strong and reassuring. Being with him was nice.
Yet she knew that if the journey reached a point where it might succeed, she would have to betray him. She wondered how she could accomplish such an act—betray him so that he’d never know. If Phylomon found out what she’d done, he’d punish her.
Tull moved his hand down to her thigh. A wolf howled nearby, followed by others, and Wisteria shivered in fear.
The fire crackled and spread its light to the nearer trees. Beyond that, the forest was impenetrably dark. Wisteria noticed a smell that reminded her of cheese, a delicate yellow cheese her father sometimes bought from farmers far to the south, and she thought it strange that Tull’s skin should bear this sweet, sour smell. And suddenly she became aware that the scent was growing stronger, and she thought that very strange.
A twig cracked beside her, and Tull whirled and pulled his kutow, swinging the double-headed ax over his head as he issued a battle challenge.
Scandal jumped for his weapon, but Phylomon shouted, “Hold!”
Four giant women stepped out of the darkness, each completely nude, each of them well over eight feet tall, with dark cinnamon-colored hair and skin as dark as the redwoods themselves.
Wisteria gasped, for they seemed to her to have materialized from thin air, their presence heralded only by their smell. Each was shapely and beautiful, with wide hips and pointed breasts; Wisteria felt so embarrassed by their nudity that she had to stifle an impulse to run and grab blankets to cover them. They were Dryads, of course, keepers of the redwood forest.
One woman carried a thin white bundle on her shoulder.
She stepped forward and tossed the mayor’s Dryad to the ground at Wisteria’s feet, as if the girl were a sack of grain. The red woman moved her fingers through the air, waving them as if they were falling snow blown by the wind. Wisteria recognized the action from legend—Hukm finger language—but she’d never known anyone who spoke the strange tongue. The Dryad of the redwoods waved her fingers downward three times, then made a single emphatic chopping motion.
Phylomon said, “Get the mayor’s Dryad some water.” Phylomon waved his fingers at the women, then blinked once.
The red woman raised her hand and let her fingers fall, weaving syllables into the motions of her fingers; she made a chopping motion at the end, and then backed silently into the shadowed woods.
Wisteria raced back to the wagon to get the last of the drinking water. Tull, seeming hesitant to give up kissing Wisteria, went to the wagon and stripped cloth for compresses. Phylomon and Wisteria washed dirt and blood from the Dryad.
Tirilee’s pale white skin, normally mottled by a few dark stripes, was blackened by bruises and tiny cuts. Her clothes were shredded. She watched Phylomon with unfocused eyes, but seemed not to realize where she was.
“The Dryads of the redwoods caught her following us,” Phylomon explained. “They beat her at first, but decided she might be with our party, so they brought her here. I told them that she was our scout. They say we must take her from their forest immediately. If we let her plant any of her aspen trees, they’ll kill us.”
“My God!” Scandal said. He walked away from the fire and peered beyond its ring of light. Wisteria could smell the scent of cheese very strongly as she worked. “Do you smell that,” Scandal called. “Froghollow cheese, yellow and sweet. You’d think it was fermenting in their breasts.”
Wisteria glanced over her back. Shadows covered the wild clover on the forest floor. There was no sign of the Dryads.
Ayuvah stepped up beside her and said, “We should try to get some rest.”
Scandal laughed, “How can I sleep with those lovely creatures out there?” He called aloud to the trees, “Ladies, it’s warmer here by the fire!” but none of the red women came back into the camp. “Ah, well, I’ll go get some water.” He grabbed a bucket from the wagon and headed off into the woods.
Phylomon very tenderly prodded each bone in the Dryad’s arms, ribs, and legs, checking for breaks. He said to Ayuvah, “She’s got some cracked ribs, but I think she'll live. Help us get her on the wagon. We can lay her in the barrel.”
Ayuvah shuffled his feet, kicked at a pine cone. “Tcho,” he said. No.
Wisteria looked up at her husband, and he too stared down at the ground. She was shocked at his heartlessness. “None of us Pwi can touch her,” Tull said. “Touch a Dryad, and she will destroy you. You can wash her and put her in the wagon … if you must. I stand with Ayuvah in this.”
She had seen how the Pwi men crossed the road when they’d passed the mayor’s house back in Smilodon Bay. No Pwi would dare touch a Dryad for fear that they would be destroyed by their own lust.
Phylomon gazed up at Tull, studied him for a moment.
Off in the darkness, Scandal stubbed his toe on a log, muttered a curse, sloshed his bucket into the stream. Phylomon asked, “What would you do, leave her to die?”
Ayuvah said, “Yes, leave her. We would not let any other man-eater into camp. We should not let that creature near, either.”
Tull said nothing.
“It is not her fault that she is what she is,” Phylomon said. “Her Time of Devotion may be months away. Her lust cannot hurt you now.”
“You do not know that,” Tull said.
Phylomon stared at the ground, weighing the risks.
“She’s just a child,” Wisteria said. “I'll take care of her.” She took off her own bearskin robe and placed it over the girl. The Dryad seemed tiny and frail, a young thing with breasts that had not budded. Wisteria wondered at the girl’s courage, to have come this far in the wilderness without protection.
Scandal brought the water back from the stream, took out a pan and poured some to set by the fire. “We’ll have no talk of leaving her,” he said. “Why, when I was an apprentice, my master told me to never throw anything away—especially people. You never know what you can get in return. He always kept a few ‘table scrap' children around. He said, ‘When a girl comes begging for table scraps, you give them to her and ask for a little work in return. You can let her clean the tables in the inn. As she gets older, you put her to work whoring, and when her looks are gone, she goes back to the kitchen. And when she's too feeble for that, you put her to work as a maid, let her do some light sweeping and whatnot. In the end, you can get a whole lifetime of work from the girl, but what have you invested? Why, mostly table scraps!”
Scandal and Phylomon made a bed in the huge barrel on the back of the wagon and then lugged the girl to her bed. Wisteria sat with her far into the night.
When it was time to sleep, Wisteria went to lie beside Tull. He was already wrapped in a bearskin. When she crawled under the blanket, she found he was naked. He put his arm over her and kissed her, as if to take up where they’d left off before the forest women came.
She kissed him once, but in her mind’s eye she saw the young Dryad bleeding and broken on a bed of redwood needles, with Tull and Ayuvah walking off to let her die.
Wisteria asked Tull, “Would you have left that girl—I mean really left her, if I hadn’t been here?”
“No.” Tull said after a moment. “I’d have taken her to a human settlement, given her to someone else.”
You would have sent her back into slavery, Wisteria thought. He’d have punished the girl for having the audacity to try to escape. She studied Tull a long time, his flaring nostrils, pale skin smoothed by a round skull. He even spoke with a Pwi accent, making his vowels nasal by routing them through enlarged sinuses. Human thoughts did not flow through his mind. She was ashamed for wanting to make love to him earlier. He was so clumsy and stupid; if he had not insisted on standing next to her on that night, her father might have escaped. Now he was clumsy at love. Why didn’t he understand that she couldn’t love him after the coldness he’d just shown that little girl? She shoved him away, turned her back.
He put his arm over her shoulder, but neither of them spoke, and neither could sleep.




















Chapter 18: The Love that Burns
The next day, as the men pushed their wagon ten grueling miles through the forest with the scent of the giant red women all about, Theron Scandal acted as a nursemaid to Tirilee.
The men pushed the wagon, grunting and straining to get it up hills, or over tree branches. They stationed two men behind the wagon to push and two at the front to pull on the axletree, while Wisteria walked ahead to clear a trail.
Every mile they stopped to rest, and Scandal would wipe the sweat from his forehead, get a dipper from the water barrel, and offer a drink to Tirilee before he drank himself. While the others threw themselves on the ground in sheer exhaustion, Scandal stood beside the Dryad, speaking softly.
Wisteria did not have to wonder at his kindness. There’s something he wants from her, she knew. But she wasn’t sure what it was. Did he hope to keep the girl himself, she wondered, or did he just want to sleep with her in her Time of Devotion?
The Dryad did not utter a word from the wagon, not to thank Scandal, not even to whimper in pain when the wagon bumped over a limb.
So Scandal went back to work without hearing her voice. He put his back into pushing or pulling the wagon and showed that he had muscle hidden beneath his beer belly. Afterward, he cooked dinner while everyone else sprawled on the ground like dead things.
When Wisteria went to feed the Dryad, Scandal insisted on doing it himself. In his spare time, he went to hunt in the forest for healing herbs. He was doing double duty, taking an unfair burden on himself, and Wisteria told him so.
“It’s nothing,” Scandal said. “It's my obligation as a gourmet.”
“I don’t understand,” Wisteria said.
“Simple,” Scandal said. “Back in the days of the Starfarers, when men lived a thousand years, gourmets were something! A man started as an apprentice, and for the first hundred years he learned only tactile cookery—the art of pleasing the palate, the nose, the hands. The Starfarers knew that everyone tastes things differently, so gourmets devised tests to see how different palates responded to a meal, and then cooked each dish to please the individual customer. Why, at a banquet, everyone would eat the same thing, yet each plate would be subtly different, to match the tastes of the customer. And they didn’t care about just taste, either. Texture—both in the mouth as you chew and on the fingers as you picked it up—color, everything was geared for that one person. Back then, you couldn’t be a gourmet until you had been at the job for a hundred years and passed your boards. Then, you graduated to whole new levels of cookery: nutritional, where you fine-tuned your diets to meet customers’ nutrient requirements; medicinal.…”
“Holistic cookery,” Phylomon put in.
“That’s right, a holistic chef,” Scandal said. “I try my hand at everything: tactile, nutritional, medicinal. If ever the red drones are destroyed and we get back to space, that’s what I want to be, a holistic chef. Learn their secrets.”
Everyone has their dreams, Wisteria thought. For some reason, that day she felt a keen sense of loss. She’s lost her home, her family. Her people had lost the stars.
During that day, the scent of cheese had always been with them. Wisteria saw the Dryads twice—slender women for all their height, with nipples dark as chocolate. Wisteria looked over at Tirilee, so thin and childish and innocent.
Scandal fed the girl, who, though still bruised and beaten, recovered some strength. He spoke soothingly as he spooned a hearty stew down her throat, and Wisteria listened to Scandal’s words. He did not seem to care if everyone in camp heard him.
“How old are you,” Scandal asked the child, “thirteen, fourteen?
“You must be close to reaching your Time of Devotion, right? I understand that—devotion. I’ve spent a lifetime devoted to preparing meals for others, grinding my own grains to make my breads, collecting and drying my own herbs, distilling the flavors from mint and anise and vanilla beans. Do you understand me? Can you speak English?”
Tirilee did not say anything, just watched him with dark green eyes.
Scandal warmed some water, dipped a rag in, came back and washed some dust from her face. He held the rag to a purpled bruise under her chin for a moment and said, “You are a Dryad of the aspens, right? We have something in common.” He sang a child's rhyme, in a husky voice;
“I’ve ever loved the aspens,
“Most beautiful of trees.
“Their bark is pale as buttermilk.
“Silver dancers are their leaves.”

Scandal let go of the rag, stroked Tirilee’s pale arm as he began to speak, almost chanting. “When I was young, I lived in the lovely mountains and climbed among the deep folds of their skin, searching for white forests of aspen, flowing among the trees, searching for deep, dew-wet grottoes where I could lie myself down.”
It was a form of Omali verse, a kind of poetry left over from days when everyone had dictionaries genetically implanted in their heads, where the poet composed the poem as he went and spoke in metaphors. Sailors still chanted Omali verses in the bars, on occasion, and it was considered something of an art.
The Dryad frowned at Scandal and pulled her arm away, but Scandal fondled her silver hair—”The rich humus of the forest, the wildflowers, smelled as earthy and pleasurable as a woman in love. And I’d stand on those mountains, gazing at meandering rivers and the green valleys below, dizzy with lust for living, and imagine I stood upon the breast of the world. Often in those moments, the joy of living, the ecstasy of drawing breath among those clean forests, melted the marrow of my bones, emptied me of my darkest cravings, left me shuddering—”
The Dryad pushed Scandal’s hand away; he took a deep breath and intently gazed into her emerald eyes. “At times I’d sleep among the mountains in the daylight, lying in the grass, listening to the steady throb of my own heart. At dusk I’d spread my tent over the ground, erect my pole—”
Tirilee slapped his face. “I think you should take your erect pole into the bushes and tell it about your dark cravings.” Her voice was as musical as the notes of a flute.
“So, you do speak English!” Scandal crowed. “And all this long day you have played dumb and never answered me a word. Ayaah, you're cruel and hard!”
“Not nearly as hard as you!” Tirilee snapped back.
“If I am hard,” Scandal said, “then you have made me hard!”
“Not me,” Tirilee answered. “Perhaps it is because you play with your pisser like a toy.”
“Why, your breasts have not yet budded, yet you talk like a common street whore!” Scandal smiled with delight.
“Of course,” Tirilee said. “I learned half my words listening to your whores call to the sailors.” Even to Wisteria it was clear that the girl lied. She spoke English too well to have learned it in only a couple of months.
“Ah, that would be Candy and Dandy,” Scandal said. “Those aren’t whores! Those are … goddesses!”
“If they are goddesses,” Tirilee said. “I know what you worship.”
Scandal chuckled. “In another month, when we hit the mountains and see those aspen trees shining white on the hills, every fiber of your being will flame with desire for a thick one under the starlight! By God, I’ll make you pay to ride my unicorn then. You’ll be my goddess, and I’ll worship beneath you on a blanket of aspen leaves.”
“And if you’re the only excuse for a man who comes around, you keg of lard, I’ll make do with a chipmunk!”
“Oh, I’ll come around,” Scandal said. “I'll come for you.”
The girl’s face turned dark with rage. “When my Time of Devotion comes, I’ll call for you. And when you are groaning with ecstasy from a single kiss and you are helpless as a sparrow’s egg in my hand, I’ll use my knife to relieve you of the burden of manhood.” The child’s voice held such fierceness that Wisteria could not discount the threat. She wondered if Tirilee could be a potential ally—someone who hated men as much as Wisteria hated the men of Smilodon Bay for what they’d done to her father.
Would she help me foil the quest? she wondered.
“Why are you so mad?” Scandal demanded. “Certainly men have spoken to you of desire before?”
“Oh, yes, your precious Garamon—he never fed me without talking of it. And he planned to sell me after my Time of Devotion, claiming I was a virgin. Yet he was more honest than you, he did not speak in the language of love!”
“I said nothing of love!” Scandal countered. “I was talking about lust, pure and wholesome.”
“You spoke of devotion, and devotion is purer than love!”
Scandal scratched his head. “Oh, that. You can’t blame a man for trying.”
“I can,” Tirilee said. “I want devotion from the man I give myself to.”
“A lifetime of devotion for a single night of pleasure?” Scandal asked. “Only a thief would demand so much! Yet you’d take it, wouldn’t you? You’ll demand it and then devote your own time to your trees. It’s in your nature.”
“I can fight my nature,” Tirilee said weakly, as if the conversation had worn her. She turned away, pulled her blanket tight against her pale white throat.
Wisteria thought long on it. Over the past days she had felt tenderness for Tull, a warming, and she had been playing house—treating him as if they were both newlyweds in love. But it would be a big mistake to believe I’m really in love, she thought. I too must fight my nature. I must remember my hatred, nurse it.


Pushing the wagon through the mountains was harder than the men expected, yet they moved more swiftly than they had imagined. Poor old Snail Follower had taken them to the summit of the mountains on only the second day of the journey, and from there they had seen the golden fields of the Mammoth Run Plateau, but that inviting open country was still far from the deep redwood forest. Shoving the wagon along for a week took its toll in sore shoulders, knotted calves, and blistered feet.
Added to the labors of the journey, Phylomon insisted on weapons practice at first light and again in the evening.
As Tull’s muscles tightened, the blue man eventually gave up trying to spar with him. “You have great strength in those arms of yours,” Phylomon told him. “No human can match it. With your kutow, you can bash through my best parries, and you’re fast enough that I think you’ll get the first swing on most men. If you keep working on it, in a few weeks you could develop your skill to the point that only the strongest Neanderthal could hope to parry your blows.”
From then on, only Ayuvah dared spar with Tull. Ayuvah made an excellent sparring partner. With his long spear and his lunging style, Ayuvah could stand back, balanced on his heels, and dodge Tull’s blows while waiting for an opening.
Thus, Tull was forced to match Ayuvah’s speed, to dodge his lightning thrusts. Decisiveness, reaction time—these were the traits that Tull was forced to learn, and Ayuvah was the perfect sparring partner until he stepped on an old spearhead, and his foot became so badly infected that he took to the wagon. Phylomon guided them to some hot springs, and Ayuvah soaked his feet while sitting on the white alkali that rose from the deep green pools.
Tirilee stayed in the wagon for the first two days, but walked alongside from then on. Crossing the small creeks where the wagon would get mired in mud was the hardest part of the trip, and after a long day the men threw themselves to the ground and often slept for hours before they roused for dinner. Wisteria fixed dinner for the company only once, then Scandal silently insisted that he take over the job. In spite of all his hard work, his belly did not seem to shrink. He remained, as ever, the fat man.
One evening, Wisteria helped wash and dress Tirilee. Wisteria found the girl to be strange and beautiful, with her long silver hair and deep green eyes, and she washed the girl’s emerald dress and put her in some of her own clothes, then decided to brush her hair. Yet when she took her brush to the girl, she realized that the Dryad didn’t need it. The girl’s hair felt extraordinarily clean and smooth, and not a strand was tangled, and Wisteria thought it strange, for she had not seen the child brush her hair.
“When was the last time you brushed your hair?” Wisteria asked.
“I don’t brush my hair,” the Dryad answered.
“Never?” Wisteria asked.
“We Dryads are not like humans,” Tirilee answered.
Wisteria ran her fingers through the girl’s hair, stroked her cheek. The Dryad tilted her face up, inviting her to continue the petting, and Wisteria laughed. The girl’s face was smooth and unblemished, yet when Wisteria touched Tirilee's shoulders, her muscles were unbelievably firm.
“Tull,” Wisteria said, “Come here.”
Tull had been mending his moccasins, and he sauntered over, stood looking down at the Dryad. Wisteria took his hand quickly. “Feel this,” she said, touching his hand to the Dryad’s hair.
He jerked his hand away.
“Don’t be afraid,” Wisteria laughed. “She won't bite.” She took Tull’s hand and ran it over the Dryad’s hair. “Feel how smooth it is, and she never has to brush it. And feel this,” she said, brushing the backs of his fingers across the Dryad’s cheek. “Have you ever felt anything so soft?”
Tull held his hand on Tirilee’s cheek and looked down at her. The Dryad reached up with her own small hands and held his mitt against her face a moment, caressing it. Then her face seemed to blank, and she kissed the back of his hand.
“Ah!” Tull said, pulling his hand from her grasp.
“What happened?” Wisteria asked.
“She—burned me,” Tull said, holding up his hand. It had no mark on it.
Wisteria gaped for a moment, and worried. Perhaps the girl’s Time of Devotion was coming sooner than Wisteria had imagined.


On the tenth day of the journey, at dawn the band made an easy journey down out of the mountains into a small valley between rolling hills. The path was easy, nearly all downhill, with few windfalls to block the way.
The redwoods thinned and gave way to smaller deciduous trees—alders, maples, and hawthorn, yet the red women followed, always remaining in the shadows. Several times that morning, Tull would walk beneath a tree and recognize the lingering scent of cheese.
In the early morning, the party forded a clear shallow river thick with crayfish, and smelled the sweet scent of dry grasslands. Heavy brush filled the bank, and the ground along the river was scored with huge claw marks from giant sloths, and prints from woolly rhinos.
In another half mile the redwood forest ended suddenly, as if an invisible finger had drawn a line in the dirt, decreeing that the trees should spread no farther.
Golden grasslands yawned ahead, with a few enormous rhinos out grazing in the dew-wet dawn. Tull and the others pushed the wagon to the shadows bordering the grass, and like mice watching for a hawk, they surveyed the clear summer skies and studied two great-horned dragons wheeling on the horizon, vast wings stretched.
“At last we’re out of the woods,” Ayuvah said.
Scandal shook his head glumly, watching the dragons. “Only sixty-five miles in ten days. We must do better.”
“We’ll do better now that we’ve got clear ground,” Phylomon said.
A twig snapped behind them, and when they turned, forty naked red women stood blocking their path back to the forest.
The party took one look at them, pushed the wagon into the open air, and set up evening camp. Ayuvah was feverish and in great pain from the cut to his foot, and Phylomon boiled some water and soaked Ayuvah’s foot in a poultice made of leaves and sugar.
Tull sat up that night and watched Ayuvah’s leg swell. Tull became angry that he might lose his guide and best fighter to something as insignificant as a spearhead in the dirt.
Tull kept the water boiling, wrapping Ayuvah’s foot time and again, letting the cooling cloth act as a poultice. The day’s journey had been hard on Tull’s trick ankle, and he was limping. For the first time in years, he wrapped it, too. The others slept in the grass.
Out above the fields, a screech owl cried.
The night was warmer down here in the grasslands, and though only the small moon Woden had risen, its “white eye” was enough to silver the plains.
“Do you think you’ll be able to make it to Denai?” Tull asked Ayuvah, his voice laced with worry. “Or should we leave you at Frowning Idols?”
Ayuvah laughed. “If we must, we can limp together!”
Tull asked, “What more can I do?”
“You’ve done all you can for me tonight,” Ayuvah said. “I will not ask for anything more. Go to bed with your wife.”
Tull looked out over the camp. Wisteria slept beneath a big bear hide that protected her from mosquitoes. “I do not know if she wants me in bed with her,” Tull said. “Sometimes she acts as if she does, but then she pushes me away. I … I watched you and Little Chaa, the way you would curl up with him at night, the way you cleared rocks away from his bed.”
“Of course,” Ayuvah said. “How could I fail to do that for someone I loved?”
Tull could see the pain in Ayuvah’s face. The grief he felt for the child was still strong. “I’ve been trying to follow your example,” Tull said. “But I don’t know how to love a woman. I’m trying to learn, but she does not want those things from me.”
“Give her time,” Ayuvah counseled, yet he frowned as if worried. “Even a bobcat is tamed by tenderness over time. She knows you love her. Be patient.”





















Chapter 19: The Okanjara
The next morning the party turned north and skirted the fields. The Mammoth Run Plateau was a lush plain that ran six hundred miles in a north-south direction. In summer the valley was thick with wild bison; herds of short-nosed pigs; elk; and small dark brown, three-toed horses with yellow zebra stripes on their rumps. Near the rivers, sloths larger than the biggest bears fed in willow thickets beside giant capybara. In winter, mammoth and woolly rhinos moved down from the north. And as always, there were cats.
Tawny flatland sabertooths followed the mammoth herds, and regal lions lounged beneath the occasional tree to watch over the bison. Between the mammoths, pigs, and brush fires, most trees never took root, and the land remained clear for grazing.
The men surprised themselves in the flat terrain and made twenty miles per day, so that on the second night out of the woods, the eighty-first day of the month of Dragon, they reached the rendezvous at Frowning Idols.
Other traders had already arrived.
The party pushed their wagon beside a small lake at dusk. A dozen bonfires burned near deerskin tents and round sod huts, sending their smoke skyward, showing all travelers for miles around where to meet. Two hundred Neanderthal had gathered, and they had covered fire pits to roast slabs of bear and sloth. The air smelled of sizzling fat and smoke.
“Take heart,” Phylomon said as they entered camp, eyeing the wagons with domestic oxen grazing nearby. “If we can’t buy cattle, perhaps someone will know where we can get a mastodon.”
Someone shouted, “Phylomon! Phylomon of the Starfarers is among us!” and nearly everyone in the crowd came running to see the blue man.
Tull’s heart sank as he realized that it was the same cry that had been raised in Smilodon Bay three weeks before. It was so innocent, so full of excitement.
Tull took Wisteria into the crowd, and they weaved among the tents, where goods were often laid out on trading blankets. A woman passed them wearing a hundred bracelets of electrum and silver, advertising her wares on her arm. Most Pwi had brought their trade goods on their backs—intricately carved jade bowls, copper pots, raw dragon horn that was prized for bows. But there were also some human traders: a burly bearded wild man from the north who had a wagon-load of mammoth ivory. Another who’d taken the easy trail up from Benbow to bring in a wagonload of Benbow glass. These two traders drove wagons using domesticated bison—the most common draft animal in this corner of the Rough. Although goods were displayed everywhere—laid out on hides or blankets on the grass—no one was buying. It would not be polite to begin bargaining until everyone was fed and rested.
Wisteria and Tull strolled among the goods, and Tull became concerned: among the dainty earrings were jade pipes, the kind the Okanjara—the Free Ones, as they called themselves—used to smoke opium and hashish. The Okanjara were escaped Thralls from Craal, and generations in slavery had left them changed from the Pwi, more brutal. Many of them, it was said, were in league with the Pirate Lords and worked as slavers. One Neanderthal with black paint beneath his eyes had his arcane drugs all laid out with the paraphernalia. He displayed dried mushrooms, seeds, and pouches of dried leaves. Tull had never seen such things.
He walked softly, feigning interest in the items out of courtesy, but his hand tightened on Wisteria’s arm, and he steered her forward, always heading toward the famous idols at the center of the camp—two gray stone statues carved into frowning Neanderthal faces, some twenty feet tall.
They passed a Neanderthal wearing a lion-skin vest, a heavy man with a thick golden beard who wore his leather war helmet and kutow as if he were planning to go to battle any minute. The man knelt, setting ivory spoons onto a deer hide.
Wisteria stopped to look at the spoons, and the man reached for his kutow and looked up. His eyes were blackened, so his face looked like a skull. “How much do you want for the woman?” he asked Tull.
It would be impolite to offend, Tull knew. The man had a defiant, crazed gleam in his eye. Tull spat at the man’s feet. “Pwi do not sell their women,” he said, deciding that he did not care if the man was offended. He walked on.
“Careful,” Wisteria said under her breath. “He is Okanjara.”
“He is an Okanjara warrior,” Tull corrected, loud enough for the man to hear. “Bastard son of some pirate. Probably a slaver himself. It does not give him the right to offend us. I will kill him if he does so again.”
“Excuse me if I have offended,” the warrior said loudly at their backs. “I did not know you were Pwi!”
They reached the idols, huge monoliths. Tull rested his back on the down turned lip of a statue and sighed.
Scandal hurried over, spoke quietly. “Did you see the mammoth tusks over there? A trader brought them down from the north just this morning, escorted by fifty Okanjara warriors. They’ve caused no small stir, mind you. Those tusks didn’t come from wild mammoths. They came from domestic herds. All of them are painted with Hukm totems!”
“Hukm!” Wisteria said. The great furred Hukm were fierce warriors, each nearly as large as a Mastodon Man but vastly more intelligent. They never killed their sacred mammoths. To slaughter a Hukm’s mammoth was an act of lunacy, akin to slaughtering his children—a declaration of war.
“Only fools would kill such mammoths,” Tull said. “I just called one of them the bastard son of a slaver. He begged forgiveness for offending me.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal said quietly. “You should see the stir Tirilee is causing. Every one of these animals is willing to pay his left testicle for a night in bed with a Dryad. If Phylomon wasn’t with her, I don’t know how we’d stop them. Right now, they’re outnumbered, so they won’t start anything now. But sleep light. Ayuvah says this place has bad kwea. The hand of Adjonai reaches even here. For once, I feel the kwea too.”


That night, Phylomon held an execution. The party had settled in for dinner, a feast where supplies were shared abundantly. They sat on logs around several huge bonfires, laughing and telling jokes. Tirilee crouched next to Phylomon, clinging to his arm, for many Okanjara had gathered, leering at her.
The harmless-looking old glass trader from Benbow, a fat man with a hint of peach fuzz left on his head, slapped Phylomon’s back and introduced himself. Phylomon asked if he’d once lived at a place called Starving Woman.
The fellow sat up straight and in surprise, and said, “Ayaah, but how’d you gather it?”
Phylomon said, “I have a message …” and reached for his pack. He pulled out a weathered piece of paper and read, “I Deman Haymaker, was taken slave two years ago—”
The fat man pulled a knife from his boot, and started to rise. Phylomon smashed the man’s esophagus with an elbow. The fat man stood up straight, then fell backward over the log he’d been sitting on and kicked his feet, retching as he strangled.
“This man forfeits all property for his crimes. We’ll be taking his oxen when we go,” Phylomon said. “The rest of you can take his glass as you please.”
Wisteria and Tull sat within a few feet of Phylomon. Wisteria stood, holding her stomach. “God damn you,” Wisteria shouted at Phylomon. “God damn you! Is it going to be this way everywhere we go?”
“Perhaps,” the blue man said, watching her calmly.
“Because if it is, I can’t take it!” Wisteria said. “I swear, I'll stab you in your sleep!”
“It wouldn’t work,” Phylomon said. “Others have tried, but where are they now?”
“I’ve got to get out of here,” Wisteria said, staggering off into the darkness. Tull followed, somewhat in shock. He'd known Phylomon for only three weeks, yet the blue man had killed nearly a dozen people in that time.
“Did you see what he did?” Wisteria asked after they left the camp. She shook her head, held her stomach as if she would vomit.
Tull remembered the gagging sounds Wisteria’s father had made in the water as he strangled. The same sounds the glass trader had made only a moment ago. “I see the kwea of it. I’m sorry.”
They were standing by a wagon, and Thor came up, half-full. The gas giant was huge, and its light threw a blue haze over the plains. Tull could see little desert jackals slinking near camp, outside spear range, waiting for the people to sleep. Fireflies flickered in the air. A warm gravitational wind kicked up, and clouds scudded over the mountains. It looked as if it would be a dark night. Several people gathered around a wagon, pulled back a tarp, and began searching it, and Tull realized it was the slaver’s wagon, and the people had come to haul off his goods as fast as they could.
“God, can’t they even wait for him to finish dying first?” Wisteria said in disgust and stalked away.
Tull looked to follow her but she had been so cold lately—hardly speaking to him, avoiding his touch. He knew that she wanted to be alone. In the pale moonlight, as people pawed through the wagon, he saw a blade—a sword made of pale green Benbow glass that looked black in the moonlight, gracefully curved, yet even the back edge was jagged and sharp, in a wave design.
It was the most wicked-looking weapon he’d ever seen, something that only a princeling among the Pirate Lords could afford. He picked it up and held it. The dense crystal blade was heavy, as heavy as his kutow, but more finely balanced. He swung it in the air a few times, and liked the feel. It was heavy enough to strike through a parry, yet light enough to be fast. He imagined that he could swing that blade all day and never tire. Measuring the knowledge that it would anger Wisteria if he took the sword against his own desire to own it, he grabbed the scabbard for the blade and carried it back to his wagon.
He walked back to the campfire. A Neanderthal woman was talking wildly to Phylomon, gesticulating, speaking in an accent Tull recognized as Okanjara.
“Quick, come quick! The baby is not coming out as it should! I push on her stomach, but the baby refuses to come.”
Phylomon looked up at Tull. “You said you studied once under a doctor. Did you ever help birth a child?”
“Three,” Tull said.
“Well, let’s make it four.”
“I don’t have the hands for it,” Tull said.
“Come along anyway,” Phylomon said.
They found the Okanjara girl in a tent near a small campfire, away from the main group. She was perhaps fourteen, sweaty, wearing a goat hide. Her husband was young and handsome, no older than Tull. Three girls crowded around, leaving little room for Tull and Phylomon.
“Who are you girls?” Phylomon asked.
“We are her sister-wives,” one girl said. The thought sickened Tull, that four girls should marry one man. It was not uncommon in the Rough. A man could seduce a Neanderthal woman so fully that the kwea of the time they spent together overcame her sense of decency, and she became one of his wives. Human trappers did it often to women. Tull felt that it was unscrupulous.
Phylomon washed his hands in scalding water, and Tull did the same. He checked the girl’s cervix for dilation, found a bit of blood running from it, and the smell of salt. Her water had broken.
“She’s halfway there,” he told Tull, and then asked the girl. “How often have you been having contractions?”
“She started two days ago,” her husband answered, “but the baby decided not to come, not until tonight.”
“We will have to take the baby soon,” Phylomon told Tull. “What would your doctor have done?”
Tull said, “Have her massage her nipples so she will release oxytocin to get the contractions started. Perhaps have her sit up, to put more pressure on the cervix, thin it.”
“I agree,” Phylomon said. They helped the girl to her feet, took off her top, and put her husband to work stroking her nipples. They were small and pink, the nipples of a woman who’d never suckled a child.
Tull walked out of the tent, embarrassed at the sight, and sat by a small campfire with a dozen Okanjara. They were speaking of inconsequential things: purchases they planned to make, mending shoes, the perpetual chore of mending shoes. A burly Okanjara in his forties asked Tull, “How is she doing?”
“She will not go into hard labor for several hours,” Tull said.
“Then in the middle of the night, we shall have some screaming,” the man said, slapping Tull’s shoulder. “It always reminds me of my childhood in Bashevgo, eh? Sleeping above the slave pens. If only someone would crack a whip!”
Suddenly, lightning crackled in the clouds on the horizon, and the Okanjara laughed nervously. “Ayaah, Adjonai cracks his whip!” the man said. “I am Tchupa, leader of this caravan.” He reached out to clasp Tull’s wrist.
Tull felt strange clasping wrists with him. He’d never touched a Thrall, free or otherwise.
“We have been bringing our caravans farther east and south every year,” Tchupa said. “Someday we hope to walk freely among the Pwi, let them know we are not enemies.” Tull looked at the warriors in the circle, their eyes, lips, and noses darkened so that they looked like skulls. They did not look like friends. “Yet I fear we brought too many men. Your people are uneasy. We will come in fewer numbers next year, but we had a surplus of goods to trade.”
The practice of honest Pwi required the Tull speak openly to this man of his fears and hopes, and so he said, “Our people fear you because you come from Craal. Here in the Rough, the Pwi say that Adjonai, the God of Terror, rules in Craal. It is said that many Thralls work for the Slave Lords. It is said that some Thralls eat the flesh of the Pwi.”
The big man frowned. “You are blunt. Truly Adjonai does rule in Craal,” the big man said. “And some day, his hand will reach out and take the Rough. I have known Thralls to eat the flesh of Pwi in the ghettos of Bashevgo because they were hungry and had nothing else. The human Slave Lords left them no choice. That is why some of us, like my tribe, have escaped here into the wilderness. And every day, an Okanjara dies to keep this wilderness free. Know this, man of the Pwi, the Okanjara are your guardians, and should be your friends!”
Tull looked into the big Neanderthal’s eyes, eyes as yellow as a cat’s, and saw only honesty there. “Then I will not sleep with my sword tonight,” Tull said, and the warriors laughed. “But, I must ask you: I have not heard of Okanjara traveling so far to the east. You say that the Okanjara die to keep the wilderness free, and I have heard that you battle the armies of Craal. Shouldn’t you be on the other side of the Dragon Spine Mountains?”
The big man frowned. “We have battled on the far side of the Dragon Spines in the past, but the armies of Craal are many. After this winter, we will battle the armies of Craal here.”
Tull’s face paled. “Your words cut me with painful fear,” Tull said. “You must be mistaken. The armies of Craal are seven hundred miles from here.”
Tchupa shook his shaggy head. “Great armies move in the White Mountains—men with cannons and guns. They have put armor on their mastodons, dressing them for war, and they train dire wolves for battle. Their warriors, the Blade Kin, have sorcerers.…”






















Chapter 20: Ananoi and Shape-Changing Woman
At the Okanjara camp, lightning cracked in the distance, and a young girl not more than three years old came out of her tent crying.
“Bad dreams are walking around! Bad dreams are walking!” she said, her eyes wide with fear. For some reason Tull could not imagine, the girl chose to come to him, crying for comfort, so he pulled her up on his lap and hugged her, and told her, “Do not worry. The bad dreams will soon go away.”
A moment later, the girl’s mother came, sat beside Tull, and took the girl.
“There are no bad dreams walking around, it is only the Okanjara and the Pwi walking,” the girl’s mother said. The child looked about in dismay, and because the shadows were deep around the tents, and greasy smoke of cooking meat obscured the camp, she was not inclined to believe that only men were walking around.
In order to comfort her, the mother pointed at the two great Frowning Idols and said, “Would you like to know why these stones frown?”
The little girl nodded, and the woman told a story Tull had never heard, the tale of Ananoi and Shape-Changing Woman:


Once, long ago, a Shape-Changing Woman was a widow and head of her tribe. All people thought her wise, and because she was wise, it added to her beauty.
However, she had an evil son, Xetxetcha, who used his shape-changing power to fool the animals and slay them against their will. Xetxetcha believed himself to be a great wrestler, for he could wrestle in any form—be it cave bear, sloth, or giant deer.
In this day, there lived a mammoth, named Vozha, who shook the mountains down to hills when he walked. Redwoods grew in the dirt on his back, yet they were shorter than his giant hairs. Even the fleas on his back were enormous and grew to the size of wolves. Only the sea was large enough to be his water hole, and when he sprayed water from his trunk, it rained on the far side of the world.
Now each fall, as the mammoths went into their mating frenzy, their eyes would glaze and turn red. The bulls shook the mountains as they charged one another, butting heads, and their trumpeting could be heard to the ends of the earth. But none could withstand Vozha, for he picked up the other mammoths two and three at a time with his enormous trunk and he threw them over his back, and he alone mated with all of the dainty mammoth women.
So, one day, the mammoths came to Shape-Changing Woman and asked her advice, saying, “Zhofwa has blown her kisses to us, and we love the beautiful cow mammoths, but we never get to sleep with our sweet lovers. How can we defeat this monster?”
Shape-Changing Woman sat and thought upon it, for it was a tricky question, so she told the mammoths to wait for a month while she considered the answer.
But when her son, Xetxetcha, heard of the question, he thought, Aha, now I have found a wrestling opponent worthy of me, and he immediately turned himself into a giant mammoth and trotted off to the north.
Meanwhile, Ananoi, that great hero who destroyed Bashevgo and put the red drones in heaven so the Pirate Lords would not escape this world, also had some mammoths come to him and complain saying, “Vozha has taken all the sweet women mammoths as lovers, and though he is a mighty fighter, this is not right.”
So Ananoi decided to go speak with this monster. Everyone knew that Ananoi was the mightiest of the Okanjara, and he did not want to frighten the monster into submission, yet he knew he needed a weapon, so he took a cattail reed as a spear, and he carved petals of a lily to be the spear tip, and with that as his only weapon, he set off north.
Ananoi had not come far when he met a giant mammoth, taller than the mountains around it. The mammoth did not have redwoods growing upon its back, but in all other respects it looked like Vozha, and at the moment it was tossing several other mammoths over its back with its enormous trunk while trumpeting its challenge to all comers.
Ananoi saw the mammoth, and shouted, “Vozha, word of your terrible deeds has flown everywhere. Surely all the tribes of animals fear you. People say that even Adjonai, the God of Terror, cowers at your name. No one disputes your greatness, so why do you continue to be cruel? It serves no point.”
Now in saying this, Ananoi was not wise. Had he paid attention, he would have seen that this giant mammoth was not Vozha, but was in fact the Shape Changer Xetxetcha, for even though Xetxetcha was in giant form, he had not been in that form long enough for redwoods to have grown upon his back. Still, it may be that Ananoi saw the giant hairs on Xetxetcha’s back and only thought they were redwoods.
But Xetxetcha, realizing that he had fooled Ananoi, the great Okanjara warrior, thought, Here is a man whose strength and wit are legend. Certainly we will have a great fight.
So he said, “Who do you think you are, scrawny person, to talk to me in this way! Will you fight?”
But Ananoi shouted, “I must warn you, I have a spear!” And he shook his spear of cattails and lily petals at the giant.
Xetxetcha only laughed. He picked up a mountain with his trunk and prepared to drop it on Ananoi, but Ananoi hurled his spear with such speed that the reed caught fire and became a comet, and he threw with such precision that the comet burned cleanly into Xetxetcha’s heart, and the evil Shape-Changer fell dead to the ground and went back to his natural form.
When Ananoi saw that he had killed a Shape-Changer by accident, he was sad, for he did not want to make enemies. He took the dead boy and carried him here to the Idols, where Shape-Changing Woman had her throne. At that time, the Idols did not frown.
Ananoi laid Xetxetcha at Shape-Changing Woman’s feet, and when he looked up into her eyes, he saw that she was beautiful beyond all that he had ever heard. When she saw her dead son, Shape-Changing Woman’s face was full of sorrow, and it broke Ananoi's heart. Very softly, he told her how he had killed her son, and he begged forgiveness.
But Shape Changing Woman fell into a rage. “You have already taken my son, and now you want to take my forgiveness, too? I will have blood from you, not apologies!” Shape-Changing Woman raged, then she turned into a scimitar cat and leapt at Ananoi.
But Ananoi was not ready to die, so he cuffed her softly, not wishing to hurt her, and knocked her aside. Shape-Changing Woman immediately turned herself into a dragon, and leapt into the air and raked him with her horrible talons.
Ananoi was forced to run, and so magnificent was his speed that the dragon could not catch him. Beat her wings as she might, she could not catch him, so he ran until he reached the sea and could run no more. Shape-Changing Woman was close behind and he had nowhere to go, but he thought, Ah, I have seen how the Shape-Changers perform their tricks. I can do that, too, so he jumped into the ocean, and quick as a heartbeat he became a sea turtle.
The ocean has mountains and valleys beneath it and cities where water spirits dwell, but Ananoi, sick with grief, swam down, down, until he reached the bottom of the ocean. Meanwhile, Shape-Changing Woman searched everywhere. She had seen Ananoi jump into the water, but she had not seen him change into a turtle. She did not know that he knew her tricks, so she searched until she decided that some beautiful daughter of the water spirits had pulled Ananoi down, drowning him to make him her husband.
For a long time, Ananoi stayed on the bottom of the ocean and wept in grief. He was sick for having killed Xetxetcha, and he was even more sick that he could not have the beautiful Shape-Changing Woman for his wife. Often he thought of going to see the beautiful woman, but he knew the sadness upon her face would break his heart. So, he stayed on the ocean floor and wondered what to do for a long time, always drifting with the currents, sinking deeper and deeper into the lowest chasms.
After a year, the sound of drums disturbed Ananoi from his thoughts. He realized that he had heard these drums for a long time but only believed it to be the beating of his own heart. But now he knew the truth, for as he listened intently, he heard drums.
Also, he could hear singing, very faintly, horrible voices wailing like flutes and panpipes. He put his ear to the mud on the ocean floor, and sure enough, the singing and drums became louder. And with this, he realized what he heard—the singing of the soul worms of wicked people as they danced around the Heart of Evil at the center of the world.
Ananoi was finally stunned from his brooding thoughts, for mingled with the singing of the damned souls, he recognized the voice of Xetxetcha.
Ananoi immediately turned himself into a mole and dug into the ground, and he did not have to go far to reach the cavern where the Heart of Evil dwelt, and soon he tunneled into the roof of that great cavern.
The Heart of Evil lay on the cavern floor below him, black and throbbing. Foul emanations, black like smoke, drifted up from it to fill the world. Each beat of the heart rang through the cavern like the beating of a drum.
Evil men whose souls had shriveled into the shape of worms crawled endlessly in a great maddening circle, wailing the tales of their evil lives in song. Slave masters cracked endless whips, driving the worms over sharp rocks and broken glass. When Ananoi saw this, a plan came to mind.
For many hours Ananoi watched the soul worms in their dance of pain. They roiled beneath him, one by one, and at last he heard Xetxetcha and saw which worm it belonged to.
Ananoi jumped down, still in the form of a mole, and caught the soul worm between his teeth, then raced up through his tunnel before the slave masters could follow. Up, up he climbed, digging back to daylight. Ananoi burrowed up into the garden of Shape-Changing Woman. It was a summer’s night, and all three full moons lingered on the horizon.
Ananoi turned himself back into his own form as a beautiful man, set the soul worm on the ground, and let it sing. Xetxetcha sang of his torments in the cavern of evil, and these are the words he sang:
I am but fruit
to be eaten by Crows of Misfortune
that hover on jeering wing.
Their dark forms swarm above me
with reaping-hook frowns
as their purple tongues caw
caustic calls of derision.


I can leave no footprints as I flee
through the dust of this hard world.
But beneath the shadows of netherwhere,
where the heart only sees.
I bruise myself,
and find no comfort.

Shape-Changing Woman heard the mournful song and went to her garden. Ever since the death of her son, she, too, could find no comfort, and she wondered who sang of her own pain.
When she got to the garden, she saw a beautiful man in the moonlight and did not recognize Ananoi. But the spirit worm sang of all the evil deeds that had led it to such a terrible fate, and by the deeds sung in the song, Shape-Changing Woman recognized her own son.
Xetxetcha sang of the joy he had taken in tormenting animals and stealing their lives. He sang of his boastfulness and lust for blood. And finally he sang of his own death as he tried to murder Ananoi, and his mother wept at the deeds of her terrible son.
Then, when the song was done, the soul worm crawled back into the ground, seeking the Heart of Evil that would be its eternal tormentor, for it had no other choice. As the Idols heard Xetxetcha sing of his deeds and the grief that these evil deeds caused him, they both frowned, just as they do now.
Ananoi and Shape-Changing Woman were filled with sadness, and they stood for a long time in the moonlight, watching one another. “I killed your son,” Ananoi said, “but I brought what I could back to you. First his body, then his spirit. Can you forgive me?”
Shape-Changing Woman wept fiercely, and the wind rushed for a moment as the goddess Zhofwa knelt and blew her kisses upon the couple. “I forgive you,” Shape-Changing Woman said, and they fell in love and became man and wife.


Tull listened to the story with a certain reverie, wondering at it, for it was different in some ways from any that he had ever heard.
In Pwi stories, Ananoi was always named as a Pwi hero, not a Thrall or Okanjara, and the Thrall thought the red drones were sent to trap only the Slave Lords, whereas Tull knew that they were spaceships filled with alien machines that kept everyone caged on this world, and he smiled to think that they believed Ananoi had almost destroyed Bashevgo, instead of Phylomon.
Most of all, Tull was surprised to see that the Okanjara told stories about guilt and redemption. In form, this was a Pwi tale, even though these men bore little resemblance to the Pwi.
Tull felt a thrill of fear, and realized that if Tchupa was right, that within a year he might be fighting the armies of Craal beside these strange warriors in their skull masks. Suddenly Tull felt at peace with these men. He listened to them laugh and joke. No longer were they Okanjara, no longer were they so different.
A storm blew in, bringing first a boisterous wind and distant thunder, then a strong scent of water. The campfires guttered beneath the blast, and it began to rain.
Tull retreated into the tent where the young woman struggled to give birth, and two hours later the girl reached hard labor.
The baby was coming out breech and had its cord wrapped around it many times. Phylomon made Tull push the child back into the womb, turn it around so that it would come head first.
Tull hated the job. His hands felt so large and clumsy going into that small woman, and she screamed in pain.
“You take over,” Tull said. “She is too small for me to get. It’s these damned hands, these damned clumsy hands!”
“You are right,” Phylomon said, coaching him. “The girl is too small to deliver easily. But your hands are not too large. This would hurt her in any case. I could do no better.”
“You take over,” Tull said in disgust.
“You are doing fine. We don’t want my hands in there too—it would only heighten the risk of infection. Get on with it.”
Tull went back to the work. The cord was wrapped around the child’s shoulders and arms. With the cord cutting off the babe’s breathing, Tull knew he had to get the babe out quickly if it was to live.
It was nearly sunrise when the child finally came. The eye of the storm had passed and it thundered and rained outside the tent. The babe’s head came out blue, covered with the white cheese of a newborn. It tried to scream, but the girl quit pushing when it was only halfway. Tull grabbed the babe, shouted for the girl to push, but she was between contractions. He pulled gently.
Because the girl had never given birth before, her birth canal was not wide enough to let the child through—not with the cord wrapped around the child’s shoulders. In desperation, Phylomon finally shouted “Pull,” and Tull knew that if the child were to live, it would have to come now. He pulled the child, gently but firmly, and dragged the mother three feet. He heard some snapping sounds, and the child came through.
The child was purple and breathed only in shallow gasps, and Tull held it upside down and cleared its throat. The child took a lungful of air and screamed in pain. Its right arm hung at an odd angle, broken.
When Tull saw that the child would live, he checked its arm. It had a break in the clavicle, and dangled as if it had an extra joint. When he saw how badly he had mangled the baby’s arm, Tull cursed himself and his eyes filled with tears.
“It will be alright,” Phylomon said, “We can mend it. When they are this young, babe’s heal fast.”
Phylomon made a bandage and immobilized the broken limb. Tull’s eyes filled with tears, and one of the women helped him from the tent.
It was morning already, with rose-colored skies. Tchupa and his men sat by the fire. Tchupa was moved to see Tull cry for an Okanjara, and he thanked Tull, patting him on the back, and other warriors gathered around and did the same.
Phylomon came out of the tent a moment later and spoke softly in Tull’s ear. “You did well, as well as anyone could. I’d have done no better. If not for you, the child would have died. But the child will live. And the mother will live.”
“Perhaps he should have died,” Tull said. “To have the hands of a Neanderthal is bad enough. But with that break, the shoulder may grow arthritic. He might have only one hand.”
“You are too hard on yourself,” Phylomon said. “The arm will heal. But even if it doesn’t, a man with one hand and willpower can seize the world by the throat.”
“Perhaps if he had a human hand,” Tull snorted in derision.
Phylomon grabbed Tull by the beard, jerked his head around, met his eyes, and said very slowly, “Tull Genet, I have spoken to Chaa, and he says that you—with one hand and willpower—can seize the world by the throat! Seize it, damn you!”























Chapter 21: The Quicksilver Man
Tull spent that day in a daze. He had never met anyone who believed in him, and Phylomon’s faith seemed the product of a deranged mind.
Tull couldn’t decide whether to tell Phylomon and the others what Tchupa had said about the armies of Craal. The words frightened him, and he did not want to give this evil kwea to others.
Besides, they would be traveling to the White Mountains soon enough, and they would learn firsthand whether the armies of Craal could overrun the Rough. For a while, Tull went to look for Wisteria. He found her shopping with Tirilee, and the two seemed preoccupied, so Tull and Ayuvah worked on their wagon all day.
The wagon was made to be pulled by a mastodon, not by oxen, and the men had to take the doubletree from the glass seller’s wagon and switch it to their own, since the glass seller’s wagon could not carry the kind of weight they would be hauling once they filled their great barrel with water. It was easy work, requiring only strength and patience.
Once, Tull stopped and stared at his hands.
Ayuvah asked, “Did you cut yourself? Are you all right?”
“These do not look like the hands of a doctor, do they?” Tull asked. “I could never cut someone open in surgery.” They were large and clumsy, more like the paws of a bear really.
“They are just hands,” Ayuvah said. “I speak truthfully, I would rather have a human with his clever little hands cut me open. Still, you are as smart as a human. You can do some things. You can fix broken arms. You could make medicines.”
“Dr. Debon said that Neanderthals were born to throw spears—our arms rotate at the shoulder more perfectly than a human’s can, and because our arms are stronger, our toss is more powerful than a human's, too. Our hands are big and strong because they were made to grip heavy things, like spear shafts.”
Ayuvah smiled. “Humans cannot throw spears, that is certain. And Fava could beat up the strongest human in town. One day we shall rule them.”
“They will always rule us,” Tull said. “They will make clever little things that we cannot, and we will sell our souls for baubles. Their doctors and engineers will own us. Still, it feels good to work with my hands, to fit this doubletree to the axle.”
Ayuvah wrinkled his brow. “Tull, I know you believe that we will sell ourselves to the humans, and this bothers you. But my father is a Spirit Walker. Someday, he says, we shall be their teachers. We shall overthrow the Slave Lords. Bashevgo will crumble to the sea, and the God of Terror will die in Craal. Then the humans will look up to us, not down upon us.”
Tull snorted in derision. “The Pwi will never attack Craal,” he said, bending over to inspect the size of the bolt holes on the doubletree.
Ayuvah slapped Tull’s face. “Do not laugh at the words of my father,” Ayuvah shouted, then he stepped back in dismay. “Forgive me, my brother! Forgive my anger!”
Tull looked up at him, startled more than angry. “Forgive my unruly mouth,” Tull begged.


By evening the ground had dried from the passing thunderstorm and a chill wind took its place, bringing the smell of winter. The camp swelled by another fifty people, and, as often happened when there was nothing to do, people began to party.
Many Pwi got drunk on sweet-potato wine, but the Okanjara cooked a great bowl of thin stew filled with hallucinogenic mushrooms, a crude opium made from the heart of wild cabbage, and poisonous seeds from wild cucumbers, and in early afternoon, they began to feed.
Phylomon looked the pot over, and declared, “Anyone who eats this stew will not be sane for a month.” But many among the Pwi went to the Okanjara camp to eat.
Tull slept for the afternoon and did not wake until midnight. Wisteria lay beside him, but when he hugged her, she pushed him away. He heard singing in the Okanjara camp and went to investigate.
The Okanjara played panpipes and drums. The women and the children were so heavily drugged that they just sat and stared at the fire. Most of the men were still eating, going back for thirds and fourths. They dressed in hats made of dyed porcupine quills, and danced around a fire and sang, watching the backs of their hands, shaking them, mesmerized by their white wrists flashing in the moonlight. Tchupa watched over them like a king.
“Tull, my friend,” Tchupa shouted. “Come celebrate with us!” He offered Tull a gourd filled with liquid from the pot. Tull took a small sip to please the Okanjara, then spit it out when no one was looking.
“Today and tomorrow we trade,” Tchupa said, “But the day after we must hunt. Our warriors go to hunt now in their dreams. They will dream of the mammoth spirits and find where the mammoth will give themselves to our spears. You should come with us.”
Tull smiled at the offer. He like Tchupa, and would have enjoyed his company. “You Okanjara are not so bad as I’d heard. Almost I could imagine being one of you. But I, too, must hunt soon,” Tull said, “for other game.”
“I have heard of your hunt for the serpent,” Tchupa said. “It will be a strange hunt.”
The warriors danced around the fire, spinning wildly and singing:
I am the sleek silver man,
who runs all alone in the moonlight.
Though the katydids sing of decay,
the earth is my drum.
my feet beat the pum-a-la, pum-a-la,
pulses of life.


I am the quicksilver man
who runs unafraid at midnight.
The wind rattles the dry grasses,
a fox barks over his back,
my heart racing within me
does not measure my life.


I am eternally running
far beyond man in the moonfall.
The sweat storming off me
gives drink to the seas.
The sigh of my passing
adds breath to the wind.
Embers of soulfire within me
shall ignite the dawn.

“If you go to hunt mammoths,” Tull said, “why do you sing of death?”
“The Hukm have all the mammoths now,” Tchupa said sadly. “To hunt for the mammoths is to hunt for our own deaths, for they will come to kill us. Still, the ivory pays well.”
“If you have prophesied correctly,” Tull said, “then perhaps next year, you and I will hunt for Craal’s warriors here together.”
Tchupa smiled grimly. “I think it more likely that they will hunt us.” He laughed, too loudly.
A Pwi man dragged a small boy into camp, gripping his arm. He whispered to the boy, and the boy pointed at Tchupa. The Pwi threw the boy at Tchupa’s feet.
“This boy says you are his father. I trust he is not a liar as well as a thief!”
“A thief?” Tchupa said in surprise. Tchupa looked at the boy. “Does he speak truly? Have you stolen something?”
The boy dared not answer.
The Pwi man held up a small silver bowl with a dragon engraved on it. “He stole this when he thought I slept. I caught him in the act!”
“Is this correct, Ixashe? Speak freely,” Tchupa said softly, with a hard edge to his voice. The child shook. He put his hands in front of his face. Tchupa was a powerful man, and the boy had no choice but to answer. “Yes. I just wanted to look at it.”
It was a lie, of course. Everyone knew it. Even Tchupa knew it. Tchupa grimaced, as if in mourning.
“My son is old enough to be judged as a man,” he said. Tchupa drew a dagger from his belt, handed it to the Pwi. “Slit the boy's throat if you like,” he said. “Or, if you are merciful, you can keep him. He is yours. Do as you wish.”
The Pwi looked guiltily at the child, then walked away. When he had left, Tchupa stood up, picked up his knife, walked slowly to the boy, and slugged him in the stomach. The boy doubled over.
“Never admit guilt!” Tchupa hissed. The boy doubled over. Tchupa flipped the knife upside down and struck the boy in his temple with the bone handle. The boy crumpled, and Tchupa kicked him a dozen times.
Tull’s stomach clenched. He could not stand by and watch a child be hurt, so he grabbed Tchupa and said, “Stop! Stop!”
Tchupa wrestled a bit, then shouted at the boy, spittle flying from his mouth: “In Craal, that man would have squashed you as if your life were less than a turd! Tomorrow, you will crawl to him and thank him for sparing your life!”
Tull could not believe his ears. A few moments ago, he thought he could see himself as an Okanjara, but now he saw that the differences truly ran deep. Never had he seen a Pwi beat a child like that. No Pwi would have offered to let a stranger slit the throat of his son—especially in front of his own eyes. The kwea of such memories would destroy a man. And Tchupa was teaching his son that it was all right to steal, as long as he did not get caught.
“Friend,” Tull said, “You missed the point. The Pwi wanted you to teach your son not to steal!”
Tchupa looked at Tull, raised his eyebrows in shock. “But perhaps someday the child will have to steal in order to stay alive. And if he must steal, he must learn to steal well!”
Tull looked Tchupa in the eye and saw that the Okanjara was truly a stranger, a man whose mind he did not want to comprehend, for it was said among the Pwi that “To understand another, you must become like him.” Tull had never lived in Craal, could not imagine a man beating his child for not stealing well.
The stories he’d heard of Thrall warriors working for slavers, of Thralls who ate human flesh, who thought it a sign of strength to endure unendurable pain—all of them could be true with a man as duplicitous as Tchupa.
A realization struck. Tull felt a bond with Tchupa, a sense of brotherhood. You can love a man, and yet hate what he does.
“I see,” Tull said. His head was spinning. He felt that he needed to leave, to have time to think about Tchupa, and perhaps advise him as a friend. But for now, it was too late, and his mind moved too slowly. He yawned as if tired, stretched. “In the morning, we will talk more, my friend.”
The small taste that he’d taken from the Okanjara’s drugs must have made him dizzy, for he staggered a bit as he ambled back to his own camp.


That night when Thor set behind the hills and the cries of jackals filled the camp as the dogs began to sneak in to nibble table scraps beside the fires, Tull still lay thinking. He could not sleep. The Okanjaras’ drugs gave him strange dreams and brought back painful memories, and the nightmares seemed too real.
He kept seeing flashes of Tchupa in his mind, Tchupa riding upon the back of a horned dragon in the night, beneath Thor’s green moon.
He heard a sudden shout. “Hukm! Hukm are upon us!”
Tull and Wisteria were lying in the giant barrel, and thus were somewhat protected. He untangled himself from Wisteria’s arms and whispered urgently, “Wait here. I’ll go I see what’s happening!”
But as he pulled off his bearskin covers, he looked out, and in the dying embers of the fires he could make out dozens of mastodons, black shadows with great curved tusks. The white of the polished tusks reflected the light of campfires. The mastodons had circled the camp.
Giants squatted atop the mastodons, and as Tull watched, the great hairy men silently urged their mounts in among the people.
The traders had naturally set up several camps—one made mostly of Pwi, another to the east for humans, and a third just to the north for the Okanjara, and so Tull was watching the mastodon men enter his own camp, a wall of flesh surrounding it. His own people began to cry out and flee.
Everywhere the Pwi shouted, “Run, run!” “The Hukm are here!” “This way!” “No, here!” They were rushing about in fear—turning first one way, and then the next.
In the darkness Tull heard sickening thuds as Hukm war clubs smashed into bodies.
Thus the Pwi die, some small part of him thought. Ever it was so. Neanderthals were tougher than humans in so many ways, so much stronger, but kwea could kill—with fears and loves that could not be mastered.
Tull spotted Phylomon beside a fire, the light playing on the back of his blue skin, desperately waving his fingers in Hukm finger language.
A great hairy Hukm, a lord with many silver bracelets, steered his mammoth close, peered down at Phylomon, and answered calmly, with slow waves of his fingers.
“Hold! Hold!” Phylomon began shouting to the Pwi, trying to keep them from running to their deaths.
Phylomon pointed toward the Okanjara camp, and the Hukm lord pointed in that direction, urging his warriors toward the new camp.
Only the two smaller moons shone, and Tull could see little by their light. A wall of mastodons raced through camp, trampling the tents. The heavy scent of wet, shaggy hair from the mammoths blended with woodsmoke.
Faint cries rose from the throats of a few women in the nearby camp, and Tull remembered that the Okanjara were all drugged, that they were helpless.
Above the cries, rose the rhythmic beating, like drums, as war clubs smacked into flesh.
“Leave, now!” Phylomon shouted to the Pwi, over and over. “Walk calmly. Don’t make any quick moves!”
Tull threw on his tunic. Several huge Hukm, each over eight feet tall, came loping through camp. One stopped to examine Tull as if he were a child. It sniffed at him, peered into his face, into his eyes, gripping a polished war club, and then trudged on.
It was rumored that the Hukm could see in the dark, and Tull realized that the creature had been looking for the blackening under the eyes of the Okanjara warriors. He smelled the warm coppery blood on the Hukm as it rushed past.
Scandal and Ayuvah quickly threw their bedding in the barrel. Wisteria covered herself with a bearskin.
“Stay inside,” Tull warned.
He suddenly feared for the Dryad, wondered where she might be, but spotted something pale moving deep in the shadows.
Tirilee was there hiding in the black heart of the barrel.
“Where are the oxen?” Scandal huffed. “We need to get the team of oxen!”
“They’ve scattered,” Phylomon shouted, and suddenly the blue man stood beside Tull, throwing his own bedding on the wagon. “Leave them for now. The Hukm will not harm them. We can come back for them later!”
The men began pushing the wagon away from camp as quickly as possible.
A Pwi woman ran in front of them, and a huge dark form met her in the darkness. There was the whistling sound of a club swinging through the air, and the woman skittered sideways.
“Keep moving!” Phylomon shouted, “Keep moving! You cannot save them. The Okanjara chose their own fate.”
For a solid fifteen minutes, that is exactly what they did, pushing and pulling the wagon at a near run.
Tull pushed so hard that he stumbled, his mind numb.
The Okanjara’s drugs were still affecting him, and he raced as if in nightmare, as if he might push the wagon forever.
He heard the Okanjara’s cries, and children wailing. War clubs pounded relentlessly, and mammoths trumpeted.
In his mind, the images of Phylomon killing slavers and the Hukm killing the Okanjara all roiled together.
Death follows me, wherever I go, Tull thought.
Death was like a tyrant bird, trailing a pteranodon, dogging it relentlessly.
And then he realized, No, death is not trailing me. It has come for everyone else. Justice is coming to the world.
For a moment more, he held the image of a tyrant bird, and then imagined himself as that bird.
They stopped by a small pond to wait for sunrise, and in the cool morning air Tull listened. Behind the constant chitter of gray squirrels and the cackle of magpies, he thought he could still make out distant screams. With each turn of the wagon wheels, he imagined he could hear the dull thud of a club smashing into flesh.
They set their blankets out, and while Phylomon stood and looked over the pool, his brow furrowed into a frown.
“Are we cowards for running?” Ayuvah asked.
Phylomon sighed. “We could not have saved them,” he said at last. “I could have killed a few Hukm in my time, but there was no fighting them in the dark. The Okanjara were fools to kill mammoths from the sacred herds.”
“Still, to leave just them …” Tull said, and trailed away. He felt a kinship to the Okanjara. “The children were innocent. To leave them feels like … murder.”
“Not murder. Self-preservation,” Scandal chimed in. Don’t let it rub you wrong. We ran because we were afraid, and we had a right to fear. I only wish we had found the damned team of oxen. Shall we go back and look for them?”
“Not yet,” Phylomon answered.
“We’ve a better chance of finding them if we go now,” Scandal said. “They’ll be running all day.”
“The Hukm have not finished their work,” Phylomon answered.
If the Hukm only want to beat the Okanjaras to death, their work should not take long, Tull thought.
So, they waited.
Scandal did not make breakfast, for none could have stomached it. Instead, he made tea. Within an hour they heard real screams—not the half-imagined cries Tull thought he’d heard all morning, but shouts of pain so loud that even at a distance of over a mile, the squirrels fell silent and the birds left their songs.
The Hukm were making an example of their victims.
The women busied themselves re-packing the blankets and furs that had been thrown into the wagon.
“What’s this?” Wisteria asked, picking up Tull’s sword of Benbow glass.
“Something I got from the glass trader’s wagon,” Tull said feebly.
“I feel dirty,” Wisteria said, throwing it back into the wagon.
She and Tirilee went to the pool to wash themselves, hidden by a screen of cattails and willows. Red-winged blackbirds and meadowlarks flew about in the reeds.
The women stayed down at the pool all morning and the men waited, lost in private thoughts. Tull envied the women—drowning those cries with clean water.
At noon the screams of pain ended. When they had been silent for a full twenty minutes, Tull and Ayuvah climbed a great sprawling oak, searched the land south, toward Frowning Idols. A line of sixty mammoths left the camp, heading northwest, and the smoke billowed at the Idols, but Tull could see no sign of any standing tents.
“They’re leaving,” he shouted down to the others.
Scandal said, “Then let’s get the women and go see if we can find the oxen.”
Tull suddenly realized that the women had been gone a long time—too long. Ayuvah and Scandal realized it at the same moment, and the four men looked at one another, then began shouting as they raced down to the pond.
Tull remembered how the Okanjara had asked for the women, had sought to purchase them if even for a night.
They reached the lake, and the morning wind had blown all the algae to the west side. In the floating algae, Tull saw paths that the women had formed as they swam.
The women were gone. After a bit, they found the women’s clothes ground into the mud by heavy feet. Phylomon knelt and studied the distinctive crisscross pattern left by moccasins woven from sage bark. “Okanjara.”
























Chapter 22: House of Dust
The men ran back to the wagon, retrieved their weapons and battle gear. Following the Okanjara was not hard. The recent rains had left the ground soggy, and the prints were deep. The tracks led along a winding stream, lined with willow thickets, back to Frowning Idols.
A half mile from the camp, Phylomon strung his bow and the party began stalking in earnest. They soon found themselves bellying through the tall summer grass.
Three Okanjara milled outside a makeshift tent, faces painted in skull masks—a woman, a young warrior, and Tchupa. Tull heard a baby crying. The adults kept their eyes downcast. Tchupa kicked the ground, turning over broken bits of pottery. If the three were guilty of kidnapping the women, they did not act like it. They had no guards. Instead, they picked through the remains of the camp, gathering their scattered belongings. Yet their footprints led directly to camp.
Dead bodies lay everywhere—men, women, children—bashed again and again with heavy war clubs until the bodies were pulped to nothing but tangled flesh and protruding bones. The Hukm had been thorough in their destruction, breaking bowls and pots, smashing weapons and ripping tents—even the ox team the party so desperately needed lay crushed. The wagon belonging to the ivory hunter seemed to be the lone exception—it appeared to be merely overturned. But as he got close, Tull saw a man nailed to the bottom of the wagon, the ivory trader himself, Tull assumed, but he had been completely skinned, showing only white fat and pink flesh. Other than the area behind the wagon and behind the idols, there was no place for anyone to hide.
If only we could see into the tent, Tull thought, to see if the women are guarded. As they edged closer, the grass was so trampled by mammoths that Tull could not go forward and still maintain cover. He listened a moment, heard the child cry. The others edged up beside him.
The Okanjara were talking softly, and a small wind blew away from them. Tull could not catch their words.
The woman walked into the tent and brought out the baby. Its cries seemed to double in volume. It was the child Tull had delivered, wrapped in the red blanket he’d put around it the night before, his right arm strapped down.
Tchupa held the child up as if to display it, then set it on the grass and stomped its head.
The child’s cries ceased.
Tull found himself rushing forward, a shout of outrage ringing from his throat. He pulled his sword of Benbow glass, swung it in an arc over his head.
Tchupa looked up, pulled his kutow, and when Tull reached the big man, Tull swung.
Tchupa made the mistake of trying to parry the blow, and from his training over the past two weeks, Tull knew to throw his weight into it, to bash through the parry. Tull’s blade sliced through Tchupa’s wooden weapon, continued through his shoulder, spilling out bits of lung. Tchupa's eyes widened in surprise.
“Why?” Tull shouted, but the Neanderthal sank to the ground, dead.
Phylomon and Ayuvah rushed up beside Tull. The young Okanjara warrior had his spear at ready, and Phylomon knocked it to the ground.
“We had nothing to feed the child,” the woman explained. “It would have died slowly.”
The young warrior smirked at Tull. “We waited until we knew you were watching, so you could see what you had done. If you’ve come for your women, you can have what’s left of them—in there.” He pointed to the tent.
Through the tent’s open flaps, Tull could see Wisteria and Tirilee sprawled naked on the ground, flies crawling on them. Their eyes were glazed. Tirilee moaned, and the flies rose from her, then settled again on her belly. Tull looked back to the young warrior with his painted skull face, uncomprehending.
The young warrior said to Phylomon. “Everyone says that you are a great man, and we hoped you would someday throw down the Slave Lords. You could have saved us from the Hukm. But because of your cowardice, our families are dead!” the warrior said as if reasoning with a fool. “Now we will seek the House of Dust. But even if we live, we have been forever robbed of peace. So, in return,” the man gestured with his hands as if he were bestowing a gift, “may you be forever robbed of peace!”
“You’re lower than the dung on my moccasins,” Scandal said in bastardized Pwi. He slugged the warrior in the belly, doubling the Neanderthal over.
Phylomon grabbed Scandal’s arm. “Leave him,” Phylomon said. “The kwea of what has happened here will kill him.”
Tull saw it then—the defeat in the man’s posture, the dullness of his eyes. He’d lost everything, and the pain of it was so great, he would not be able to eat.
Even the Okanjara let themselves starve if a spouse died.
Phylomon reasoned with the warrior, “You call us cowards for running,” he said. “Yet you ran, too. I imagine it did not take you long to wipe off your skull paint in the dark.”
The young man frowned, as if Phylomon’s words had been a blow.
Ayuvah and Scandal stayed outside to guard the Okanjara while the Tull and Phylomon went into the tent to retrieve the women. They were both unconscious, yet had their eyes open. Beside them lay the drugged pot that the Okanjara had eaten from.
Phylomon looked them over. “They’re in a nasty storm,” he said. “We’ve got to get that poison out of them.”
He flipped Tirilee on her side, put his finger down her throat until she gagged up bits of mushroom, tiny white cucumber seeds, and bilious green leaves from the stew.
Tull did the same to Wisteria, then ran out and found some bits of blood-stained tent. They wrapped the women up and carried them back to camp, leaving the last two Okanjara to grieve at Frowning Idols.


When they returned to the wagon, Phylomon felt as if he carried a great load. He had wanted so much to get some cattle to pull the wagon. Between the two teams at the Idols, there’d been a dozen oxen. And now all the oxen were dead before he’d got a day’s pull from them.
We’re still seven hundred miles from the river, he mused. Perhaps farther. By coming north to Frowning Idols, we’ve lost four good days. He could think of no place to get another animal—except from the Hukm, the giant ape-men riding their woolly mammoths. There’s a place to get draft animals, if you’re bold enough.
But would the others go for it?
He looked at Tull: the face of the young Tcho-Pwi was drained white. The boy worried for his wife.
Frowning Idols, with the flayed ivory trader and children smashed to a pulp, was among the most grisly battlefields Phylomon had ever seen—enough to scare the wits out of a Pwi. Add that to the shock of watching a child’s murder, and the fact that the boy had just killed his first man—the image flashed through Phylomon’s mind of the first man he had killed some 640 years earlier, a slaver who was acting as guard to the estate of a powerful Slave Lord. It had been different then, an official war with devastating casualties on both sides, and Phylomon had knifed the man at night, from behind, in the dark.
Phylomon looked at Ayuvah. There is only so much you can ask a Pwi to do. The kwea of this place was bad enough. If he were alone, Phylomon might try to steal a mammoth, but you couldn’t ask the Pwi to steal one and then ride it all over hell with the Hukm chasing you.
Still, there was another chance.
Tull took the women to the wagon, and he filled their mouths with wine again and again, making them vomit.
Phylomon made a pretense of examining the women. “Those Okanjara, they’re not too smart,” he said. “The effects of their stew won’t be permanent—not on a human. The wild cucumber seeds are the worst. Might take as much as a week for them to wear off. Still, Tull’s got the bulk of the stew out, and the women didn’t have time to digest it. I’ll bet they break free of the worst effect by morning.”
Tull knelt and gingerly held Wisteria’s shoulders, studied her face hopefully for sign of recovery.
“Ayaah,” Scandal said, gazing at Tull. “Maybe. Most of this stuff will wear off by morning. Sure wish to hell I knew what the leaves in there were, though.”
“A mild narcotic, a pain killer,” Phylomon said. “That’s why they stare without blinking. It wears off quickly.” He didn’t know for sure what was in the stew, of course. The Okanjara were notorious for adding anything to their “dream pots” that would cause hallucinations.
Ayuvah put his arms around Tull’s shoulders. “They are right, little brother. The women will be fine by morning.”
“We should bundle them up warm and take them down to Benbow—if not back to Smilodon Bay,” Scandal said quietly, looking to Phylomon for confirmation. “We can reoutfit. It will put us a month behind, but if we hurry …”
“If we hurry, we’ll miss the serpent hatch up on the Seven Ogre River and we’ll all freeze trying to climb the Dragon Spines,” Phylomon said. He’d hoped to avoid this. “But if we put our backs into it, we can push this wagon ten miles by sundown and get over the mountains before the snow flies.”
“What in the hell would be the point?” Scandal said. “We might as well leave the wagon, reoutfit in Craal!”
“I suppose you’ll carry the food while we carry the women? We need the wagon if only to cart them.”
“Why bother?” Scandal asked. “Let’s go home.”
“We’re going east,” Phylomon said, “to Sanctum. If we hurry, we can catch the Hukm on their migration south at Sanctum. Perhaps they’ll give us a mammoth.”
“Hah! The four of us push this wagon over the Dragon Spines? Three hundred miles? We’re already four days behind schedule, and Sanctum’s another hundred miles off our course. Without draft animals, we’ll just get farther behind! We’ll miss the serpent run by two weeks!”
Phylomon countered, “By the time we reach the Dragon Spines, the women might be better. That would make six of us to push. We’ll have less food, and we can tear off the running boards, lighten the wagon. If we push fast and keep at it all day long, we can make up the time we’ve lost. We won’t miss the serpent hatch. We can’t miss it!”
“God bugger you with a carrot, you’re a stubborn man!” Scandal shouted. “You think the Hukm will just give us a mammoth? Right! And maybe they’ll give us their daughters while they’re at it! We’ve had enough bad luck. My belly's aching for a decent meal and I haven’t had a woman for so long that even you are starting to look pretty! Tull, Ayuvah, let’s go home!”
Phylomon slugged Scandal in the mouth, pulling his blow just enough to loosen the man’s teeth. Scandal fell back on his rear, and jumped up, but Phylomon pulled his long knife from his leg sheath, and Scandal just stared. Until this moment, Phylomon had been content to leave Scandal in charge. Now, they needed someone with internal fortitude.
“Get the women bedded down on the wagon,” Phylomon said. “We’ve got ten miles to make by sundown. You’re going to push! And if you try to run away, I’ll gut you!”


By sundown, they’d made fifteen miles. Phylomon didn’t tell them, just pushed them harder, and most of the time he felt as if he were pushing the wagon alone, yet whenever he checked, the others were grimacing under the strain, sweat flowing freely.
By evening the women regained enough control of their reflexes to scream in terror at their hallucinations. When Phylomon signaled for the Creators that night, standing on a lone hill with his photo-converters, he flashed for hours with a new sense of desperation.
For a moment, Tull came to Phylomon and said, “In the camp, two nights ago, I spoke with Tchupa. He said that the armies of Craal are moving in the Rough, that he believes that next year at this time, we will be fighting them here.” Tull let the meaning of his words hang in the air. They’d have to be careful, keep a good watch.
His signal lights would likely draw any Crawlie within miles. Sometimes, there is no right thing to do.
Phylomon gritted his teeth, flashed his lights into the night air. “One always hears such evil rumors out of Craal. Try not to worry.”
Tull looked significantly at the lights, then made as if to leave. Phylomon stopped him, grabbing his arm a moment. “Try not to worry the others.”
“We need them to worry,” Tull answered. “We must all be careful.”
Phylomon studied Tull’s profile in the night. The young man stood tall. He was big chested, and over the past week his muscles had grown strong and knotted.
This trip is changing him, Phylomon thought. He’s seen more horror in a week than some men witness in a lifetime. I wonder what it is that Chaa is trying to make of him?
He must become a general. That is why Chaa sent him with me.
Phylomon promised, “We’ll keep our eyes open. And we shall practice your battle training more heavily.”


That night, by the light of triple moons, Phylomon brought a new level of intensity to the training. He was no longer satisfied with Tull’s bashing attacks and Ayuvah’s feints. Those might suffice in a brief skirmish, but not in a drawn-out battle.
He watched the young men fight, circling and thrusting, jabbing and leaping away. After a bit, their technique seemed dull, repetitive. How many men had Phylomon seen in his lifetime who could fight better?
Too many.
“Both of you are getting stiff from all this work,” he observed. “You need to learn dexterity, work on stretches. You must be capable of moving in ways that your enemy can't anticipate.
“Here, Tull, when you bring that sword in, a smart opponent could still turn your attacks. Instead of just hitting him, you must practice your strike angles. Power is fine, but it must be controlled.”
He grilled Tull and Ayuvah ruthlessly, making them twist and dodge, teaching them various attack and defense routines, methods for gaining initiative in battle, deflecting attacks, and a series of ripostes.
Ayuvah complained, “No one can learn this much. My head can’t remember it all.”
“Nonsense,” Phylomon countered. “The body oft learns what the head cannot. Besides, if you remember a tenth of what I teach you, you will do well.”
After practice, Ayuvah and Tull stayed up with the women, talking softly, trying to feed them. For once, Ayuvah showed compassion even for the Dryad.
The women would have none of it—neither food nor comfort. They were too far gone into their hallucinations. They cried out against the blood, the maggots, and the heads.
Phylomon realized that after the Okanjara drugged the women, they must have dragged the girls through camp, showing them horror after horror, to make sure that their hallucinations took an evil turn. Long past midnight, both women fell asleep, whimpering.
The next morning, Phylomon went through the food—mixed the beans with the rice, the oats with the wheat, threw out anything that wasn’t necessary.
Scandal shouted in horror at the loss, and insisted on carrying his valuable spices. Yet the day’s journey became much harder than the previous. The ground turned rocky and furrowed, when it wasn’t boggy. It became a broad plain where shallow rivers and creeks meandered and regrouped. The men were forever lifting the wagon from potholes or pushing it through muddy creek bottoms. Thick clouds of mosquitoes followed the sweating men. And both women screamed out at their worst nightmares.
In the afternoon they reached a small camp of wild Pwi, a tribe of fifteen people in buckskins, living in mud huts, much as their ancestors had done on Earth.
They feared the Dryad and would not let the party camp near them. In the middle of the night, Tirilee suddenly shouted and jumped from her bed. It took the four men nearly an hour to run her down and drag her back to camp.
In the morning, they pulled off the sideboards to the wagon, threw them out, along with the double tree they’d kept in case they found a place to purchase oxen.
Twice that day dragons began to circle them in curiosity, roaring out cries of warning, and Phylomon drove them off by firing the cannon.
Tull was washed out and quiet, spent his time fawning over his wife. Yet the women had not eaten in three days, and the only liquid they drank was a small bit of beer and water the men forced down their throats in their sleep.
Both women burned with low fevers, and Scandal, finally disgruntled, said, “I don’t believe they’ll live through another two days of this.”
That night, as the women gibbered and pled for deliverance from the gore that surrounded them, Phylomon looked at the wagon from his bedroll and watched Tull, Scandal, and Ayuvah take turns helping to guard the women. They were so concerned that Tirilee would get up and run again that the men had become jailers as much as nurses.
But Tull continued to work all through the day, then watch all through the night. The Pwi was wearing thin. His hair was unbrushed, his eyes fixed, his face dead.
If Wisteria dies, Phylomon thought, Tull will follow her to the House of Dust. It was obvious that the young man’s world revolved around her. He'd have no more passion for life.
Phylomon thought long into the night, wondering what the Okanjara had given the women. He’d never cataloged all the natural hallucinogens. If he’d studied it in his youth, while he was still under the influence of memory enhancers, the information would have been permanently fixed in his brain. But Phylomon did not know what compounds might be antidotes for the drugs, and he did not know all that had been put in the stew. Yet it seemed that the women’s livers weren’t capable of excreting the drugs, nor did they break down into harmless elements. Wisteria's calls to her dead father did not cease through the night. May you be forever robbed of peace!

























Chapter 23: The Dragon and the Crow
On their fifth day out from Frowning Idols, they headed into the foothills leading up to Heartbreak Pass in the Dragon Spines.
Though their journey was all upward, it seemed easier somehow, for they were not constantly pulling the wagon through bogs. Though the trees had been lively in the valley, with the dull greens of late fall, the maples and alders on the hill were changing to red and gold, and the cones on the pines were turning from green to brown.
That evening they headed up a long hill full of yellowed buckbrush. Deer scat was almost as evident as sabertooth dung, and Phylomon watched the hills with interest. For an hour before sundown, a dozen tawny sabertooths paced the wagon, their great teeth nearly scraping the ground as they scurried from cover to cover, waiting to make an attack.
When the group set camp and Phylomon knew that the cats were ready to strike, a great-horned dragon flew in low to eye the wagon, wheeled and dropped behind a line of alders a hundred yards away, beating its great wings against the brush. One sabertooth yowled in fear, and the cats scrambled for cover downhill.
Ayuvah looked around questioningly at the others. All he had to do was fire the gun to frighten the dragon away, but to send it away would only invite the cats back. The men pulled their weapons, formed a front by the wagon.
The dragon stalked clumsily through the brush, cracking branches in its wake.
“God, what a loud one!” Scandal laughed. “I’ll bet he doesn’t sneak up on many dinners!”
A branch cracked loudly, followed by the sound of a huge body stumbling, and then the quieter, stalking noises renewed.
Phylomon caught a glimpse of the dragon behind some twisted scrub oak forty yards out; the great horns upon its head cracked some limbs as it hunkered down, ready to pounce.
Phylomon got to the gun, fired once into the brush. But the dragon didn’t jump into the air. Tull swung his sword overhead and shouted, and Scandal ducked under the wagon to hide. Ayuvah simply stood still, his mouth open, while Phylomon fumbled with the gun.
A twig snapped, and an old Neanderthal woman cackled and stepped from the bushes.
“O zhetma!” Ayuvah cried, a warning that roughly equated to crap. “She’s a Shape-Changer!”
The woman walked clumsily, using a stick for a cane. She dressed in the style of old people among the Pwi, wearing a black cloak with a hood to show that she was a widow.
She hobbled up to Ayuvah, peered up into his face, and shouted, “Graawk!” a deafening roar that could only have come from a dragon, then laughed,
“You believe in shape changers? I would laugh, but at my age, my teeth might fall out.” She turned to the wagon. “I have never seen so many fools gathered in one place. One would think you to be a bunch of silly girls.”
She walked up to the wagon, arched her neck as she looked into the barrel. “Oh, you do have a bunch of silly girls here.”
Phylomon had seen powerful sorcerers before among the Okanjara, but none like this. He wasn’t sure if this woman really had changed shape, or if this were some kind of ruse. Yet every instinct warned him to beware the old woman.
“Mother,” Phylomon said in the Pwi language of respect, “what are you doing out here? Is there a village nearby?”
“Oh, yes, there is a village. Far by land. I have been walking many days to get here. But I suppose if you were a Shape-Changer and could fly, it would not be far!”
“What are you doing out here alone?”
“A Spirit Walker asked me to come,” she answered. “To comfort these two silly women.”
“My father!” Ayuvah shouted. “Did he tell you his name?”
“He appeared in a dream, riding the back of a crow,” the old woman said.
“Chaa tsulet ixa-zhet!” Ayuvah shouted in glee. “My father’s name is Crow!”
“Then you must be his son, Ayuvah,” she answered. “Your father is saddened by the death of Little Chaa. He said to tell you that your daughter Sava cries because her father is not near. The kwea of Etanai’s love for you is undiminished by time.”
Tull stepped forward and asked, “My name is Tull. Did he have any words for me?”
The old woman blinked, as if in surprise. “No.”
Scandal crawled from beneath the wagon, still searching for the dragon. Phylomon studied the old woman. Her eyes were deep, more deeply set than those of Tull or Ayuvah.
The skin of her face was stretched tight, so that wrinkles showed only around her mouth. Ah yes, Phylomon realized, she is one of the pure breed, one of the Pwi whose blood is unmingled with humans.
She carried herself with the dignity and haughtiness that he had only seen among three classes of people—the Pirate Lords of Bashevgo, the Slave Lords of Craal, and the Dwea—the greatest of sorcerers.
The old woman hopped into the wagon, far too easily, and poked at the women, studied their faces.
“Oh yes, they have been locked into dreams,” the crone said. She placed a hand upon Tirilee’s heart, turned and smiled at the men. “Here, you take her dream,” she said.
And suddenly a gust of wind slapped Phylomon, staggering him like a blow. He was back at Frowning Idols, looking up into the face of a monolith with down turned lips. A bloody corpse, with the flesh peeled off, showing striations of fat and muscle, was lying atop him. The corpse was wet and sticky, as if freshly skinned, and because it had no eyelids, its dark brown eyes were unblinking. For a brief moment, Phylomon felt the weight of the corpse crushing him, crushing his budding breasts, smelled the raw meat, the tangy scent of blood, felt its sticky fleshless organ searching between his legs, probing for an opening.
“No!” he shouted. And the dream fled, but a sickening sense of horror lingered. He found himself sitting on the ground. Tull lay in the grass, clutching his legs together as if to protect his virginity. Ayuvah was blindly crawling away. Scandal sat holding his belly.
“It was a bad dream,” the old woman said. “Too much for one young girl to hold. It is gone from her now—since you all have borne a portion of it. Sometimes a pain is so great it cannot be relieved until it is shared.”
Phylomon had met Dweas three times before. He remembered a man from his youth, a Pwi who could make water flow uphill or bubble from the ground at will.
He could not explain such wonders away. There was no scientific rationale for it. Phylomon suspected that each person experiences and comprehends reality slightly differently, and that at times a reality believed in by one can impinge upon the rest of mankind.
In other words, somewhat doggedly, he had to admit that he believed in magic.
He often wondered: Do Spirit Walkers actually see the future, or do they merely participate in the shared visions of reality of those around them until they see what those shared visions will shape?
The old woman looked at Wisteria, touched her lightly. “This one—” and then Phylomon found himself in the pond, treading oily black water, desperately trying to breathe from a ragged hole in his throat. He looked around for help, but in the water beside him were only crushed Pwi children, eyes looking up from smashed faces. It was nighttime, and guttering torches shone on faces of those on shore.
The people of Smilodon Bay, all stood with their hands folded, watching him, smiling down. He wanted to make them pay, make them pay for their cruelty, but deep inside he knew he would die if he tried to fight them, and he was too weak to take revenge, and he had no time for revenge, for water was rushing in through the hole in his throat, and there was no hope, no time, for revenge, and that seemed the saddest thing of all.
Then the dream was gone, and Phylomon sat, gasping for air gratefully.
“They will sleep now,” the old woman said, and as if to accentuate her words, for the first time in days Wisteria and Tirilee both quit whimpering and breathed with the deep inhalations of profound sleep. “In the morning, they will remember nothing. For the mind is not meant to hold dreams so horrible.” The old woman began walking downhill, into the darkness.
“Wait!” Scandal shouted, “Don’t you want to sleep here tonight, where it is safe?”
The old Pwi woman looked back up the hill. “It is never safe to sleep next to me,” she said sadly, and ambled off into the darkness.
Phylomon jumped from the wagon, went to the brush to find her, offer her some food at least, but when he got to the brush, he found the woman gone, and when he looked on the ground for her tracks, he found none, and realized that the woman was no shape changer at all. She had come to them only in a dream.


























Chapter 24: Chains of Iron
Tirilee woke in the back of the wagon and saw Tull beside her, gently combing Wisteria’s hair. She felt weak and ill to her stomach. Beside Tull was a cup of tea, some biscuits and honey. Tirilee groaned.
Tull turned to gaze at her. The big Tcho-Pwi was much taller than she, with a massive chest. “Can I have some drink?” she asked. She could have reached for it herself, but asking for food was an old habit, one built after years of being kept in a slave pen. Take only after asking.
Tull picked up the cup. He held her head up, helped her to drink. “It was for Wisteria,” he explained, “But she hasn’t wakened.”
“I’m grateful,” she said in Pwi. “Where are we? What happened?”
“You were taken captive by the Okanjaras,” Tull answered. “They drugged you.”
Tirilee felt a slight nausea. She could recall nothing except the face of a man, a man in a dark tent.
“Here, have some of these,” Tull said, and he held a biscuit up for her. She let him feed her and watched him. She looked down at his legs, to the white scars around his ankles. The scars were thick, brutal.
“You’ve been kept in chains,” she said. “I was sadly kept too.”


When she was five, Tirilee had lived in the aspen grove, in a small house made of trees covered with sod. Levarran, her mother, had been a slave to the trees, tending them night and day, and one winter day while her mother was out hunting for a rabbit, Greman Dern came.
He was a heavy man—a slovenly trapper with sagging jowls and a week’s worth of beard. Tirilee did not speak to him, for her mother had told her never to speak with humans. But Greman quietly asked about her mother in soft tones, speaking the language of the Pwi.
When Levarran returned, Greman greeted her. “I always wondered what happened after that night,” Greman said, “figured that by now you'd have dropped a cub or two.”
“Here is your daughter,” Levarran had said, motioning to Tirilee.
“I figured,” Greman answered.
“How long will you stay?” Her voice was hungry for him, and that had made Tirilee wonder. Levarran had often claimed she did not love Greman, but her voice betrayed something like love, a hunger for his presence.
Greman shrugged. “Been trapping silver fox and mink down on the south fork. The area is about trapped out. I thought maybe I’d stay the winter. If that is all right with you?”
“A winter is not long,” Levarran answered.
“If I feel welcome enough, I could stay longer,” Greman said.
For as long as Tirilee could remember, she had slept cuddled in her mother’s arms. But that night, Greman took her place, and Tirilee crawled to a corner of the dark room while Greman grunted and sweated, making love to Tirilee’s mother.
He stayed for a week. Until the food ran out and a major snowstorm passed over. Tirilee left the hut to pee, and it was cold and white in the mountains; the touch of the snow pricked her.
She heard her mother scream, “Tirilee” from within the hut—a cry of genuine terror—and Tirilee ran for the hut. She opened the flap and met Greman coming out. Before her eyes adjusted to the darkness inside the hut, Greman grabbed her and pulled her back outside.
Tirilee shouted for her mother, but heard no answer. Greman threw Tirilee over his shoulder and held her legs as he carried her downhill. Tirilee cried out for her mother again and again. For nearly an hour he carried her downhill, and she wriggled and tried to kick free. Finally, he stopped and set her down in front of him, holding her with his great heavy hands.
“You quit kicking at me, God bugger you, or I’ll do you. I’ll do you good!” Tirilee had no idea what those words meant, but they scared her. They did not scare her half as much as Greman’s face—dried blood was spattered across it.
“Mama,” Tirilee said softly.
“You got no mother anymore,” Greman said. “And you best quit kicking at me, or I’ll have you thrown in a pit for bear bait. You understand?” Tirilee didn’t answer. “Good girl,” Greman said. “Now I’m going to take care of you. You’re worth a lot of money.”
From that day forward, she’d lived in one sort of a cage or another until Phylomon set her free.


Telling Tull of her captivity had been stupid, she realized, for he knew of it already. What she’d wanted to tell him was … that when he touched her, she felt strange.
When she’d touched her lips to his arm, her lips had burned. She realized that what she wanted to tell him was that she wanted to do it again. She’d never felt this way before.
Tull sat quietly and fed the biscuits to her, and when she finished one, she licked his finger, and her tongue burned at his touch. Tull gasped, and his eyes widened. He jerked his hand away, yet he stayed, breathing heavily and gazing at her as if transfixed.
Tirilee realized that Tull could not move, that he was like a rabbit in a corner, too frightened to run. Or maybe he wanted her. She took his hand, held it for a moment, then kissed it tenderly. The touch of his skin burned, yet it was not painful. It was a pleasant burning.
Tull sat and let her do this, and his eyes widened, and he looked afraid. “You, you don’t know what you’re doing!” he said, yanking his hand away.
Tirilee shuddered to lose it. “I … I only want to kiss your hand,” she said. “I only want to touch you.”
Tull backed away from her bed, spilling the last of the tea upon the floor of the barrel in his haste. Wisteria was still sleeping heavily.
Tirilee lay for a long time, thinking about Levarran. Her mother had made a mistake in taking a human lover during her Time of Devotion. Humans were cold and greedy.
A Pwi lover would have been better, someone who would remain in love. When my mating frenzy comes, Tirilee decided, I will take a Man of the Pwi. She considered taking Tull, but Wisteria and Tull had both been kind to her. She saw how Tull loved his wife, and Tirilee did not want to take that from him. No, she told herself, I will not take Tull. I will find another. Someone like him.


Standing atop the wagon, Tull could look down the hillside into the Mammoth Run Plateau with its tan plains. A great dark line of bison moved south in the distance, and closer to home, a dragon circled above the valley floor.
The sight of it chilled him. The memories of Mammoth Run Plateau carried such a perverse kwea that he only had to look up into the sky or toward the mountains to feel a greater sense of ease.
It almost made him want to laugh, the idea that he could turn his face to Craal and actually feel a sense of release. Tull considered what had happened in the barrel. The Dryad had unnerved him with her caress. He’d sat beside his wife and let the creature kiss his hand, and her touch had filled him with such lust that he was almost too weak to leave. He told himself that it must not happen again.
Ayuvah had been helping pack the camp. He looked up now. “How does the sky feel?”
“The kwea of the sky feels good,” Tull said.
“It feels good for me, too. We will push this wagon up a bit closer to the sky. The kwea will be even better up there.”
They pushed their wagon until early afternoon, following the folds of valleys where rainwater had carved paths. After a few miles, they stopped by a pool. Upon the hill before them was a tower made of light green Benbow glass, a single great winding stair that went up five thousand feet.
The group had been traveling toward it for days, yet none of them had seen it, for it was far too narrow. When Phylomon pointed it out, they all stopped to stare in wonder.
“Why it’s Crazy Man Stairs!” Scandal said in delight. “Ayaah, I’ve heard that it was up here somewhere.”
“Is that what they call it now?” Phylomon asked.
“Yes,” Ayuvah added, “only a crazy man would climb up there.”
“It was made by a man I knew long ago, an artist named Huron Tech,” Phylomon said. “A very curious man. He called it the Worm Tower.”
“He never finished it,” Scandal said. “I hear there’s nothing at the top.”
“Oh, he finished it,” Phylomon said. “There is something at the top, though not everyone can see it, for the tower was not made to hold anything or go anywhere, it is simply art.”
“Hell of a waste of Benbow glass, if you ask me,” Scandal spat. “Someday, someone will figure out how to cut it up and cart if off and do something decent with it.”
Phylomon looked at the Pwi, who simply stared at the tower in awe. “We’ll need to stay here for a day or two until the women are strong enough to help us push the wagon over the mountains,” Phylomon said. “We’ll climb the Worm Tower tomorrow, at sunrise.”
“You’ll not get me up there,” Scandal said.
“I wouldn’t dare try to lug you up those steps,” Phylomon countered. “You can stay here to care for the women. Only the young men need go. But first, I must clear the brush around the tower.”
That afternoon, Phylomon set fire to the ridge above camp. The evening wind blowing up the mountain pulled the flames and smoke uphill, and the blaze quickly consumed the dense brush and grass around the tower, exposing hundreds of thousands of tiny metal plates and towers, many rising a dozen feet in the air while others stood only inches off the ground. Phylomon spent the rest of the day clearing dead trees and burning them to nothing.
That night, both Wisteria and Tirilee got out of their beds and ate dinner. They sat together and Wisteria brushed Tirilee’s hair and they laughed like giddy young girls. Neither of them remembered Frowning Idols, and both seemed unconcerned by the lapse in their memories.



























Chapter 25: Journey of the Worm
When Tull rose up before dawn, the ash on the hillside had turned a pale gray, almost white, so that in the semi-darkness, the ash looked as if it were snow.
Phylomon told them, “We must begin the journey at dawn so we can reach the top of the tower by midday. We must take no food, and only the smallest flasks of water.”
Then he led them along slowly.
To reach the tower, they had to tread through a maze of small valleys, past strange rocks in odd formations. Pieces of metal and glass jutted from the ground at extreme angles. When they reached the bottom of the tower, the land all around it was cluttered with twisted shapes of metal and glass, as if an alien mind had ringed the tower with an equally bizarre forest.
The bottom of the tower was a simple glass pole with glass stairs leading around it, spiraling up. The Benbow glass was tougher than diamond of course, and could not be destroyed by heat, even a lightning strike.
An ornate rail rose up on each side of the stairs. Engraved upon the railing were countless peoples—Pwi dressed in ancient headgear, Starfarers with tall lean bodies, Hukm with broad furry chests and leather faces, simple humans dressed as traders, slavers, workers. Men and women, people of all ages—all running, crawling, hobbling up the tower. At the bottom stair, Phylomon scraped the dirt to reveal some ornate letters: “The Journey of the Worm.”
Phylomon waited for the sun to strike the bottom stair. For the first time that fall, Tull could see his breath in the cold air. His “soul cloud,” as the Pwi called it.
When the sun struck the bottom stair so that it shone along its whole length like a green and golden rod, they began to climb. Phylomon raced ahead and urged the others to hurry. For the first few minutes, Tull was so occupied with trying to match the grueling pace that he did not notice his surroundings below him, but then he looked down and gasped in surprise. With the sun rising, the rays of light caught upon the small scraps of metal that jutted from the ground, the strangely shaped rocks, and small hills. The light coming from the east threw shadows upon the gray ash, and the shadows resolved themselves into the figures of two lovers, naked on the ground, a woman lying atop a man, with one leg draped over him.
Tull thought it a clever trick, but Phylomon pressed them forward, and inch by inch as the sun rose over the mountains, the shadows moved, recombining into new shapes. Tull watched the lovers disintegrate, and suddenly as he ran he realized that he had made an error—he had only seen a small part of the picture—for the lovers resolved into a much larger image of a sabertooth, chasing a child through a horrific dreamscape of melting trees.
What is the meaning of this? Tull wondered. He suddenly had a feeling that the artist was trying to convey something, but for the moment, the meaning eluded.
And so it began. Tull ran behind Phylomon and Ayuvah, and at each turn of the stairs he was aware of the continual play of sun and shadow to form new images. Always the images grew, so that he learned to look beyond the borders of the old picture to discern a larger portrait. Some images were superimposed one upon another—a man selling a woman in a Craal slave market was suddenly revealed to be a man making the figure-eight upon her hand as a sign of marriage.
Is my wife a slave to me? Tull wondered. If it was slavery, it was joyous slavery, for Tull saw that both the man and woman smiled.
Perhaps the images are only meant to make me think, he wondered.
A line of stones with odd indentations to cast shadows upon their tops could be seen to be joyful children, or if you lined them together two at a time they could also be seen as two oxen pulling a cart, or viewed in a pair of threes they became warriors with whitened faces, or as a whole they could be seen as a beggar with an outstretched hand pleading for food upon an empty platter, and then suddenly the image opened up, and among the surrounding stones he saw children and parents and grandparents joined hand to hand in a circle.
Will my children be my enemies, my servants? Will they be beggars I resent, or will they grow in my image, an unending circle?
Still the shadows shortened and changed, giving birth to new depictions.
And Tull saw that the shadow show was about relationships and perceptions. At any moment, the shadows became one thing for him, yet he wondered if Phylomon and Ayuvah might see completely different views. Perhaps because of the limits of his own mind and imagination, he could only discern certain patterns.
And perhaps, Tull wondered, Huron is saying that all relationships are mere perceptions, never fully understood by the participants? That our view of a relationship creates the relationship? If I were to run this same course in twenty years, would I see the same patterns?
Tull’s throat was dry, but he licked his lips and kept running. His legs ached and he became dizzy, and he found that he was moving in a dance—take two steps, turn to the right, take two steps, turn to the right, take two steps, turn to the right. His own steps, along with the steps of the others, set up a complex pattern of harmonics. The glass hummed with a low-pitched tone, and he could almost imagine that he heard a song forming in his head.
And then they came to a landing, and Phylomon bid them to halt and drink some water.
“Huron,” he said between panting breaths, “was an odd man. When he lived, the Pwi saw life as a stair, a straight path between nonexistence to all-existence, where we expanded and grew until we filled the universe. They called this path Laschi Chamepar, the Path of the Crushed Heart.”
Tull gasped, for that was the name that Chaa had bestowed upon him.
Phylomon continued, “The Starfarers, for the most part, saw life as only a circle—a journey from life to the grave, and the mystics among them asserted that once they reached the grave, they circled back to life—a maddening, meaningless journey.
“But Huron was enraged by both prospects. He saw life as a journey along an endless winding stair. With each step up, he believed, we view a greater expanse on the horizon, and with each completion of a circuit, we enlarge our knowledge and see the world in a new way, gain a greater awareness of the diversity and complexity of life. When he built this, Huron said to me, that if we but had the eyes to see, with each turning we make upon these stairs, we would be granted a different vision of the world below.
“He was a madman, of course, obsessed by the need to present his views. He used to say that we were all spoiled, that we Starfarers were born believing that happiness was deserved, the birthright of mankind by virtue of the fact of our mere existence. He scorned such foolishness, and taught that happiness is the reward for those who learn how to live.”
Phylomon watched Tull for a long moment, and Tull wondered what thoughts the blue man was trying to drill into him. “Happiness is the reward for those who learn how to live.” Phylomon repeated, yet his face was sad. Tull wondered if the Starfarer was happy. Had he, after a thousand years, still not learned how to live?
Phylomon fell silent, then raced ahead and upward. Tull followed behind, but he was wet with sweat and feared slipping. He kept up, but there were no more pictures to be seen below. Instead, he listened to the music in his own head. He was weary of gazing below, and looked to the hills: and was astounded, for the lower hills—hills that he thought no man could have carved even if he dug for an entire lifetime, took on the image of dancing beasts.
As the group climbed, the animals changed slowly to a great circle of humans snake-dancing across the hills, and within an hour he recognized that the images shifted and showed an enlarged view of a man and woman expanding in size, filling the world, filling the universe.
When they reached a second landing, Phylomon explained. “We can rest, but don’t relax! Don’t stop. Your muscles will cramp.”
They drank a bit more water, and Phylomon stood and stretched, watching the sun. “We must reach the top at midday,” he said, and when he judged the time to be right, he sprung up the ladder. Looking down, Tull could see that the sun was high enough so that there were no more shadows upon the ground except an odd dot here and there. The illusion had been burned away.
The run to the top was more demanding than the first two runs. It was longer, and required them to run faster. Tull passed beyond the need to count steps. Instead, the journey became a matter of habit: two steps up, turn right, two steps up, turn right. Dizziness came upon him, and to combat it, he leaned his head back and gazed straight ahead at the feet of the others moving before him.
Round and round the winding stair, climbing, tripping, struggling up the smooth glass steps, the world below growing distant so that the shadows of trees squatted like flies upon a table. Sweat streamed down Tull’s brow, down his armpits, into his moccasins. And with each step, his grip slid so that he no longer trusted his footing. His head swayed backward and sideways, his legs felt loose, and he no longer cared.
Beside him, clouds loomed. They were high enough now so that the clouds no longer held the illusion of being flat on the bottom, as they often seem below. Instead they were tall and magnificent, like long quartz crystals floating through the sky, and for a while the group ran up through a wonderland of clouds, where water condensed upon the stairs.
They climbed among the billows of a cloud, then they were above white, running silently except for the blood pounding in Tull’s ears, and Tull wished that he could have stopped among the clouds and let the mist coalesce on his tongue, even if it were only a small drink. The air became cold, and ice formed a thin sheet on the stairs.
He did not look for patterns anymore. There was nothing to see. Beneath him, the mountains in their fall colors spread like a Pwi blanket of dyed mammoth hair, painted in reds and yellows upon the ground. The opal mist of the clouds floated along beneath him, and the wind blew vapors by so fast that he felt as if he watched foam floating in a stream.
Their climb took them above the coastal mountains, and Tull could see the blue haze above the sea out on the horizon, clouds sweeping off it like gauze, and somewhere over there was Smilodon Bay. After days of journeying, they had not really come so far. Only a hundred and twenty miles. Beneath them, among the pale tans of autumn grass, dark herds of giant sloths and wild ox moved across the Mammoth Run Plateau. Each poor beast watching for predators, leading its insignificant life.
There are no more illusions, Tull thought, only the world beneath me, curving off into a shining bow on the horizon. I am separating myself from it. Drawing away. This stair is only a thin line connecting me to the world, just as the silk flowing from an inch worm connects it to a limb. All the beasts beneath me, they are trapped in the illusion. Yet all of life is refined to a single act: the upward climb.
With a suddenness that made him gasp, Tull saw the ultimate meaning of the Journey of the Worm: All the shadows upon the ground, the different views of family, and man, of life and beauty—did not lead to greater and greater complexities to be eternally wondered at by the sages. They were mere shadows, illusions, to be grasped.
His feet seemed to be slipping out from beneath him, wet with sweat, slick with ice; the world spun more than it should. He was worn and tired, and suddenly he staggered into a crystal bar that was spread out to block his way. They had reached the top of the tower, and upon the bar a single word was written—Death.
Tull staggered back. He looked at the bar, and his head spun. He held to the bar for a moment, and because he had been running for hours, climbing for hours, he felt as if he were still climbing. Everything within him longed to climb. The stair beneath him, bent by the winds, shimmered in the sunlight like an icicle hanging down from a roof. Yet Tull felt that he was still traveling upward. He gazed up at his final destination, if he were to keep climbing, and above him was the sun.
I am but an inchworm, joined to this world by a silken thread. I can set myself free!
Something within him snapped, and Tull felt the silken cord drop away. For the first time in his life, Tull looked at the sun full, and saw it directly, like a great beautiful silver and violet flower, each of its flames whipping out.
Yet the light did not hurt his eyes or blind him. He was freed from his body, with its weaknesses and limitations. It was like watching waves play upon the sea from the cliffs above Moon Dance Inn, and the beauty of that great silver and violet flower was mesmerizing, and he longed to be there. And with the longing, came motion, and Tull began spiraling toward the sun, flying away.
“No!” Ayuvah shouted, and the force of the words shook Tull as if he were a sheet upon a line, blown in a fierce wind. Tull could see the sound, flashing golden waves, whipping past him, and he glanced down.
Phylomon and Ayuvah were far away, at the top of the crystal stairs, holding Tull’s body. They both glowed with a deep blue aura of concern. Tull lay with arms and legs askew, muscles twitching in his neck.
Phylomon was examining his body. “He’s dead,” Phylomon said, his words echoing through the heavens, and Tull felt curiously unconcerned by his own death.
Ayuvah shouted at the lifeless body, “Tull, do not leave! Think of the things you have left undone! Think of the kwea of your love for Wisteria! You cannot leave her!”
And when Tull thought of Wisteria, the kwea of his love slapped him. It was as if he were home, in bed with her again, with the goddess Zhofwa blowing her kisses through the open window.
The sun was a beautiful flower, beckoning to be touched, but it would always be there.
He looked down. The earth itself was a fascinating tapestry: the souls of men and animals and trees glowed like fireworms across its face, a thousand shades of purple, gold and black. Dragons floated below him, and he knew that they saw him for what he was.
At the foot of the stairs, Wisteria lay asleep on the wagon. Tull could see her as clearly as if she were at arm’s length. Her soul was pink and black—love and darkness—like the inside of a shell, and he wanted to touch that soul, heal it, put his arms around her and cover the darkness.
Tull hurtled down toward his dying body like a hermit crab lunging toward an empty shell.
For a moment, he felt disconnected, and his heart thumped in his chest. He struggled to swallow, felt his breakfast sitting sluggishly in his belly, and he tried to move a finger.
There were so many connections to make, so many muscles to move. To breathe was a major chore, and his chest felt as if it were wrapped in bands of iron. Opening his eyes took as much effort as if he were opening a cavernous door.
Phylomon bent over him, frowning, then jerked back in surprise as Tull’s eyes snapped open.
Ayuvah grabbed Tull’s face, turned it toward him, and shouted in surprise: “You are a Spirit Walker!”
And then, with breath-stealing suddenness, Tull grasped the full import of Ayuvah's words, and the weight of destiny fell hard upon him.
This is why Chaa sent me on this journey, Tull realized.




























About Spirit Walker
When I finished my first novel, On My Way to Paradise, my publisher asked me to extend it by a few thousand words. I felt that the novel was just the right length, so I asked my editor, “What more would you want me to say?”
She answered, “Lou Aronica, the president of the company wants you to write an essay. He wants to know how in the hell you were able to write such a book.”
The novel went on to become a bestseller in the science fiction genre and win a major award, which kept my publishers happy.
But afterward, my editor asked, “What would you like to write next?”
I told her, “I’d like to write a big fantasy, something akin to Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.”
She said gravely, “Dave, you’re a bestselling science fiction writer. Most people take twenty years to get where you got on your first novel. We don’t ever want to see a fantasy novel from you.”
So I had to reconsider. I love science fiction, but I felt that my heart really wanted to move in the direction of fantasy. Thus, I began thinking about how to mingle the two.
The further one moves into the future, I reasoned, the more wondrous and unknowable the world becomes. In essence, it moves more toward fantasy. Is it possible to create a story where science and fantasy seem to become blurred?
In 1989, I had gone to a convention and listened to a talk by a paleobiologist who had recently taken some genetic material from the samples of a supersaurus. It seemed to me that a lifelong dream was on its way to being filled.
You see, as a child, I often wondered what I would become when I grew up. I remember one time when an old woman asked me what I wanted to do when I grew up.
I was only eight, and I didn’t exactly know how to describe the answer. I knew that dinosaurs had lived a long time ago, and that all life was formed from genes and chromosomes. I knew that I’d have to figure out how to put those genes together, so I answered, “I want to be a genetic.…paleo.…engineer.”
She stepped back in surprise, perhaps because I hadn’t said that I wanted to be a policeman or a fireman, and said, “What a smart little boy you are. Whatever do … these people do?”
“We build dinosaurs,” I said with great satisfaction. “I mean, not now, not yet, of course. But someday we'll build dinosaurs.…”
When I went to college in 1978, I tried to figure out how to get on that career path, but the colleges in my area didn’t even offer courses in genetic engineering yet. So I majored in pre-medical microbiology, and decided that I would just have to figure it out myself.
Eventually, though, my urge to write took over.
So for my second novel, I decided to create some dinosaurs.
My first thought actually was to write a novel about a family trapped on a small island, where genetically engineered dinosaurs were being created. But then I thought, “No that’s too easy, too Island of Doctor Moreau.”
I abandoned that idea and decided to create an entire world, a terrestrial zoo in the far future.
Coincidentally, Michael Crichton’s novel Jurassic Park came out the same month that the first book in this series did.
But writing an adventure that was set in the far future wasn’t enough for me. That was too simple. I wanted to tackle some complex themes. I suppose that like Huron in my tale, the artist in me feels as if I must try to speak the ineffable.
As a child, I never felt connected to others. My father was abusive at times. He was Jenks. So I wrote about him.
I often felt that I rejected my father as a child, so I went flailing about searching for a new father—much as Tull seeks for a father figure with Chaa and Phylomon and others.
So I wrote about that.
More importantly, I wanted to write about the emotional component of memory. At the time, I suspected that memories only develop and acquire significance when they are accompanied by powerful emotions. Thus, in order to learn something, we need to feel an emotion while learning a lesson—fear, or love, or wonder. (There is a component of fear to both love and wonder.)
In fact, I suspected that things like post-traumatic stress disorder occur when emotions are so overwhelming that lessons can’t be unlearned.
For children who suffer abuse, “unlearning” hate, and anger, and fear becomes a major obstacle. We must struggle to change. It’s as if we're sculpted of hardening clay, and we must struggle to remake ourselves, before we become forever hardened.
Since I wrote this novel, a number of studies have confirmed my suspicions.
So at the time I was looking at powerful emotions—love, and lust, and fear—and wondering how they combined in order to create a bond between people. Not just a bond between men and women, but between parents and children, between brothers and sisters.
In other words, how do our emotions affect the creation of societies? Do negative emotions create bonds powerful enough to perpetuate undesirable social ties?
Can we break the old bonds and form better ones? In other words, despite our powerful emotional chains, can we figure out ways to build a better world?
This story, for me, became a meditation.
The answer to my questions, I think, lies at the end of the series.





























Glossary
Anee—A mineral-poor moon 11,000 miles in diameter that circles a gas giant named Thor near a type I star 1950 lightyears from Earth. In the year 2681, the Alliance of Nations began terraforming Anee in order to create a terrestrial zoo—a place where genetic paleontologists could store specimens of animals recreated from the Jurassic, Miocene, and Pliocene Eras. Each of three continents stores representatives from one of the Eras.


Creators—A race of highly intelligent beings, part machine and part biological organism, designed by genetic paleontologists to maintain the ecosystems of Anee. The Creators are living DNA synthesizers. To control animal populations, they frequently design and give birth to predators and parasites. The Creators are strictly programmed to perform their specific jobs. After the death of the Creator named Forester 1, the Creators designed Dryads to protect the forests.


Dire Wolves—Canis Dirus—A heavy-bodied dark gray wolf common during the Pleistocene, short on cunning but long on tenacity and viciousness.


Dragons—Warm-blooded flying carnivores that were created by the Starfarers to be an eco-barrier. Each continent has several varieties of dragon in various sizes—from the giant great-horned dragons to the tiny hawk dragon. Each dragon is born with a genetically transmitted memory that encourages it to destroy species that it recognizes as foreign to the environment.


Dryads—A being made by the Creators to maintain forests in Pliocene areas after the Creator Forester 1 was killed in an earthquake. Dryads are humanoid females with long life spans and strange abilities. The abilities, size, and coloration of the Dryad depends upon the type of forest it was created to maintain.


Eco-barriers—Certain animals have the ability to migrate across oceans. For example, many types of semi-aquatic carnivorous dinosaur could easily make such journeys, and the introduction of such animals into an area populated by Pleistocene sabertooths could be disastrous, since the sabertooths could not compete with the larger predators. The paleontologists who terraformed Anee recognized the danger such transoceanic migrations could cause. Therefore, they erected a series of “eco-barriers” to prevent migrations. These barriers consist of artificially engineered predators: primarily, the deep-ocean “sea serpent” to patrol the waterways; and various species of “dragon” to patrol the sky. Both the sea serpent and the dragon are ruthless predators without equal in nature.


Eridani—An alien race that went to war with humans in the year 2902. Using small faster-than-light drone warships, the Eridani successfully stopped all extraplanetary travel between human settlements within a matter of four years.


Hukm—Homo-gigantis. A race of large apelike humanoids with long brownish-red or white fur. The Hukm, one of several races of giant hominids once native to Earth, were originally restricted to a small region of Northeast Asia, and the species thrived only for a few thousand years. Fossil evidence indicates that the race probably died out about 396,000 BC. Extinction appeared to occur due to climactic changes between glacial periods, and may have come about as a result of inter-species warfare accompanied by starvation. When reintroduced into the wild on Anee, the Hukm showed themselves to be highly social vegetarians who quickly domesticated the woolly mammoths.


Kwea—Emotional resonance. Often passionate feelings aroused by memories. Neanderthals have specific words that can refer to hundreds of different kinds of kwea, based upon the types and degrees of emotionality, but these are ignored in translation for simplicity’s sake.
For a Neanderthal, every object, every experience, every memory carries an emotional weight, a value of kwea. While some things, like the tale of Adjonai, are so universally known that nearly all Neanderthals feel a similar type of fear of him, in most cases the weight of kwea is based upon personal experience.
For example, a common knife may be considered sacred or of great value to one individual because of his associated kwea, while for another the same object would seem plain and unimportant.


Mastodon—On Anee, any of eleven species of pachyderm that inhabit woodlands and grasslands in every climatic region.


Mastodon Men—Homo rex. A race of carnivorous humanoids of low intelligence, averaging some 8.5 feet in height and weighing 500-800 pounds. Mastodon Man originally inhabited mountainous areas in Asia from 250,000-75,000 BC. On Earth, the Mastodon Man apparently did not compete well with smaller humanoids, but on the fecund world of Anee they quickly gained a strong foothold.


Neanderthal—Homo neanderthalensis (see also Pwi, Okanjara, and Thrall). The Neanderthals are a distinct species, similar to modern humans in size and build, but differing from humans in their DNA by .285%. Neanderthals tend to be larger and stronger than humans, and have slightly shorter arms and a muscular build. The Neanderthal spine has less curvature, so Neanderthals stand straighter than humans do, and their large toe is curved inward, allowing them to run faster. The Neanderthal’s chest cavity is larger than that of a human, and their arms rotate at a greater angle. Their skulls are thicker, hips slightly wider.
Neanderthals have sandy yellow to red hair and green, blue, or yellow-brown eyes. They have heavy supraorbital ridges that give their eyes a deep-set appearance. Their teeth and palate tend to protrude more than that of a human, yet they completely lack a chin.
The hands of a Neanderthal differ in structure from that of a human. The hands of a Neanderthal are larger and stronger than those of a human, with large robust knuckles. The human thumb is tilted at a forty-five degree angle to the fingers so that tip of the thumb can touch the tip of each individual finger; however, a Neanderthal’s thumb is not tilted at an angle to the fingers, and the Neanderthal is therefore far less dexterous than a human.
Differences in the Neanderthal palate, larynx, and sinus cavities do not allow them to vocalize most long vowels or semivowels used by humans. Instead, the Neanderthals shorten long vowels and tend to speak through their noses.
The cerebral cortex of the Neanderthal brain is slightly larger than that of a modern human, and they are fully the intellectual equals of humans. However, the Neanderthal hypothalamus, the area of the brain responsible for processing emotions, is three times as large as that of a human. For this reason, Neanderthals tend to lead a very complex emotional life. Because of the way that the Neanderthal brain processes information, memories frequently carry very strong, emotionally-charged ties.
Because Neanderthals feel their emotions more powerfully than humans do, they feel a consuming need to express these emotions. Neanderthal dialects vary by region, but their languages have some similarities. Any noun or verb can be modified by various suffixes to express the Neanderthal’s feelings about an object or action. The order of the suffixes always goes:
noun or verb + emotional indicator + person + emotional degree indicator.

For example instead of saying “the sky is gray,” the Neanderthal might express his feelings about the subject: szerzhoaFava ah femma. This sentence literally reads “Sky-love-I-generously is gray,” and would be translated “The gray sky which I love completely.” The first word in the sentence, szerzhoaFava, is translated below:
Emotional
Noun Base + Indicator + Person + Degree Indicator
szer (sky) zho (love) a (I) Fava (completely)

The degree indicator is often a noun itself. For example, the word Fava means “pear tree.” On Anee, several varieties of wild pear bear fruit in late autumn. Neanderthal legends often embellish this, telling of heroes starving in the wilderness who are saved by pear trees that magically blossom and ripen in mid-winter when the tree “sees” the hero coming. Because of this reputation for generosity, Fava then becomes synonymous with generous. When used as an emotional indicator, Fava means “given with all the heart.”


Okanjara—The Free Ones. (Literally, “I am free!”) Any Neanderthal who has escaped slavery after a long period of time is an Okanjara.


Phylomon—The last living human who was not born on Anee. The last of the Starfarers. A man who, because he still benefits from the technology of the Starfarers, has survived for over one thousand years.


Pirate Lords—When an interstellar war between mankind and the Eridani first stranded the genetic paleontologists on Anee, a political argument soon developed over how mankind should treat their creations—specifically the Neanderthals. Certain technicians believed that by conscripting Neanderthals for use as laborers, humans could be left free to build the plasma missiles they hoped could destroy the Eridani warships circling Anee. Others correctly believed the effort would be wasted. Those who favored enslaving the Neanderthal formed an independent colony upon the island of Bashevgo. After two centuries of building, the Lords finally attacked the Eridani drones. The Slave Lords and their colony were nearly decimated in a counterattack, yet the offspring of the Slave Lords of Bashevgo still survive both upon Bashevgo and in the nation of Craal, and the Slave Lords prey upon both the Neanderthal and their human cousins.


Pwi—Neanderthals who have never been enslaved by the Pirate Lords call themselves Pwi, the family. By the time that the first humans were forced to move to Anee, the original colony of Neanderthals had covered most of the Eastern half of the continent they called “Homeland,” and Neanderthals numbered about two million. Pwi dialects and customs were diverging, and they were on the verge of splintering into several large tribes. But as the Neanderthals found themselves battling a common enemy, they regained a sense of common identity and called themselves only “family.”


Red drones—Orbital warships piloted by artificial intelligences sent by the Eridani to patrol the skies above Anee. Their neutron cannons destroy any mechanical vessel or organic being that climbs over four kilometers into the air. Originally, four warship were stationed over Anee, but two were destroyed by the Pirate Lords.


Sabertooth lion—Smilodon fatalis—a large tawny lion with very long, serrated canines. The sabertooth lions live in prides in grassy and low, wet areas. Because of poor eyesight and teeth that are not adapted for small prey, the sabertooth primarily hunts large herd animals. Some of its favorite victims are the bison, giant sloth, the giant beaver (a semiaquatic water rat weighing up to 500 pounds), the mastodon, the hippo-like toxodonts, and the giant capybara. On Earth, the sabertooth was such a successful predator, that when it overpopulated in 8000 BC, over-predation coupled with climatic instability caused the extinction of over a hundred other species. With its food base destroyed, the sabertooth soon became extinct.


Scimitar cat—homotherium. A solitary but powerful lion with yellow and brown stripes. Because of its elongated front legs, it runs with a bouncing gait, much like a jackal. The scimitar cat inhabits mountainous areas and hunts large prey by pouncing from a tree or rock. A female scimitar cat will often kill a young mastodon weighing 600 pounds and then drag it two miles so she can feed her cubs.


Sea serpents—Giant eel-like carnivores created by the Starfarers to keep animals from migrating across the ocean from one continent to another. Sea serpents can vary their color to conform to background, can grow to a length of 380 feet, and can attack prey in two ways: by swallowing the prey whole, or by strangulation. Thorn-like protrusions on the serpent’s armored scales tend to slice prey open when the serpent attacks by strangulation.
Young serpents are less than a meter in length when they hatch in the spring. They feed on fish for the first several months, and in their feeding frenzy drive great schools of fish up the rivers. Within six weeks the serpents grow to a length of sixteen feet and head for open waters and larger prey. At the end of their first year, serpents often measure over a hundred feet in length.


Slave Lords—Humans who enslave Neanderthals and other humans. Shortly after the red drones forced the human Starfarers into exile on Anee, some of the paleontologists began enslaving Neanderthals for use as miners, field hands, and domestic servants. The human Starfarers believed that if they could concentrate on developing weaponry to fight the red drones, they could escape Anee within a few centuries. But when their efforts failed, most of the Starfarers were killed, and much of their technology died with them. The few degenerate descendants of these Starfarers set up the nation of Craal, based upon a slave economy, and became known as the Slave Lords.


Starfarers—The genetic paleontologists and their crew who first began the work of terraforming Anee. By 2816, mankind had been engaged in genetically and mechanically upgrading himself for so long, that the Starfarers were, in a sense, no longer human. The Starfarers had hairless bodies of various colors, depending upon the shade of the symbiote they chose for their skin; had total recall of all they saw and heard; with mechanical aid could achieve virtual immortality; and the Starfarers had a genetically transmitted “dictionary” that gave all members of their race a knowledge of English and mathematics. When the Eridani destroyed the Starfarer’s space station above Anee, the Starfarers lost the technology that would allow them to pass their extended life-span on to their descendants, but some of their genetic upgrades remained.


Tantos—A powerful Slave Lord who rules the island of Bashevgo.


Terrazin Dragontamer—A Neanderthal psychic who used his powers to overthrow the island of Bashevgo.


Thrall—Any Neanderthal or human who is held as a slave. Generally, it refers to anyone who has spent years in slavery. Over generations, the Thralls developed a moral code and a society far different from that of the Pwi. In general, the Pwi consider the Thralls to be untrustworthy and brutal. Many tales tell of Thralls who practice cannibalism or who have become so accustomed to slavery that they themselves engage in it. Thralls who eventually escape their captors call themselves Okanjara, the Free Ones.






























About David Farland
David Farland is an award-winning, international best-selling author with over 50 novels in print. He has won the Philip K. Dick Memorial Special Award for “Best Novel in the English Language” for his science fiction novel On My Way to Paradise, the Whitney Award for “Best Novel of the Year” for his historical novel In the Company of Angels, and he has won over seven awards—including the International Book Award and the Hollywood Book Festival, Grand Prize—for his fantasy thriller Nightingale. He is best known, however, for his New York Times best-selling fantasy series The Runelords, which will soon be made into a graphic novel and, likely, a movie.
Farland has written for major franchises such as Star Wars and The Mummy. In the video game industry, he has been both a designer and a scripter and was the co-leader on the design team for StarCraft: Brood War.
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