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Long ago Earth's paleobiologists established the planet Anee as a vast storehouse of extinct species, each continent home to life forms of a different era. For a thousand years the starfarers' great sea serpents formed a wall of teeth and flesh that protected Smilodon Bay from the ravaging dinosaurs that swam across the ocean from Hotland. Now the serpents are gone and Anee is being ravaged by tyranny, war and slavery.
Tull, son to a human father and a Neanderthal mother, feels doomed to toil his life away as a common field hand, but his mission becomes clear when he takes action to save his homeland. Tull must seek a distant river in the slave nation of Craal, where young serpents can be found. Legend has it that Adjonai, the Neanderthal god of terror, is king of Craal. Yet only by facing this dark enemy can Tull hope to bring home his serpent catch alive. (Originally published under the name "Dave Wolverton")
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Chapter 1: Descending the Stair
Seven thousand feet above a drowsy world, basking in the summer sun, a cool breeze buffeted the spire of the Worm Tower, sending tiny vibrations humming through it, forming a single lonely note.
Tull Genet, the Tcho-Pwi, the no people, born half human and half Neanderthal, lay motionless on the smooth glass surface, seemingly pressed against the vault of heaven. His Neanderthal foster brother, Ayuvah hovered over him, eyes wide with wonder.
“You are a Spirit Walker!” Ayuvah shouted, grabbing Tull’s face. There was such surprise in Ayuvah’s face that his eyes could not have grown wider, his jaw could not have dropped further.
Tull had always been nothing, a no one. For a long moment, he could not quite untangle the words.
Tull’s sight dimmed, as if he would lose consciousness, and then he felt as if something inside him snapped, as if some part of him had been yanked a great distance only to land here on the tower.
He felt an overwhelming sense of peace, as is he were sitting beside a warm hearth, instead of lying her near Craal, at the edge of doom. The tower of Benbow glass, green as moss, felt cold and hard beneath him, and the sun, yellow again, seemed pitifully diminished after the silver and violet flame of his vision, did little to warm him. His mouth felt dry, his tongue leaden.
“Where did you go?” Ayuvah asked. “Did you walk the paths of the future?”
“I … flew toward the sun,” Tull said, working hard to shape the words. In only moments, it seemed, he had nearly forgotten how to speak. “But I heard you calling to me. So I came back.”
Phylomon frowned more deeply, rubbed his forehead with his hand. “Can you stand?”
“No,” Tull said, quite certain. All of his muscles felt mushy, uncoordinated. His spirit had left his body. Of that he felt sure, but in doing so he had broken connections with his flesh. He had left only for moments, but now he almost felt that he needed to relearn simple things.
Yet while I was gone, Tull realized, I learned more than I ever thought I could know.
It wasn’t that he was wiser. He couldn’t state categorically what he had learned. That the universe is large? That life is a journey, and in traveling hard roads, we become strong?
No, Tull could not quite name what he had learned.
Phylomon sighed. “Do you think you can walk in a bit?”
Tull considered. Obviously the other two could not carry him.
Ayuvah grinned widely. “Father says, that the shorter the walk, the quicker he can reattach to his body. But he says that it requires thought. It is like the little fingers on an anemone, reaching over and exploring, grasping so softly.”
Yes, Tull thought. He reached out with his spirit, with those tubules of light, and grasped at his flesh. He could feel it happening, but sensed no immediate change.
“Give me … few minutes,” Tull mouthed.
Phylomon reached for his water flask, took a sip, and slowly poured the rest for Tull. “The journey down is much easier,” he said. “We won’t need to hurry so much. Let’s sit. Tell us when you are ready for travel. That is, if you can walk at all.”
Tull nodded slightly. He lay still. Sweat streamed off him, and he was gasping like a landed fish. The long run to the top of the tower had left him exhausted. Yet as a he lay there, he could feel himself reconnecting. He had been climbing all day, yet he felt no physical sensation, no stiffness or pain. Everything he touched seemed dim, unreal.
He remembered Chaa after his Spirit Walks, and how he had just lain still. Tull now understood why.
The sensations in his body returned slowly; it took nearly an hour before he could feel his arms and hands. It was cool on top of this tower, and as the sun began to drop it would only get colder.
Tull climbed shakily to his feet. “Let’s get moving.”
The three descended slowly at first. Ayuvah held Tull’s shoulder to make sure that he didn’t fall. After a few minutes, Tull broke Ayuvah’s grip and tottered down under his own power.
After another half an hour, Phylomon suggested, “If you are up to it, we should hurry. We don’t want to get stranded on the stairs in the darkness.”
Tull was a Tcho-Pwi, taller than most Neanderthals, but with a Neanderthal’s broad muscles. He prided himself on this strength.
So they ran.
Down, down the crystal stair, the shadows lengthening on the plains below them. The clouds flowed past them, and as they ran through one, ice crystals tingled on Tull’s flesh. They were still 5000 feet above the ground, and they raced earth again, spinning, pausing only once to rest.
As they neared the bottom of the Worm Tower, stretching shadows on the hills caused new pictures to form on the ground. The doubled image of a man and a woman, the man selling her into slavery, drawing the figure eight upon her palm. Yet there was a subtle change from the image Tull had seen that morning, and it took a moment for Tull to notice it. The man and woman did not smile in either image. It was as if the artist Huron was trying to show a new way to view the relationship.
Instead, she stared at him in resentment while he frowned at her in cold anger. It was the same with all of the figures that began to appear—each image had become distorted, filled with pain and hopelessness. Tull realized that the downward spiral was the easier path, and he could see that one’s direction in life colored all of one’s perceptions. Yet the shadows remain but illusions, he realized. Actions might be the same, but perceptions changed.
Though the journey was easier on his legs, Tull’s feet became wet again with sweat. His mind reeled from running continuous circles, and he struggled to concentrate on always turning, stepping, turning. He plummeted beyond the families of beasts and beggars, beyond the world of thieves and businessmen, down to a crater where a man and woman engaged in bestial sex. Written in shadows upon the back of the woman’s hand was a single word Death.
The sun abruptly set, and Tull found himself running in darkness, into a black hole with no end.
He reached the landing, and because he was heading down, because he was running eternally down, his legs buckled beneath him and he fell into the ashes from the fire that Phylomon had set the night before.
For minutes Tull lay panting in the darkness, choking on soot, too dizzy to move any longer. He felt himself sinking, falling, forever into darkness.


Phylomon felt uneasy that night as he worked the cramps out of his legs beside a glowing fire. While Tull and Ayuvah practiced with sword and spear, the power of their blows, the frantic energy of their struggle, left him depressed.
Both of them were improving. With a few years of training, either one of them could fight display battles in Craal’s best arenas. He thought, If they are ever taken slave, arena fighting might not be such a bad life for them. With luck, they could live long enough to become trainers themselves.
But there was so much more to life. Phylomon would much prefer death to life in slavery, even a decent life in slavery.
Such dark thoughts left him in a foul mood. The day had not gone as it should have. The Worm Tower was supposed to be a teaching tool, but Phylomon wasn’t sure what Tull had learned.
Phylomon had asked him, and Tull had just shook his head, as if he couldn’t say.
There was defeat in Tull’s eyes. He had been beaten mercilessly as a child, left limping and crippled. But it wasn’t the boy’s physical condition that worried Phylomon, in was his emotional
You are a foolish old man, Phylomon told himself.
Though Tull expressed amazement at what he’d seen, he had ultimately come away baffled. Phylomon had hoped for more—to give the boy some direction, some initiative.
Somehow … Phylomon wanted the boy to become enlightened.
Tull was such a child. Couldn’t he see that the kings, the merchants, the great teachers, inventors, and artists of his generation were already alive, and Tull was among them? If Chaa could be believed, then Tull was destined for greatness.
Yet the boy had lain in the ashes at the bottom of the stairs, choking on defeat.
At dinner, Tull had found Wisteria still weak, but awake. He spoon-fed her and caressed her hair, and he spoke encouragingly about his run up the tower.
He then said something that intrigued Phylomon. Tull told his wife, “The tower is not a work of art, I’ve realized. It is the journey that one takes, that is the true work of art. Life is art, and we must sculpt ourselves to live it well.”
Phylomon suspected that the boy didn’t understand the import of those words. How could he? He was only nineteen.
Phylomon had lived a thousand years longer, had borne so much pain and grief, that he wondered if Tull could ever understand that always, in the face of pain and despair, learning to live and be happy was the greatest art of all. So much care and precision needed to be taken, so much balance had to be maintained.
Worst of all, Phylomon thought, the boy is a damned Spirit Walker.
He had not considered the possibility of such a thing, but here it was—a half-breed who was a Spirit Walker. Such powers, like the powers of the Dwea of old, had always been reserved only for the Pwi.
But over the past six hundred years, Phylomon had watched the blood lines mix, human and Neanderthals mating over and over again. So many humans who believed that their blood was pure would be ashamed to see how many Pwi ancestors they had.
A new species was emerging, Phylomon decided, something neither human nor Pwi. Only sixty years ago Phylomon had run across an unusual Pwi, a Dicton, a woman who carried two extra chromosomes that contained a dictionary of the English language. For generations, that characteristic had marked only a pure human heritage. Now, here was a Tcho-Pwi Spirit Walker.
Would the boy become subverted by the teachings of some damned Pwi shaman? Would he reject a technological future? Phylomon considered.
Tull had the potential to become a Spirit Walker, but he would need help, training. If Tull could be trained to become a Spirit Walker, he might become a great general. A human general would find it difficult to outmaneuver a Spirit Walker on the field of battle. Was that what Chaa had foreseen for Tull? And if Tull became enamored with his powers, with his magic, would he feel threatened by a technological future? Would he reject it?
Phylomon respected the psychic abilities of the Pwi, but how could those powers compare to technology? The Spirit Walkers could see the future, but technology would create that future. The Spirit Walkers could project their consciousness over great distances, even to other worlds. But technology would carry their children to those places.
Magic blinded them. What they took for power was a trap, instead. The Spirit Walkers could not enlarge their people’s understanding of the universe, heal the sick, or extend life. Only the Starfarers had accomplished these things. If only Tull could be made to see that!
Slowly, like the opening of a morning lily at the rising sun, Phylomon realized Tull could be made to see.
In the city of Sanctum, beneath the ancient flagstones that passed for streets, Phylomon hid a secret. Falhalloran, the ancient vehicle of the Starfarers, was perhaps the most powerful artifact on Anee. Falhalloran could demonstrate to Tull the power of the Starfarers. It would be dangerous to show Tull the power of the artifact, he realized. Too much power could fall into the wrong hands. But Chaa had said, “Do not fear to teach him your secrets.”
Phylomon weighed the risks. He had decided to die when he set foot on this journey. Perhaps it was too late to go back. Ah, to see Falhalloran one last time! Phylomon’s cramps made him feel old. Yes, he thought, it is time to pass my secret on.
***



Chapter 2: The River of Love
The next morning, the party began their arduous trek up the Dragon Spine Mountains, pushing and heaving their wagon. The huge barrel strapped to the wagon made it unbalanced, so that the wagon tilted on every slope. Wisteria and Tirilee had recovered from the Okanjara’s hallucinogenic drink enough to walk, but they often stumbled and were still too ill to help push the wagon.
That night the ground froze, and crystals of ice remained in the thick humus till noon. Pushing the wagon up the rocky hills was backbreaking, dangerous, and often tedious. On the second morning, Tirilee recovered enough to help push, but Wisteria vomited, her stomach trying to eject the residue of the poisons. She spent most of the day ill, so Phylomon put her on lookout.
They were in dragon country, and the high mountain slopes left them exposed. Dragons seldom attacked humans or Pwi, because the dragons’ genetic memories told them that these small animals were a normal part of the landscape. But the creatures became enraged by anything they recognized as “other.”
Four men hooked like appendages to a wagon would arouse the dragons’ curiosity, cause alarm. And on the second day climbing the Dragon Spines, a pair of red tyrant birds swooped from a cliff and began to circle dangerously.
The dragons shadowed the party, lighting on rocky out-crops, watching from trees. Phylomon worried that they might attack at night. So an hour before dusk, he stopped the wagon, loaded the swivel gun, and had the men wave rags to lure the dragons in. When the tyrant birds closed, he blew them from the sky.


The next morning, Wisteria felt well enough to help push the wagon, but the work exhausted her. It drove thought from her mind. Her muscles knotted, and all her energy seemed devoted to pushing the wagon up one rocky slope, then trying to slow its headlong flight down the next. Often she wept in rage and frustration when a wheel stuck in a hole. The work sapped all her energy.
Twice a day, Phylomon stopped to train them in weapons use, and he insisted that she take part, though he taught her only how to fight with a knife. Her belly became tight as a knot from the hard labor, and though she recalled nothing from her poisoning at Frowning Idols, she imagined she tasted the Okanjara’s drugs in the bile that rose from time to time. She wondered if she would ever fully recover.
As they climbed above the tree line, the world seemed to resolve into its barest elements—a sky of pure blue, grass of dull brown, pristine water, and rocks spotted yellow and orange and olive by lichens.
There was the land, the wagon, and the work. As Wisteria toiled through the stark and simple landscape, her anger and loss seemed to drop away.
One night, Tull laid out the bearskin blankets for her to sleep on, and for an hour he kneaded the knots in her shoulders and aching calves. She relished his touch, and rolled in closer, pressing against his warm body. “Are you cold?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. Tull went to the fire, got some large warm rocks, and wrapped them in doeskin to warm her. She hugged him tight, and with his body pressed against her, she wondered if he’d want to make love. She wanted to kiss him, to thank him for his kindness, but she did not feel ready for love-making.
Tull gazed into her face, so full of love for her, so much in awe. How could anyone ever feel that way about me? she wondered. She smiled at him. In her imagination, she said, You’re a good man, Tull. You’re as tender and devoted as any man I’ve ever met. And it isn’t enough. I know I should give myself to you the way you give yourself to me, but, God, don’t you see that you’re not enough for me?
Tull smiled faintly, stroked the curve of her breast and Wisteria suddenly felt sick to her stomach.
“Let’s not make love,” she said. “Not yet. I’m still too weak.”
Tull frowned, “You can push a wagon up a mountain all day, and be too weak for this?”
“Yes,” she said. His mouth tightened to a contrite smile, and she felt surprised at how gullible he was.
Tull shot her a long curious stare, as if to see if her face betrayed the lie. His arms turned limp at her waist.
The nausea in her stomach grew. Is this guilt I’m feeling? she wondered. Guilt for not loving someone who loves me so purely?
She knew it was more than that. She felt tenderness for him. She wanted his attention. But she couldn’t bring herself to love him.
Perhaps it was the thought of Mayor Goodman, waiting back in Smilodon Bay for her to betray the party. To pretend to love Tull seemed a worse betrayal than ruining the quest.
But that answer did not seem good enough. She’d been thrilled with the times she’d made love to Tull, the same way she’d been thrilled when she slept with Garamon Goodman, knowing that her life depended on her performance.


The next morning when Wisteria woke, she felt confused. They’d camped in a high valley, and she rose while the fog was low and the sun crept up. Everyone else still lay abed.
Tirilee lay against Phylomon. Tull slept soundly. Ayuvah had rolled so close to the smoldering campfire that if he moved another few inches, his furs would go up in flame. Scandal rested on his belly in his furs, and she could not tell if he slept. He could have been asleep, but one eye seemed narrowed to a slit.
She wanted to bathe, so she pulled off her clothes and pretended that Scandal watched her. She smiled at the thought, then threw her clothes over her shoulder and crept down to the creek, hoping not to awaken anyone.
The water was pure and clean and cold as ice, and she washed herself daintily at first, crouching by the creek and splashing her breasts and arms. When she grew used to the cold, she lay in the creek and closed her eyes.
She felt good, she decided. She was willing to forgive Tull for his weakness, for his cuddling. Hell, she thought, I’m almost willing to forgive Phylomon for killing my father.
She imagined herself telling Tull that she loved him, proving to the group that it was true by confessing that she had plotted with Mayor Goodman to sabotage the quest. Then, a little giddily, she imagined that she would thank Phylomon for killing her parents and leading her on this quest where she had found True Love, and she’d promise to help the others though it might cost her her life.
She laughed at the thought, bent back to let her hair get wet.
“What naughty little daydreams are you laughing about?” Scandal said softly. The fat cook squatted beside the creek, holding a green cotton towel over one arm, watching her.
Wisteria put a hand over her breasts, tried to cover herself, then realized dully that Scandal had been awake when she undressed, that he’d been watching her all along.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Scandal smiled at her. “Admiring your body. Feeling close to—oh, nature.”
“You’d better leave,” she said.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Scandal said. “They’re all out cold.”
Wisteria giggled with embarrassment. For a moment she didn’t understand why, and then she realized that she laughed because she was relieved to know that the others slept.
“You know,” Scandal said, pointing his finger, “I’m beginning to realize something about you.”
“What?” Wisteria said. She wondered if she should sit up, should cover herself more fully. But he had already seen everything, so what was the point?
“I’m beginning to realize that you, Wisteria, are a nasty lady. In fact, you’re an adulteress.”
“I’ve never committed adultery,” she said in defense. “I love my husband.”
“Of course you do,” Scandal said. “I’m sure you love him profoundly. But still, he doesn’t satisfy you.” As if to turn the subject, Scandal said, “Did you know that a Pwi woman has a larger birth canal than a human?”
“No,” Wisteria said reflexively.
“Ayaah, it’s true! She needs it. Pwi babies have such large skulls, with all that armor plating in their heads. So, you’d think that a Pwi man would need a larger organ to please his woman, right? But it’s odd, don’t you think, that human men actually have larger sex organs? The Pwi have got bigger hands, larger heads, more muscle. But in one area, they don’t compare. It’s a cruel trick of nature, and many a Pwi woman, I am sure, has mourned the fact. Pwi men are smaller than humans where it counts. Women who’ve tried both vastly prefer human lovers. Don’t you find that interesting?”
“No—yes, I mean no!” Wisteria said, flustered. He’d said that she was an adulteress, and she thought back to the night when she’d slept with the mayor. It did seem that with the mayor, she had enjoyed it more. Was it the size difference?
“Yes, you mean yes,” Scandal said, winking at her. “Let me tell you something. When I was young, I sailed round the world trading recipes. I studied hard to be a gourmet cook. But in all the ports of the world, I tried more than just the foods. In some places, I have heard, they still call me the ‘Gourmet of Love.’ And there is one thing I’ve learned in life: there are those who make love and there are those who don’t. You are destined to be one of those who do. You see, we belong to the great secret society of lovers. We have no particular hair or eye color to set us apart. We don’t need code words—we don’t even need to speak the same language—but wherever we go around the world, we recognize one another at a glance. And I know what you like: I can see it in your eyes. When I talk dirty to you, I can feel your arousal, hot and wet, like a thunderstorm sweeping in off the sea. I smell your desire as if it were perfume, as if it were the sweet scent of yellow roses blown through an open window.
“Now, let me dry you off?” Scandal asked.
Wisteria glanced guiltily uphill toward camp. Through the small strands of willows on the bank she spotted Phylomon making his way toward the creek.
“No,” she said, glancing quickly up and down the creek for someplace to hide. There was no cover close enough. “Throw me the towel—Phylomon’s coming!”
Scandal glanced back and tossed her the towel. She got up, wrapped it around her hurriedly.
Scandal turned his back to her just as Phylomon came around the trees.
“I … I beg your pardon Wisteria,” Scandal blustered. “I didn’t see you there!”
Phylomon stopped in his tracks, turned his head to the side modestly.
Wisteria complained, “If I’d known you would all be down here so quickly, I’d have bathed somewhere more private!”
“Please forgive us. We didn’t mean to intrude,” Scandal said, backing toward camp. Phylomon looked at Scandal disparagingly, but even Wisteria could see that Scandal’s cheeks were burning in genuine embarrassment—at having been caught.
Both men hurried back to camp without Phylomon offering any sign that he’d pursue the matter.
Wisteria toweled off and then pulled on her clothes. Her head was spinning. She could not be certain what she felt. Relief that Scandal was gone? The desire to bed him? Love for her husband, guilt for not loving him enough? Shame at the way the memory of making love to Garamon made her blood race? All of these and more.
When she returned to camp, Tull had risen. He hugged her, wrapped a fur around her. She hissed through her teeth, “You asked me to teach you how to love. You’d better start getting it right!”
Tull backed away, startled. Wisteria giggled at his confusion, and then kissed him passionately.
That day, as they pushed the wagon up over the pass, she welcomed the exertion, the mind-numbing forgetfulness it brought. The ground became rough, and they had to struggle to move the wagon as a team. When the wagon stuck on an uphill slope, and everyone pushed and pulled with all their might, Scandal and Phylomon always dug down deeper and found just a little more strength hidden within them, then they’d break the wagon free and move it higher.
Wisteria enjoyed working her frustration out on that miserable chunk of wood. Most of all, she loved being part of a team. For a few hours at least, like the sky and the water and the undefiled mountains around her, she felt pure.


That night they camped near the top of the Dragon Spines. At sunset the sky was clear and Tull could see pine forests and plains down the mountains beyond them. Tull looked out over the countryside as far as he could see. It was only four hundred miles over the White Mountains to Craal and Seven Ogre River.
They’d come nearly halfway to Craal. It seemed so far. Surely, no one in Smilodon Bay had ever been this far back in the Rough. Tull found that he was scouring the countryside, searching for the armies that Tchupa had promised, the Blade Kin with their war dogs and armored mastodons.
There was a bit of dirty snow on the ground and Wisteria and Tirilee took a cooking pot, went up on the ridge to scrape the snow and find the cleanest to boil for drinking water.
Scandal was trying to light a fire, and Phylomon sat on a black rock beside him, took off his necklace, and began striking it. It flashed like lightning, sending a call to the Creators, and Tull realized that it would also send a call to anyone in the valleys below.
Tull bent over a pair of leather moccasins and sewed new soles onto them. The journey took its toll in moccasins, and the sharp mountain rocks were especially bad. After the spear point that wounded Ayuvah’s foot, Tull realized that he needed to take good care of his feet if he was ever to finish the journey. Ayuvah walked up beside Tull.
“Brother,” Tull said, glancing at the bursts of light that sprang from Phylomon’s necklace, but spoke no further.
“How does the sky feel tonight?” Ayuvah asked.
“The sky is sad,” Tull said. “The sun grows cold and feels the darkness coming.”
“You are troubled,” Ayuvah said. “You have been troubled for a long time.”
Tull sighed. Many things troubled him, but he did not want to mention his fear of Craal. “I do not know what is wrong. It is my wife.”
“Human women,” Ayuvah said. “You should have married Fava.”
Tull looked at Ayuvah, and wondered if the Neanderthal was right. Fava had always been such a sweet girl. Tull understood her. He said slowly, “When I am kind to my wife, she becomes angry. I … I don’t know if she loves me.”
Ayuvah put his arm around Tull’s shoulder. “Who can understand a human? Does she profess love at all?”
Tull said, “She has professed love. When we married, I asked her to teach me how to love. I felt like a fool because … I wanted to please her. But now, she acts distant—strange. When I hold her, she leans into me, as if for comfort, then she slaps my hands away.”
Ayuvah said, “Perhaps you should teach her how to love.”
Tull could not explain why those words made him feel so empty. “She doesn’t want my kind of love.”
Ayuvah did not answer for a long time, then began to weep softly.
“Why are you crying,” Tull asked.
“Because I’m afraid for you,” Ayuvah answered. “I’m afraid you will lose your wife. She is not like a Pwi. She might not stay with you. I don’t know how to help you.”
Tull had never imagined that Wisteria would leave him. It was so unlike anything a Pwi would do, yet he knew that humans often rejected their mates.
Scandal had been trying to light a fire, and he looked up, embarrassed. “Look here, the way you’re talking, I’ve never heard anything so stupid! We ought to melt the two of you down for lard. Look, Tull—just because a girl wants a little excitement in bed, doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you! You can play her game. Take charge, keep her entertained!”
Tull resented the words. “Making love is not entertainment!”
“Oh, I can see that you’re going to grow into a stodgy old bastard. You’ll be plenty of laughs in bed. Problem is, the women will be laughing at you, not with you.”
“She’s the reason I draw breath. I don’t intend to make love for laughs.”
“Well, I’m sure you don’t, but have you thought about what she wants? Sex is like rabbit meat—it’s dull and flavor-less and not much good for anything. Why, did you know that if you eat rabbit meat and nothing else, you’ll die within a month? Called rabbit starvation. The rabbit doesn’t have either the fat or the flavor to keep a man alive. So, when you eat rabbit, you’ve got to saute it in onions and wine and butter, bring out the flavor a little, give it the right spice and add a little fat. The same thing happens with sex. If you sleep with a woman and don’t offer any spice, you’re liable to bore her to death in a couple of months. You need to give her a thrill once in a while!”
Tull looked at Phylomon for advice, but the blue man merely shrugged. “She seeks danger for entertainment,” he finally said. “Just as we all do. You Pwi hunt for eggs in Hotland, but prize carnosaur eggs above all others. The element of risk, the challenge, gives them greater value.”
“Exactly!” Scandal said. “Life isn’t worth living, unless you live it on the edge!”
“But no one would want to put their love in jeopardy,” Tull said.
“We do strange things,” Phylomon answered. “I’ve watched Scandal, and in a single night I’ve seen him insult a dozen customers. He puts his business in jeopardy. He knows that he serves a good table, fine whores. Perhaps he is testing his customers, seeing if they will put up with his abuse because they prize his fare. I’ve also known people who spend their entire living on frivolities so that they keep themselves in financial jeopardy. I’ve known men of great learning who propound idiotic theories so that their standing in the intellectual community is placed in doubt. Even you, Tull Genet, seek the face of danger. I saw how you wanted to find the Mastodon Men. You sought to peer into the face of Adjonai, the God of Terror.”
“So what are you saying?”
Phylomon thumped his medallion absently. Flashes of light washed the hillside. “Wisteria knows that you love her, but she also fears losing that love, and the fear thrills her. She pushes you away, hoping you will pull her back to safety.”
“To pull her close would be a lie. It would be like saying, ‘I love you no matter how much you hurt me.’ But if I lead her to believe that I do not crave her, I’d be lying.”
“For her,” Phylomon said, “right now love may be mere entertainment. If you want to keep her, entertain her.”
Ayuvah made a gagging sound, drew their attention. “Humans disgust me, to place love so low.”
Scandal laughed and Phylomon dropped his necklace. “Get out your weapons. It’s time for practice. Tonight, I think you should learn how to fight in the dark, when you are exhausted to the bone.”
Tull picked up his kutow and readied himself for battle.
As Tull raised his weapon, a great bird swooped and perched on the rock before Phylomon, watching them with yellow, unblinking eyes.
Tull had never seen a bird like it. It was gray, nearly large as a condor. Phylomon spoke to it slowly. “We need your help. The serpents are gone from the coast at Smilodon Bay, and saurs have crossed the ocean from Dervin’s Peninsula. We do not know why the serpents are gone. You must restock the oceans in this area immediately. We are going to Seven Ogre River to catch some young serpents, in hopes that we can return them to the coast, but we need your help.”
Phylomon threw out his arms, scaring the bird away, and smiled. “At least now the Creators will be aware of our predicament.”
“Will they answer us?” Ayuvah asked.
“Who knows?” Phylomon said. “The minds of the Creators are not like ours. They sit in their caves and nurture their creations. It probably won’t strike them as important to reply. Certainly a Creator will not come to see us, but they might send a messenger—one that can speak—to request more information. At the very least, they will look into the problem. They are single-minded in their effort to maintain the balance of this planet. They will not let the eco-barriers fail another season.”
“Can we go home?” Scandal asked.
“No. The Creators can recreate the genetic structure of anything living on this planet, but they cannot do it faster than it would take for the normal process to occur. When that bird reaches its Creator, even if the Creator were to begin gestation immediately, the eggs would not hatch until next year.”
“That isn’t fast enough,” Tull said. “Chaa said carnosaurs will be here by spring.”
“If nothing else, the Creators can localize the infection,” Phylomon said. “If we can keep the carnosaurs from spreading, the dragons will clean them out eventually. Still, there’s no telling how many people would die. We must go on. Gentlemen, get your weapons. It’s time for practice.”
***




Chapter 3: Phylomon’s Message
A week later, a dozen miles from Sanctum, they pushed their wagon over a mosquito-ridden bog into a grassy field. Scandal raised a shout. At the far end of the field, near a stand of spruce, a herd of woolly mammoths grazed by a pool. They were tended by four Hukm that had begun shedding their brown summer fur for coats of winter white.
Tull and the others pushed their wagon forward with such eagerness that soon the whole party moved at a run. The Hukm spotted them and casually walked into the trees, then returned from the shadows carrying war clubs.
They appeared to be a small family—a large female, her husband, two boys. Yet the Hukm boys were taller than Phylomon. Unlike humans and Pwi, who wear clothing out of a sense of modesty, the Hukm wore clothing only for decoration. Each was adorned with haphazard collection of bandoleers, armbands made of bark, or belts. They wore ornaments made of colored shells and agates in their ears and noses.
“Wait!” Phylomon shouted in an attempt to slow the others. “They’re afraid of us. They have been at war with the Craal for eight hundred years. They don’t like us any better than others of our ilk. Just because we want them to loan us a mammoth, doesn’t mean they will. Let me speak to them.”
The party stopped, and Phylomon waved his left hand in the air as a sign that he wanted to speak. The big female that led the group motioned him forward. They stood for nearly half an hour. Phylomon spoke in finger talk, and the big female answered him in kind, occasionally grunting or barking for emphasis. Phylomon finally returned.
“They’ve agreed to barter over dinner. The Hukm don’t use fire, so we won’t be able to cook. Don’t make any aggressive moves. Leave your weapons. And don’t smile or show your teeth. They’ll see it as a ‘baring of fangs.’ Don’t speak, even among yourselves. They might worry that you’re plotting against them. So keep silent. I’ll do the talking.”
The Hukm grabbed two logs and pulled them side by side. The four Hukm sat on one log, Tirilee and the humans and Pwi sat on the other.
The great female, who stood ten feet tall and measured four feet at the shoulders, walked forward and sniffed each member of the group. Her hair had been cut in the front, to keep it from falling in her eyes, and she wore only a dark red bandoleer of cedar bark. When she moved in close to smell him, Tull could see that the bandoleer was a pouch filled with small cured leaves.
Tull looked into her dark brown eyes, and inhaled. She smelled of open grasslands and mammoth hide, like something wild. She reached forward and touched his chest, very gently, with one finger. When she passed on to Wisteria, she lifted one of Wisteria’s breasts, then pointed at her own relatively small breast, as if to say, “I am a woman, too.” There was a look of respect in the Hukm’s eye. Only when she studied Wisteria, did she look at an equal.
The Hukm moved on. When she checked Tirilee, she failed to notice the Dryad’s budding breasts. She gestured to Phylomon, pointed out Wisteria, let her hand fall and her fingers waggle.
“She will barter for use of a mammoth only with you,” Phylomon said. “Since you are a woman, you will understand how she loves her mammoth children. She wants me to translate for you.”
“But,” Wisteria protested, “I don’t know what to say to these animals.”
“Try to see them as more than animals,” Phylomon answered. “The only thing we have that they would want are Scandal’s spices. We’ll use those to barter.”
“All right,” Wisteria said.
Scandal went to the wagon and brought out the spices. Compared to the size of a mammoth, the packets of black tea, vanilla beans, cinnamon, ginger, sage, cardamom, anise, and dried orange peel were tiny.
Yet when arrayed on the ground, the Hukm went wild. They fingered the tiny wooden boxes, recognizing their great worth, and the two young Hukm actually drooled. The Hukm quickly made an offer. They’d obligingly take the spices in return for a mammoth, provided that the two young Hukm escort the party the length and breadth of the entire journey.
Wisteria and Phylomon discussed the offer for a long time. Hukm were dangerous, and did not understand the ways of humans. Yet they would not let the mammoth go without an escort. Under his breath, Scandal whispered, “God! Not all of them! These spices are worth a fortune in steel eagles!”
Many of the spices had traveled two thousand miles by sea and could be bought only at great cost.
Wisteria countered the offer—one-quarter of the spices in return for a mammoth, and the haggling was on.
The Hukm came forward to sniff each spice, each of the teas. They savored the exotic aromas—rejected some and sorted others into piles. As the day wore on, hunger forced the Hukm to dip into their pouches for dried fruit.
Scandal went to the wagon and brought out dried apples, pears, and pickles to feed the party. After several hours, the dealing wore down. The party would pay nearly three-quarters of the spices for the mammoth, but Scandal was relieved to find that the Hukm rejected some of his most expensive herbs.
When the bartering was done, Tull stretched himself and crossed his legs. He sat for a moment, then looked over at one young Hukm. The boy was breathing heavily, and seemed to be glaring at Tull. Tull watched the youngster for a moment, then glanced at Wisteria and the others beside him. The young Hukm was obviously glaring at him. Tull uncrossed his legs. The Hukm stood and roared.
Tull smiled at the creature, and it charged. Tull remembered that he was not supposed to smile.
Tull jumped up, and the Hukm swung. Tull threw himself backward. The blow caught him in the chest and sent him flying twenty feet. When he hit ground, Tull was still trying to figure out if he could move as the Hukm jumped on him—six hundred pounds crashing onto his chest and belly. Tull heard ribs snap, saw the young Hukm’s mother struggle to pull him off. After all of the care I’ve taken to keep from injuring my feet, he wondered, how will I push the wagon with broken ribs? Although the mother smacked her lips together to make the sound Chup, Chup, the whole scene seemed strangely quiet.


Tull woke to creaking wagon wheels. The wagon bumped with a jounce; the motion knocked the air from his lungs. He looked up and could tell immediately that he was bedded in the great oak barrel where the women had convalesced. Tirilee sat beside him, holding his hand, and Wisteria slept at his side. He jerked his hand away from the Dryad, but she just watched him, as if mesmerized.
“Water,” he said.
“Tull is awake,” Tirilee shouted to the others, scrambling from the barrel. “I’ll get you some water,” she called over her back. The wagon kept moving, and Wisteria stirred, sat up on one elbow. “Are you all right, my love?”
“My chest feels tight,” Tull said.
“Phylomon wrapped it. You’ve got at least six broken ribs. You’ll have to stay down.”
Tirilee returned with a flask, said “Here,” and poured some water in his mouth.
“What happened?” Tull asked.
“You pointed the sole of your foot at a Hukm.” Tirilee said. “It’s one of about a thousand things you never do to a Hukm!”
“Phylomon’s very sorry,” Wisteria said. “He’s apologized a dozen times. He said he should have warned us before we met for the parley. The Hukm can’t speak much, so they waggle their tails, move their fingers, use gestures. Pointing your foot at a Hukm roughly means ‘you smell like dung.’ It didn’t help when you smiled at him afterward.”
Tull smelled the stink of woolly mammoth, heard the steady plod of its feet. The Hukm had obviously struck a bargain. He said, “I’ll try to remember that.”
Tirilee said in her high, chiming voice, “Phylomon has warned the Hukm not to get upset by our nasty habits. But still, you must remember to always go downwind from camp to relieve yourself, and make sure you go at least two hundred yards. They don’t like the smell. And don’t pee on bushes, since they might want to eat the leaves. Most of the things that offend them are so strange you’d never do them anyway. For instance, never bark like a fox behind their backs. But some things you might do by accident. For example, never point your little finger at the Hukm, don’t yell at their mammoths, and don’t wiggle your butt from side to side when you are standing still. And don’t wear anything red, since that is the color of war, and don’t kill any birds—since those are the messengers of heaven.”
“And don’t clench your fist and hold it over your head,” Wisteria said, “That’s another bad one, because they think you are trying to throw a curse.”
“And don’t spit in their direction,” Tirilee added.
“Or if you want to be nice to them,” Wisteria continued, “throw a handful of leaves to the wind at sunset to feed the spirits of their dead.”
“Or you can hold your hand open at sunset,” Tirilee said, “if you don’t have leaves to throw.” The girls looked at each other. “We’d better get Phylomon to go over the list again. I know there are a hundred more things he told us.”
“At least a hundred,” Wisteria said. “Still, Scandal thanks you. You saved some of his spices. The Hukm were embarrassed by the incident, so they settled for a better price.”
“We got our mammoth,” Tull said more in satisfaction than as a question. He did not need to worry so much about carrying his share of the load.
“We’ve got two,” Tirilee answered. “Short Tail—the Hukm who tried to kill you—he’s driving the wagon now. His brother, Born-in-Snow, has a mammoth up ahead clearing a trail. We’re going very fast. We’ll be in Sanctum tomorrow.”
Tull leaned his head back and smiled. Sanctum. It sounded like a good place to be.
***





Chapter 4: Sanctum
Phylomon felt nothing for Sanctum anymore but the vaguest sense of nostalgia. Although the starbase had been his childhood home, and he remembered it perfectly from those days, it had been vacant for so many centuries that it was but a pale shadow of what it once had been. Seen from across the plain, it glimmered like a handful of gems, even at twenty miles. When the group was half a day’s journey from the city, they began to come on herds of mammoths, great shaggy beasts that stood with dark shoulders high above the plains, painted tusks curling up and back toward their trunks. A band here, a band there.
Sometimes only a few with painted tusks, sometimes a hundred. Always the Hukm stood nearby in the shade of sprawling oaks, fingering massive clubs as they watched the strange party of humans, Pwi, the Dryad, and Hukm.
The group reached Sanctum at sunset. Only the skeleton of the city remained—eleven towers of Benbow glass forming countless beams. Two miles above the plain, the towers flared into wide platforms, each at distinct levels. The ruins of Sanctum sat on those platforms. The walls and floors had burned or rotted away, leaving only frames of incredibly thin and graceful towers, with arches hundreds of feet tall that often spilled off the platform. One could see where entire households had stood suspended above the plain.
Phylomon recalled the sense of security the city had given him as a child of six. He remembered watching from the windows as a gray storm swept over the plains below. During a tremendous lightning display, a pack of dire wolves separated a baby mammoth from its herd, and then hamstrung it. That was back when shuttles still flew between Anee and Falhalloran, their orbital space station; Phylomon had felt secure and powerful to be a Starfarer. He’d tried to imagine what it was like to be young mammoth, living on the dirty ground in a wild storm. Now he smiled at the memory. After so many hundred years living in the wild, he could not help but laugh at the naïve child he’d been.
The Hukm had gathered at Sanctum by the tens of thousands to begin their annual migration south, and upon the ruined crossbeams of the tower, young Hukm climbed and capered, hanging strips of colored cloth as pennants, hanging streamers of clam shells and painted wood chips. Many young Hukm carried small trumpets made of ox horn, and when they saw that the wagon drew close, they all sounded their horns in warning.
As the wagon came in, the Hukm gathered to sniff and bark at the humans and Neanderthals. Many Hukm had turned white, gaining their winter coats, and some swung war clubs threateningly overhead, but none dared touch Phylomon, for he was well known here. As the Hukm saw Tirilee they scurried away, for they feared the young Dryad. The cart pressed through the crowd, past stalls where Hukm traded oats and sugarcane, prunes and dried apples, rope and pumpkins. They were ushered to the tribal matriarch, Ironwood Woman, who wore a great necklace of thousands of intricately carved oak beads.
Phylomon was glad that she was willing to speak to him, for only by gaining the matriarch’s protection could his band remain safe among the wild Hukm.
She barked orders for her workers to lavish food on the party and to make up beds of leaves, instantly making Phylomon wary. He’d met Ironwood Woman several times, and she’d merely tolerated him—never had she been warm. She wanted something.
Phylomon passed through the evening as if in a dream, for he would look on the skeletons of the towers and see the shuttle port hanging in the sky as it had in his youth, see the city with its piercing lights shining silver above the plains.
When the group was fed and their beds laid, Ironwood Woman crawled to them, her wooden necklace clacking on the ground, bringing gifts of hazelnuts.
She bowed low to Phylomon, so that her snout touched the ground, then rose up and spoke in finger language.
Ironwood Woman warned him of Blade Kin outposts in the White Mountains, of the numbers of raiders patrolling each pass. She told him that there were more Blade Kin in the mountains than there had ever been before. “Sixteen thousand of us Fruit People died this summer,” Ironwood Woman told him gazing at the ground in reverence for the dead. “The traders from the south take tubes of glass from Benbow and sell them to Blade Kin. The Blade Kin make sticks of death, and kill us Fruit People.”
Phylomon shook his head at the loss. The Hukm were losing their long war. He promised, “I will go to Benbow this winter and hunt down the men who are selling rifle barrels to the Crawlies.”
Ironwood Woman warned him in finger language, “They kill us Fruit People from a long way off, but they do not see at night, so we kill them in the dark. Killing the men who sell glass is good. But we hope for more. Our legends tell of the times when you raided the strongholds of the Slave Lords.”
“That was many winters ago,” Phylomon said. “I have not raided their villages since before your grandmother was born. There are too many of them now.”
“If you lead our army, we will send fifty thousand warriors with you this winter. When ice freezes the ocean, we will cross to the islands of Bashevgo and kill the Pirate Lords in their sleep.”
Phylomon was stunned by the immensity of what she was asking. “That would be a great battle, and many slavers would die, but I fear that all your warriors would die in such an attack, too. In Bashevgo, they would all die.”
“I swear upon the bones of my foremothers,” Ironwood Woman said, “that if we do not destroy Bashevgo now, all the Fruit People will die, cowering in fear. We would rather die as hunters.”
Phylomon had seen the Hukm’s fighting tactics. They fought as they lived, wandering back and forth across the continent in caravans. They had no strongholds. They lacked military discipline. “Even if we destroy Bashevgo tomorrow,” Phylomon countered, “the lords of Craal have millions of people in the west. They would come back and fill it with men more evil than the ones we kill.”
“Bashevgo is on this side of the White Mountains,” Ironwood Woman said. “If we take Bashevgo, we will keep the east free for the Hukm and Pwi. We will capture their fire cannons. The lords of Craal could send their men to take Bashevgo, but if the free people of the Rough are there, we will destroy the armies of Craal.”
Phylomon felt astonished. Never had the Hukm fought beside humans and Pwi. Their hatred for other races was so old, so well known, that he doubted they could join such an army. Yet Ironwood Woman had made the offer. He remembered his history books from long ago. War and greed were the two legs that the industrial and technological revolutions had been founded on. For centuries he’d been trying to initiate a technological era, and here the opportunity presented itself. In Craal, technology was produced out of greed; in the Rough it grew because of the necessity of war.
“If you take the island of Bashevgo,” Phylomon said, “and you leave your Hukm to defend it, you will need food to last the winters. Also, you will need to learn to use the tools of the Slave Lords. You will need to learn how to run their generators that take power from the sea and sun. You will need to learn to maintain the fire cannons that protect their coast. You will need to learn to sail their ships. Are the Hukm ready to do this?”
“The Fruit People do not like to float on water,” Iron-wood Woman said. “We will bring food to our people when the ice freezes the ocean.”
“The ice does not freeze the ocean every year. You must learn to sail ships, just as the Pwi and the humans sail ships.”
“We do not like the water,” Ironwood Woman said.
“I won’t lead your army, unless your people learn to use the ships,” Phylomon countered, calculating how long it would take to prepare an attack. It was too late this year. Next winter at the earliest—two winters was better. Before he realized it, he was trapped. The very notion that he’d lead a raid on Bashevgo after four centuries was incredible. What had Chaa said? “If you go on this journey, you will not live three more years.” If Phylomon accepted this position, he’d set himself up to fulfill the prophecy in grand style. But it was worth it.
“We will learn to sail the ships,” Ironwood Woman said. She bent and slapped both hands on the ground, offering a Hukm oath, and the negotiations were done.
That night, Phylomon sat up with the Hukm and watched the sky. The Hukm seldom used fire, and so the night was clear. It was the season for the Festival of the Dragon—a yearly celebration of the start of winter. The hills were thick with dragons. Every night they flew high into the air, obeying a genetic impulse planted by the Starfarers long ago.
In ages past, the struggle of the upward climb killed the oldest dragons as they succumbed to weak hearts. But since the Eridani had sent their orbiting war-ships, the red drones, things had changed.
The red drones attacked the rising dragons, as if they were spaceships climbing into the sky. The drones shot the dragons down so that they dropped flaming from the sky. Ironwood Woman lay back and watched the sky, and Phylomon did too. This was sufficient cause for celebrating the Festival of the Dragon—to watch the dragons die.
One of the two warships reached its zenith at sundown and shone like a brilliant red comet. Several great-horned dragons flashed their leather wings as they soared in the moonlight. For hours the dragons climbed. Phylomon calculated that the red drones did not allow flight above fifteen thousand feet. As a dragon climbing under the cold autumn moon reached this ceiling, a finger of white light would shoot from the drone. Touched by flame, dragons fell like burning stars.
After several hours, Phylomon saw only three dragons fall. “When I was young,” he told the others, “more would die.”
“Ayaah,” Scandal said. “That’s a fact. My grandfather told me the same. The dragons don’t fly that high anymore.”
Phylomon lay and thought: if a genetically linked trait proved fatal, then it was less likely to be passed on. Someday, no dragons would ever fly above that fifteen-thousand foot ceiling. Their numbers would increase, and they would take a heavy toll on the megafauna as they foraged. The world was evolving in ways that the Starfarers had not intended.
All day, Phylomon had been considering a way to show Tull the power of Falhalloran. Now, he saw a way to show everyone. It was time to cull the dragons.
***






Chapter 5: Burning Rain
At dawn, while the Hukm slept, Phylomon took Ayuvah into the hills with nothing but a day’s rations. Tull would not have seen them leave but for a pain in his ribs that woke him at odd hours. Tull, Scandal, and the women were forced to stay in camp, for they were surrounded by the wild Hukm.
That night when the two men returned, Ayuvah bore an odd look of wonder on his face. Scandal asked them where they’d been, but Phylomon evaded the question, his tone carrying enough authority that no one dared ask again.
Yet a few hours later, while others sat around a fire and ate, Ayuvah brought a bowl of cold fruit to the wagon for Tull. “I have been to Falhalloran today,” Ayuvah said, “the city of new birth, where the humans created our forefathers. I spoke to a man made of fire, and entered his chest, and found that it was the doorway to the city. I sat on a couch that floated like dandelion down, and a beam of light burned teachings from the Starfarers into my head.”
“What kind of madness is this?” Tull asked. He knew that Falhalloran had been a spaceship, a city many miles across that floated in the sky where the Starfarers worked for hundreds of years to perfect the plants and animals that they put on Anee. But Ayuvah spoke as if the city were a man, as if the city were still intact. “Falhalloran was destroyed by the red drones of the Eridani. It dropped from the sky like a duck that has been shot with an arrow.”
“The city was not killed,” Ayuvah said. “Phylomon buried it near here, but it still lives!”
Tull scratched his thin beard. Ayuvah talked as if this were a creature, not a building or a spaceship. In an effort to understand, Tull attacked another way. “What did this man of fire tell you to do?”
“The man of fire did not instruct me,” Ayuvah said. “The man of fire, I think, is the Animal Guide for the city. It was the city who instructed me. The Starfarers gave it a brain of its own. It told me and Phylomon how to set up the machines that will start the Festival of the Dragon as it was meant to be. We set symbols of power and light and sound in the woods, and configured them. Tonight, we will see the festival as the Starfarers meant it to be, for the first time in a thousand years.”


At sundown, a thick mist swallowed the city of Sanctum, an unnatural fog that flowed across the landscape from three directions—the north, the southeast, and the southwest. It rolled over the ground faster than any Hukm could run, and though Phylomon had spread the word of the festival, many Hukm fled from the fog, for it cracked and sizzled like fat frying in a skillet, and it crept unnaturally low to the ground, never more than four or five feet, so that those who got caught in it could no longer see their feet and stumbled in their attempts to escape.
The Hukm pulled out their great horns and blew in warning, and the clear bellows of the horns swept over the land and echoed off the nearer hills. The mammoths in the field trumpeted in fear. The fog rolled forward until it met at Sanctum, and all three waves collided at the great central pillars that still supported the skeleton of the city.
From the very ground music swelled up, a haunting call that could have been a distant panpipe or even a voice. It came from all directions at once, as if the stones had broken into song, and the volume was tremendous, yet it seemed to be far away.
In the mountains, dragons sounded their warning cries of grawk, grawk. Tull heard flapping wings, but realized it must be something in the music, an imitation of the flapping of wings. The composition continued to ring through his head, and he could not be sure whether the music was inside him or outside, but in the song, Tull heard Tirilee singing, “Come. Come to me!”
He bolted straight, and thought he must have fallen asleep. He heard the call again, and realized it was not Tirilee but the beautiful voice of some other Dryad who sang.
Suddenly, far in the distance, as if wakened from sleep, a giant Pwi stood. He seemed for a moment to be made of cloud, but he solidified until he looked as alive and fleshy as any Pwi—yet he stood a hundred feet tall, and although he was a mile away, Tull could see him as clearly as if he stood at arm’s length.
The young Pwi warrior wore a black loincloth, and had flowing hair the red of autumn maple leaves, with fierce blue eyes. He was chained to the earth hand and foot, and he struggled to break his irons.
In the distance, the Dryad sang to him, and the giant searched in all directions, looking for the singer. Forests of pine arose, trees a thousand feet tall, so that they surrounded Sanctum, and each tree was as twisted and craggy as any that lived, so the Pwi stood helpless, trapped in a haunted forest.
Now the singing Dryad appeared, leaping from beneath the fog-shrouded ground, bursting into the air, with robes of cloud that shone like starlight. Wings magically sprouted from her back—as translucent as those of a dragonfly, with veins of shimmering cinnabar.
She sang in a mocking, lilting voice, a song of love without words. Her hair was as dark as the trunk of a pine, in the wet of winter, and her face was more pale and beautiful than anything Tull had ever dreamed.
For a moment, she fell quiet; in the distance dragons screamed. Tull wondered if their cries were part of the music, and he looked out over the valleys. In the moonlight he saw winged shadows flying from the mountains and plains all around—great-horned dragons and tyrant birds, even swift dragons no larger than magpies. Thousands of dragons were winging from the mountains and foothills.
Tull studied Scandal’s face for a sign of a reaction; the fat man sat by a pile of fruit where he’d eaten his dinner, nervously shoving an apple into his mouth while he watched the show above. Ayuvah cast his eyes about in awe, seeming to try to catch everything at once, while Tirilee stood like a statue, glaring at the scene in subdued rage. Wisteria clenched Tull’s hand, and her palms were hot and sweaty. Most of the Hukm stood with round eyes, like mournful dogs, mesmerized.
The Dryad continued her song in the ancient tongue of the Pwi. Tull could make out only a few words, “delicious pears … garden … come out … desert places.” For each word he understood, a dozen passed him by. Yet he understood the gist of the tale—the young man was chained to his love for a dead woman. He wanted to go lie down in the House of Dust with his lover, but the Dryad called him back to the land of the living, offering the sweetest of gifts if he would spend his life with her.
But it was not to be, for the dragons were coming now from the distant lands, and the Dryad, as she circled the skeletal pillars of Sanctum, dancing in flight, cast fearful glances at the approaching dragons.
Come the dragons did—real dragons, hoary old beasts ripe from the mountains, young dragons with dripping jaws fresh from their kills. The sight of a giant woman projected into the air drew them. It was strange and vast and somehow threatening at a fundamental dragons. They’d been bred to kill such things.
They flew at great speed, and the Dryad was forced to dance in ever-quickening spirals, to evade their jaws.
Soon they chased her as if they were a great swarm of blackbirds that darkened the sky, and they cried out in madness at their inability to catch the winged woman.
At last she fled above the plains, she called to the young man to accept her gift and live free.
But he prayed instead to Adjonai, the God of Terror, and with a crash of thunder his chains burst.
Dark wings sprouted on his back, blacker than night. He thundered high into the air, intent on attacking the knot of dragons that lashed out at the winged Dryad. He caught the rearmost dragon, tossing it down, and the creature burst into flames at his touch and came roaring to the ground not a quarter of a mile from Tull’s camp.
The Dryad raced toward the young man for protection, and for a moment they met in the sky and soared up, up, as if they would touch the moons.
The dragons followed, a spiral of wings, like starlings chasing a pair of owls.
Some of them latched onto the young man by the leg, trying to drag him down like dire wolves, slashing at him with their horns.
The dragons’ mouths burst into flame at the touch, and they roared in pain. The young man cried out as the dragons ripped great shreds of flesh from him. Blood rained on the crowd in great patters, and the smell of burning metal filled the air.
Some Hukm roared and shook their war clubs in the air; others howled and hooted and beat the ground with fists, enraged at the spectacle; many of them ran to Phylomon so that a crowd filled the camp.
The winged Dryad cried in terror, tried to rush back for her young love. She tried to pull him up from the jaws of dragons that tore at his legs.
Tull could not understand why the Hukm were so frantic, but Wisteria shouted to Phylomon, “Stop! You’ve got to make them stop! The dragons are killing him!”
“That is the way it is supposed to be,” Phylomon yelled over the roar of the Hukm. “With his death, he buys her freedom.”
Tull suddenly realized why the Hukm were angry. “They are alive! Aren’t they?” Tull shouted. “At first I thought them clever illusions. But those creatures are alive!”
The Hukm roared in anger, and Tull pushed his way to Phylomon, for he feared that the Hukm would attack. He pulled his sword of Benbow glass to guard the Starfarer while the Hukm loomed around them both.
Phylomon shouted, his words nearly lost over the rage of the Hukm and the battle cries of dragons. “Of course, they’re alive, but they are not flesh!”
Tull looked at him in horror, and Phylomon tried to explain. “They are creatures made of plasmas—heated gases. The Starfarers called them piezoforms. The Pwi and his love are no smarter than cats! Generators under the city create gravity holes so they can come to life here for a few hours. Yet they think! They feel!”
A great dragon soared up and ripped at the Dryad’s shoulder, and she cried in pain and dropped toward the city to evade it. For a moment, the Hukm all hooted in fear. “Yes, they are alive!”
Tull shouted, “But your people can’t do this—create a living being and watch it die—for mere entertainment!”
Phylomon looked at the young Tcho-Pwi. “Don’t you understand? Why do you think the Starfarers created you?”
Tull stepped back, reeling from the realization that he’d been created for amusement. He understood now. In the eyes of the Starfarers, with their near immortality, his life was so temporary that it must have seemed fleeting. The Starfarers, like gods, would have looked down from Sanctum and smiled to see his pain, would have mocked his accomplishments, abhorred his stupidity, would have watched him until he bored them, and then would have turned away.
Tull stepped back from Phylomon. He looked up. The winged Dryad swooped down to rescue—no, to die with—her lover. Dragons swarmed about them both, ripping, clawing, tasting doom in mouths full of burning plasma. Like the ill-fated couple, the dragons were no smarter than cats, creatures of pure instinct.
Yet, Tull realized, the dryad had feelings, compassion. She expended her life for another.
“She has a nobility that the Starfarers lacked,” Tull shouted at Phylomon.
The lovers flapped their wings and pitifully, rose higher. All at once, the red drone moved over the horizon, like a great orange shooting star.
Tull had never seen the red drone when its engines kicked in—it had always been a placid little star. Now in the blink of an eye it flitted almost directly overhead.
The Eridani warship opened fire. Streaks of light rained down on the dragons quickly, and out over the plains they dropped in rain of flaming cinders.
The young Pwi and his winged love broke free and soared even higher into the sky, beyond Sanctum’s gravimetric fields into a realm where no dragons could follow. There the lovers suddenly expanded and dissipated, their plasma smearing across the starlit sky like watercolors in the rain.
The dragons croaked and flapped their leather wings under the moonlight and struggled to reach what was left of the young couple.
They died in fire for their efforts.
When the show was over, while the dragons still croaked and shot upward and died, Ironwood Woman came to the group, a cape of black scimitar cat hide over her shoulders. The look in her eyes was hard to define—rage, fear, horror. Tull wondered briefly if she would order their executions.
She bowed to Phylomon so that her stubby tail bobbed in the air. As she stopped before him on her hands, the rest of the Hukm followed suit, so that across the plains ten thousand Hukm bobbed their tails in the air. Tull did not have to understand their language to see the reverence in their act. She was saying, “You Starfarers are gods.”
***







Chapter 6: Man on Fire
The next morning, Tull woke to the smell of breakfast cooking—corn cakes and beef jerky. Scandal, Ayuvah, and Tirilee sat glumly around the wagon, eating. Nearly all the Hukm were asleep, thrown on the ground like giant dolls, sleeping with clubs at their sides. They did not like the human camp, with its ever-present fire and smelly humans, so they slept far away, and most of them would not rise until late afternoon.
Half a mile away, Phylomon sat beneath a tree with Ironwood Woman, their fingers working as they talked.
Tull walked over to the fire, stretched, and dished up a plate. “What’s going on over there?” he asked, nodding toward Phylomon and Ironwood Woman.
“War plans, I gather,” Scandal said. “Ironwood Woman wants to attack Bashevgo, and Phylomon plans to lead her battle.”
“Hunh,” Tull grunted. The less such things were spoken of, the better. If the wrong person were to hear the battle plans, they would become common knowledge in the halls of the Slave Lords on Bashevgo.
Scandal said, “Ayuvah here was just telling us about the man of fire that he saw. He says there’s a cave filled with artifacts from Falhalloran.”
Tull felt stung. He did not like that word artifacts. The laser cannons at Bashevgo were artifacts. The hoversleds that the Lords of Craal rode down the streets were artifacts. Benbow glass and Phylomon himself were artifacts. Always that word was used when speaking of things of power. It was not a word that inspired peace of mind.
“I was just thinking,” Scandal said, “That the man of fire might be more help to us right now than a barrel of sea serpents would. I mean, Ayuvah here says that the man of fire gave him and Phylomon some kind of token that let them create those monsters last night, and if the man of fire can create monsters to kill dragons, surely he could make something to kill anything that swims over from Hotland.”
“Possibly,” Tull said, though he suspected that Phylomon would have suggested the possibility first, if it could really be done. “We should ask Phylomon.”
Scandal cleared his throat, “Aah, not so fast there, Friend. Perhaps we should ask Phylomon, and then again perhaps we should keep our thoughts to ourselves. Ayuvah, when you were in the cave, did you see anything worth money?”
“I—uh—don’t know,” Ayuvah said. “I saw the man of fire, and we traveled down a long tube on a couch that floats. And then a beam of light filled me and taught me how to arrange the symbols of power.”
Scandal frowned. “Did you see any Benbow glass, or any of those lights Phylomon has chained around his neck? Maybe a refrigeration cube or a power cube? Anything like that?”
Tull understood the problem. No one had ever heard of flying couches or light beams that teach. Scandal wouldn’t know how to work them. What he wanted was something useful—glass for weapons, refrigeration cubes for his inn.
“There were many lights in the cave, but not like the one Phylomon uses. These glowed all the time.”
“I can buy light bulbs out of Denate,” Scandal growled. “You don’t suppose the man of fire would mind if we looked around in his cave, do you?”
“I don’t know,” Ayuvah answered with a note of fear in his voice.
Scandal pushed, “What do you think would happen if I threw a bucket of water on this man of fire?”
Ayuvah frowned. “I think that he would kill you. He is not made of fire like our campfire. He shines like the sun, but he does not give off heat or smoke. He does not burn like wood. I do not think you can kill him. Phylomon called him the ‘Aspect of Falhalloran,’ but the man of fire referred to himself as the city of Falhalloran.”
Scandal scratched his beard. “How can a man be a city? Or have the kind of power this man has? Certainly, if the man of fire marched against Bashevgo or Craal with an army of giants, the Slave Lords would pee their britches in terror. There is something you aren’t telling us. Maybe it’s something you don’t even know. Why don’t you take us to the cave?”
Ayuvah shook his head. “Phylomon made me promise not to show it.”
“I promise never to reveal where it is,” Scandal said, “if that makes you feel any better. To show you my good faith: I’ll give you thirty silver eagles if you take me to this cave.”
“You only want to loot the cave,” Ayuvah said.
“I only want to speak to the man of fire. I promise I won’t take anything that he’s not willing to give to me freely. Fair?”
Ayuvah thought. “Will you give me the money now?”
“Ayuvah!” Tull shouted, stunned at the betrayal.
“This money would feed my family for a year,” Ayuvah countered.
Scandal cut the coin purse from his belt. “If the man of fire gives me a refrigeration cube, this will be worth it. I promise, you won’t regret this.”
“Then I am coming with you,” Tull said, “to make sure you don’t steal anything.”
Scandal glared at Tull; his face burned red with rage. “I am not a thief!” he shouted, “I am an honest businessman, making a business contact!”
Tull felt embarrassed at making such an accusation, yet he could not fathom Scandal’s designs. “I know,” Tull said, “but I’ll come just in case you are tempted to become a thief.”
Wisteria woke then, and sat wrapped in her furs. Her face was white and pasty, and when Tull offered her breakfast, she refused to eat.
Tull told her of their plan to visit the cave, but she complained, “I feel ill. You go on ahead without me.” An hour later, Phylomon returned from his visit with Ironwood Woman, ate a few bites of corn cake, and went to sleep. Ayuvah, Tull, and Scandal crept from camp, followed by Tirilee.


The journey to the cave was only two miles, yet in that space they passed three dead dragons, their legs and wings stiffened with rigor mortis, their flesh blasted by fire from the red drones, their mouths burned by the plasma of giants that had battled them in the sky.
There were not enough buzzards in the valley to eat so much flesh, and on one carcass a black-and-white magpie feasted. It jumped into the sky at their approach, then dipped and soared, dipped and soared in unhurried retreat, its tail feathers floating out behind it.
The four of them climbed a long low hill, and at last came to a rocky white bluff between two arms of the hill. Twisted scrub oaks grew along the cliff face. Ayuvah pointed to the oaks, brushed a strand of red hair from his eyes, and said, “The cave is there.”
“Where?” Scandal asked, searching the base of the cliff.
Ayuvah walked forward, looked at the stone, and announced loudly, “Falhalloran, it is I, Ayuvah, I have returned.”
With a sound of rushing wind, the white stone crumbled into dust and dropped like a curtain.
Scandal fell backward in surprise. “What in the name of hell!” he shouted, running back from the cave.
Ayuvah said, “We are going to get ourselves killed,” and backed away.
Tull had been too startled to run. He walked forward, looked into what seemed like a natural cave. The walls oozed with mud and limestone. Cave coral had formed on the floor, and travertine ran in ridges down the sides. The whole place was wet and dripping, and in the middle of the floor lay a porcupine skeleton.
From these signs, it was hard to believe that Falhalloran would be anything but a gutted ruin. Tull imagined a city of wood and stone, with rotting floors and bent walls. In such a musty place as this, he suspected, that was all that could be left. Yet he spotted tracks on the floor where Phylomon and Ayuvah had entered the day before.
“I will not go in,” Ayuvah said. His legs trembled. “I should not have brought you here. I broke a promise.”
Tull walked forward, inspected the walls. Tirilee followed close behind; she crept up and actually took his hand. Tull looked at her in surprise, and the young Dryad shook, then sniffled in terror. “I want to see it, too!”
Scandal hurried forward, following a close third. Tull took a few steps, and, as if by mutual consent, the others each took exactly one step to match his own. The tunnel stood before them, leading far back into the blackness. He felt a warm wind brush his face—like the liquid exhalations of a woman’s breath, blowing out from the tunnel.
“I hear breathing,” Tirilee said softly. “Something is alive in there!”
Tull felt it too, the hot breath of something infinitely large. The hair on Tull’s back stood on end, and Tirilee clutched his arm.
“I am alive,” a voice whispered from the cave, ringing from stone to stone—a powerful commanding voice, neither male nor female. “Come into me.”
Tull looked at Tirilee, and her lips were drawn back in terror. He asked, “Who are you?”
“Falhalloran, the City of New Birth.” the voice whispered.
“Listen,” Scandal whispered to Tull. “This is wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe we should leave.”
Tull watched the fat man tremble. So he had wanted to loot the place, he realized. Scandal had come only because he had hoped to sneak past the man of fire.
“We’ve come to see you, Falhalloran,” Tull shouted. “Can you show yourself?”
Scandal’s eyes grew round and he moaned in fear. In the distance, far back in the cave, there was a scream like the sound of metal twisting.
Suddenly the mud and limestone walls of the cave began to glow. Not the comforting glow of a fire, but a fierce glow that frightened Tull. With a rush of wind, a great stone pillar in front of them burst into a flame of light that gave no more warmth than the sun striking one’s face, and the pillar shrank into the form of a man whose features were molten glass, whose body was somehow fiercely bright.
The man was tall, like Phylomon, with a stretched look and angular cheekbones. Yet, unlike Phylomon, he had hair—white filaments of flowing glass. He wore a simple tunic, open at the chest, that left his arms bare.
Tull felt a wave of heat rush over him, a burning within his own breast, and looked down. His own body, and the bodies of those who were with him, also glowed. Yet they did not look like glass. Somehow, he suspected that he had been changed into something not quite flesh and bone.
“I am the Aspect of Falhalloran,” the man said. As his mouth moved, Tull detected tiny structures, like intricate crossbeams and braces that made up the fine musculature of his mouth. He was obviously neither glass nor flesh—a structure of some other material. His voice penetrated Tull, seemed to inscribe itself in his mind. “What do you desire?”
Scandal took one look at Falhalloran and promptly fainted.
Tull pointed at Scandal lying in a heap on the floor. “We came to ask your help. To the north, in Bashevgo, and to the west, in Craal, the Slave Lords rule, and they keep forty million of the Pwi in captivity. For eight hundred years we have been at war with them, and they have won. In our own land, the sea serpents that have formed an eco-barrier for a thousand years have died. We want you to send your giants to save us from the carnosaurs that will swim across the ocean, and we want you to help free our people from captivity.”
“I am Falhalloran, the City of New Birth,” the man of fire said. “I am not a weapon of war. Neither I nor the giants I created last night can move from Sanctum.”
“Yet you are the most powerful creature on this planet!” Tull countered. “Surely you could give us weapons!”
“I could teach you to make weapons to destroy your enemies, destroy this world,” the man of fire said, “but in time your enemies would wrest them from you. Your end would be more miserable than your life is now.”
“Is there nothing you can do to help us?” Tull begged.
The man of fire said, “I do not bestow weapons,” and his light began to fade until suddenly he became nothing more than a stone pillar once again.
***








Chapter 7: Stirrings
Tull looked to Tirilee in confusion, wondering what to do. He started to bend over Scandal, to pull him from the cave, but Tirilee stared at Tull as if lost in a dream, her pupils had gone unnaturally wide, her jaw slack. She clung to him with one hand. She was such a child, just a stick of a girl.
As Tull reached down for Scandal, he suddenly felt something strange—a deep attraction for Tirilee. It was something in the way that she stood, the way she looked at him, the perfume of her scent. He longed suddenly to hold her.
Tull looked up into her face, and knew that she felt it too. She was under a spell.
She lurched forward a step, twisted an arm around his neck, and her arm felt as strong as metal bars. She drew him close, wrapped both arms behind his head.
A hot tremor pierced him, and he wanted her, wanted her more than he’d ever wanted Wisteria. Every muscle seemed to go taut.
She parted her lips slowly, and they touched his own lips. Her breath was warm and moist, scented of earth and flowers.
She pulled her whole body against him, as if to kiss him with every inch of her flesh, and he was painfully aware of the way that the hot nubs of her little breasts against his chest.
All thought left his mind. As a child he had once gotten cut severely, and Chaa had drugged him with opium, then sewed the wound closed. He felt that way now, drugged, empty of thought, unable to waken.
Yet a small corner of his mind called out, “Wisteria.” The words escaped his lips.
Tirilee pushed him away and suddenly staggered back three steps, then turned and ran from the cave.
He merely stood and tried to regain his senses.
He knew he did not love her, did not care for her any more than he did a stranger. Yet the smell of her had been so tantalizing, like the scent of honeysuckle blown on the wind. He could not resist the temptation to inhale the air, to catch that beautiful scent.
As he filled his lungs, waves of desire for Tirilee rushed over him again, and he stood alone and helpless in their wake, as if standing in the sand before the rushing waves of the ocean, knowing that they would knock him about and carry him away.
“God, if you exist,” he mouthed, unwilling to speak in the stillness of the cave, “I love my wife. Do not let Tirilee’s Time of Devotion come now.”
Yet his prayer felt empty. Dryads had been destroying the lives of the Pwi for generations. As truly as he had heard the voice of Falhalloran, Tull knew Tirilee would take him.
He stooped to pick up Scandal, and in the mud he found a ball made of brass, a simple thing with the edges of continents etched on it. Tull picked it up, looked about.
He’d asked the aspect for weapons. Was this a gift from Falhalloran?
He tucked it into his food pouch, and then pulled Scandal to the mouth of the cave, out into the sunlight.
Ayuvah stood waiting outside, pale with fear. He was shaking, stamping from foot to foot nervously. He glanced helplessly off into the brush, toward where Tirilee had run, then helped pull Scandal into the open, examining him as if to discover why he’d been struck down.
“What happened? Why did the Dryad run?” Ayuvah asked.
“She was afraid,” Tull said, unwilling to tell the whole truth.
Scandal began to rouse. He shook his head, looked up at them in surprise, peered back at the cave, and asked, “Was it a dream?”
Tull looked toward the cave. Silently, somehow the curtain of stone had drawn back in place. No one would ever imagine the wonders hid behind it. He said bitterly, “It was no dream.”
They walked back to camp in defeat. Ayuvah returned the thirty silver eagles to Scandal and would not keep even part of it. At camp, they found Phylomon awake, fixing lunch.
The Hukm milled about aimlessly or bartered in their marketplace over fruit or hides or cloth. They stood waggling their stubby tails, occasionally grunting for emphasis as they finger talked. For all their size, they were unnervingly quiet. Short Tail and Born-in-Snow quietly hooked a woolly mammoth to the wagon, guiding it back between the wooden tugs with grunts and hand movements. Short Tail was dusky red and had shaved his head of all hair but two lines that ran from his eyebrows back to the nape of his neck. Born-in-Snow was darker in color, but his winter white was coming in rapidly, so much so that his back and rump had gone nearly all white.
Phylomon grinned at them knowingly. “I hope you enjoyed your little jaunt to Falhalloran.” he said. “I hope you got what you went for.”
“I saw no city,” Scandal said in disgust.
“True, but you saw its Aspect, its personification,” Phylomon said. “I helped bury the city years ago. It was in the winter, and Captain Chu had been beheaded by the Aenthari—the first tribe of Neanderthals to be captured by Slave Lords, the first to become Thralls. Many Slave Lords in those days were mere technicians, and they wanted to break away from Anee. We were afraid that if they knew that Falhalloran had been only damaged—not destroyed—by the red drones, they would have tried to turn it into a vessel of war. They would have attacked the red drones, or at the least tried to break away from the planet, and Falhalloran would have been annihilated. So we buried it. For a thousand years, I told no one that the city even existed. Now, it doesn’t matter. Falhalloran is a city of peace, a city of creation. No one living can turn it into a weapon of war.”
“You know,” Scandal said, “there was a rock wall that turned to dust and fell to the ground, and in an instant, while our backs were turned, it rose back up!”
“The wall is made of millions of tiny machines the size of specks of dust,” Phylomon said. “Each machine has legs like a spider. They hold themselves together to form a wall. If you’d looked closely when the wall rose, you’d have seen motes crawl into place.”
“We asked the man of fire for help,” Tull said. “We asked him for weapons. Yet I found only this.” He pulled the brass ball from his pocket.
Phylomon looked at Tull for a long moment, gauging him. “Falhalloran did not leave you empty-handed. I asked him to give you what he thought best. It is a weather globe. Here …” Phylomon knelt and pulled a piece of straw from the ground. At the top of the globe was an indentation. He stuck the straw into the indentation and pushed. The ball suddenly jumped into the air and expanded until it was four feet in diameter. It hung like a moon, blue and white, with streaks of pink. Tull somehow grasped that this was a map of his world. He could see the terminus dividing night from day, and he saw the vivid blue oceans of Anee and white clouds billowing over the land.
“We are here,” Phylomon said, pointing to a speck of fire on one edge of the continent. “As you can see, we have blue skies above. Out in Hotland the sun is rising.” He pointed to a great swirl of clouds, “and thunderstorms are rolling in.”
Phylomon reached up into the air, into the heart of the globe, and the illusion disappeared. He held in his hand the brass ball.
“Tull, this is yours,” he said.
“I … might break it,” Tull said, not wanting to touch the thing. “My hands are too clumsy.”
“Take it,” Phylomon said, “This is your future. Technology is your future.” He gave the ball to Tull.
Wisteria sat on a log, still pasty-faced. She finally got up, stumbled a few feet and vomited.
Tull took a pitcher and filled a cup with water so that Wisteria could rinse her mouth.
Ayuvah asked her, “Are you still sick? It has been nearly two weeks.”
“I’m not sick,” she admitted timidly. She looked up at Tull to see his reaction. “I think I’m pregnant.”
***









Chapter 8: A Babe in the Rough
After a lifetime of feeling as insignificant as a dried leaf blowing through town, Wisteria suddenly became visible. Phylomon himself took her off her feet and physically set her on the back of the wagon while Ayuvah patted her back and Tull stood grinning from ear to ear, too happy to be of use to anyone.
“I’m fine,” she said. “I mean, I feel great.”
“Babies are rare enough out here in the Rough,” Phylomon said, “There’s no use taking chances with them before they are born. Besides, it’s hard for a human woman to carry a Pwi child full-term.”
“He’s right,” Scandal said. “From now on, no more pushing wagons or hauling wood for you—you’re our lord, and we’re your slaves. You tell us to jump, and every man here will bust a testicle at your whim.”
So by sundown they left Sanctum, and Short Tail kept his mammoth moving well after dark. Phylomon was pleased with the progress. Though the woolly mammoths weren’t as large as the woodland mastodons, they were better suited for cold-weather travel, and they were spirited. “Cantankerous,” Scandal called them, and they were that too. Short Tail’s mammoth would often jerk the wagon, for he hated butterflies, and he was constantly lunging after cabbage moths, sucking them into his trunk and spitting them out with enough gusto to break their tiny bodies.
Still, it was nice to ride in the wagon, and Tull sat with Wisteria all day long, just holding her. Scandal razzed them. “All the panting and rutting you two have been up to has paid off! I’ll be surprised if you don’t drop triplets! Why, you’ll have a veritable litter of woolly-backed little Neanderthals running around your feet in no time.”
Ayuvah just sat out in the sun in the back of the wagon and smiled at them, then looked back at the mountains toward Smilodon Bay, as if mourning the distance between himself and his own wife. Only Tirilee did not seem intoxicated by the joy everyone felt at news of the impending birth. She sulked along beside the wagon, trailing it just a bit.
Scandal spent part of the afternoon hunting with Phylomon, and after battle practice, for dinner Scandal celebrated news of the pregnancy by making a clay oven and baking three grouse and glazing them with a paste of his special plum sauce. For dessert he baked his famous walnut and sweet potato pie. Wisteria could imagine no heaven where time could be passed more enjoyably than feasting upon such delicacies. After the food had settled while Wisteria lay on the grass enjoying the scent of the fire. Tull pulled her to him and kissed her.
“Let’s go to the thicket by the pond and make love,” he said.
She felt surprised. He had not tried to make love to her for days—not since Short Tail had slugged him. Indeed, his ribs were bandaged and he often held them and breathed shallowly while he and Ayuvah practiced. “Not now,” she said. “Let’s just enjoy the fire.”
Tull raised himself to one elbow and slid his hand into her hair at the base of her skull, then he clenched his fingers and pulled her toward him. He smiled down at her from above and kissed her roughly, then nipped her lower lip. She just stared at him in surprise. He was warm and sweaty, and his Neanderthal teeth were large and clean.
“Come, let’s go to the pond. In another two weeks, we will be in Craal. Like the dragons above us, I want to soar to the heights and burst into flame once before I die.” Tull let go of her hair, stroked her face, and his hand continued running down her, over the curve of her breasts and thighs.
Wisteria felt intoxicated at his touch, as if every inch of her body raged with desire for him. Even the webbing between her toes seemed to tremble, and she wondered how long it had been since she had felt so alive. She gasped, and Tull picked her up and carried her to the pond.
“Wait,” Wisteria said, “the others will see us. They’ll know what we’re doing.”
“Then let them ache with jealousy,” Tull said. “I must have you.”
He carried her to a spot beside the pond where the grass was still green. Some young mallards flew up from the rushes at the far side. Tull stripped her and made love to her like a wild man, raking her back with his nails. She laughed aloud, and as dusk became full night with a million burning stars, he took her higher than she’d ever been before. It seemed to her that she was like the dragon, soaring free, burning from his heat. And after several hours, when they lay together naked and exhausted, she asked, “So, did you reach the heights? Did you burst into flames at my touch?”
Tull was silent for a moment. “Almost, my love, almost,” he said. And Wisteria’s heart fell with disappointment. Then Tull smiled, “Let’s try again.”
Wisteria laughed and climbed atop him and kissed him long and passionately. The world felt magical and she realized that for the first time in her life she was perfectly happy. With all her father’s plans for a marriage to some businessman in the south, she was surprised at how perfectly happy she felt at this moment, out in the Rough, naked, straddling a half-breed. They bathed in the pond in the moonlight then afterward dressed and returned to camp to lie in their furs and watch the dragons. There were many flying high tonight.
“The dragons are searching for the winged Dryad and her lover,” Phylomon said. Wisteria was not sure if he was speaking to them or if she were catching the tail end of some other conversation. “The dragons are talking to each other, telling one another of yesterday’s hunt. You watch, the skies will be full for months.”
After awhile, Tirilee asked Phylomon in her melodic voice, “Will Falhalloran ever rise again?”
Phylomon answered, “No one knows. The red drones are energy vessels, and their fuel has limits, but no one knows much about their creators, the Eridani. The Eridani believed that humans were too young a race to inhabit the stars, so they sent the red drones to keep us planet-bound. When they first tried to restrict us to the number of worlds we would inhabit, they demanded that we not leave for five thousand years. A thousand years have passed since the war. When the Eridani ships grow old enough, their liquid brains will die. I do not think that that will happen for four thousand years. If Falhalloran still exists at that time, the city might be repaired.”
“None of us will be here to see it,” Scandal said wistfully.
“Who knows?” Phylomon said. “Miracles happen daily. Why, look at Tull and Wisteria: When humans came to Anee, we had had a lot of genetic upgrading. We’d extended our memories, lengthened our lives. Made ourselves stronger. Every human was a Dicton. In those days, humans and Pwi were so different in their genetic makeup, that a mating between Wisteria and Tull would have been thought impossible. A miracle.”
Tull asked. “Then how does it happen?”
“The Creators made the first Dryads—beings that were neither human nor Pwi. Some Dryads, like the women of the redwoods, breed with members of other species. But some Dryads attracted the Neanderthals with their singing, and when they mated, the males were born Neanderthals while the females were Dryads. Obviously, the genes that produce a Dryad are a sex-linked family that is expressed only in females.”
“Dryads never give birth to males,” Tirilee said.
“Supposedly not,” Phylomon agreed, “But in the pine forests on the west coast, solitary trappers often find male children dumped on their doorsteps. To some Dryads, males are born. And, as you know, Dryads can mate with humans as well as Pwi.
“So, it happened that a Dryad gave birth to a male child who carried enough human genes and Neanderthal genes so that his offspring could mate with both groups, and our blood lines became mixed.
“There are no purebred humans anymore. Those who are close are Dictons. Even among the Slave Lords who have struggled to maintain their racial purity, such children are uncommon. My younger brother once told me that he believed the Creators made Dryads partly for that purpose—to rid Anee of humans who carry the memories of words that define us as part of a Starfaring culture.
“In a way, I think it would be a good thing. We as a people have never had to learn how to think, how to create. When someone wants a ship, they have a Dicton design it based upon his inherited memory, and in a way that is a shame. The designs are always adequate, but we never improve on anything done on old Earth. Our thoughts, our culture—all have become stifled, static. In a way, I wish that my brother had been right, that the Creators could rid the world of the Starfarers.
“But I do believe my brother was only engaged in a wild fantasy. It is true that the Dryads destroyed our racial purity, but it is also true that few Pwi are purebred Neanderthals. The old woman we met on the trail a couple of weeks back is among the last. The psychic powers of some purebred Neanderthals is a marvelous curiosity.”
“Then it is not good for humans and Neanderthals to mate,” Tull said, “if the Neanderthals lose their power, and the humans have lost their inherited memories.”
“I’m not sure,” Phylomon said. “I think it may be good. My people had become all intellect—cold, calculating, unfeeling. When the Eridani banished us to Anee, it was easy for them to conquer this world. Perhaps too easy. They had no intellectual challenges, and they did not respond to physical challenges. It was easier for them to enslave the Pwi and live their sordid lives on Bashevgo than it would have been for them to work honestly.
“And as for the Pwi, their complex emotions, the shroud of kwea through which they perceived the world, robbed them of clear sight. They lost the ability to dissociate themselves from their pasts, and so they were never free from childhood fears.
“I think that both races need something that can be found in the other. And I see a new race emerging, a race of men like Tull, who can think with both their hearts and their minds.
“When our ancestors came here, their bodies were changed so they could travel on vehicles faster than light. And we have lost those days of glory. Yet, two thousand years ago, our ancestors communicated on simple radio waves, and those waves are making their way to us now. Within a hundred and fifty years, radio signals will begin to reach us from Earth, and I believe your great grandchildren will build a receptor to capture those signals and learn how humans first entered the Nano Age. Your descendants could rise up and carry all of Anee back into that age again.”
“Why should we?” Tull asked. “If the Starfarers created us as mere curiosities, would they welcome us?”
Phylomon hesitated. “They would welcome you. Tull, not all of the Starfarers saw the Neanderthals as mere entertainment. When the Eridani sent their red drones, only a few humans were cruel and thoughtless enough to take slaves. Most of us Starfarers deplored the idea, but we did not think of destroying our own brethren. The thought of going to war with one another appalled us. It did not appall the slavers. For the first two hundred years, they lived and bred on Bashevgo, and we ignored them and they ignored us. Some among us went so far as to raid their strongholds and release their Neanderthals. We thought it only a game at the time, but eventually it turned to war, and they struck the first blow. We’ve never really recovered from that blow. But I tell you in all seriousness: If you regain the stars, you will find humans who look upon you as brothers.”
Up in the sky above the camp, a dragon’s wings seemed to sparkle in the moonlight. It careened in a controlled drop, then its wings went limp and it plummeted. The breeze carried the scent of Tirilee, and Wisteria thought the girl smelled unusually pleasant, earthy, like a rose garden or a wheat field. Wisteria inhaled the scent deeply.
She watched the dragon as it dropped beyond the treetops over a nearby hill. Its death cry sounded, a long ululating scream that pierced the night, yet the sound came from high and far away—for the dragon had uttered the scream when first shot.
Beside her, Tull breathed deeply, inhaling Tirilee’s aroma, and he sounded as if he choked back a sob. Wisteria heard him breathe the words, “God, let me stop burning.”
***










Chapter 9: Blade Kin
The four-hundred-mile journey from Sanctum to Seven Ogre River became the easiest part of the trip. Short Tail’s mammoth pulled the wagon in the morning, the group would eat and practice their weapons training, and in the evening Born-in-Snow pulled the wagon a few miles before they settled in for the night.
The mammoths worked eagerly, for the smell of winter filled in the air. Their mating season was on, and they grew restless for their migration south. They often swung their necks, raking the grass tops with their great tusks, as if clearing snow from their paths.
Geese and ducks gathered on the ponds, and even in the low areas the leaves changed to yellow and brown, then blew away at the slightest touch of a breeze.
Phylomon knew the Rough well, and when they reached a small mountain range, he guided them so that the trail seemed made for wagons. Along the volcanic fault lines, the crust of the earth was cracked like a giant’s discarded crockery, and these places were hard to negotiate. Often the party had to travel miles to find a path up or down a steep cliff.
When clearing the path, one Hukm stood atop the lead mastodon’s head to watch for enemies. Sometimes a nearsighted woolly rhino would grunt and paw the ground at the sound of their approach, or follow the wagon at a hundred yards trying to decide whether to charge, but if it did not leave quickly, someone would fire the swivel gun and the rhino would wheeze, arch its tail, and run away.
The journey would have been easier if not for signs of the armies of Craal. Two hundred miles out of Sanctum, the party discovered a garden where Hukm had farmed for the summer. The grapes were still on the vine, pumpkins and squash getting ready to rot in the sun, leaves and bushes moldering. A dozen dead Hukm lay in a mound nearby, their tents pulled down.
Fifty miles farther on, the party stopped for a day. While coming over a small hill in the evening, they glimpsed hundreds of campfires. Phylomon estimated that it was an army of at least five thousand Thrall warriors, heading south for the winter to harass the Hukm. By the next night, the army had left.
The approach to the White Mountains was wet and cold, for they gained altitude on the plains. Tull often consulted his weather globe, hoping for clear skies. Winter was coming early, bringing gusty winds and pelting rains, and for a week the party just stayed on the wagon. As long as Scandal did not try to sit in the barrel, dry seating inside was ample for the rest, and they spread a tarpaulin over the whole wagon to keep the rain off the food and poor Scandal.
The Hukm liked the rain. Both of them shed the last of their brown summer fur and grew white winter coats; they seemed invigorated by the wet and cold.
One night as they approached the jagged White Mountains, at the end of a frosty day where the mammoths slogged through mud in drizzling rain, the Hukm stopped at a foaming, icy river. Wisteria peered sullenly out the barrel, and when the Hukm stopped, they dove headlong into the frigid water and splashed about like bears chasing salmon.
Wisteria decided she liked the Hukm. They were often cool and aloof, spending nights away from camp, yet one night, Scandal put his boots beside the fire, trying to get them dry, and when he woke in the morning, someone had filled his boots with tea and placed them in the coals to brew. Scandal walked around camp, screaming blue-faced at everyone, accusing them of the crime. And the next morning, though he’d placed his boots under the shelter of the wagon to dry for the night, he found them in the fire again, only this time they were filled with urine. No human had a bladder so large, and Scandal cursed the Hukm in human and Pwi, but the Hukm just stood beside their mammoths seeming cool and unperturbed until Scandal used every gesture on them that Phylomon had ever warned him against.
Though the journey was cold and dreary, Wisteria felt a warmth in her heart unlike anything she’d ever known. At nights, when it was cold, Tull brought stones from the fire for her to curl up with. He washed her clothes for her and was incredibly tender. Yet each night he made love to her like a wild man, whispering into her ears and handling her as if she were some frisky but untrained colt. She loved the change, and for her, every night was like the first night of a honeymoon.
Once after his rough lovemaking ended, she was so content that she felt impelled to ask, “Something has changed between us. Do you feel it? Something has changed.”
Tull laughed. “I asked you to teach me how to love you, and now I have figured out how.”
The answer was simple, almost childish. She sighed contentedly. “Teach me how to love you, Tull,” she said. “Teach me how to love.” But she knew the words were a lie, for she could already feel her love for him glowing within. She thought of the rage at Phylomon that had once burned within her, the sense of futile anger, and how she had rashly promised Garamon she would sabotage the quest. The whole idea seemed absurdly petty. Instead, she needed this quest to succeed, needed a safe place for her child to grow. She knew now that she could never betray the father of her child.
So for her, the days passed in bliss. Six weeks out from Sanctum, she realized that the rest of the group was somber. One day the rain clouds rose high enough so that they could actually see the White Mountains some eighty miles distant.
“Damn,” Phylomon muttered. “We’re still a good two weeks behind schedule. The mountains are already white with snow, and we have another three hundred miles to the river.”
“Does it matter?” Wisteria asked. “I mean, that’s why they call them the White Mountains, isn’t it?”
“They shouldn’t be white this early in the season,” Phylomon said. “The snow will slow us down, and we spent too much time crossing the Dragon Spines. Any more delay could be very costly. Still, if the snowfall is light, three sunny days might burn it off.”
But that night a cold rain fell.
After everyone had wrapped themselves in blankets, Phylomon held a council. “We’re in for a hard trip over the mountains,” he told them.
“Why?” Scandal asked. “We can put runners on the wagon and the mammoths could pull us through the mountains fine, couldn’t they?”
“Yes,” Phylomon answered, “But I’d hoped to go over Raven’s Peak Pass, since Ironwood Woman said it was least watched. But it’s a narrow pass, and high, and with these fresh snows we’d run too much of a risk of getting buried in an avalanche. Yet there are only two other decent passes within a hundred miles.”
“And how well are they watched?” Scandal asked.
“You saw one small army a few days ago,” Phylomon said.
Ayuvah said, “I fear such an army as I would fear a scimitar cat. We could never pass them.”
“The passes will be well watched,” Phylomon said, “But with winter coming on, they will not be so well guarded.”
“What do you mean?” Scandal asked.
“During the winter, the Hukm move south so they can forage. The armies of Craal move south to fight them. We should be free of large armies, and the fortresses in the mountains will carry a minimal guard. Still, even in the winter, the kings of Craal often send the Blade Kin through the passes to scout the movements of the Pwi and Okanjara out in the Rough. Any lone stranger we meet is bound to fight with skill—and Ironwood Woman warned me that these men have guns. They’ll be watching for runaway slaves, making sure that none get through the mountains in winter. Ironwood Woman said that sixteen thousand of her people died at their hands, so she raided them. They’re well-armed now, and skittish.”
Wisteria knew of the Blade Kin—slavers, murderers and rogues far worse than any pirate who sailed in the east. It was said that the worst criminals in Craal were sentenced to fight in arena battles until they died, but every few years, the Minister of Retribution freed the best fighters and made them his Blade Kin. They were tolerated only because the slaves feared them worse than death. Rarely could a slave pass their watchful eyes and escape Craal.
“I would rather brave the pass than the Blade Kin,” Ayuvah said.
“Me, too,” Scandal admitted.
Phylomon sighed deeply. “We’ve got a couple of days until we make it within striking range of any of the passes,” he said. “Maybe some good weather will blow our way, and we can get through at Raven’s Peak.”
“What are the chances we can make it past the Blade Kin unseen?” Wisteria asked.
“They’ll be less vigilant now that winter is on,” Phylomon said slowly. “I’d say our chances are good.”
Wisteria listened to the tone of his voice and was surprised: One would think that a man as old as Phylomon would lie more convincingly.
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Chapter 10: Moccasin Prints
As the weather grew colder, Wisteria saw more signs that the others were nervous. Ayuvah would eat his breakfast, then vomit afterwards. When Wisteria asked Ayuvah if he was ill, he replied, “No, only afraid. We sit on the wagon, and every day it carries us closer to Craal. Perhaps if we had to walk, I would not think about it so much.”
Ayuvah was a brave man, a proven fighter. She wondered how he could be so afraid of a place he’d heard of only in legend. At night, Tull and Ayuvah practiced with their weapons—sword bashing on spear. The two Neanderthals battled with their might and their hearts, as if their very lives depended upon each blow, and at nights when Wisteria looked upon Tull’s body, bruised from practice, she worried that perhaps he was right. Perhaps his life would depend upon those swings.
The Hukm traveled slowly as they neared the mountains, making less than seven miles a day. The open plains turned to oak forest interspersed with buck brush and an occasional pine. There were no wild mammoths, so the land was left to the boar and sabertooth. They found a great path made of stone, where armies must have crossed often, for the ground was furrowed with mastodon tracks.
Tull soon became infected by the fear. He quit making love to Wisteria, and at times his legs trembled. She asked him what he was thinking, one night as they lay abed, and he said, “I just remembered a tale. Once, a Pwi named Zhez was taken slave and put to work in the copper mines. He was a young man, newly married, so in eagerness to return to his wife, he killed his overseer and tried to run away. He was captured and sentenced to death in the arena. But after four years, he was still alive, so he won his freedom and became Blade Kin. It is said, he is the only Pwi ever to become Blade Kin, for all Pwi know what an evil thing that is, so they choose to die in the arena instead. But Zhez became Blade Kin, and every month he slaughtered a pig in sacrifice to Adjonai, for he believed that he had lived through his arena battles only because he prayed to the dark god.
“After several years, a party of slavers came through the mountains, and among their slaves was a desirable young girl. Zhez raped her, as was his custom, for he had become one of the most wicked Blade Kin. And while the girl was on the ground crying, he got up and dressed and said, ‘Do not cry, child. I, Zhez, was once carried slave into Craal.’
“At that, the girl lashed out with her nails and slashed off his penis. Zhez fell to the ground, and the other Blade Kin began beating the girl, shouting ‘Why did you do that? He was finished with you! Now your punishment will be ten times worse than his fate!”
“And before they killed her, the girl cried, ‘I have always hoped to see my father once before I die, and look how it has come to pass.’
“For Zhez was her father.”
Wisteria looked at Tull, at the copper hair of his eyebrows, the smooth features of his cheeks, his deep-set yellow eyes. She could barely understand why he would tell such a story, why the myth moved him, but she knew it had to do with kwea.
Could the kwea of others’ fears have such a profound effect upon him? she wondered.
“How do you feel about the sky today?” she asked.
“I feel threatened by it,” Tull answered. “It has an evil kwea.”
“Other than you, how many Pwi have walked into Craal?”
“Some have,” Tull answered. “I’ve heard of man who lost his wife to the slavers, then went to Craal to find her. It was better to work by her side as a slave than live without her.”
“I’ve heard about such free servants,” Wisteria said. “But aside from them, what Pwi has gone to Craal?”
“Aside from them,” Tull thought, “No one that I have ever heard.”
“Then, in a thousand years, not one has willingly entered Craal?” Wisteria asked.
Tull thought a moment. “Only a fool would go there,” he said.


Three days out from the mountains, they crossed a field near a small creek and Born-in-Snow stopped to study some fresh tracks. Phylomon got out of the wagon and brushed aside a yellowed strand of blackberry vine to look at the muddy moccasin prints.
“Human,” he said. “See how the great toe is straight instead of curved inward like that of a Neanderthal.”
“Zhe hemania thenza? Why is a human here alone?” Ayuvah asked.
Scandal studied the footprints and scowled. “Whoever he is, he’d have to have a soul as dark as hell to be sneaking around up here. We should be ready if we meet him.” Water from the drizzling rain seeped into the footprint, slowly filling it.
“He was here not fifteen minutes ago,” Phylomon said, “Probably lying under the shelter of that pine.” He nodded toward a pine a few yards off.
“Any danger in him seeing us?” Scandal asked.
“It’s hard to say what he saw,” Phylomon said. “Two Hukm riding mammoths, pulling a wagon with a large tarpaulin over it, heading toward the White Mountains. We’ve got three possible passes within two week’s journey, and he’ll suspect we’re heading for one. My guess is that he’s a spy—just come back from watching Okanjara movements out east over the summer. That, or he’s paid to watch the borders. Either way, news of Hukm coming this way will interest him.”
Phylomon studied the ground a moment. “My guess is that he’ll head for the fortress up at Gold River Pass. With winter coming, the Blade Kin will hole up there, or he’ll head south to the garrison at Powder Mountain.”
Phylomon spoke to the Hukm in finger language for a few minutes and then turned to the others. “Born-in-Snow is going to run up toward Dumper River. I’m going to check ahead toward Gold River. If he goes in either direction, we should find his trail. We’ve got several hours of light left.”
“What will you do if you find him?” Ayuvah asked.
Phylomon said dryly, “Kill him.”
Phylomon strung his bow. Born-in-Snow unslung a ten-foot-long burnished war club from his mammoth’s back, and then urged the mammoth under the trees where it could hunt for tender water plants beside the creek. Short Tail looked as if he longed to go on the hunt as well. Born-in-Snow said goodbye to his brother in finger talk, went to the creek and smeared his white fur with mud for camouflage, then Phylomon and the big Hukm set off together.
In the drizzling rain, there was nothing to do but seek shelter and wait. Tull opened the tarp over the back of the wagon and stood for a moment, peering inside.
“I saw some tasty mushrooms back up the trail,” Scandal suggested. “Shall we have them for dinner?”
Wisteria said, “That sounds good,” and Scandal went to the wagon and got a sack, then headed back up the trail alone.
Tirilee went to sit in the shelter of the barrel, while Short Tail unharnessed his mammoth up front. Wisteria stood with Tull and Ayuvah.
“Do you feel it?” Ayuvah asked Tull.
“Feel what?” Tull said.
“The presence of Adjonai. I can feel him behind those mountains, and he is waiting. For the past ten days we have had rain. All our plans are dark, and I have not seen sign of my Animal Guide. There should be wolves here. With the snow in the mountains, the deer should have moved down to the flats, and the wolves should follow. But my Animal Guide is not present. It is a bad sign. It is because we are nearing Craal. I feel Adjonai reaching out from behind the mountains.”
Wisteria listened but had no idea what to do when Pwi talked like this.
Tull thought for a moment. “I feel his presence too. But Phylomon would say he does not exist. He would say that Adjonai is only our childhood fears of Craal, the kwea left from a thousand stories of evil slavers, all bound together to create the illusion of a god.”
“And our father would say to trust what we feel,” Ayuvah countered.
“Either way,” Tull said, “I don’t have an Animal Guide, yet I feel this emptiness, too.”
“Reach out with your mind, Spirit Walker,” Ayuvah said, closing his eyes, inhaling a deep breath. “Don’t you feel his presence? How can you deny that Adjonai is real?”
Tull closed his eyes. For a long moment, Tull held his eyes gently shut, and the raindrops gathered on his upturned face. Then his nostrils flared and he pushed at Wisteria. “Down!” Tull shouted, throwing Wisteria to the ground, pushing at Ayuvah.
Short Tail was forty feet away, unhitching his mammoth from the wagon. He had just stood up straight, when he barked and spun. Wisteria saw a streak of red blood on the white fur of his shoulder.
The Hukm swatted at the blood as if he’d been bitten by a horsefly, but his eyes rolled back in fear and he pitched forward. Tull held Wisteria to the ground protectively, and she could feel his heart pounding.
To the south, a shot thundered out, and the mammoth charged forward into the brush under the shadowy trees by the creek, weaving his head from side to side and thrashing the brush with his trunk, tasting the air. From farther up the creek, Born-in-Snow’s mammoth trumpeted.
Wisteria searched for the source of the gunfire at the tree line south, but could see no movement. The grass was oat straw, tall enough to hide her if she didn’t make a target of her head by looking around too much.
Ayuvah belly-crawled through the grass to the far side of the wagon, then climbed up to the swivel gun. Wisteria began crawling for shelter under the wagon.
“No!” Tull shouted to Ayuvah. “You fire, and they’ll hear it for ten miles.” Short Tail howled a cry for help not fifty feet from Wisteria.
She changed directions, crawled to the big white Hukm, began trying to pull him toward the safety of the brush by the creek. The Hukm turned and inched after her, its mouth wide with panic, its breath coming short and quick.
“Do you see him?” Tull called out. Wisteria didn’t dare look up. It seemed like a good way to get her head blown off.
Ayuvah called, “He’s in the willows, about two hundred yards south.” Ayuvah was still on the wagon. “He just ran up a few feet, then dropped for cover.”
Wisteria shot a glance behind her. Ayuvah crawled under the tarp, used the wagon and barrel to hide behind. Tull crouched beneath a wheel, searching uphill. She could not see Tirilee.
“Get my weapons. Drop them over the back,” Tull called to Ayuvah.
“Your sword is no match for a gun,” Ayuvah countered.
“It is better than my teeth,” Tull said. Wisteria reached the bole of a large tree, sat up with her back against it, peered twenty yards back to the wagon.
Ayuvah grunted, then Tull’s shield dropped out the back of the wagon, followed by his leather armor and kutow. A shot drilled into side of the wagon above Tull, directly over his head where Ayuvah should be. Wisteria stopped, held her breath. Ayuvah began kicking the bottom of the wagon.
“Ayuvah?” Wisteria shouted, filled with rage.
“Help!” Ayuvah cried.
“Where are you hit?” Tull asked.
“I … I don’t know,” Ayuvah said groggily. “Blood.”
The ground was muddy and cold.
Tull wriggled on the leather armor, strapped it at the sides, then grabbed his weapons and crawled toward Wisteria. Wisteria knew that Ayuvah might be bleeding to death, but there was no way to help him now.
Tull crawled over to where Short Tail had fallen, seemed surprised by the pool of blood there. Beside her, Short Tail still crawled toward the creek where his mammoth stood. Tull inched up to Wisteria, patted her foot. Wisteria smelled blood upon the oat straw.
Brush cracked on the other side of the creek, and Short Tail weakly stepped on the tusk of his mammoth, trying to get footing up to the beast’s head. The mammoth, upset by the scent of blood, weaved its head back and forth and nervously twitched its trunk over Short Tail, smelling him. Then the mammoth picked the Hukm up and placed him atop his neck. Short Tail unslung his great war club from the mammoth’s shoulder, rested it painfully on his wounded shoulder and urged the mammoth south through the brush.
Wisteria realized then what Short Tail intended to do, and Tull must have seen it too, for he got up and ran past Wisteria, crouching low, heading for the mammoth. But Short Tail gouged his heels into the mammoth’s neck, and the great beast jerked forward at a run.
Tull raced just behind, and the mammoth thundered through the dark trees at the creek’s edge. It was a suicide charge. Short Tail slumped forward, clinging to the mammoth’s shaggy head with one fist.
And Tull sprinted behind. Wisteria realized that the sniper would be forced to shoot, but didn’t know if the gun would bring down the woolly mammoth. The sniper would have to wait until the great beast was upon him to fire, hoping that one close shot would bring it down. And if the mammoth went down, Tull would be behind, so that he could charge the gunman before he had a chance to reload.
They ran toward the copse, jumping fallen trees, ripping through the heavy fern. Wisteria heard a shot—and the bull mammoth trumpeted in rage, tore at a small alder with its trunk as it passed an uprooted the tree. Wisteria could no longer tell if Short Tail guided the mammoth or if the bull saw their attacker on its own, but when it pulled even with the sniper, the mammoth bolted from the cover along the creek and headed straight for the gunman. Tull followed the mammoth, where the sniper would not see him behind the vast hill of flesh.
The gunman stood and his rifle thundered. The mammoth shuddered, stopped its charge, and stood straight, fanned his small ears forward and staggered drunkenly. Wisteria could tell it had taken a mortal wound.
It leaned to the right, and its rear legs buckled. Tull dashed out from behind. The gunman cracked the gun and was fingering a shell into the chamber, when he spotted Tull.
Tull shouted, and the gunman dropped a shell into the chamber, raised the rifle.
Wisteria screamed and waved her arms, hoping to distract the gunman, for she saw that Tull would die.
And then a flash of white seemingly erupted from the ground beneath the sniper and his head jerked backward and a slash of red appeared at his throat. His gun fired into the air, and the gunman stood, his gray otter-skin cape blowing in the wind behind him, and fell to his knees. It took Wisteria a moment before she realized what had happened: Tirilee stood there, naked and smeared with mud, a bloody knife in her hand. Her pale skin, white as aspen bark and mottled with dark splotches, was the color of oat straw burned by the summer heat. Naked, she had eeled through the grass in her natural camouflage, right under the man’s nose, and slit his throat.
Wisteria began running forward, feeling a great sense of relief.
Tirilee stood, looking Tull in the eye. Tull’s gaze drifted down from Tirilee’s bare shoulders, to the nubs of breasts budding out with dark brown, almost black, nipples. In the past few weeks she had almost become a woman, and the transformation was marvelous to behold.
Wisteria could see the woman Tirilee was becoming, and her features would be beautiful. Tirilee was wet with sweat or rainwater, and she wiped the moisture from her forehead, touched her finger to her lips, and then touched the same finger to Tull’s lips.
Wisteria reached them, and stopped short.
Tull and Tirilee were so intent upon each other, it was as if Wisteria had become a child again, an invisible child in her father’s house, a leaf blowing through town. Neither of them seemed aware of her.
“Remember this,” Tirilee said sadly. Her voice was soft and melodic. “You owe me your life.”
Touch a Dryad, and she will destroy you, Wisteria thought, remembering the Pwi proverb.
Sweat stood out on Tull’s forehead, and he jerked as if he would run but stood rooted to the spot. “I know,” he said weakly. “I owe you my life.”
And Wisteria realized then that the Dryad planned to take him.
Tirilee dropped her knife, stepped forward and kissed Tull on the lips. Tull pushed her back, then fell to the ground as if struck by a mallet.
“I’m not cruel,” Tirilee said. “I don’t want to hurt you.” Tirilee looked at Wisteria, and Wisteria knew that the Dryad was speaking to both of them.
Tull twisted at the Dryad’s feet.
“Get away from him!” Wisteria said, suddenly outraged. “Get away or I’ll kill you!”
The Dryad stood peering down at Tull. Wisteria could not think what to do. She shouted at the girl, rushed forward and knocked her to the ground. The Dryad was such a small thing that she was flung a dozen feet in the wet grass.
Wisteria ran for the gun, picked it up, checked the dead man’s hand for a bullet and found one, but she did not know how to put a bullet in the contraption, and after a moment she shouted in frustration and looked up.
The Dryad had gone.
“Wisteria, help me!” Tull said, still writhing in the grass. “Help me!”
Wisteria ran to him. Tull’s eyes were open but he looked past her.
“I can’t see!” he shouted. She’d heard that a Dryad’s aphrodisiac kiss could blind a man for a time.
She looked away from Tull in disgust, held him close, and peered at the mammoth. The great beast lay on its side, its trunk twisted and kinked at an unnatural angle. The sniper’s gun had opened a hole between its eyes large enough to stick a fist into. Short Tail lay on his side by his mammoth’s head, breathing quick and shallow. The Hukm was trying to stroke the mammoth’s lips, the way he did when feeding the beast. Wisteria got up, pulled Tull with her as she went to the big Hukm, looked at the creature’s shoulder. The wound was bad—the entry wound in the back of his chest was small, but there were a dozen holes in the front where pieces of shrapnel had exited, ripping the Hukm’s right lung. Short Tail wheezed.
Wisteria petted Short Tail’s neck, and he turned to look at her as if she were some strange bird that had landed on his shoulder. He raised a hand and dropped it slowly, wiggling his fingers. Wisteria had no idea what the Hukm said, but she watched his hands, mesmerized by the movement. He raised his hands again, repeating his words. Short Tail arched his neck and howled—a long plaintive noise not unlike the cry of a wolf. From the woods, another howl came—Born-in-Snow making his answer. But Short Tail began coughing blood, and he died long before his brother could reach him.
Wisteria took Tull back to the wagon and checked on Ayuvah. Ayuvah lay in the wagon, blood pouring from a wound to his face and the back of his arm. Wisteria checked the wounds, found several large slivers of wood in Ayuvah’s arm and two others in his temple. He was still stunned. The bullet had shattered a two-inch hole in the wagon, sending fragments of wood flying, and some of the chips had hit Ayuvah.
“You are lucky,” Wisteria told him. “Luckier than Short Tail.” Wisteria put a clean linen on his forehead. “Lie down until the bleeding stops,” she said.
Tull sat on the back of the wagon, blinking tears from his eyes. He gazed around experimentally, as if they stung.
Tirilee came back, dressed in her green smock, and got some dry tinder from the wagon and began to set a fire. Tull watched the Dryad for a moment, then looked back to Wisteria, cowering.
“You had better leave!” Wisteria warned Tirilee.
Tirilee dropped her wood as if in weariness. She stared at Wisteria for a minute, then dropped into a crouch in the wet grass and began crying. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t stop this. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to leave. I don’t want to hurt you. Any of you. Am I so wrong for wanting someone like him? Someone who will love me the way he loves you?”
Wisteria felt shaken. She was angry, and sorry, and frightened. She did not know what to say. Tirilee was such a child. But she was dangerous.
God, her skin was so clear, Wisteria imagined that she could almost see the dryad’s aura shining through. Now that Tull had seen her naked, how could Wisteria ever hope to erase that image from his mind? What would a man do for a creature like her?
“Stay away from me,” Tull told Tirilee, yet he watched her with longing.
***












Chapter 11: The Scent of Spring
Phylomon and Scandal heard the gunshots and cautiously returned from their hunt.
Phylomon stripped the gunman—a thin little man with only one ear. Upon seeing the lost ear, he knew the man was Blade Kin. Among the Blade Kin, when a man joined the ranks, he would cut off his ear and give it to his sergeant as a sign that he would always listen to his orders. Yet there were no other markings identifying the man as Blade Kin—no tattoos indicating rank, no letters or written orders.
Born-in-Snow came creeping back to camp a short while later, and Wisteria pointed to where Short Tail lay. Tull expected Born-in-Snow to weep or throw himself on the ground. Instead he very carefully crept over to the dead gunman, shoved one fist into the dead man’s chest, and pulled out his lungs and began to eat. Wisteria shouted in horror and turned away. When Born-in-Snow finished, he pummeled the carcass with his club, smashing the skull to a pulp. He then urinated upon the corpse.
“Do not let it bother you,” Phylomon said, “It is only the Hukm way of showing contempt.”
Tull and Phylomon boiled water and removed splinters from Ayuvah’s head and arms, and the others joined in to help prepare Short Tail for his final journey.
Scandal broke out the Hukm’s favorite spices and filled small gourds with them.
They had been carrying two month’s rations for the Hukm—dried pears and apples, pumpkins and cured leaves, nuts and wild yams. At Phylomon’s insistence, the finest of delicacies were separated out for the ceremony.
Born-in-Snow dragged Short Tail to a small tree, tied the body upright, then stuffed food into Short Tail’s mouth. They laid the gourds in his arms, and placed mounds of food at his feet and his war club across his legs. Born-in-Snow went to Short Tail’s dead mammoth, wove a tiny rope from its hair, and placed the rope in one of the dead Hukm’s hands, ferns in the other. When Born-in-Snow was done, he sat and watched Short Tail until the last rays of light faded.
That night, the camp was somber. After sundown, Born-in-Snow threw himself on the grass and roared like a bear. As the others sat around the campfire eating, Phylomon asked Wisteria, “You were with Short Tail when he died?”
Wisteria nodded.
“Did he speak?”
“He talked in finger language. One sentence.”
“The Hukm place great importance on the last words of their dead,” Phylomon said. “They believe those words will reveal the final state of the dead’s spirit. Born-in-Snow would be comforted to know his brother’s last words.”
“I watched his fingers,” Wisteria said, “But I’m not sure I remember. He went like this:” she raised her hand and slowly dropped it, waggling her fingers woodenly as she went, trying to imitate exactly the patterns of loops, waggles and curls.
“Are you sure that is the pattern he used?” Phylomon asked.
Wisteria hesitated a moment, thinking, and nodded her head.
Phylomon laughed.
“Well, what did he say?” Scandal asked.
“He said, ‘Give me a boot, for I must pee.’”


That night, a steady rain drizzled from the sky, more heavily than it had done for a week. Tull, Ayuvah, and Wisteria slept in the barrel, while Scandal, Tirilee, and Phylomon slept under the tarpaulin. Phylomon spoke to Born-in-Snow about possible routes before coming to bed, but he could not rest afterward, for he feared telling the others of the plans they had agreed upon.
Phylomon had decided to try Gold River Pass. True, there was a large garrison in the pass, but it was the widest pass, and it was the only one he dared with such a heavy threat of avalanches. Phylomon recalled an avalanche there in his youth, a great wall of powder cascading down upon a party of Pwi that he and his brother had been escorting through the mountains six hundred years ago. He remembered his brother’s red symbiote skin as he pulled him free—the only survivor.
His brother’s pyroderm had melted the snow enough so he could move. It was all that had saved him. He replayed the memory of the avalanche again. The movement of the snow, the crashing, reminded him of a tsunami he had once seen—a sixty foot wave of white crashing against the cliffs at Smoke Reef in fury and thunder.
Unlike Phylomon, Born-in-Snow wanted to take that pass because it was well-guarded. “I will kill twenty of them in vengeance,” he’d said, speaking with fury, the movements of his fingers sharp and decisive.
In all his long war with the slavers, Phylomon had been losing ground. True, he beaten them in decisive battles, but every time he turned his back they bred twice as many more. He could kill the slavers, but he could not kill the greed that drove otherwise good men to become slavers. Born-in-Snow wanted vengeance, but Phylomon wanted something different. He wanted the madness to stop.
Phylomon turned restlessly.
Scandal laughed under his breath, “Does anyone smell spring in the air?”
“What do you mean?” Phylomon whispered.
“Spring. When young men’s thoughts turn to love?”
And Phylomon realized what Scandal was talking about. He’d thought he couldn’t sleep because he was worried about the pass. But in reality he could not sleep because he was sexually aroused.
“Aphrodisiacs are on the wind, Friends,” Scandal said. “If I’m not mistaken, our little Dryad is a bud getting ready to open. Why, she’s giving off a scent that could arouse the dead, if not raise them.”
“I know. I feel it, too,” Ayuvah said from the barrel. His voice was shallow and husky, full of lust.
“Well, I’m up for it,” Scandal said. “In fact, I haven’t been this up for anything since I was thirteen years old. Am I the only one, or when you were that age, did the rest of you walk around with erections for six months at a time?”
Ayuvah chuckled up in the wagon.
“Ayuvah knows what I’m talking about,” Scandal said. “Come on men, confess.”
“We were more civilized in my day,” Phylomon said. “We had drugs that helped keep us less inclined to rigidity.”
“And you, Tull, don’t pretend you’re sleeping, did you have such a problem?” Scandal asked.
“Scandal, you must have been a sickly child,” Tull replied, “I mean, if your erections lasted for only six months at a time.…”
Scandal laughed, “Ayaah, well I found ways to ease my burden,” he sighed. “Ah, Denna Blackwater, she knew how to corrupt young men. By the Starfarer’s blue—I know my attraction for this girl is purely chemical, but how are we going to sleep if this goes on?”
“This might be a problem,” Phylomon said, “But not for long. Tirilee’s Time of Devotion won’t come upon her until she finds a stand of aspen to call her own. And she can’t help it if she releases her pheromones a bit early from time to time, just as you couldn’t help your own youthful arousal. I’d hoped we could get her to the trees before this started, but we might be in for a rough time with her.”
“I don’t know if I can take this,” Tull admitted. Phylomon listened closely to the Tcho-Pwi’s tone. Tull was deeply disturbed.
“We’ll have her bed downwind from us tomorrow,” Phylomon said. “You Pwi have a saying, ‘Touch a Dryad, and she will destroy you.’ There’s truth in that saying. You’ll have it harder than us humans. Keep your distance, and don’t let her touch you. The aphrodisiacs she releases are in her perspiration. She can’t help it, but you don’t want her touching you. If you feel yourself getting aroused beyond control, it may be that you have come in contact with some of her perspiration on a blanket, or just by sitting on her seat on the wagon. Make sure you get up and wash off in a stream—scrub that scent off as if you’d just been sprayed by a skunk. Don’t wrap yourself in furs she has warmed herself in, don’t comb with a brush she has used.
“And most importantly, don’t ingest any of her saliva. It catalyzes her aphrodisiacs—makes their effect a hundred times more potent. Once you get a dose, it may well be impossible to resist her. Be very careful not to drink from her cup or eat with her utensils.” Phylomon thought back to his own Dryad, Saita, so many years ago, and remembered the dark cravings she had caused him. Those kisses had been so sweet, so delicious. He licked his lips in remembrance. Phylomon had once known a chemist who said he believed that the kisses were addictive, but Phylomon doubted it. Saita lost her power over him in time, and after a few years he was able to leave her. If the kisses were addictive, their power faded over time.
“What if she kisses one of us?” Tull asked, his voice filled with genuine terror. Phylomon smiled. Tull sounded as frightened as a newly-wed Pwi should sound at the thought of being kissed by a Dryad.
“Don’t let her,” Phylomon said. “She might well try—it is a natural instinct for her. But don’t let her. As long as she does not get her saliva on your lips, you will be fine.”
Ah, the kiss of a Dryad at her Time of Devotion. Such kisses were powerful, and the catalyst remained active for months. The lust it caused was both ecstasy and torment, but one tended to remember only the ecstasy. What had it been, Phylomon wondered, eight months that he had been under Saita’s spell? Yet it had seemed years. Suddenly, he wondered why Tull should be so concerned.
“She hasn’t kissed you, has she?”
“No,” Tull said hesitantly. “No.”
“Good,” Phylomon said, wondering if Tull lied.
“We should kill her,” Ayuvah whispered, “now, tonight, before it is too late.”
“Nonsense,” Phylomon said. “She is people, and she can’t help herself. Scandal, if her Time of Devotion comes while she’s still in our camp, I think you should do the honors.”
“Ayaah, our thoughts sail down the same channel,” Scandal said.
“Don’t make your plans for me,” Tirilee said. “I’m not a cow to be bred by the bull of your choice. When my Time of Devotion comes, I will choose my partner!”
Phylomon laughed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were awake.”
“You think you understand Dryads because you married one,” Tirilee said to Phylomon. “But you know nothing about us. You say men crave us, and we destroy them for it. Don’t you know that we are like you? We crave men as they crave us. Your scent is an aphrodisiac to me as mine is to you. Your lips drive me crazy, as mine do you. I must fight! I must fight!”
“I am sorry,” Phylomon said. “I knew this about Dryads.”
“Then why don’t you tell them the truth? Tell them that we are destroyed by love just as you are. Tell them that when a Dryad gives herself to a man, she knows that in three days her love for him will die, and she will be forever tormented by guilt for what she has done. My mother.… My mother!” Tirilee broke off and began weeping. “I only want a man who will love me,” Tirilee said. “I want someone who is kind, someone to grow old with.”
“You are mistaken,” Phylomon said. “You don’t want someone to grow old with. You can choose your mate, that is for sure, yet a day later you will be willing to discard him forever. Your love will turn to the trees. You may find that our perspiration is an aphrodisiac and a kiss from a man’s lips might well send you to heaven, but you are not a Pwi enslaved to the kwea of your memories. You will not become imprisoned by love.”
“I … I’m not like Garamon,” Tirilee said. “I don’t keep people in cages. I won’t put people in cages.”
“Not by choice,” Phylomon admitted. “Not by choice.”
***













Chapter 12: Gold River Pass
The party took four nights to sneak to Gold River Pass, and they covered their tracks whenever they could. They scouted well. There were no fresh tracks that they could see, but squalls were so frequent that someone could have passed two days before and left no sign.
The Gold River snaked up the mountain and slithered through the pass. Beavers had cut down many trees, and the party used two downed alders to make skids for the wagon. As soon as they reached unbroken snow, they swapped the wheels for the alder skids.
The trip upriver was grueling. The skids left no way to slow the wagon going downhill, so when they reached the top of a rise, they often had to stop and tie the wagon to a tree, then slowly let the rope out as the wagon crept down the hill.
Forage for the mammoth became sparse. It ate pine needles and dried raspberry along the trail, but such fare could not sustain it. On some windswept ridges the summer hay still lay on the ground, and each evening while the others camped in the valley with the wagon, Born-in-Snow took his mammoth into the mountains to forage.
The party traveled ten miles a day.
Tirilee kept her distance from the men, and Phylomon felt grateful for that. As quickly as the aphrodisiac sweat had come upon her, the process stopped. Only Scandal sought out her company.
At dinner, at the bottom of the pass he said, “You know, when you go into town, every business has its own advertisement out front boasting its wares—Gadon’s Bakery, the Best Bread Ever, Vargas’s Fine Cutlery.
“But have you ever noticed that people don’t advertise their sexual prowess? Why, could you imagine a sign above my door: Theron Scandal—the Best Sex Ever? You might well laugh at the idea, but I’m not joking. Why, if you think about it, someone somewhere is entitled to make that claim! Why, if you didn’t know about it, you could pass that person in the street and never realize what you had missed! What do you think, Wisteria, am I right?” Though Scandal spoke to Wisteria, he was watching Tirilee, and the Dryad shifted on her seat on the back of the wagon.
“Well,” Wisteria said, gulping a bite of stew in surprise, “I suppose you’re right.”
“Ayaah, when I was young, I used to travel the ports of the world searching for recipes. I tasted the finest foods, the finest wines, the finest women. I became known as the ‘Gourmet of Love.’ Not only did I taste the best each town had to offer, I served the best. Why, in Debon Bay one time, I once saw a young maiden on the docks. She was a flat-chested little thing, yet I fixed her with my sexiest gaze, and poooh! Her chest puckered so hard you’d have thought she worked as a wet nurse!
“So I jumped off the ship and asked her to dance right there, without music, and she melted in my arms in answer. I put my arms around her and took a couple of steps, brushed my lips across her forehead, and whooosh! In front of a hundred witnesses she burst into flames and burned to the ground, my kisses aroused such heat in her.”
“Yes,” Phylomon said, “when I was in Debon Bay last spring, I heard of your exploits.”
“Oh? What did you hear?” Scandal said.
Phylomon said, “The docks still have the black spot where she burned. You’ll also be pleased to know that six young men and women in that town bear your last name, and another dozen bear your likeness.”
“Ayaah, when I was young and hot,” Scandal said, “The green grasses were skirts for the hills, and I was the thunder that rolled over those hills. In the dry days I would storm upon parched grasses; my wind would buffet the valleys until they cried out in pain and ecstasy. Generous was my name. Giving was my nature. The earth would tremble at my touch, and shudder at my will. Endlessly I would pour myself out, and rainbows sprouted in every green valley.”
Tirilee got up and left with her dinner, shooting an angry look at Scandal. “I’ll storm one out on you, sweet child,” Scandal murmured under his breath, fixing his gaze upon her, “and a rainbow will break forth in your dark valley.”
The next day, they rounded a bend high in the pass and came upon a great forest of aspen trees, their white bark shining above the snow. Tirilee smelled them from within the wagon, jumped out, ran up to the tree line, and dropped to all fours. She stared, just watching the trees. She was dressed in her green robe, and she lay like an emerald in the snow. She sang out, one sweet melodic line, almost a cry of joy rather than a song. And from deep within the aspen forest, an answering song rang back.
Tirilee hung her head and cried in despair, looked back to the wagon. “This forest belongs to another,” she said, and trudged back to the wagon in defeat.
Yet there was a change in her. When she reached the wagon she smelled like a field of wildflowers, and the aphrodisiac scent struck Phylomon like a fist. Tull shouted for help, and Born-in-Snow jumped from the back of his mammoth, pulling his giant war club in one fluid move.
Phylomon gazed at Tull, who lay in the barrel next to Wisteria, hugging his knees. Ayuvah backed up on the wagon, but he could barely contain himself. Scandal stood, transfixed by the scent, quivering.
“Get away from us!” Phylomon shouted.
Tirilee backed from the wagon in dismay, “But, I’m all right. My Time of Devotion has not come!”
“Your Time of Devotion is far too near at hand,” Phylomon said. “It is time for you to leave.” He rummaged through the wagon, threw down some food, blankets, a long knife. “Do you want the gun?” he asked.
Tirilee shook her head. Wisteria watched, and she could hardly stand to see it—the thought of leaving a child in these snowy mountains. Yet she clung to Tull, and she did not want the Dryad near.
They continued on up the canyon, and watched Tirilee standing motionless in the snow.
“You can’t leave her!” Wisteria said. “What if the Blade Kin find her?”
“She’s right, by God!” Scandal said, “Give her to me before I blow my britches!”
“Perhaps she will move in with the Dryad who watches that forest,” Phylomon said. “Even if a Blade Kin finds her, that’s his problem.” Though he was trying to comfort Wisteria, she frowned in response. Behind them, Tirilee picked up her food and robes and began to follow.


That night they camped in a deep glen among pine trees. They made a tiny fire and put it out early. Dire wolves howled, their deep voices echoing over the mountains, deep and haunting.
For a long time, Tull sat on watch. So near to Craal, he could not sleep. It seemed like a miracle to him that they had not encountered more of the Blade Kin yet. A light snow fell and the world was hushed so that Tull could hear each dry snowflake land upon the icy crust. At midnight, he woke Scandal and put him on duty, then lay with Wisteria.
He put his hand upon her belly, felt to see if there was any roundness, if the child grew yet. He felt nothing but Wisteria’s soft flesh, and that alone made him smile. She stirred in her sleep and grabbed his hand, pressed it tight against her stomach, and Tull slept.
He dreamed it was a sunny day, and that he was a child lying upon the ground, staring up at a pea vine that grew incredibly high as it twisted around the trunk of an ironwood tree. And upon that vine was a woolly black caterpillar, climbing the twisted vine, higher and higher, heading for the sun. As the caterpillar reached the top of the winding stair, it split at the back, and its black skin fell away, and a glorious butterfly emerged with enormous wings in shades of iridescent black and purple. It flew away.
Tull was so startled that he woke. He had the strange sensation that he had dreamed the dream that inspired Huron Tech to build his great tower, and he wondered if it were possible that Huron could have had that dream in this very spot, as if Huron had left the dream sitting there for the next sleeping person to pick up.
It was a strange thought, the kind of thing Tull sometimes thought about when drowsy. He wondered, If I sleep in Scandal’s inn at a bed where a thousand people have dreamed, what dreams will I find there?
Tull heard heavy feet kicking up snow. A scream rose, a high-pitched shriek like the cry of an owl, and Scandal began cursing. Tull jumped up, naked, and grabbed his spear and rushed forward. Wisteria cried out and Phylomon and Ayuvah scrambled for weapons.
Scandal was struggling with someone dressed in fur robes, had thrown the person to the ground, and blood dripped from the innkeeper’s shoulder. Tull rushed forward, saw that Scandal held Tirilee, and the Dryad was kicking at him.
“Help!” Tirilee shouted, “He’s raping me!”
Tull grabbed Scandal’s leg, and the fat man kicked him, trying to stay atop Tirilee.
Ayuvah and Phylomon pulled at Scandal’s arm and Scandal growled, “Watch it! I can’t let her go. She stabbed me!” Scandal held Tirilee’s knife arm, and backed away with Tull pulling at his shoulder.
“What’s going on here?” Phylomon shouted, and Tirilee crawled back a few steps.
“Scandal tried to rape me!” Tirilee said.
“No—I,” Scandal protested, “I couldn’t take the smell. She was sneaking into camp, stealing things, and.…” He held his arm, and there was a small nick on it.
“So you tried to rape her,” Phylomon said.
Tirilee got up. The smell of wheat fields and wildflowers emanated from her. She was shaken and crying and looking at the men in horror. Wisteria put her arms around the Dryad, brushed back her silver hair. But Tirilee pushed Wisteria away and took off running up the trail toward Craal. Wisteria shouted to her, but the Dryad kept running.
“Leave her,” Phylomon said. “She needs to stay away from us for awhile.”
“It’s dangerous out there!” Wisteria shouted.
“It’s dangerous here, too,” Phylomon argued. “She carries danger with her. Her Time of Devotion is nearly upon her.”
***














Chapter 13: The Pass
The pheromones of the Dryad lingered in the air, upon the wagon, upon the eating utensils, upon the clothes. Though Tirilee did not come back, for Tull it was as if she never left.
He feared her return. He feared it worse than the knowledge that they were almost to the summit of the pass, and once they crossed the summit, they would be in Craal.
Tull went to bed after an hour and dreamed that Tirilee was in Craal riding the back of Adjonai, as if the God of Terror were her beast of burden.
In the morning, they found Tirilee’s footprints heading up the canyon. Tull kept wondering if the Dryad would return, for she craved men as much as they craved her.
At midday, Born-in-Snow came down from the mountains and hooked up the wagon. They traveled through a treeless valley, and reached a glen at the top where they found why Tirilee had not returned.
Two men had been making a fire-less camp in the wooded glen. By all signs, they had stayed put for at least a week. Tirilee had stumbled into their camp and had been dragged down by one of the men. After a short scuffle, she’d managed to slit their throats.
Phylomon checked the ground for signs of others, his gaze lingering on the bodies. Both men were missing their right ears, both had carried guns, both wore tattoos of a black hooded figure upon their arms.
“These men were Blade Kin,” Phylomon said. “Brotherhood of the Black Cyclops.”
“Some kind of guards? Maybe a band of them?” Scandal asked.
Phylomon said, “The Brotherhood is not a band, it is a sign of ownership. Members of the Brotherhood belong to Tantos, the Lord of Retribution. They enforce Craal’s laws, gather taxes. It looks as if they saw Tirilee, waited to catch her. Most likely they saw her silver hair in the moonlight, knew she was a woman. I doubt they knew what kind of trouble they had on their hands.”
“Her kisses would have blinded them,” Tull said. He imagined the lust they had felt for her as they died. They would have been helpless.
“Maybe,” Phylomon said. “Either way, she killed them. We should thank her for that. We’d not have been able to cross that meadow back there without being seen.”
Tirilee’s tracks forged ahead through the woods. Phylomon gave a gun to Wisteria, taught her how to load and aim it, gave the other to Scandal, and they moved on for two more hours until they climbed a small hill. Before they reached its summit, Phylomon motioned for them to stop.
Phylomon knelt and whispered, “When we cross the softly, take great care. Walk softly. Ironwood woman says that the Blade Kin have a small fortress on the other side of the pass. We must see if we can skirt it in the dark.”
They crossed the top and stood in the shelter of a stand of pine. Below them, not a half mile downhill in a narrow gulch, squatted a small fortress made of gray stones, with a turret to hold a cannon and six crenelated towers, each trailing smoke from the evening cooking fires within. Beyond that was a wide valley without snow, and far beyond that a range of brown hills.
Tirilee sat hunched, waiting for them at the tree line. She stepped forward pointed at the plains, and said, “Friends, welcome to the kingdom of Craal!”
Until that moment, the fear Tull felt from the Dryad had blinded him to the fear he felt at the thought of entering Craal. He looked across the plain and saw that which he feared most—an army of at least a hundred thousand men camped in black tents on the plain, fields black with their war mastodons. At the sound of that name, Tull felt the earth wrench under his feet and a knot of terror twisted in his belly. The ground itself roared like thunder, and Ayuvah cried out and fired his rifle into the air.
Tull turned to look at him, for the sound of gunfire would surely raise the Blade Kin. Ayuvah was staring at the fortress, at the army down below, his mouth and eyes wide with terror, and Phylomon struggled to wrest the rifle from the Neanderthal’s hands.
My God! Tull thought, This is Craal! The blood pounded in his ears with a great roar. Against his will, his feet turned as if to run back to Smilodon Bay, yet there was no strength in them. He could not move them.
It is only kwea, he thought, trying to control his fear, and he felt his blood seemingly turn to ice in his veins. A great cold pierced him.
“Adjonai!” Ayuvah called, falling to the ground in fear.
***















Chapter 14: Facing the Dark God
Tull followed Ayuvah’s line of sight, and out on the plain below, beyond the army with its endless lines of tents, a giant rose from the earth as if he had suddenly wakened.
He pushed himself up from the ground and crouched. He was a powerful creature, with a heavy chest and purpled skin, with hands like a buzzard’s talons. His great black loincloth hung nearly to the ground, made of dust and tatters of the night.
His face was a decaying husk, the image of a man consumed by his own ruthless passions. A sickening green light glowed from his eyes, and diseases flowed out from his feet like rivers.
In his left hand he carried a wooden war shield covered with snakeskin that shone with despair, and in his right he held a shimmering silver kutow with two stone ax heads that radiated terror. Upon his brow was a crown of fiery worms that wriggled and twisted high in the air as they struggled for release.
Tull wanted to run. This can’t be real, he thought.
He knew that it could only be kwea, an illusion born of his own fear, but he recalled Phylomon’s words: “You seek the face of the God of Terror!”
Tull stood face to face with the Adjonai, and he was forced to believe what his eyes told him.
Tull shouted a war cry and pulled his kutow from the scabbard at his back.
The god turned to gaze upon Tull, and Tull returned the monster’s gaze steadily, but his legs began to tremble.
The god watched Tull with disdain. His monstrous voice cracked like the bones of men, and he commanded Tull, “Assume your position in the great wheel of evil.”
The great wheel of evil … Tull thought, where the souls of men were damned to trudge in endless circles, praising the god of terror. Tull knew that he should die, give up his life now.
The weakness in Tull’s legs increased, and Tull could not tell whether it was the earth or his own legs that shook. He felt himself struggling under a great weight, as if the breath was being crushed from his lungs. He suddenly understood that the god wanted him to kneel, that the god was trying to force him to his knees. Tull struggled to hold his legs straight, and the god simply glared.
Wisteria grabbed Tull’s arm and shouted, “What is it? What is it?”
At Wisteria’s touch, Tull’s strength seemed to renew. Energy flowed into him. Tull closed his eyes and basked in her touch, invigorated by it. He remembered the kwea of their wedding night, and it fed him like fruit in the desert.
He let her hold him for a long time, and when he looked up, Adjonai had vanished back into the dust.
Ayuvah was on his knees, sobbing in the snow. Scandal bent over to help him up. “God rot you,” Scandal said, “did you have to fire the gun?”
Tull went to Ayuvah, held the Pwi. “Adjonai is not here,” Tull said softly. “He is not even real. He is only a phantom created by our fear. Think of Etanai, back home, the kwea of your wedding night. He will go away. You and I, we are like children who imagine monsters in the night because we are afraid.”
Ayuvah held Tull’s leg for a moment. “No,” he said. “It was not our fear. It was the sorcery of the Blade Kin that made him real. Still, I feel him leaving.”
Tull looked at the small border fortress, at the bleak valleys of Craal beyond with its endless tents. He watched it, saw how they could skirt the army by cutting through the forests to the north. Out there, in cities beyond the edge of sight, forty million Pwi lived in slavery. How many tears of pain and despair have the Pwi cried here? Tull wondered. How much blood has watered the land?
The kwea of their torments saturated the air, and the sky was unnaturally dark. Their nightmares had seeped into the ground, seeped into the tiny white roots of every tender blade of grass. The land looked permeated by filth and evil and rot.
Tull had always imagined that the sky over Craal would be as blue as the sky over Smilodon Bay, that the grass would be as green. Yet the kwea of this place felt foul.
Down below them in the valley, a dozen men and two women, all wrapped in bulky furs, issued from the fortress gates at a run, casting searching glances along the hillsides. Seven of them carried guns. By a strange trick of acoustics, Tull heard one man say quite plainly, “It was a warning shot, I tell you!”
Phylomon, Born-in-Snow, and Wisteria all crouched low.
Tull knelt beside Ayuvah, put his hand to his shoulder. “At home, your wife dreams of your caress. Hold her in your dreams now.”
Ayuvah lay on the ground, gasping in great breaths, and after a moment he whimpered. “I cannot go any farther. My legs will not let me walk into Craal.”
“Then I will carry you,” Tull said.
Phylomon took Ayuvah’s rifle, cracked the barrel and put a shell in, then took another handful of shells. “No one’s going into Craal for the moment,” he said. “We’ve got an hour till sunset, and I hope to God we can get them mad enough to come up after us.”
Beside him, Born-in-Snow gazed down into the valley and grinned a feral grin, the type of expression Tull would not expect from a vegetarian until he remembered that the Hukm only grin in anger, when they are ready to kill.
Phylomon sat in the snow, propped his elbow upon his knee, and aimed the gun. For a long time he held his breath, then gently squeezed at the trigger.
When the gun sounded, one of the women in the valley below spun and dropped. Phylomon cracked the barrel open, inserted another shell.
The men below them jumped for cover, and those with guns began firing seemingly at random, but a bullet slammed into the branches over Tull’s head.
“Damn,” Scandal said, “Why shoot the woman?”
“Among the Blade Kin, one woman will take several husbands,” Phylomon said. “If we’re lucky, we can turn half those men into widowers.”
Phylomon took a long slow aim, fired a second shot. One man’s head split open as the bullet lifted him and knocked him back a dozen feet in the air.
Scandal raised his own gun, took aim, but Phylomon signaled for him to wait.
Phylomon shouted in Pwi, “Your slavers have taken my wife, Feyava! Bring her back to care for her children, or I swear, many more of you will die!”
The slavers below seemed awestruck at the thought of a single Neanderthal attacking them. One shouted, “Are you Pwi or Okanjara?”
“I am Pwi,” Phylomon shouted. “I will return in two weeks. Bring her, or more of you will die!” Phylomon squeezed off a third shot, killed a man, then fell silent and did not move.
Heavy snow began to fall. For nearly an hour, the slavers below held to cover, but then retreated to their castle, dragging their dead. When they were safely within the gate, Phylomon breathed easier.
“They will come for us tonight. I know the Blade Kin. They cannot let such a challenge remain unanswered. They lost three today, and they know their two guards are dead. They will come out in force to hunt for one mad Pwi. But we will hunt them.”
Beside him, Born-in-Snow growled deep in the back of his throat.
***
















Chapter 15: Slavers and Slaves
The group returned to their wagon. Born-in-Snow had the mammoth pull it back down the canyon. Their tracks skirted precariously close to a high bluff, wet with deep snow, and once they passed it, Phylomon pulled the wagon a quarter mile, till he was partly hidden in a glade, and loaded the swivel gun.
The snow continued to fall in great flurries, and the wind sent rooster tails of snow showering from the cliffs above. In the space of three hours, their tracks were covered.
Born-in-Snow took out his war club, wrapped it in leather to give it strength.
“Remember, when you go to the fortress, kill only the Blade Kin,” Phylomon warned Born-in-Snow in finger language. “Leave the slaves. Leave the people in cages.”
Born-in-Snow shook his fist in the air in sign of acknowledgment, turned his back and trotted away, his white fur blending in with the snow.
They waited. Thor was but a narrow green disk, hidden behind dark clouds. Snow mounted. Phylomon watched their trail in earnest, but never saw the Blade Kin. Sometime in the early morning, Born-in-Snow roared. Phylomon aimed the cannon at the cliff above and fired.
Walls of ice and powder roared free of the canyon walls, breaking trees as if they were twigs, destroying everything in their path. The Blade Kin shouted, tried to beat the onrush. Phylomon saw them then, figures dressed in white, scattering from the cliff in the moonlight, but the snow was deep and thick, and no man could run so fast.
When the avalanche subsided, snow and ice crystals still filled the air. Born-in-Snow rushed over the snow from his hiding place, making sure none of the Blade Kin had escaped the avalanche. Phylomon and the others rushed to help him, but before they reached the spot, Born-in-Snow began racing up to the fortress in Craal, taking vast strides six-feet across.
Phylomon, Tull, and Ayuvah dug in the snow, and recovered several guns from the dead. They went back to their wagon where Wisteria was waiting.
“God, what do we do now?” Scandal asked.
“We sleep,” Phylomon said. “Or at least, some of us should sleep. It has been a long day, and we have a longer one tomorrow.”
“But shouldn’t we help Born-in-Snow?” Wisteria asked.
Phylomon pondered. Once inside the fortress walls, the Hukm would seek out guards and kill them, and next would come the women and the children in their beds. It was not work that any of these innocents from Smilodon Bay could stomach, yet they had no other choice. If they were going to assure their escape from the pass, it had to be done.
“Born-in-Snow has sworn to take twenty lives in retribution for his brother. He does not want our help,” he answered. “Go to sleep. I’ll take first watch.”
When Born-in-Snow returned to camp an hour before sunrise, his hands and war club were dark with blood.
He silently hitched his mammoth to the wagon, and they made their way into Craal.


The journey to the fortress seemed to last hours. As they neared, Wisteria expected shots to ring out from one of the towers, but Born-in-Snow guided his mammoth through the great gates and entered the quiet city.
From the pass above, the fortress had appeared to be huge, but up close, it seemed small, and Wisteria could see that the city had been made to look larger from above, for the front wall was merely a façade that nearly blocked off the entire pass.
Within, the streets were quiet and deserted. No one stirred at the windows. No dogs barked from the streets.
The load on the wagon creaked as the mammoth plodded through the narrow streets. Holding pens stood in a courtyard—iron cages with frozen watering troughs—all located where the captives could be constantly watched.
In the ground around these cages, thirty-two red spears were raised in a circle. Impaled upon each spear was the body of a Blade Kin, or their wives or children.
“Shall we burn the city before we leave?” Scandal asked.
Phylomon said. “I can think of no better way to alert the army below than to set fire to their fortress.”
“We can’t just leave the fortress to be used again!” Tull answered.
“Even if we tore it down stone by stone,” Phylomon said, “Do you think it would stay down for a month? No. leave it. Let’s search the houses, to check for survivors.”
So Wisteria followed, and the men traveled together, spears at ready. Scandal proved himself an eager warrior, and he raced from room to room ahead of the others, picking up gold bracelets, bottles of wine, and stuffing them down his shirt.
In one dark hole that smelled of feces they found four starved Thralls, two men and their wives, slaves who had been caught trying to escape. All four had been brutally tortured, branded with hot irons. Phylomon gave the slaves their freedom, and they fell at his feet.
“God bless! God bless!” the Thralls said.
“Please,” Phylomon told them, “take what you want from the city and run to your freedom quickly. We don’t know how long it will be before more Blade Kin arrive.” The men gave thanks and went to loot the guard towers of weapons.
Phylomon searched diligently, and in one guard room he found what he desired. “Traveling papers!” he said, holding them in triumph. “No good citizen of Craal would be caught in the wilderness without them.” He filled them out on the spot. “Congratulations,” he said, giving the papers to Tull, Ayuvah, Scandal and Wisteria. “You are now all vassals, owned by Lord Tantos of Bashevgo, High Lord of Retribution. May you serve him well!”


When they reached the inn, Scandal ran ahead of all of them, and he threw open the doors and shrieked. Wisteria peered in. On the floor was a cleaning woman, naked to the waist, her left breast removed, scrubbing the blood of her dead masters from the floor with a rag and a barrel.
She moaned a monotonous song as she worked, and seemed unaware of the party entering the room. She had dark brown hair and a wrinkled face.
Wisteria cried, “Javan? Javan Tech?” she asked, for the woman fit Phylomon’s description perfectly. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”
The woman slowly turned to gaze up to Wisteria with blank eyes. Horror filled Wisteria. Yet when the woman gazed up, she proved to be a stranger, someone Wisteria had never seen before.
“You’re free!” Scandal told the woman. “We came to free you.” The slave continued working, singing her tuneless song, wiping the blood from the floors.
“Leave her,” Phylomon said. “Her mind is gone.”
“Wait!” Wisteria said, “Wait!” and she knelt beside the old woman. “Do you know your name?”
“Ruva Brightman, better than most,” the old woman crooned, weaving her words into the song.
“Where were you taken slave?” Wisteria asked.
“In South Bay. South Bay. Far away in South Bay,” the woman said.
“Who took you slave?”
“Feremon Scatman, will catch you when he can,” the woman sang.
Wisteria looked for a quill and paper, but found only paper. She knelt on the messy floor and wrote the woman’s accusation in blood, handed it to Phylomon.
“If you find him, kill him.” Wisteria said.
Phylomon put his arms around her, and Wisteria buried her face into his fur robes and wept.
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Chapter 16: Escape into Craal
On the southern edge of the fortress at Gold River Pass were four long stone buildings. The muddy ground in front of them had been trampled by mastodons and oxen. As the day warmed, a cold gray rain splattered in the courtyard. The men checked these buildings last, and found thousands of large clay pots filled with grain, beans, corn, and dried fruits and vegetables.
The party stood for a long time, looking at the pots, and Phylomon frowned. “Food for the armies of Craal,” he said. “Enough to feed ten thousand men for a summer.”
“But there couldn’t have been fifty Blade Kin in this tiny fortress!” Scandal said.
“The food must be here for warriors yet to come,” Ayuvah said, and Tull realized that he was right.
Phylomon licked his lips. “The army down on the plain. They must be what, fifteen miles from here?”
“I’d say twelve,” Tull answered.
Phylomon said, “Then unless I am mistaken, the bulk of them could be here by mid-afternoon.”
Scandal’s eyes widened, and as one they rushed for their wagon. Tull loaded some of the foodstuffs into the wagon hurriedly while Ayuvah ran downhill to scout the road into Craal, and Phylomon spoke to Born-in-Snow in finger language.
When they were ready, Born-in-Snow leapt atop his mammoth’s back and urged the beast forward at a run.
For two hours they hurried down the road, making eight miles, until they reached the foothills below. By then, they were down beneath the snow line, in a land of scrub oaks and dry grasses. They heard mastodons trumpeting in the distance.
Ayuvah came running back up the road toward them. “A great army is coming; my heart stops with fear! They bring war mastodons and wagons, and many warriors.”
Born-in-Snow pulled his own mammoth off the road, leading it into the woods, and for the next half hour everyone struggled to cover the huge tracks of the mammoth, hiding their trail. They pulled their wagon behind a small hill and into a grove of pine.
The trumpeting of the mastodons became louder, and Born-in-Snow’s mammoth trumpeted a challenge in return, then shifted from foot to foot, sniffing the air.
Born-in-Snow climbed down, pushed his mammoth’s shoulder, and after a moment of confusion the great beast lay on its side and feigned death.
Tull and Ayuvah got their war shields and hid behind them in the shadows of the pines as they watched the army of Craal pass in the rain. Two hundred mastodons walked before them, shaking the earth and dragging sleds loaded with food and tents.
Thralls, Neanderthal slaves, stood atop two of the mastodons and pounded great drums, keeping time for the march. Many mastodons wore armor of leather with brass rings sewn in, helmets for the head, and they were covered with red blankets while their tusks were studded with iron.
The Blade Kin followed behind—men in black lacquered armor with red capes, earless Neanderthals with Black Cyclops insignia upon their shields. All of the Blade Kin carried both rifles and swords. Tull tallied seven thousand of them before they passed.
“At the rate they are going, it will take three hours for them to reach the fortress,” Ayuvah said. “When they see what we have done, they will hunt us.”
Phylomon murmured his voice soft and strained, “As long as they don’t find where we left the trail, we will be all right. They obliterated our tracks for us down this far. With any luck, they’ll race up higher into the hills, into the snow, thinking that they are in search of escaping slaves. Snow has been falling all night, covering our tracks over the pass.” He pondered a moment, then ordered, “Ayuvah, start leading our people into the woods. Go three or four miles north, but make sure you can’t be seen from the pass above, then wait in the woods. I’ll erase your trail.”
“You must also hide our scent,” Ayuvah said. Neanderthals had a much stronger sense of smell than humans, and the Blade Kin were trained to hunt by scent.
“The rain will have to hide it for us.”
Ayuvah guided the party through the woods, skirting meadows where the summer dirt was packed, while Phylomon stayed behind to obscure their trail.
That night it continued to rain heavily, and they traveled in the dark, guided by the Hukm.
No Blade Kin ever came searching for them.
The next morning, Scandal credited Phylomon’s skill at obscuring their trail for their luck in escaping, but Phylomon said, “We have escaped for a day, but our trail through the woods will not be hard to pick up, if the Blade Kin follow it. I suspect that right now they are searching for us on the other side of the pass, but in time their gaze may turn this way. We must make it to a road quickly, a well-used road where our tracks will mingle with those of others.”
So they crept through the shadows of the mountains.
For two days, he guided them until they came to a dirt road, rutted by wagon tracks, heading north. The men stood looking at the road. It had grown thick with summer grass, yet it had seen heavy use only recently.
“Where do you think it leads?” Scandal asked.
Phylomon smiled at them. “It links Seven Ogre River and Greenstone. This is the road the cooks use when they go to make their serpent catch. If I am not mistaken, we have but a hundred miles to go!”
Tull breathed a great sigh of relief. He had hardly imagined that they could be so close.
There were fresh wagon tracks everywhere, leading up from the heartland of Craal. Some wagons were pulled by oxen, others by mastodons. “It appears we are not far behind the fishermen for the Lords of Craal,” Phylomon remarked. “It is a good sign. From now on, we will be just another fishing party.”
So the group began to travel in disguise.
Scandal’s forged documents proclaimed him a newlywed cook with Wisteria as his wife, out to hunt serpents as a delicacy for high Lord Tantos, while Tull and Ayuvah drove the mastodon—mere slaves. Phylomon, Born-in-Snow headed for the woods and followed at a distance.
Tirilee’s scent had abated, and Phylomon had half a mind to let her rejoin the group, but didn’t dare.
So she followed behind discreetly, blending into the trees, a ghost on their trail that Tull only spotted from time to time.
Twice that afternoon, small bands of soldiers stopped the travelers on the road and harassed them. The soldiers were all Neanderthals, Blade Kin in black armor, but few of them carried rifles. When they saw Scandal’s traveling papers, signed by the High Lord of Retribution himself, they grew timid and slinked away.
For a week the party traveled north into Craal, and every day they spotted more soldiers, as if the search for them were heating up.
In that time Tull came to see that Craal’s sky shone as blue as it had at home, that its grass could be as green, as anywhere on Anee. Nature seemed to conspire to prove her beneficence, and whereas earlier they had suffered under stifling rains, now the sun came out and shone splendidly, as it sometimes will in the fall. Tull almost welcomed the checks by the Blade Kin, for he relished the fear that came upon their faces when they read Scandal’s documents.
They reached the river, high up where the serpents did not run, and passed through a forest of aspen.
That night, when Phylomon and the others crept into camp to eat, Tirilee looked back at the trees longingly, and the aphrodisiac perfume of her body wafted through camp.
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Chapter 17: First Catch
The next morning, Tirilee was gone. Scandal stood gazing up the trail behind them, toward a hill where a stand of aspen gleamed, its bark stained gold in the morning sun. “She’s found her trees. We’ve likely seen the last of her.”
Tull felt a pang of loss. He would have liked to have wished her goodbye, given a gift of food. But he knew that it was better this way.
That day, they entered a nameless mining camp where dirty-faced Neanderthals watched them pass. Ayuvah said, “I’d have thought there would be more people here.”
“There were forty-six million people in Craal at last census,” Scandal said. “Two million in the city of Craal itself, seven million on the Cinnabar Plains, five million in the isles of Bashevgo. But the Crawlies are farmers and miners. They don’t wander in the wilderness like Pwi. Even Denai has over a hundred thousand people.”
Ayuvah whistled, for in all of the Rough there were not so many people.
The Seven Ogre River began to wind alongside the road, disappearing from time to time behind stands of oak and alder. It was not nearly so deep or wide as the Smilodon River, and it meandered through low hills.
Tull hoped to find the serpent hatchlings quickly, but they followed the path downriver for a week before they came upon the first fishermen, six Thralls heading home. They had a long, flat wagon pulled by eight oxen. The sides of the wagon were only two feet high, and the wagon was caulked to keep the water in. There were several hatches for access to the serpents, and Tull guessed that the monsters were kept in separate compartments.
The Thralls eyed Scandal’s strange gear, particularly the enormous barrel on back of the wagon, and Tull realized how unbalanced his barrel was compared to their own long sleek wagons.
“You are a couple of weeks late, aren’t you?” a Thrall asked.
Tull’s mouth seemed suddenly too dry to speak, and he wondered if he had missed the run altogether.
“Our mammoth died,” Ayuvah put in, “and we had to turn back for another.”
“Did you catch many serpents?” Tull asked.
The Thrall gauged Tull warily. “Enough. If you hurry, you will reach the end of the run.” Tull nodded, and would have passed by if the Thrall hadn’t spoken again. “Your mammoth’s tusks show that it is owned by Hukm.”
Ayuvah said, “My Lord bought it from a trader who stole it from Hukm out in the Rough.”
“Your Lord is an idiot to send it so close to the White Mountains,” the Thrall said. “May the gods grant that he die young so that you can be sold to a wiser master.”
“Tchezza fae. So be it,” Tull and Ayuvah said in unison.
When the fishermen had passed, Tull stopped the mammoth for a moment and peered back at Scandal.
“God,” Scandal said, holding his chest. “Goddamn.”
“We’re too late for the harvest!” Ayuvah said, almost weeping.
“I thought we were only a week behind schedule,” Scandal said. “I thought it wouldn’t matter!”
“The harvest came earlier than expected,” Tull said. “If we’d known, we could have pushed harder.” He looked back at Scandal and Ayuvah. Wisteria sat beside Scandal, face pale. She began to sob.
“We don’t stop tonight,” Tull said. “We keep moving until dawn. The mammoth can rest when we camp.”


That night, they drove by moonlight through the hills, and at dawn they began to pass fishing camps. At each camp, several Thralls would stand out on a rock that jutted into the water, all holding a single long pole. The pole had a ball of fur tied to it, often with colored rags that looked like feet, and buttons for eyes. They were using jigs that looked like muskrats, Tull realized.
The Thralls bobbed this ball of fur up and down, up and down, trying to entice a serpent to rise and bite.
Scandal had them pull over to a likely spot—a wide bend thick with oak brush for cover, some large flat rocks thrusting out near deep pools.
As soon as the wagon stopped, Tull cut a long sapling, got some hide and cloth from the wagon, and began making a lure. The others turned the barrel upright and filled it with water.
Chaa had said that Tull must catch the serpents alone, so he found a rock, put his pole into the water, and began to fish.
The pool was deep and blue, and the water flowed over it clear as glass. Tull could see the bottom—speckled rocks and dark patches of algae. He spotted big fish—fall run salmon and huge, striped bass.
The serpents, he knew, often eeled along the bottom, and their backs could change shades of silver, black, or yellow to match their surroundings. They hunted in packs of dozens, or even hundreds, and they acted in concert to drive the fish upstream in great schools so that they could feed at leisure. The water was thick with fish.
Tull put his lure in and began jigging up and down, up and down. For an hour, nothing happened, and his shoulders became weary. Just when he was about ready to take a rest, he saw a huge gaping mouth filled with knives for teeth rise from the river bottom and take the lure.
He shouted for the others and tried to sling the serpent out of the water, but the serpent was huge, and instead of Tull pulling it from the water, the serpent tried to drag him in.
He dropped his pole and jumped to the bank. The serpent wriggled after him. Its head was nearly a yard wide—large enough to swallow him whole, and it had bright red eyes. Twin pairs of spines sprouted from its back, and it watched as Tull clambered up the bank. When he was safe, the serpent slithered back and dove, clutching the lure in its jaws.
Scandal and Ayuvah heard Tull shouting, and they stopped to look at the monster.
“We’ll need smaller ones than that,” Scandal said. “No more than four feet.”
Tull made another lure and tried the rest of the afternoon, but quickly learned why the Thralls had four men working the same jig. The serpents were big, and all of them tried to drag him into the water. One even tried to climb up onto the rock with him and take his leg, totally ignoring the lure. Terrified, Tull reacted quickly, leaping from its jaws. Ayuvah and Scandal begged to help, but Chaa had been explicit—only Tull could catch the serpents.
By nightfall he’d been able to drag only one serpent from the water—a fourteen-footer that thrashed with its tail spikes so hard that no one dared go near. It ripped the fur from the lure, gulped it down, then used its tiny front claws to drag itself back to the water.
That night, Phylomon and Born-in-Snow came into camp. “You are fishing too deeply,” Phylomon said. “We watched the Thralls upstream. They fish in the shallows. They put a spotter up in a tree to watch for the small ones, then the spotter tells the lure man where to put his bait. We found you a good spot downstream.”
“How many did these Thralls catch today?” Scandal asked.
“They caught only one that they could keep,” Phylomon admitted. “We may have come a little too late for the harvest.”
“And how many do you say we should try to haul home? A hundred?”
“I’d hoped for that many,” Phylomon agreed.
Tull looked around. Everyone seemed drained and despondent. Ayuvah said, “Chaa told us to come. He must have had a reason.”
“But how well did he see this future?” Wisteria asked. “Maybe he didn’t know that our mammoth would die, that we’d have to push the damned wagon over the Dragon Spines?”
“Damn it.” Scandal argued, “We did what he asked, and we’re here. If Chaa says we can catch some serpents, we’re going to find them. Maybe … a fresh hatch of three-footers is on its way upstream this very moment.” Yet his enthusiasm sounded false, words spoken in desperation, meant only to soothe their fears.
“Perhaps,” Phylomon admitted. “Or perhaps we will find only big ones.”
“You know,” Scandal said, “this could be harder than it sounded.”
“What would you have us do?” Phylomon asked, and then he pinned his gaze on Tull, putting him in charge.
Tull furrowed his brow and considered.
“The boy doesn’t know any better than the rest of us!” Scandal growled.
“Yet the Spirit Walker gave him this task,” Phylomon answered. “Let him choose.”
Tull thought. “Tomorrow, we go for shallow water. If I can see the serpents, I can catch a few.”
The next morning, they moved camp two miles downstream and found a pile of boulders in some shallows. Someone had fished these waters before, for near the boulders was a circle of rocks that formed a ring big enough to hold several serpents. With fresh river water flowing through the rocks, the circle acted as a holding pond.
The pond had not been used for years, and the heavy flows of winter water had all but destroyed the north and south walls. Tull and Ayuvah hauled rocks from shore and built the walls back up. Then Tull stood on the boulders—good tall rocks that even the larger serpents could not climb. Ayuvah and Wisteria acted as spotters. Within an hour, they were rewarded for their labor—Wisteria spotted a five-footer eeling along the bank toward the boulders, and Tull put the pole down in front of it and began jigging.
The serpent seemed almost stupid. Instead of going for the jig, it stopped and settled on the bottom. For five minutes it worked on changing color to blend in with the background.
Tull eased to the edge of his boulder, jabbing the pole closer and closer to the serpent’s mouth, and the serpent watched with great red eyes. It leisurely extended its gills, breathing deeply.
When it was ready, it flared its gill flaps, pulled its gills in, and used its front fins to push up from the bottom and grab the bait. Tull waited until the serpent’s jaws locked on the bait, then flipped the creature into the air.
The serpent flapped its tail from side to side, and two spikes raked Tull’s chest. He gasped, nearly dropping his pole, but managed to toss the serpent into the holding pond. The serpent ripped at the bait even in the pond, and when the fur tore from the jig, the serpent broke free and everyone rushed forward to see it.
The serpent banged the sides of the pond, scraping its armored fins across the rocks. It bashed its head into the rocks again and again, and when it tired, it leapt up and stuck its head over the wall and tried to eel back into the river. Tull grabbed his pole to push the serpent back in, and Ayuvah rushed back to shore for more rocks to build up the walls of the holding pond.
Scandal was so pleased he shouted, “One thousand goddamned miles through the Rough, and we’ve caught ourselves a serpent! Tonight, we celebrate!”
He climbed down from the rocks, built a fire, and began cooking. Tull and Wisteria danced around camp, and Ayuvah smiled dumbly. After half an hour, Tull stifled his desire to celebrate and went back to work.
But the rest of the day did not go as well. They saw many serpents moving upstream, but for each that moved upstream, two were moving down, and none were as small as the one they had caught. They celebrated that night anyway, and the next day they went back to work, but came up empty. Phylomon and Born-in-Snow spent the day scouting the area, and they came back with a report.
Phylomon said, “We scouted ahead for ten miles. The Summerhazy Hills cross our path, and the road is not well tended—steep and rugged in places. We won’t get the wagon through.”
“Is there a promising road elsewhere?” Scandal asked.
“We found trails, but they are not for human feet.”
“Deer?”
“Mastodon Men,” Phylomon said. “The hills are thick with oak and buck brush. It’s good country for wild boar and moose.”
Scandal said, “Find me a good path to Denai.”
“We’ll try in the morning. It will take two days, three at the least.” Before dawn he crept away from camp, leaving Tull to work.
But Phylomon did not return after two days, nor after three. And Tull did not catch another serpent.
Scandal and Ayuvah hunted each day and learned that the serpent catchers had fished the area out.
To feed their only serpent, the men resorted to jigging for a larger serpent. When Scandal and Ayuvah managed to pull it from the water, Tull hacked its head open with his broadsword and fed chunks to their youngster. It cracked the bones in its teeth and thrashed the shallow water of its holding pond in a feeding frenzy.
On the fourth day, two things gave them cause for alarm—first, a group of nearly two thousand Blade Kin warriors came down the road from Denai, guns in hand. They asked the party if they had seen any Hukm, checked Scandal’s forged traveling papers. They were not impressed by the High Lord of Retribution’s signature, and they searched the wagon twice over. Fortunately, Scandal had hidden his stolen gold and guns off in the brush, though the Blade Kin seemed curious, they left after nearly an hour. Also on that day, the number of large serpents that they spotted in the river dropped to thirty-two. The numbers of fish had diminished, and the serpents headed back down to the open ocean.
That afternoon, seven wagons passed them as the other fishermen vacated the river.
Tull wore a grim, determined face, but his heart was not so determined. He plodded along the riverbank all afternoon, desperate to spot some young serpents. Chaa had foreseen that the quest could succeed, that Tull would catch the serpents. But what if Chaa had seen him catch only one serpent? One would not be enough. Tull had missed something. He looked at his hands, great robust hands, more like the paws of a bear than human hands. They never served him. Always a failure, and a failure now, as well.
That night, five ragged Thralls passed the group in a wagon pulled by a mastodon, and they stopped nearby. Their campfire gleamed upriver, shining through the barren trees, reflecting off the water. One Thrall played a panpipe, and the fishermen sang together, happy to be going home.
Phylomon and Born-in-Snow returned to camp that night. “We found a better road,” Phylomon said, “but it goes from one small town to another. It is rocky and narrow in places and doesn’t follow near the river at all. We won’t be able to get fresh water for the serpents for the first three days. That concerns me. It will take six or seven days just to reach Denai.”
“Then, by God, if we had any serpents they would just have to breathe air, wouldn’t they?” Scandal said.
“What do you mean?” Phylomon said. “How many serpents have you captured?”
“Just the one,” Wisteria said.
Phylomon looked hard at Tull, “What will you do?”
Tull swallowed and gazed at the Thrall camp up the river. He had tried so hard, and it all came to nothing. “I do not think we will catch any more small serpents,” he told the group.
Scandal followed Tull’s gaze upriver. “Ayaah, I see what you are thinking: Those Thralls have serpents we can take.”
“They’d be no match for four men with guns,” Phylomon admitted. One Thrall raised his voice in song.
“No,” Tull said. “Let me reason with them.”
Tull went to the brush, unwrapped the weapons they had robbed from the dead men at Gold River pass. He gathered five guns into his arms, took a bag of ammunition, stuck them into a sack.
“What are you doing?” Scandal shouted.
“I’m going to barter with them,” Tull said.
He went to the Thrall camp, followed by Born-in-Snow and the others. They walked up to the fire, and the Thralls backed away, staring at Tull, at the Hukm, at Phylomon’s blue skin. One Thrall went to the wagon, drew a club.
“I want your serpents,” Tull said. The Thralls looked at him as if he were mad.
“Our Lord would beat us!” an old Thrall said, licking his lips with fear. “He would beat us like dogs if we were to give away our catch!” His voice was almost a whimper, for he stared at the Hukm and knew that he could not protect his serpents.
Tull emptied the bag of rifles onto the ground.
The old Thrall peered at the guns. “Where did you get those?”
“We killed the Blade Kin up in Gold River Pass.”
The old Thrall eyed the rifles. “You will be punished for it. You will die the death! Surely you are not such a fool as to think you can escape?”
“Take the guns and leave,” Tull said. “This is my payment for your serpents. Head over the hills now, while the snow is still melted. Or how much longer do you want to be a Thrall?”
One younger man, a Neanderthal with blond hair and a face reddened and wrinkled from the sun, walked to the pile and picked up a gun. He broke the barrel open, saw that it was loaded, snapped the barrel closed.
“I tell you how long he will be a Thrall,” the man said, “until the day he dies.” He stuck the barrel in the old man’s face and pulled the trigger.
The bullet penetrated the old man’s skull. For a moment he looked at everyone with rheumy eyes, as if he’d suddenly forgotten their names, while smoke issued from the ragged hole under his throat, then his legs buckled and he pitched forward.
The other Thralls looked at the body, and Tull was surprised at their expressions, for they mourned him. “At least he died quickly,” one young man said, “which is more than we may get.” The three rushed forward, grabbed guns, and began unloading food from their wagon hurriedly.
“We thank you for the guns,” the wind-burned Thrall said over his shoulder, “but I fear the Blade Kin may have heard our shot, so we must leave run.” Within a minute, they rushed off into the darkness, heading for the trees.
Tull stood in shock. “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt,” he said. “I wanted to give them their freedom.”
Phylomon said sadly, “There is more than one path to freedom.” He grabbed the dead Thrall, dragged the old man to the river outside the circle of firelight, and tossed him in.
“Quickly,” he said, “let’s take their serpents and get out of here.”
“We should take their wagon,” Scandal said.
Phylomon looked at the wagon. “The axles aren’t strong enough for our rough trail. It will never make it over the mountain roads.”
Scandal doused the fire, and in the darkness they pushed the wagon a quarter mile back down the road to their camp. In the cold moonlight, Tull stood atop the wagon with his jigging pole and enticed the serpents to bite, then dumped them in his own barrel. They took eighty-four serpents, one by one, from the Thralls’ wagon. Then Scandal bashed in its sides with Tull’s broadsword and drained the water. When it had emptied, they pushed it off the road, well up into the brush.
They ate a small breakfast, though it was only after midnight, then waited for daybreak.
The others slept, but Tull could not. He knew he should be happy to have the serpents, but he kept seeing the face of the old man, seeing over and over in minute detail how the bullet had exploded his skull, making his head sag in like an empty sack. Tull had not wanted anything like this to happen—had believed he was offering the Thralls freedom. Would the Thralls who escaped really ever leave Craal?
Tull doubted it. They would become Okanjara and spend the remainder of their days camped upon Craal’s borders, playing their little games, sniping at the Blade Kin while they sniped back.
In the end, though they called themselves Okanjara—the free ones—they would never really be free. They would only change their chains for another kind of bondage. The old man had known that what Tull offered was only a different kind of slavery.
In the wagon above him, Tull could hear the serpents talking with deep voices, a long low moaning noise. Phylomon had once said the serpents were as smart as humans, that they spoke at great distances underwater. Tull tried to make out the words to their language.
As Tull lay thinking beneath the wagon, he heard a spoon scraping a metal bowl. Probably Scandal eating leftovers, he thought, but then realized Scandal was snoring. He looked up from under the wagon, and saw Tirilee, the silver of her hair and face turned unearthly orange by the firelight. She crouched and ate, never looking toward the wagon. Then she poked at the coals of the fire with a stick and put a few small logs on it.
Tull could not smell her. The aphrodisiac scent she sometimes emanated seemed to be gone. Tull looked at Tirilee, and she was Tirileezhoai—Tirilee who held the love he feared. The Dryad finished her dinner, then reached into a small basket in a tree beside the fire, pulling bread and wine from it.
Tull was surprised—leaving food in the open like that would only attract bears. Scandal should have known better.
But then he remembered that Phylomon had sat there at dinner, not Scandal. Just as Phylomon had fed her at the start of the trip, he fed her now at the end.
Another week, and they would be in Denai. If all went well, two weeks after that they might sail home. Tirilee bundled the food in the folds of her dress and crept back into the woods.
In another week, Tull thought, I will be rid of her forever.
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Chapter 18: Summerhazy Hills
The journey through the gentle, rolling Summerhazy Hills was treacherous. The great barrel, though only partly filled with water, weighed several tons, and the mammoth often trumpeted in rage at being made to pull such a grievous weight.
When going uphill, Born-in-Snow sometimes had to push the wagon from behind, while the men worked with axes and picks to clear brush from road ahead. This left only Wisteria to guide the mammoth, and Phylomon taught her to ride its great neck and guide it as the Hukm do, urging it forward and steering it with kicks to its small ears and neck, stopping it by pulling its hair.
The area was thick with white cabbage moths, and time after time Wisteria found her mammoth, angered by his load, striking out at the helpless moths, sucking them up his trunk, then spitting them out. Controlling the stupid beast was hard work that left her calves and the insides of her legs aching. At the end of the day she stank of sweat and muddy mammoth hide.
They toiled all day without rest, moving as quickly as they could over steep roads, then made a waterless camp at sundown on a forest floor thick with rotten limbs and scraggly bushes. It was a poor place to camp. They’d passed a nice little stream not two hours before, yet the men chose to drive on.
Wisteria could feel the urgency in the air. Everything was rushed. During the day, riding the mammoth over the hills, she’d had time to think. In three weeks they would be back in Smilodon Bay with their serpents. In three weeks, Garamon would learn that she had not sabotaged the quest. Five of Garamon’s brothers were dead, and she had not given him his vengeance. She remembered how he had taken her in the back of his dry goods shop. The threats of death, the punches to the belly. He was a slaver. He’d kill her for failing him. She knew it. Yet they were rushing forward, rushing toward home.
Wisteria sniffed herself and recoiled from the smell. The weather had turned warm ten days ago, and it was as hot as summer. In the heat of the day, her sweat mingled with the mud and hair on the mammoth. It was such a foul-smelling creature, she was not sure she’d ever be able to wash the odor off, and she thought of the shallow stream she’d passed, and how nice it would have been to wash.
She made a bed of leaves, covered it with a bearskin, then threw herself down. She caught a whiff of her armpits and frowned. Tull came to lay beside her, and Wisteria was surprised that he could stand her smell.
They lay for a long time, watching the stars. The only moon in the sky was Freya—a blue mote so distant it was not much larger than a star. The red drones passed like comets. Wisteria realized Tull was sweating, as with a fever.
“Why are you so tense?” she asked.
“While we were clearing the trail today, we talked about what we must do. Scandal will have to go to Denai to buy a boat for the journey home, and then he will sail it upriver at night to meet Phylomon so he can load the serpents. Phylomon cannot go into the city, for he is an outlaw, and I do not want Ayuvah to go into the city, for he is too afraid of the Crawlies. Phylomon says it will be dangerous, for the Crawlies are suspicious of all foreigners, so I will have to go in disguise as a Thrall.”
“You can convince them. You’ve seen enough Thralls.”
Tull grunted. “I have seen Thralls, but Phylomon told me the laws they live under. Thralls cannot carry knives. Thralls cannot touch a human unless commanded to do so. I cannot look a human in the eye. This seems easy. Yet Phylomon warns that we will pass the slave markets, and I must not interfere with anything that I see.
“All my life, I’ve feared Craal. But now I realize that I will not see Craal until I see the slave market at Denai. I wish we were home.”
Wisteria laughed softly. “You are afraid to stay, and I’m afraid to leave.”
“What do you mean?” Tull asked.
Wisteria had not meant to tell him, but they were far enough from camp so that no one else could hear. Her stomach knotted with fear, but she realized that she had been living a lie too long, that if she did not speak now, she would drive a wedge between them. “Tull, the night that Phylomon killed my parents, I think I went crazy. I felt as if everyone in town had turned against me, and I hated them. I can see now that I was crazy. Phylomon killed my parents, and I can never totally forgive him for that. But we were so in awe of him that no one could stop him. If anyone else had tried what he did, we would have tossed him into a bear pit. But not Phylomon. He was too much of a legend. The great warrior who once leveled Bashevgo. Too much of a hero.
“So after the execution, I saw Garamon. I told him I wanted vengeance, and he was like me, so angry that three of his brothers had died, that he was like a crazy man.” Wisteria halted. She did not know how much to reveal. She couldn’t tell him how she had given herself to Garamon. And she did not know if she should portray Garamon to be as ruthlessly evil as he’d seemed. She licked her lips. “Garamon said he’d give me that vengeance. Since there was practically no money in town, the men would have to work elsewhere. And while they were gone, he could arrange an attack by the slavers. He said we could empty the town, ship off every woman and child.”
Tull turned his head and gaped at her. Even in the dim moonlight, Wisteria could see his disbelief. It was not that the plan was impractical. It was just so totally corrupt.
Wisteria could not imagine what Tull was thinking about her now. She forged on. “But in order for the plan to work, he said we could not let the people in town have even a glimmer of hope for the future. He wanted me to come with you—to make sure the quest failed—so that there would be no hope for a big fish run in the spring, so the men would go out now, over the winter, to work in the mines down at White Rock.”
A pained expression drew across Tull’s face.
“What are you thinking?” Wisteria asked.
“Did you marry me only so that you could sabotage the quest?” he asked.
Wisteria hesitated. “I did at first. Until I realized that I love you. I … I have your baby in me. I couldn’t betray you now. Even to withhold the truth would be a form of betrayal.”
Tull did not speak for a long time. At last he sighed. “Don’t tell anyone about this. If you tell Phylomon, he would kill Garamon outright. I think I had better talk to him alone—give him a chance to get out of town. I can’t imagine him being as evil as you say. I’ll give him at least that much of a chance.”
Wisteria turned to Tull and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Do not be afraid of Denai. I will come with you, Tull-zhoka-thrall,” she said in Pwi, “Tull with the love that enslaves.” She kissed him then, and he stroked her face. “Make love to me,” she said, and Tull smiled at her, pulled her hair roughly.
She bent forward and kissed him. She had trained him to take her roughly, but for once she did not want that. “Let’s try it your way for once. Make love to me tenderly.”


The only moon in the sky was Freya, and its light was dim as a star. Tirilee had been running almost ceaselessly for the past two weeks. After leaving the party, she made her way to the river alone, following the party by day, restlessly striking out in one direction at night, only to be pulled back to the party by morning light.
Her mother had warned her as a child that this would happen. The brief dizzying flashes of wantonness were first to strike, like a rush of a heady wine. But then came the night fevers that shook her to the bone, and the restlessness, the desire to run. So, she raced under the starlight just as she was running now, driving ahead of the party through thick brush. She was far ahead of the others, and for the first time she believed she could finally leave them. She had been climbing the hills all afternoon, but she smelled something rich and wonderful like a spice in the air or the scent of boiling honey, something that called her.
She leapt over a bush, and a bird chirped a question, and then she was in the pines again, loping along a trail. She kept it up for an hour until a wind from the hills blew to her again, and the beauty of that scent almost staggered her.
Her mother, Levarran, had told her of the restlessness, but had never told her of this dark craving to follow an unknown smell. She’d been so young when she was taken that Tirilee felt sure Levarran would have told her many things to prepare her for this, had she lived.
Now she was running, racing over the hills, free forever. The scent came again, beautiful, strong, and heady, and she turned to her right and leapt through thick ferns and began climbing. She came to a small windswept meadow and peered up and her heart beat so fiercely she thought it might open her chest: It was there! Just as she had known it would be! Aspen trees with white trunks silvered by moonlight.
Tirilee fell to the ground, and without realizing it, a cry ripped from her throat, a long beautiful eerie note that carried on the wind like the cry of a hawk.
She listened for a long and painful moment, trying to still her heavy breathing. She waited. There was no answer. No Dryad served this stand of aspen. Tirilee cried for joy and rushed up hill to inhale the rich aroma of the aspen, the luscious smell of rotting leaves on the forest floor, the sap that flowed through their sluggish veins. It carried an aroma more beautiful than anything she had ever known. Yet her legs were became tired and leaden, and she staggered the last few yards. The time for running had stopped. She had found her home.


That morning, Wisteria woke and considered her conversation with Tull from the night before. In her father’s house, she’d always been such a child. Her father had ordered her about as if she were a servant, making her feel weak, incapable, sometimes embarrassing her. Because he’d been a Dicton, had carried the ancient memories in his head, she realized that he felt superior to those who were not born with a memory of English. Because he felt powerful, he’d treated her like an idiot.
Yet, this morning, for the first time in ages, she felt powerful. Confessing to Tull about her deal with Garamon had given her a sense of power, a taste of victory and independence. She felt wholesome and clean, and she had almost nothing to hide anymore.
At sunrise, the men looked ragged and worn, and Wisteria decided that pregnant or not, she’d take some of the burden from them. She laid the morning fire, then went to work preparing corn cakes and bottled curry sausages for breakfast. Scandal got up, wrapped a blanket around himself and watched her sullenly, too worn to help.
As they ate, a terrible ruckus rose from their barrel—the sound of armored scales scraping and slapping the wood, thrashing water, and a long keening squeak that was somehow frightening simply because it was so odd. When the thrashing quieted, Ayuvah jumped up on the wagon and popped the top of the barrel open.
“I can’t tell for sure—but it looks as if the serpents have been fighting … yeah. There is blood in the water.”
Phylomon climbed on the wagon and peered into the barrel. “Serpents are herd animals; they don’t fight with each other,” he said, “except the females, when they are fighting for a rock to attach their eggs to.” He looked into the barrel for a long time, and then said. “It is as I feared. They had to eat one of their own.”
“You mean one’s dead?” Scandal asked.
“More than dead,” Phylomon said, “consumed. Young serpents normally eat their weight in food once a day. With eighty serpents at fifty pounds each, they’ll want two tons of meat a day. I don’t know that we’ll need that much just to keep them alive, but we’ll need something.”
“I’ve got a hundred pounds of rations left,” Scandal said. “They can have it all.”
“That wouldn’t last long. Someone is going to have to spend the day hunting,” Phylomon suggested. A serpent jumped from the barrel and snapped at Phylomon’s face. He placed the lid back on the barrel.
“Ayaah,” Scandal said, “Well, it had best be you, then. You could probably outhunt any two of us.”
So Phylomon spent the day hunting while the rest traveled. They made their way over the hills, and to Wisteria, it seemed as if the day were spent in one long steady climb. They passed only one water hole, a muddy pond where a trickle ran down the hill through a thicket of dry reeds.
The mud at the side of the pond was covered with the tracks of Mastodon Men, and the group hurried away. With the Mastodon Men about, Born-in-Snow stayed close to Wisteria, and she felt comforted, though she knew that he was only protecting his precious mammoth.
At sundown, Phylomon brought in two small wild hogs and a fawn that was just losing its spots. He dumped the carcasses into the barrel unceremoniously, and the serpents thrashed the water and scraped the barrel in a feeding frenzy, and then lay still.
“That water is beginning to foul,” he said, putting the lid loosely over the barrel, leaving a crack so the serpents could breathe.
“Two hundred pounds of meat,” Phylomon said. “I don’t think it’s enough.”
“See any sign of moose?” Scandal asked.
“Not down here,” Phylomon said. “Too many Mastodon Men hereabouts. They’ll stay up in higher range in the summer, then head down into the fields for the winter. Even if they pass through, they won’t be here long. I think that in the morning, we should all go hunting. There’s a large herd of wild hog up here—if we had four guns, we’d get a lot of meat quickly.”
That night, Wisteria took a bucket of water and went to wash her clothes away from the camp. She took off her dress and put it in the bucket, put in some flakes of lye soap, and worked the dress with her fingers, trying to banish the smell of mammoth. She’d only been at it a moment when someone touched her shoulder.
“I knew I’d find you naked,” Scandal said. “You can’t resist showing me your body. I knew it all along—you are one of those who love, I see it in your eyes.”
She looked up at the fat man, and he smiled. His beard was combed, and he wore a fine green shirt, as if he’d dressed to meet her on a date.
“I thought you’d want Tirilee?” Wisteria said, pulling the wet dress from the bucket to cover herself.
Scandal laughed. “Of course I want Tirilee, if she were around. Who wouldn’t? I am a gourmet, after all, the Gourmet of Love. Nothing compares to a Dryad during her Time of Devotion. Of course I want that sweet child. She is the main course, but I want you for my appetizer. I need you.” Scandal pulled the wet dress back from her chest, looked down at her breasts.
Wisteria smiled. “I know what you need,” she said, and she stood and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.
Scandal chuckled and pulled her forward, trying to kiss her, and she kneed him in the groin.
The fat man’s eyes bulged and he gasped for breath, fell to the ground and began groaning.
“You’ll be okay,” Wisteria told him, pulling on her dress. “That ought to hold you until you get to Denai.”
***




















Chapter 19: A Bower of Fire
Tirilee slept most of the day and woke hungry. The hill held plenty of wild raspberries, and she spent an hour eating these and autumn rose apples. She caught a wild dove that had become snared in a thicket. After making a small meal, she found herself suddenly tired and fell asleep, but woke to the cry of a red-tailed hawk.
Perspiration poured from her body, and she wandered in a daze till dark. When an aspen grows, in each place where a root meets the surface, a new tree shoots up, so that the woods become very dense. Tirilee reached the deepest part of her thicket, and lay down. She wiped beaded sweat from her forehead and felt the palms of her hands. Even they were sweaty with a thick resinous oil.
She grabbed a sapling, smeared the resin along the branches, and bent the tree to the left, holding it fast for a moment. When she released it, the sapling remained exactly as she had placed it. In her mind she saw a picture of aspen branches interwoven to create a living wall, and as she thought about it, she began wiping the sweat from her brow and holding branches in place, weaving the tiny limbs to form a curtain in a huge circle, pulling branches from larger trees down as a roof.
The idea excited her, and the sweat poured from her more fiercely as she worked. She stopped several times during the night, just long enough to run downhill to a small stream and fill her belly with water.
By dawn, she had woven a bower of living trees, and in the center of her home, she raked together a pile of leaves to be her nest.
Tirilee closed her eyes and hummed to herself, sitting in the great bed of leaves. As suddenly as she had begun to perspire, she stopped. She knew what she must do next, but she did not want to do it.
For hours she fought the urge. Her lips began to burn, as if they had been rubbed with pepper. Her skin felt alive to the touch, and she could feel the gentlest wind play across her body. She took off her clothes and stood at the entrance of her nest. It was getting late in the afternoon, and the sun was setting.
The red of the dying sun shone upon her aspens and upon her skin like fire, and she stood in the evening breeze and felt it play over her legs. Her breasts felt heavy and swollen, and she stroked them and marveled at how they had grown in a few short weeks. Her lips were on fire. Her breasts were on fire. Everywhere was fire. And in her mind, she began to compose a song about the beauty of fire.


Wisteria woke early in the morning, and sent the men off to hunt. Born-in-Snow took his mammoth downhill to a stream. Being a vegetarian, he was not willing to hunt. Wisteria got the wood to set a fire, then got out the pans and readied breakfast so that she could cook it in a hurry when the men returned.
At ten in the morning she heard a coughing sound uphill, among the alders and thick vine maple. It could have been a buck snorting, she thought—but it did not repeat itself—and bucks usually snort for several minutes.
Somehow, she knew that a Mastodon Man was near. She listened closely, got one of the guns, then dropped a shell into its chamber.
Heavy footsteps cracked in the brush uphill, and she backed slowly from the wagon, placing it between her and the sound. The forest here was thick, with trees rising tall, and a floor of ferns and smaller bushes below. She could not see more than forty feet in any direction, and she dared not take off running, for Mastodon Men could be all around her. She waited fifteen minutes. She began creeping toward an old pig trail, heard a stealthy movement behind.
She looked back and saw a Mastodon Man not forty feet away. She stopped dead in her tracks, knowing that the Mastodon Men are color blind and attracted by movement.
The Mastodon Man was large—over nine feet tall—and he knuckle-walked into the clearing to sniff at the wagon.
He looked at the breakfast pans and knocked them to the ground. Then knelt and sniffed the food. He’d broken a jar of pickled meat, and he picked it up and began eating.
Wisteria searched the clearing for others, but dared not move. There could be forty Mastodon Men hiding in the brush, and she’d never know. She decided it was safer to wait, and if one approached, she could shoot as a last resort.
She might not kill it, but the noise from the rifle might scare it long enough so that she could find a place to hide.
The Mastodon Man crept around the wagon, and she watched. He was an old male with a grizzled hide, and she saw that he walked with a slight limp. An old bull, she hoped, thinking he might be the deposed head of some tribe. That would be best. He might be alone.
The Mastodon Man glanced her direction, and suddenly stopped and stared at her, unmoving.
Wisteria held as still as possible, and he watched her for a full three minutes, trying to decide whether to investigate. He put his knuckles to the ground and began sniffing loudly.
Behind him, one of the serpents scraped the sides of the barrel with his spiked tail. The Mastodon Man leapt in the air and looked at the barrel. He sniffed furiously, the jumped up on the wagon and began pushing at the barrel. The serpents inside began swimming, thrashing the water.
Wisteria held still and watched him for several minutes. The Mastodon Man hammered at the barrel with his fist, trying to knock it open. Suddenly, quite by accident, he knocked the top off. He climbed up on top and looked into the dark water for a moment. The serpents thrashed, scraping the sides of the barrel with their armored fins. The Mastodon Man reached in, and let out a very human sounding yell of pain. One serpent actually leapt from the water and grabbed his face in its jaws while another snapped onto his shoulder.
The Mastodon Man tumbled full into the barrel, and for a long while the barrel hissed and seethed as the serpents fed in a frenzy.
Wisteria held place, frozen in fear, but no other Mastodon Men appeared.
The men returned to camp an hour later with three large pigs, and they cooked up a breakfast that included strips of fresh pork cheek.
As they sat eating, Scandal said, “Hah! Fifteen hundred pounds of meat for the day. You say we can get over the hills and meet the river by tonight?”
Phylomon nodded.
“Then we’re off to Denai. When we hit the river, we can jig us a couple of big serpents and store meat for a day or two. No more hunting. No more stinking water in our barrel! Just a couple more days of toil.”
Wisteria saw Tull flinch at the thought of Denai. His mind was not easy. Phylomon watched them. The blue man lay his head back and let the sun shine full upon his strange hairless face for a while. “You know, Tull, you are a lucky man.”
“Why is that?” Tull asked, his voice tinged with fear at the thought of entering Denai.
“You got your serpents, just as we needed them, and when it looked as if they’d starve, a Mastodon Man walked into camp and fed himself to them. And isn’t there a saying among the Pwi, that if a man and woman make a child on their wedding night, the wedding is blessed?”
“Yes,” Ayuvah offered. “The child is zhozedan—born of three. The mother, the father, and the goddess of love.”
Tull stared at Phylomon curiously.
“Well, think back!” Phylomon said. “Wisteria began throwing up two weeks from your wedding night. Few women take ill so quickly. In my experience, that is a good indication that she became pregnant on the first night. Now, may I ask you, what are the chances of that?”
Tull shrugged.
“Slim,” Phylomon said. “After all, her father was a Dicton—as close as he could come to being a full-bred human—and you are Tcho-Pwi. In such a marriage, a woman might get pregnant twice in all of her child-bearing years. Why, the odds that Wisteria would conceive in the first week of your marriage are about six hundred to one. The odds that you would conceive on your first night might well be four thousand to one. I wouldn’t call it a miracle, but it’s damned lucky. Damned lucky!”
Tull grinned at Wisteria, put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a kiss. “Zhozedan! That is what we should call our child,” he told her. He looked back at Phylomon. “What will our child look like?”
“Considering the frequency with which she’s lost her breakfast,” Phylomon answered, “I suspect that Wisteria is carrying a boy. The male hormones flowing in her blood from the baby make the sickness harder to bear. I think you’ll be surprised at how much your son will look like you. He’ll have your skull and your broad shoulders, though his hands will be smaller. He will have some of your red in his hair, though it will tend to be darker than your own hair.”
“That is,” Scandal laughed, “if you’re the father!”
And Wisteria had a sudden thought—what if Tull were not the father?
In her mind, she was lying on the floor while Garamon, drunken and smelly, penetrated her again and again. It had been less than twelve hours later that she married Tull.
She suddenly began counting in her mind … surely she had begun getting sick when they were going over the Dragon Spines—a week later than Phylomon claimed. The poison stew had made her sick earlier—had made her vomit for days.
But the more she thought about it, the more she realized that it might not have been the stew. Certainly the Dryad had recovered quickly. And now that she considered it, she remembered being sick even earlier … feeling cold and nauseous in the redwoods while the giant Dryads followed them. Feeling ill at Frowning Idols when Phylomon killed the glass seller. Could these phantom chills have really been a symptom of a child? she wondered.
Wisteria remembered her mother once saying that she had never got sick before the fifth week. So even if Phylomon were wrong, what did it matter? She’d definitely been vomiting by her fourth week.
She tried remembering when her last bleeding had occurred, but she could not recall with precision. The days before her father’s execution seemed ages ago. Had it been two weeks before their departure, or four? And what had been her safe days? In Smilodon Bay, her life had been so clinical. Back then, she did not have to count days to know she was safe. She’d always been safe.
In her mind, Wisteria conjured up an image of the child as it would be. She imagined he would be pale of skin, almost white, as if his blood were drained. And she imagined Garamon’s black eyes staring out from him, Garamon’s dark hair. He would have the boxlike head of a human, and he would cry out in harsh syllables. He would look down upon Tull, a mere Neanderthal, and her son would be fiercely proud to be a bastard rather than son to a Tcho-Pwi.
Wisteria spent the rest of the morning suffering from chills. She did not hear the others talking around her. When Born-in-Snow returned from his morning forage and hooked the mammoth to the wagon, she dutifully climbed the mammoth’s tusks and stepped up onto his neck. Her muscles were tight, cramped with fear, and her skin crawled.
She saw Scandal watching her and wondered what he read in her face. Did he know? Had he guessed all along that she carried someone else’s child? Had that been what he meant when he said she was an adulteress?
With fear came the desire to run. All morning she wondered how to escape this dilemma.
When she bore the child, everyone would learn the truth. But how would Tull take it? She imagined he’d be stoic. He’d comfort her, assure her it did not matter, play the part of the hero.
But inside he’d suffer quietly, envious of the child that was not his, yet scorned by his son. She tried to imagine him becoming angry but knew Tull would not be angry.
He’d be hurt, the way a faithful dog is hurt when it takes an undeserved beating from its master. Yes, he’d take it, and in her mind’s eye, she imagined he’d be weakened and destroyed by that pain, just as a house can be felled by a single rotten timber.
By mid-morning, she felt dizzy with grief. She thought of killing the child, of managing a fall so that it would abort while still small. Perhaps if the fetus were small enough, she thought, Tull might not recognize it as being human.
And the next minute she laughed bitterly out loud, thinking how she had vowed to destroy the town in her anger and her pain, and now, despite her best efforts to the contrary, she would destroy Tull, instead.
She thought about Tirilee, how she had kissed Tull and driven him blind with lust, and how at home Fava had gazed at him longingly, wanting to unite her spear with Tull’s. Better to leave him to them, she thought. Better to die.
And when she thought of death, Wisteria thought of Garamon suffering with grief for his dead brothers. She imagined what he would do to her. Tull had promised to protect her from the beast, but who knew if Tull was strong enough?
As they marched slowly along, Wisteria played a dangerous little game. They came to a ridge, and she wove the mammoth in and out, in and out, letting it get close to the ridge. She looked down below her, two hundred feet, and wondered how close she would need to get before the wheels of the wagon slipped over the edge. The thought made her dizzy, so she closed her eyes.
When she opened them, she realized the mammoth had stopped. They were at the top of a hill, and below was a valley filled with dark pines and thick mountain raspberry. Phylomon, Ayuvah, and Tull were working ahead of her, feverishly trying to move a dead tree out of the way, while behind her Born-in-Snow had been pushing the wagon. Wisteria had steered the mammoth for an hour without even realizing it. She looked at the men raising and dropping their axes, drenched with sweat.
It all looked so far away, as if none of it were real, as if she were cut off from them. The trail was narrow, and the wagon was already at a ten degree slant, the barrel with its precious cargo leaning precariously towards the drop. Wisteria looked at the hill and saw that if she nudged the mammoth to the left, the left wheels would go into a dip, perhaps enough to spill the wagon. Perhaps not. Perhaps the whole wagon would fall over the edge and down the hill, and in her mind she saw the mammoth being pulled by his harness down the hill, rolling over and over, crushing the life out of her, crushing her child. It did not matter which. Whatever happened, it would be better than to live like this, better than to let Tull find out the truth.
She did not know if the wagon would tip, in fact did not believe it would. Wisteria nudged the mammoth’s right ear with her toe, just to see what would happen. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
As if in a dream, the great hairy beast shook his head to warn her against such action, then began to walk to the left. She did not feel the wagon tip behind her, did not hear Born-in-Snow’s mighty scream.
Instead, she felt the wagon tug, and heard the mammoth’s harness snap. She turned to look back, and the wagon tipped toward the dark forest below. Beside her she saw a dark flash as the tug, the pole attached to the singletree, swung up. It glanced off the mammoth’s shoulders, then hit her in the kidneys and swept her into the air. “Help!” she screamed.
The mammoth trumpeted and she heard it skidding downhill beside her, then she hit a leafless bush, and everything went dark.
When she woke, she felt sure that the mastodon had fallen upon her, at least one of its legs. The sky was dark, especially right in front of her, and something heavy lay on her chest. She heard a high wheezing sound from far away, and she swallowed because her mouth was filled with foamy blood. There was a buzzing in her ears, almost the sound a hummingbird makes when it hovers in the air nearby.
She felt … disconnected. There was no pain, only the heaviness, and a faint numbness across her face. Not pain really, just the absence of feeling.
Somehow she wanted to vomit. Someone stood over her and touched the side of her face, looked into her eyes. It was a fat woman with frizzy hair. A woman whose name she could not recall … the nurse who had helped care for her in childhood. I didn’t really want to do this. I don’t want to die! she wanted to tell the woman.
The fat nurse prodded her and a sharp pain filled her belly, as if something had been ripped out. An overwhelming sense of hope filled her.
Is it dead? Wisteria tried to say, but it only came out as “Ishtda.”
“What?” the fat nurse asked.
Wisteria spat the blood from her throat and smiled. “Garamon’s bastard child,” Wisteria asked. “Is it dead? Is it dead yet.”
“Yes, child,” the nurse said, “it’s dead.”
Wisteria laughed, and the buzzing in her ears began to fade. She tried to focus on the nurse, but it was far too dark, and the strain hurt her eyes. She heard someone screaming in the distance, a little child screaming for its baby doll, and a flock of butterflies, like colored sparks of purple and iridescent green, fluttered past her head, whistling a little song.
The nurse said, “Hush now, Wisteria. The pain won’t last for long. Not for long.”
She felt a sharp twinge in her side, and a desire to run, and she kicked her feet a little and tried to scurry away. And then she felt a great wrench, as if she were jerked sideways. And there was no more.
The air smelled vaguely of ash, and the butterflies whirled about her—red and gold, silver and midnight blue, cinnabar and the soft colors of mother-of-pearl. They rushed past as if swirling in the heart of a dust devil. She turned to see where they were going, and longed to float after them into the empty land.
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Chapter 20: An Empty Heaven
Phylomon had been hacking the roots of a rhododendron, sweat glistening on his long blue arms, trying to clear the trail, when he looked up and saw Wisteria urge the mammoth forward. She was mumbling and wore a strange expression, a look of regret mingled with curiosity. She turned to glance behind her at the wheels of the wagon. Then the axle cracked and the left rear wheel buckled.
Phylomon had seen death come to a thousand men, and just as it did nearly every time, time seemed to slow. The wagon toppled. The great wooden tugs that connected to the wagon’s singletree to the hames at the side of the mammoth’s neck broke free, and one tug caught Wisteria in the kidney. The torque of the rolling wagon was so great that the girl flew thirty feet into the air and disappeared downhill, and upon some curious impulse, Phylomon tracked her trajectory thinking, At least I’ll know where to find the body.
Tull shouted, and the mammoth, still tied to the wagon with his huge collar, trumpeted and flipped to his side, sliding over the embankment. Wagon, barrel and mammoth rolled downhill in a cloud of dust and scree.
Tull ran forward, and when he hit the slope his legs kept moving even though he stood in midair. Phylomon followed. Below them, the wagon and mammoth had cleared a wide trail in the thick brush. At the end of the trail, they lay in a bloody tangle.
The barrel was broken, and a serpent wriggled from beneath the wreckage and sunk its teeth into the mammoth’s front leg. The mammoth did not flinch. Tull zigzagged down the trail, peering beneath brush on both sides of the clearing as Born-in-Snow rushed past him. The great white Hukm stopped in mid-stride and just stared at the dead mammoth.
Scandal stood at the top of the hill, calling to Wisteria, and Phylomon rushed downhill and grabbed Tull, shouting “This way! She should have landed down here!” for he could see from her trajectory that she should have landed in the very center of the sideway where the wagon had rolled.
Ayuvah beat the brush, looking for Wisteria off to the left, but Phylomon found a spot of blood on the ground near the roots of a broken bush. “There’s where she landed! The wagon pushed her downhill!”
Tull stood in shock, looking at the blood, and Phylomon grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the dead mammoth and the wrecked wagon. Tull stopped at the foot of the hill, shaking his head, and Phylomon climbed over the mammoth. The wagon was only a pile of splintered timbers, far too dangerous to walk on.
Young serpents lay on the ground by the mammoth, crushed to bloody bits. Another lay gasping, its gills opened wide, trying to breathe in the harsh sunlight, its tiny fins extended out to its sides, raking the air with its claws.
Phylomon stood atop the mammoth and searched for Wisteria beneath the wreckage. Behind the mammoth’s body was a wall of twigs and bent trees, and he could see nothing. He heard a cough to his left, down beneath the wagon, and marveled that anything could be alive down there. “Here!” he shouted, jumping from the mammoth, picking his way through the shattered timbers to the back of the wagon.
Phylomon pulled broken boards from the wagon bed and soon saw a pale hand sticking out from beneath the wagon as if to catch the sunlight. Ayuvah began pulling boards, and Scandal stood behind them and threw the boards away while Phylomon and Ayuvah cleared the debris. Phylomon glanced back at Tull. The young Tcho-Pwi stood in the sunlight and watched them work, as if performing the labor of witness were labor enough. Ayuvah pulled off a board from the wagon, and Wisteria gasped as sunlight struck her eyes.
Foamy blood was running from her nose, and she choked and looked all around. She gagged softly, and Scandal said “What?”
She smiled, as if she were as carefree as a little girl, and for a moment she cleared the blood from her throat. “Garamon’s bastard child,” Wisteria asked plainly, placing her hand upon her womb. “Is it dead? Is it dead yet.”
“Yes, child,” Phylomon said, “it’s dead.”
Wisteria laughed, a high clear laugh as if she were at peace, and Phylomon realized that he had never seen such an expression upon her face, such utter contentment, the face of a child who has just come in from a long day of play. But her laugh turned into a ragged cough, and she bent forward. Blood gushed from her mouth and nose, as if the coughing fit broke something inside her, and the blood rushed free.
Phylomon held Wisteria by the shoulders. He looked up at Tull, and the sunlight shining full upon the Pwi made his red hair gleam the color of cinnabar. He was breathing shallowly, shaking. Ayuvah pulled the boards away.
Scandal got a wine bottle, filled it with water, tried to force some down her. Phylomon let him give her a small drink, enough to clear the blood in her throat. Tull found a blanket to cover her, and for several moments, they just stared at Wisteria.
“Is she going to live?” Tull asked.
Phylomon looked up at the boy. “I’m no prophet. She seems to be breathing all right for the moment. I think we should let her rest for a bit. In a few hours we can try to move her.”
The men stood and watched her for half an hour, then Scandal began cleaning up. Born-in-Snow was already preparing his mammoth for its journey to the spirit world, bringing it food. Scandal set aside the provisions he’d promised to pay the Hukm, the valuable spices, and for a while Scandal put his arms around the big furry creature and held him.
After two hours, Ayuvah and Scandal went uphill to make camp. Wisteria moaned and thrashed her head from side to side in pain. Tull whispered softly to Phylomon, “If she’s going to die, I wish she’d get it over with. I don’t want to see her suffer.”
Phylomon nodded, realized that the boy had already begun his mourning. Somewhere in the hills, a great-horned owl called softly, and a small gravitational wind sighed through the trees. Scandal set a fire and began to prepare a dispirited supper.
“What is she waiting for?” Tull asked.
Phylomon began talking softly, telling Tull about a shipwreck he’d been in three hundred years before, how he’d washed ashore with a dozen women who had lain like this, unconscious for hours, yet all of them lived.
Wisteria breathed deeper, as if struggling for breath, and suddenly she moaned, “Daddy? Daddy? Butterflies.”
Phylomon bent over her and whispered, “Wisteria, you can go and catch the butterflies now.”
Suddenly she stopped breathing, stopped moving at all, as if she merely held her breath. Phylomon laid her head back gently. “She’s gone,” he said.
“Wait!” Tull cried, “Wait! What did you do to her?”
“People who are ravaged by guilt often seek permission before they die,” Phylomon said. “I gave it to her.”
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Chapter 21: Of Death
Up on the hill, Ayuvah began the grieving first, throwing his arms over his eyes as he wailed. But Tull only stood, hands clasped in front of him, blinking. “What’s to be done about it?”
“What’s to be done about what?” Phylomon asked.
“Death?” Tull answered. He stepped forward and took Wisteria’s shoulders, lifting her gently, but then he dropped her again and pulled his hands back, covered with clotted blood. Phylomon realized the girl must have been raked across the back by a large timber. Tull lifted her partway, and Phylomon saw that she was impaled upon a broken board. An inch-wide hole showed in her left lung. The girl’s eyes were turning white.
Tull picked up his wife, ripping her free from the wreckage of the wagon, and stumbled uphill, carrying her.
Scandal rushed down to help, but Tull shrugged him. Scandal asked Phylomon, “What can we do for him?”
Phylomon had asked that question many times over the past thousand years. “You can never really take grief away, and you cannot lessen it. The most you can do is put your arms around him, help hold it in.”
Scandal followed Tull uphill, and Phylomon went to work. There was nothing left of the wagon, and precious little left of the provisions. Phylomon found a broken ax, and he chopped up the wagon for use in the funeral pyre.
He watched Tull from time to time. The young Tcho-Pwi showed no sign of grief aside from slight spasms in the muscles of his shoulders. Instead, he sat upon a lichen-covered rock and held his dead wife, stroking the girl’s hair and, gazing into her face.
Wisteria had looked so at peace as she asked if the child were dead. Why could she not have taken her damned guilt with her?
Ayuvah came to Phylomon as he worked. “In our village, the Pwi give the dead to the sea. Fires are only for humans. I let you burn Little Chaa only because we were so far from the ocean,” he said. “We should take her to the river.”
“All right,” Phylomon said. “We’ll take her to the river. We need water to make a camp anyway.”
That evening, Scandal made up a bundle of his best spices and gave it to Born-in-Snow, slight payment for a brother and two mammoths. The Hukm hung his head and took off south in long strides, his part of the journey done.
Phylomon and Scandal made two trips back to the wagon to salvage provisions, and set camp. Tull held Wisteria’s body until sundown.
Ayuvah lit two torches, set them by the water. In a short ceremony, they dressed Wisteria in a necklace made of autumn leaves and folded her arms across her chest.
When Ayuvah came to put her in the water, Tull clung to Wisteria’s corpse. “Let me hold her for a while longer.”
“She’s gone stiff,” Ayuvah answered. “She’ll begin to smell. You don’t want to remember that. Here …” He cut a lock of her hair with his knife and set it in Tull’s hands.
Tull thanked him softly, then Ayuvah carried Wisteria’s rigid body into the shallows, laid her face up in the water, and pushed her into the river, where she swirled away into the darkness.
Tull sat on the grass by the shore. He wrapped his arms around his knees and held the lock of hair, stroking it.
Scandal’s long labors produced a meager dinner of boar’s head soup, and pan bread with honey, and the men camped around a small fire to eat. Scandal took some food to Tull, but the Tcho-Pwi waved it away.
Phylomon had seen many Pwi follow their loved ones to the House of Dust. Usually, they starved themselves, but sometimes they hurried the process. He remembered an old shaman who built a bonfire of his house, a woman who ate Death Angel mushrooms. For Tull it would be so easy to walk into the river, follow Wisteria’s body toward Denai until one young serpent grabbed him.
“What do you think will happen to him?” Phylomon asked Ayuvah, nodding toward Tull, a mere forty feet off. “I don’t know how to read him. If he were human, I’d say he wasn’t grieving much. But I know better.”
Ayuvah shook his head. “He felt the love-that-enslaves for her. Maybe he will choose to die now.”
“Yet they were not married long,” Phylomon countered.
“He loved her for years before they married,” Ayuvah said, and then he shouted, “It is not right for him to go to the House of Dust for a human whore. Her belly was filled with another man’s child! He should grieve instead for the serpents she killed. He should grieve for the people who will die!” Tull was so close, he could not help but hear.
“Come now,” Scandal countered. “Hold your bitterness, boy. Wisteria wasn’t a whore. Why, I tried my best to bed her, but she’d have none of it. The girl was just hurt, damaged.”
Tull glanced back over his shoulder at them, but turned back to the water.
“I have a sister who has loved him for years!” Ayuvah shouted. “He should give his life to Fava instead of throwing it away!”
Scandal took another bowl full of stew, took it to Tull, and sat for a moment, whispering, urging him to eat. Tull waved it away, and Scandal walked back to the fire. “Can’t get him to eat,” Scandal said.
“Wait until morning,” Ayuvah offered. “If he does not eat by then, we will force water down his throat.”
When Phylomon was young, he’d met a Pwi once, an old woman who had outlived three husbands. News of this had surprised him so much that he had asked her bluntly why she had not gone down to the House of Dust with any of them. Her reply had always stayed with him. “One does not choose to go down to the House of Dust,” she had said. “I loved each of my husbands truly, and my grief tightened the belly. I could not eat after my sweet husbands died, but my daughter forced water down me, and after many days, my stomach loosened, and I was able to eat. Also, there were many good men in the village, and they came and asked me to marry.” Phylomon thought upon how Ayuvah was working to keep Tull alive—offering him reason to hate the dead, a promise of the love of a living woman, and threatening to force water down him until his grief passed. Phylomon laughed, “You are a wise man, Ayuvah.”
Ayuvah looked up at Phylomon, and smiled weakly. “Not wise enough, it seems.”
“Does your sister really love him?” Phylomon asked in Pwi.
“She speaks of it often,” Ayuvah admitted.
“What does that have to do with anything?” Scandal asked. “We’ve failed! Our serpents are dead, and in case you haven’t looked in the water recently, the run is over. We won’t find another serpent, much less another dozen. And I’ve spent a thousand silver eagles on this venture. What a waste!”
“There is always next year,” Tull said from beside the river.
“You and a hundred men couldn’t drag me back over these mountains again,” Scandal said. “You saw that army moving up into Gold River Pass, and the army on the other side of the mountains. Any fool can see that by this time next year, these mountains will belong to the Craal.”
Phylomon shook his head. “By this time next summer, everything from here to the White Mountains will belong to Craal.”
“We can’t wait a year,” Ayuvah said. “My father foresaw that the dinosaurs would swim from Hotland this summer. We must capture serpents on this trip!”
Scandal sat back, grunted.
“We have another alternative,” Phylomon said. “I know where there are serpents if you are man enough to get them. You call yourselves egg raiders.…”
“Live eggs!” Scandal said in wonder. “You want to raid a serpent’s nest? Impossible! You can’t sail a ship within twenty miles of a serpent hatch. Not the way the great mothers guard their eggs!”
“Yet we know where the serpents hatch here in the north,” Phylomon answered, “in the rocks near Bashevgo.”
“Where we can’t get to them,” Scandal added.
Ayuvah looked up, and there was desperation in his eyes. The pirates of Bashevgo often sent slave parties into the Rough to capture Pwi. So near the straits, they would be easy targets for slavers, and they would be hunted.
Scandal sat silently for a moment, “So, it’s come to that, has it? Sail the Straits of the Zerai, where if the serpents don’t take you, the slavers will.” He grunted and shook his head, wiped the beaded sweat from his brow. “I came for a little adventure, a chance to see Craal. I didn’t come to die. Or to get a rat’s-eye view of some slave pen in Bashevgo. Here in Craal, we’re protected by traveling papers. But pirates won’t give a damn about papers.”
“Then, we’ll have to make sure the slavers don’t see us,” Phylomon answered.
Scandal gave him an evil look. “Why, I’ve heard the cliffs there are hundreds of feet tall—with no place to anchor. And the great mothers don’t take kindly to trespassers. One three-hundred-foot serpent is enough to deal with. But we’re talking dozens, hundreds.”
“I did not say it would be easy,” Phylomon said.
“Damn your thick blue hide, it’s not possible!” Scandal countered. “We should go back to town. I don’t care what it takes—we can all move inland, live in a fortress while the saurs infest the whole damned continent. Even if a few people die, it’s better than risking this madness.”
Phylomon studied Ayuvah. The Pwi sat hunched, staring at the fire. Phylomon said, “I’ve seen serpent eggs before—down south, many years ago. They were sandy brown, the color of sandstone, and there were perhaps a dozen of them in a bunch. It was late in the fall, and each egg was six inches around. The mothers fastened them to the rocks, and during extreme low tides you can sometimes find them. At least, that is what the young children said who showed me the eggs. We could easily get a boat in Denai, steal a wagon and head for Bashevgo as planned. If we found even ten dozen eggs, we’d bring home a better catch than what we had. What do you think?” Phylomon asked Ayuvah.
“I think it has been too long since I have seen Sava and Etanai,” Ayuvah said. “I want to go home.” He sighed deeply. “You talk of this place we all fear—Bashevgo. I’m here in Craal, and it is bad enough. I will not go to the isles of the pirates if I do not have to.”
“What else can we do?” Phylomon said.
“This journey has not gone well. I think we have failed, unless …” He hesitated, lost in meditation.
“What?” Phylomon asked, watching Ayuvah’s face. A sudden fear shook him, a feeling of unease. It was a sensation he seldom felt, and Phylomon had long ago learned not to ignore this sense. It was his skin speaking to him, and he got up and looked around quickly, searching for the source of danger.
Ayuvah said, “I will take a Spirit Walk, which I fear to do. I will look into our future and see if there is hope for this journey yet.”
Phylomon looked at the Pwi and understood: there was the source of danger. “You are young. You have never taken a Spirit Walk before.”
“Nevertheless,” Ayuvah said, “My father is Spirit Walker for our village, and I am his oldest son. The burden falls to me.”
“Once you take a Spirit Walk, you can never come home,” Phylomon said, quoting an old Pwi proverb.
“Since we left the village, I have seen my little brother’s body torn in half. And Tull, the brother whom I have always respected, has lost a wife. I have been into the Kingdom of Craal, and I have looked on the face of the God of Terror. Even if I walk back to my own house now, can I ever hope to return home?”
Phylomon saw a stoniness in Ayuvah’s eyes that had not been there a few short weeks before. It was true that the Spirit Walkers became old and shriveled, wizened and emotionally devastated by what they saw. Yet Phylomon looked in Ayuvah’s eyes and saw a Pwi who already understood what it meant to be a Spirit Walker.
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Chapter 22: An Empty Heaven
“How will you begin your journey?” Phylomon asked Ayuvah softly.
“There are many gates to the Land of Shapes. For a Spirit Walker, it does not matter which path he takes, as long as it brings him to the gate of death. My father always chose the path of starvation.”
“I have heard that it is easiest,” Phylomon admitted, “But it takes many days.”
“I will take the gate of blood,” Ayuvah said. “It is quickest.”
Before Phylomon could warn him against it, Ayuvah unstrapped the knife from the sheath on his hip, and slashed both of his wrists. He held them up and watched the blood pump out in great bursts. “The gate of blood,” Ayuvah said, and he got up and paced around the fire, dripping blood into the dirt.
Phylomon growled in disgust. He got up and walked over to Tull, who sat with his arms wrapped around his knees, looking off at the river in the torchlight. The river had swollen over the past three days from rains somewhere far upstream, and the dark water swirled quickly and almost silently. Phylomon sat and watched Tull, looked at Ayuvah. I should watch them both for the night, he thought, make sure Ayuvah doesn’t bleed himself to death and Tull doesn’t jump into the river.
After an hour, the torches by the river had burned down to the ground, and the camp fire grew dim. Ayuvah walked in circles around the camp until he finally stumbled and fell.
Phylomon and Scandal bound Ayuvah’s wrists to stop the bleeding. It was impossible to tell if he was on a Spirit Walk. He looked only as if he slept, though his face was drained. After they bound him, Scandal excused himself and went to bed.
Woden rose. The clouds were thin feathery streaks, and the moon shone through dimly. A strong wind began to whip down the canyon, carrying a chill. As Phylomon’s eyes grew tired, he rested them, and at last Tull spoke.
“She betrayed me,” Tull said. “I don’t know which hurts more, the fact that she is dead, or the fact that she betrayed me.”
Phylomon searched his memory, wondering exactly what Tull meant by ‘betrayed.’ “She didn’t betray your marriage,” Phylomon said. “You married her the night before we left, and if she was carrying Garamon’s child, she must have been with him sometime before that.”
“I would have forgiven her,” Tull said. “She must have known that I would have forgiven her of that.”
“Ayaah,” Phylomon said, “I think she knew. But she could not forgive herself. She loved you, I think, and she felt shamed by her own deeds. Your forgiveness would have only hurt her more. I am sorry that she’s dead. Often when a person dies, a grandmother or a sickly child, your friends will tell you that ‘It is better this way,’ that the sick are no longer in pain. They try to disguise the fact that life sometimes feeds you a bowl of dung. At least no one will tell you that it is better this way.”
“The hardest part of it,” Tull said, “is knowing that I can’t ever touch her again.” He stroked the lock of hair for a moment. “Grief comes in waves, like the throbbing pain of a toothache. I keep waiting for it to stop, but it doesn’t stop, and I don’t know if I can fight it.”
Phylomon studied Tull’s face. The young Tcho-Pwi’s mouth dipped in sadness, yet his voice held a note of desperation. “Perhaps you should not fight it. Perhaps you should just let it out, let it have its way.”
“I want to die,” Tull said. “Fazahn, the God of Grief, wants me to die. If I let him have his way … Phylomon, I cannot control my hands.” He held up his hands, and they shook violently. “I cannot express what I feel right now, but I am afraid of what I might do. Will you tie my hands for me?”
Phylomon shook his head. “Stop them yourself.”
Tull said no more, and Phylomon sat with him for a long time. Two young raccoons wandered into camp, smelled around, and went straight for the food.
Phylomon walked over to the supplies to chase the young raccoons away. They shrieked and chittered and wandered off grudgingly. They had rolled a jar of sausages out of its sack, so Phylomon straightened the bag, then looked up at the sky. It was glowing in the east. Dawn was almost here, and he wondered … for he had been setting food out for Tirilee every night, and tonight, for the first time, she had not come to eat.
He bolted straight. It could only mean one of two things—either she was dead, or her Time of Devotion had come.
He left the camp quickly, searching for the nearest high ground, a place that might harbor a grove of aspens.


Tull held his hands clasped in his lap and watched the water flowing. Somewhere, downriver, Wisteria’s corpse was drifting to sea, bobbing and spinning on the river’s surface.
When he’d made love to Wisteria the first time, he had felt Zhofwa’s presence, felt the goddess take him, move him of her own accord, felt the passion that burned within him. It had opened a road that had always been closed to him before, had let him finally love someone. And now he wished to God that it had never happened.
He clasped his hands, holding his fingers tight, dismayed at the grief that shook him, that tried to move him toward self-destruction. He’d once heard sung by a sailor, a strange man with a hunched back who bellowed out his song in a pain-filled voice:
Don’t take the silver stairs
it’s a long hard climb.
Stay here in the darkness
until the end of time.
On angel’s wings
the demons dine.
If you escape Ruin’s kingdom
an empty heaven is all you’ll ever find.
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Chapter 23: The Land of Shapes
“When you take your first Spirit Walk, Ayuvah, you must not take it alone. The Land of Shapes has dangers of its own.”
Ayuvah had heard these words often as a child, both from his grandfather, who was dead, and from Chaa, so he was aware of the dangers. For what seemed like hours, Ayuvah had felt himself spinning, reeling across great open plains like a straw at the heart of a whirlwind, unable to stop. He tried clinging to the ground, calling out for help, cursing whatever Gods there might be. It was not until he breathed deeply and commanded the whirlwind to stop that something happened.
He opened his eyes and found himself on the ground, lying flat on his back, with his head tilted to the side. Though it was dark, everything was vaguely luminous. The pine trees above him had feathery tendrils of light—like tiny orange hairs—extending from each needle. A rock beside him glowed soft and pink, the color of sunrise. And Ayuvah saw grubs in the pine tree above and worms burrowing in the dirt beside him, fiery beings that glowed through the soil and through the bark of the trees like torches. Only the sky was dark, a flat slate of black without stars, without wind, dark and deep high above, but glowing at the horizon.
Ayuvah tried to push himself up with his elbow, but found that he could not move. It was as if his arms and legs were disconnected from him. He found that he could not blink his eyes, move his neck, stir a finger.
For awhile, he struggled to move, then he thought back on the lessons his father had taught. “In the Land of Shapes,” Chaa had said, “all things are connected—earth and grass, trees and sky, life and death, past and future. In our world, we seldom see that we and our neighbors, our garden and our tomb, all form one part of a much greater thing. But in the Land of Shapes this truth is brought home. “You cannot move in the Land of Shapes until you feel the connection. And then you are drawn where you want to go, whether it be to home, or to a loved one—or a time, such as the moment of orgasm that gave you birth, or the last fluttering of your heart.”
That seemed to be the crux of the problem. Ayuvah needed to be drawn to the future, not walk to it, so he breathed deeply and opened himself, willed himself to become one with the sky, with the ground, with the worms. He concentrated until his breath came in ragged gasps, until sweat poured from him, but he could not let it in. He looked at the pine tree above him, and wished he could connect to it—wished he could experience life as the tree did for just one moment—except he did not want to feel the worms gnawing at the heart of the tree. He imagined the pain that would cause, to be eaten by worms, and at the last moment he backed away.
Always before, when he was a child, he had been bad at this. Chaa would ask him to become a flying squirrel, yet Ayuvah feared even the controlled fall, the gut-wrenching landings. Even more, he feared the change he saw in old men as they took their Spirit Walks, the sadness and fatigue.
His father often told him, “Suppose a man takes a journey and falls in a river, and a little later on, he meets a woman and falls in love, and the next day, he meets a sabertooth and faces death. Without the journey, would the man be the same? If he did not move from his house, perhaps he would be dry, perhaps he would never find love or face the sabertooth.
“But I tell you truly, in the Land of Shapes, you will see that willingly or not, every person is connected to all of the events of his life by time—to the people he meets, to the incidents that happen to him, and he is defined by this. The man who has loved is vastly different from the man who cannot love. The man who lives in pain is not the same as the man who lives in comfort.
“The Spirit Walker, by traveling the twisted paths of these journeys, beholds the future. And by speaking at the proper time, he can change a man’s journey. Sometimes he can change the future of all men.”
Yet to become connected to another, Chaa had to lose himself, take on the evil kwea, the hidden pains, of those around him.
Ayuvah concentrated on those he loved. He envisioned the smile in little Sava’s eyes, the way she would spend long minutes mesmerized by the path an ant chose to walk across the floor.
Immediately, a cord of light seemed to burst from his navel, like a giant fiery string, and it shot high into the air and bent away toward Smilodon Bay, and a warm glowing sensation filled his belly. He knew he had connected. He imagined Etanai, his wife, and pictured his arms around her. A second cord burst from his navel and he felt a warm sense of pleasure, for he knew she was there, humming softly at home as she washed her clothes. And so, one by one, he felt for his family—his father and mother, brothers and sisters, until he reached for Chaa’s smallest son, Fatcha. And there, he felt only emptiness, and knew the child no longer existed.
This knowledge filled him with such pain that the glowing cords snapped, and he lay alone once again, unable to move.
A great black crow swooped over the trees on stiff feathers. It flapped twice as it landed upon a pine tree luminous with hairs. The crow was dark as night, and tiny purple fireflies swirled around it, blinking from time to time. “You will never be a Spirit Walker,” the crow said, “For you cannot open yourself to the pain of others. That is the problem of having the dire wolf for your Animal Guide. You can inflict pain and death, but you do not take it willingly.”
“Father,” Ayuvah tried to answer, but he could not speak. The crow eyed him for a moment, then looked at the pine, at the grubs glowing within. It turned its head to the side, then slashed out and grabbed a grub that was crawling near the surface, swallowed it down.
“Why do you fear pain?” the crow asked. “You are tied to it, whether you recognize it or not. If you could open yourself to it, you would become a Spirit Walker. You could travel home tonight, and see how your brothers and sisters weep for tiny Fatcha and the brave men who died yesterday.”
Ayuvah wanted to shout out, “Who is dead? How did they die?” But his tongue would not move.
Instead, the crow hopped from its branch, flapped its wings once, and landed upon Ayuvah’s chest. It tilted one black eye toward him, and stood with its beak open, its purple tongue showing, breathing in a quick pant, the small feathers at its throat fluffed.
As Ayuvah watched, he looked into the black of the crow’s eye, and instead of his own reflection, he saw carnosaurs swimming in the ocean—a small herd of sixty, climbing a bank near the forests of the south. They were a small breed of carnosaur—no more than six feet in height, twelve in length—with webbed feet for swimming and running in mud.
Ayuvah had seen them on egg raids—they hid in the brush at the edges of lakes and rivers, and in packs of forty or a hundred they hunted the duckbill dinosaurs that fed on the water plants in the shallows. The Pwi called the small carnosaurs duck-eaters, and feared them worse than the tyrannosaurus, for though the tyrannosaurus was much larger, it was a solitary hunter.
Ayuvah watched the duck-eaters forage in the forests until they came upon a river, and then they traveled along its bank, looking for prey. They must have traveled for days, for their hunger was ravenous. At last they came to the river’s mouth at Smilodon Bay, and found Fatcha and four other children picking the last of the sweet blackberries at the water’s edge.
The duck-eaters grabbed the children up, and then broke down a fence to get at a herd of swine. The men of the village came with their spears and their kutows and fought the beasts, and several men and duck-eaters died in battle before the duck-eaters ran back upstream.
Ayuvah wanted to recoil from the sight, but he could not move, could not close his eyes by will. He did not want to believe that this was real.
“Has this happened? Or is this a vision of the future?” he wanted to ask, and as if responding to his thoughts, the crow said, “This has already happened.”
The crow waddled forward, until it stood on Ayuvah’s chin. “Now, look closely into my eye, my son, for I am sending you to your death, and I want you to go calmly, like a warrior.” The crow’s voice faltered, and its beak moved without speaking for a moment.
The purple fireflies that buzzed around it faded to a mellow gold. “You will go to Bashevgo with the others, and there you must die.”
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Chapter 24: A Wind in the Aspens
It was evening, a day after Wisteria’s death. Phylomon had left camp suddenly a dozen hours earlier. Tull’s belly was now knotted with pain, and when Scandal tried to pour water down his throat, Tull accepted it, but only a bit, for even drinking water hurt him.
Ayuvah had wakened shortly after dawn, shouting incoherently, and when Scandal finally got some food in his belly, Ayuvah sat up, but would not speak of what he had seen. He came to sit beside Tull and wrapped his arms around his knees, withdrawn.
“Did you walk the paths of the future?” Tull asked.
Ayuvah considered a moment. “Tcho,” he said. “I will never be good at it.”
Tull gazed at Ayuvah. It was obvious that he was pained, and Tull wanted to say something to comfort him. “Someday,” Tull said.
“Perhaps,” Ayuvah agreed.
Near sundown, a gentle breeze had lifted—a warm breeze blowing from the plains down the channel of the river and out to sea.
Tull smelled Tirilee before he heard her—a gentle scent like mowed hay and gardenia, both earthy and erotic. His organ swelled at the scent, and for the first time in over a day, he stood.
Phylomon’s head bobbed between the pines by the water’s edge, and as he drew near, Tull saw Tirilee walking behind him.
Tirilee watched Tull from the distance, and she walked as if moved by a dream, gracefully, almost floating upon the ground.
She wore Phylomon’s gray robe, and it was open at the front, so that Tull could see that she was naked but for the robe.
The blue man seemed bent with fatigue and his brow was furrowed. He avoided Tirilee’s presence, and Tull could see the pain and desire that her touch aroused in him, for the blue man was not immune to her.
Phylomon came near. “Take him,” he told the Dryad.
Tirilee watched Tull with profound desire in her eyes, and waited, as if begging permission. Her robe was open, showing the curve of her white breasts, the V of dark hair between her long pale legs.
Tull did not speak, gave her no sign, and she opened her mouth to sing, as if no answer were the same as yes, and when her breath hit him, it raised the hair upon his head, and he would have sworn that it scorched him like a burning wind off the desert. Her voice rose like the song of a meadowlark, each note round and beautiful, and her voice came husky with desire, and this surprised him, for Tirilee’s voice had always been high and clear, like the voice of a flute. She watched his eyes as she sang:
Come with me, there’s nothing to go home to.
You need light, and fire is the answer.
In my bed, I the sun is ever-rising,
Come and taste the daybreak upon my forest floor.

Although night approached, the air around Tirilee seemed to glow, and Tull realized that the aphrodisiacs that blew off her must have affected his sight, for everything seemed more clearly defined, more lucid.
Yet for a moment, his vision clouded, and instead of Tirilee, he seemed to see Wisteria before him, beckoning. He blinked, and saw only Tirilee.
He wanted to beg her to leave, for he still loved Wisteria, still mourned for her, but the aphrodisiac wind seemed to lock his jaw, make the tongue swell in his throat. To speak would have required more effort than he could muster. Phylomon leaned against a tree, and Tull saw how much the effort cost him, for the aphrodisiacs were strong. Ayuvah stared at Tull in dismay; and Scandal’s face twisted in envy, yet he stood as if rooted by the fire. Tirilee sang,
Take my hand, before the world grows colder.

You need warmth, and fire is the answer.

If you ache, with a kiss I can heal you

or lift you like a cinder, that is fire-borne.

She shrugged, and Phylomon’s gray robe slipped from her, and Tull saw how her breasts had filled, how her hips had curved. It was as if in the past few weeks she had evolved into a new creature, a being of such unearthly beauty that he had never seen the like.
She was still singing, but the potent aphrodisiacs muddled his thoughts and he could not make out the words, yet her desire was imprinted upon his heart. He’d never looked into her green eyes and really seen how deep those pools were. He’d never noticed how each silver hair upon her head, when stirred by the wind, took on a life of its own. Her small strong nose and her breastbone were so exquisitely chiseled that if he were a sculptor, he could spend his life trying to capture their graceful curves, and in the end he would fail.
The desire he’d felt for Wisteria, the grief he felt at her loss, sloughed off as if they were old clothing, and he felt as if he were leaving them behind. She sang, but he could not hear her, he was so entranced by her beauty.
A tear began streaming down her cheek, she ached with such desire, and Tull reached up and touched it. Touch a Dryad, and she will destroy you, he thought. He touched the tear to his lips, let it burn. He felt a cold chill as the goddess Zhofwa blew her kisses upon him.
Tirilee took his hand and began to lead, and he followed, knowing that this was his destiny, that whatever else happened in life, giving himself to her now was at once the greatest gift he could give her and the greatest joy he would ever receive. She led him through the dark pines, under the night, up into the hills and into the moonlight. He felt no fatigue, no pain, only a dizzy sense of floating.
They climbed through an oat field whitened by moonlight, and with each step they left dark shadows in the grass, until he saw the aspen trees, glowing like a silver waterfall in the moonlight, their dry golden leaves whispering like the voice of water.
He carried her then, the frail Dryad, and his skin touched the sleek warmth of her and he seemed to come alive, as if he were suddenly born to the sensation of touch. When they reached the aspens, he followed the path into their heart until he reached the bower of leaves. Tirilee stroked his chest and arms.
He stopped, wanting only her touch, wanting only the warmth of her flesh against him forever. “Fire is the answer,” she said, and she placed her slender arms around his chest and hugged. Her powerful muscles rippled beneath the flesh. His skin burned with the desire for her touch.
“I will always love you. I will never leave you,” she said. She wiped the sweat from her own forehead onto his cheeks, burning him. For a moment, he held back, thinking of Wisteria, but Tirilee kissed his lips, and the blindness took him. When he had first loved Wisteria, he felt the goddess blow her kisses through the open window. But with Tirilee, his body wrenched as the goddess entered him, never to leave.…
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Chapter 25: Devotion
Tull woke to the fragrance of woodsmoke. He reached to touch Tirilee and found that she was gone.
He lay with his eyes closed and imagined that she must be cooking. He thought about how he would need to build a house, need to hunt for moose or cave bear before winter set in, and the thought made him smile. Holed up for the winter in a cabin with Tirilee. Holed up for all winters to come. Though the enchantments of the Dryads often entrapped the unwary Pwi, Tull could imagine no sweeter prison.
He sat up and looked out through the entranceway of this … nest … to see if Tirilee was naked. But Tirilee was not there: only Scandal, bending over a small fire; he was fat, not too seductive, and fully dressed.
Tull’s breach cloth lay on the leaves beside him. He got up and put it on. He went out and stretched in the sunlight. Scandal had set the fire, and Ayuvah and Phylomon were nearby, picking up twigs.
“Where’s Tirilee?” Tull asked.
“Oh, uh, her,” Scandal said in a bewildered tone. “She’s gone.”
Tull just watched Scandal, his mouth opening in disbelief.
“He’s telling the truth,” Phylomon said. “She left several hours ago. She won’t be back.”
“I don’t understand,” Tull said. “What did you do to her?”
“We did nothing.” Phylomon answered. “It was her choice. She said she’d been kept in a cage most of her life. Didn’t like it. So she didn’t feel up to keeping any slaves today.”
“I … uh, I …” Tull said, shaking his head from side to side.
“Her Time of Devotion has come,” Phylomon said. “Her love has turned to the trees. What happened last night … means little to her now. In the end, I think she wanted you, wanted you to stay with her. She knows that you would have. But it would have been cruel to you, and Tirilee was never cruel.”
Tull stared at him dumbfounded. He could not quite grasp that something as magnificent as the night they had spent together was over. “Which way did she go?” Tull asked, and it seemed that he choked the words out. His throat felt very dry.
“You wouldn’t be able to find her, no matter how hard you try. She will go in search of aspens somewhere, and she will find herself a grove. You could search for her tracks, but she will keep herself hidden.”
Tull glanced around, searching the tree line at the end of the field below him, trying to look all directions at once.
“Try not to grieve for her,” Phylomon added. “You don’t have to grieve for her. She’s still alive, and in her womb she carries your progeny, and she will give birth from time to time. Think back upon her with joy, but don’t waste your life searching for her.”
“He’s right, my brother whom I love,” Ayuvah said in Pwi. “She came to free you from your grief. Now you can come with us.”
“Where?” Tull said.
“To Denai, first off, to get a boat,” Scandal said. “Then to Bashevgo. We thought we might try our luck hunting for eggs at the Straits of Zerai.”
Tull laughed in resignation, a guffaw that was half pain. A tear came to his eye. Tull felt down inside him—the pain for his loss of Wisteria was there, and a small pain for the loss of Tirilee, but he also felt the kwea of the night before, the resonance of a moment sweeter than any he’d ever imagined.
Part of him would always love her, always want her. Yet he was free.
He looked at his hands. They were not shaking. He made a fist. “Let’s go then,” he said before he had a chance to change his mind.
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Chapter 26: Oppression Gate
The men loaded their packs and prepared to leave the aspens. Tull didn’t know which way to go. Scandal would head for Denai, a city known among the Pwi as “The Slave Gate,” for the pirates of Bashevgo sold their captives to brokers in Denai who then carried them away forever to the heart of Craal.
Phylomon and Ayuvah prepared for the long trip to the mainland, south of Bashevgo, on the far side of the Straits of Zerai. The two men would have to sneak through the outskirts of Denai to steal a wagon, but most of their trip would be over the mountains.
“We’ll steal a wagon and team and meet you in ten days at Castle Rock,” Phylomon told Scandal. “When you see the first big island to the north, you’ll know that you’re entering the straits. Castle Rock is to the South. The bay is shallow, so come in at high tide. You should get there a week before us. Use your time to hunt for eggs along the shore at low tides. The ones I saw in South Bay were sandy brown, six inches across. Luck to you.”
“Ayaah, Ayaah,” Scandal said, plainly worried. He took a wine bottle from his pack, drank several gulps. “I don’t know if I can manage the boat. We’ll need a thirty-footer, and one man at the sails.…”
“Can barely manage,” Phylomon said. He stood thinking for a moment. “I cannot go with you. I’ve been at war with Craal for far too long. As for the Pwi, you cannot expect them to go into that evil city.”
“Perhaps I could buy a slave?”
“The papers I forged will gain you entrance to Denai,” Phylomon said, “But I fear the bank accounts of Lord Tantos are more secure. You could steal a slave, but you will find it hard. Pwi slaves are far more afraid of the wrath of the Blade Kin than of captivity.”
Scandal looked at Tull and Ayuvah, shook the wine bottle at them, as if making a generous offer. “How about it, boys? A chance to see Denai at the height of its decadence? Give them another hundred years, and they won’t have anyone left in the Rough to take slave. The inns will go downhill then.”
Tull’s mouth felt dry. Truly, Phylomon did not need help stealing a wagon, but Scandal would need help with the boat. He was nothing but a fat old innkeeper, a weak human.
“I’ll come with you,” Tull said, as he rolled up a bear hide and tucking it in his pack.
“You aren’t afraid?” Phylomon asked. “The place has great kwea for the Pwi.”
“I’m going because I am afraid,” Tull said. He looked to Ayuvah, but knew that his brother would not go to Denai. He’d follow Phylomon into the wilderness.
Phylomon said, “I told you earlier that men always seek danger for entertainment. Even you seek the face of the God of Terror. Do me a favor, when you see him, spit in his eye.”
Ayuvah sat on a log, despondent. Tull hugged him and said, “You’ll be all right.”
Ayuvah looked up, his orange hair blowing in the wind, his pale blue eyes squinting. “Those who enter Craal find themselves in bondage to Adjonai, and he controls their lives forever after. They can never free themselves, and happiness eludes them, like the magic plums in Carza’s orchard that always bob just out of reach.”
“Some escape. You have seen the Okanjara. They escaped.”
“But they are not happy,” Ayuvah countered. “Do you not see how Adjonai draws you toward your destruction? I would not go to Denai for any reward. Let Scandal go alone. He can sail to Castle Rock by himself!”
“What if he wrecks the boat on the rocks when the gravitational winds blow wild?” Tull said. “We’d have no one then who could go into the city and steal a boat. He needs my strength.”
“That only sounds like a reason,” Ayuvah countered. “Do you not see how step by step we have failed on this journey? Little Chaa is dead, Wisteria is dead, and now you walk into Denai. You think you go to Denai to confront your fear, but it is the voice of Adjonai whispering to you. He draws you to your destruction.”
“Your father would not have sent me here,” Tull said, “if that were true.”
“My father sent Little Chaa to die. You do not know his plans.”
Tull considered. “His plans will work out for good in the end.”
“But perhaps not for your good, or mine,” Ayuvah said.
Tull put his arm around Ayuvah. “I keep feeling that if I turn a corner or look into the shadows, I will see Wisteria there. It is as if her spirit is close by. Love makes us that way, binds us close together. In a few weeks, we will be back safe in Smilodon Bay. You will sit with Etanai and Sava, and you will be happy. Don’t be afraid. Even if death takes us, it cannot separate us.”
He hugged Ayuvah and Phylomon goodbye.


Without the heavy wagon, it was an easy walk to Denai. Scandal carried his wine and drank as he went, while Tull followed a few paces behind, eyes lowered, the way that a slave should.
They trailed the river down from the hills to see the city spread before them three miles distant. Close by lay myriads of farms and orchards, stretching like a green carpet to the city, and then to the sea beyond.
To the east, a great stone hill was painted bright colors, as if it were a building itself, and beneath lay Denai—a gleaming dusty conglomeration of board shacks stacked one against another, punctuated by green fairy castles of Benbow glass, all spires and minarets.
Rumor said that there were a hundred thousand people below, but a cloud of fine gray dust and smoke rose from the city, obscuring all detail, so that the city twinkled like cut glass under a veil of gauze.
Scandal gestured toward the mountain with his wine bottle. He seemed unsteady on his feet, and spoke too loudly. “Ayaah, those castles look pretty, but up on Painted Mountain, that’s where the money-people live. Pirate Lords been living it up there for eight hundred years. And there—” Scandal pointed to where the mountains met the sea, to a tiny yellow gleam like a diamond, “is where they keep their laser cannons.”
Tull studied the outpost, trying to make out the deadly artifacts.
“We’ll never get a good look from up here,” Scandal urged, and so they descended toward the valley.


When they began passing farms, Tull and Scandal found several Thrall children playing upon a small hill, sliding down a steep cliff upon their bellies. The children laughed and whooped, just as children would in Smilodon Bay.
Scandal kept guzzling from his wine bottle, as if it and it alone gave him the courage to walk into this city of legendary evil.
A mile down the road, the farms ended. Between two low hills ran a long black wall like the one that the Starfarers had built around Smilodon Bay. A small army was camped along the hills within the gates, perhaps two thousand men. At the gate a dozen strong young Neanderthal guards wore red capes and lacquered leather armor, black with silver trim. Each guard held a broadsword sheathed upon one hip, a whip strapped to the other. Each wore a necklace with a white disk.
Scandal said quietly, “Blade Kin.”
Tull glanced up at a sign above the gate and stopped. It read, “Oppression Gate.”
“Papers,” one Blade Kin asked Scandal, urging him forward. Scandal reached into the inner pocket of his tunic and produced his forged documents.
“Security seems heavy today,” Scandal mused. The comment set Tull on edge. How would Scandal know if the guard was heavy or not?
“Hukm raided a small fortress,” the Blade Kin said, glancing at the papers, “so we’ve doubled the guard.” He touched the white disk on his neck. “Two in at Oppression Gate. Theron Scandal and one slave, minions of Lord Tantos.”
It did not escape Tull that no one even bothered to give the name of a nonhuman slave.
“Entrance registered,” the disk replied. “Greet the minions of the esteemed Lord Tantos, and bid them welcome to Denai.”
It seemed so easy to get in, that Tull marveled. But a thought struck him, an old Pwi proverb, “Getting into hell may be easy. Escape may be impossible.”
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Chapter 27: The Goddess of Denai
Tull and Scandal entered the city of Denai, passing through the makeshift barracks filled with Blade Kin warriors. They passed factories filled with women and children who sewed cloth all day, factories where young men melted ore into ingots of steel, factories where Thralls built wagon wheels. The ground was muddy, trampled by a thousand feet, and woodsmoke filled the air.
As they entered into the heart of that dark, grimy city, Tull found more Thrall Blade Kin in their black armor upon nearly every street, watching every alley, stationed at every factory door.
This was a city at war, not with others, but with itself.
No one dared look upon these warriors. Instead the Thralls averted their eyes, or gazed past them as if the Blade Kin did not exist.
Large gray clouds began to blow in from the ocean, and a gusty wind kicked up, then a cold rain came thundering down in heavy drops.
Tull and Scandal rushed along the streets, stopping here and there for shelter under the lee of a building, until they rounded a corner and came upon a street filled with cages.
The wind was cold, and a frigid rain swept in off the ocean, yet within the cages were Thralls, hundreds of ragged women, four to a cage.
Two humans in flashy garments paced the cages, gauging the wares. One man wore a white fur jacket and yellow leggings; the other wore a long coat made of purpled leather and a cap that looked like an owl swooping in for the kill.
Scandal pointed at the men and began to chuckle drunkenly at their attire but soon stopped when four Blade Kin opened a cage and shredded the clothes of a young girl, a rare blonde Pwi, perhaps fourteen.
She shouted for help and tried to ward the freezing rain off with her hands, but dared not strike the Blade Kin.
Tull started to rush to her aid, but Scandal grabbed him by the jacket, and suddenly seemed sober. “No sense in getting yourself killed,” Scandal said, pulling Tull back. “And get the anger out of your eyes! People see that, and you won’t last a day in this town.”
“But she’ll freeze!” Tull said.
“Not tonight!” Scandal said. “She’s property, and she’s a pretty one. You wouldn’t let a cow freeze. You don’t let a slave freeze. See!”
The fellow in white pulled the naked girl from the cage, turned her in circles to admire her. He put his hand to her breast, and the girl cried out. Scandal said, “Ayaah, she’ll be plenty warm tonight, I tell you. I’ve seen that look in men’s eyes too often.…”
A Blade Kin ran to a pile of blankets in mid-street and wrapped the girl. The human with the owl cap counted coins into the hands of the seller.
Scandal stared at the slavers, at the naked girl. He took the wine bottle from his coat pocket, guzzled the last of it, and tossed the bottle in the street. “I tell you, Tull,” he said. “I’ve never needed a whore like I need one now. You’ve been playing the part of the bull so much, you probably haven’t noticed how I’ve suffered.”
Tull said, “We’re supposed to steal us a boat tonight.”
“Plenty of time for that tomorrow. Phylomon won’t reach Castle Rock for ten days, and we can sail there in two. No, I’ve got a thousand silver eagles in my moneybags, and they say that tonight, I’m going to have me a shower, a decent meal, and some women. Not necessarily in that order. Come on!”
“Where are we going?” Tull asked.
“To find an inn I once heard of. It’s a big place, one of the castles.”
Tull wondered if he should try to force Scandal to act more reasonably, to argue or drag him to the docks and get a boat, but the Blade Kin were everywhere, and he dared not forget to act his part as a slave.


In another five minutes, the rain let up as suddenly as it had come, leaving the streets a veritable puddle of mud. Everywhere, shanties were filled with Thralls in gray rags, but Tull and Scandal came to a corner they spotted an inn down the street, a great crystal structure.
“That’s the one!” Scandal yelled, hurrying toward it.
To Tull, the building looked like some Slave Lord’s demesne, but as they got close he saw that it was indeed an inn, the Crystal Palace.
Though the wind was chill, circling the castle were two great walls made of thin Benbow glass, forming a cage, and within the cage were beasts from Hotland: small pterodons the size of eagles soared through giant fern trees, a forty-foot long tyrannosaurus stalked the jungle. Green hot pools bubbled from the ground, heating the giant terrarium.
Outside the castle a human dressed in a coat made of yellow-and-black butterfly wings rang a bell and shouted over and over, “Come see the tyrannosaurus battle ferocious giant sloths, tonight. The fight of the decade!”
Scandal looked at the tyrannosaurus rex and laughed, “By God, boy, we can’t leave before tonight, that is sure,” and they entered the castle.
He staggered at the front step and nearly fell, but Tull caught him by elbow. A passerby, a young man, saw the move, and glanced at Tull, eyes flashing in outrage, but apparently he decided that it was not illegal for a Pwi slave to keep a drunken master from taking a spill.
Within the castle was a great open courtyard where dozens of Thralls scrubbed the floors. There were gambling tables for cards and dice, a fighting arena with sands red with blood. Two Thralls with spears practiced their swings, but Tull saw no sign of guests.
Along one wall, water from the hot springs bubbled into a great tank like a giant aquarium, and the water was far deeper than Tull was tall. At the top of the tank, in a landscape of giant ferns and rock, a pterodon preened itself by a small cave large enough for a dinosaur to hide in.
Beside the water tank was a desk, and Scandal went to the Thrall clerk. “I hear you breed your whores for beauty,” Scandal said, “and the ugly ones are smothered as babes. I want one of them.” He thought for a moment, his face twisting in confusion, then added, “I want, er, a pretty one.”
The clerk glanced at Scandal disdainfully, gauged his clothing. “We have the most beautiful whores in the world here at the Crystal Palace, friend, but I don’t think you can afford one.”
“How much are they?” Scandal asked eagerly. He actually whirled about in a circle, craning his neck. “Where are they?”
“Three hundred silver eagles for the night,” the Thrall answered. Scandal pulled out his money bag, set it on the table with a satisfying “clink.”
The Thrall added, “And another hundred for a room.”
With that display of wealth, Tull felt surprised that the prices didn’t go higher. He suspected that given a few moments, they would.
“Fine, let me see one of yer girls!” Scandal said.
The Thrall hefted the bag suspiciously, looked inside. Once satisfied, with a mallet, he tapped the side of the water tank, and just above them a woman exited the cave.
She wore a black cotton bikini, tastefully studded with diamond, and her raven-dark hair fell down to her waist. She was tall and long of leg, and her muscles were exquisitely firm and strong, while her breasts were generous but not overpowering.
“As you can see, Friend,” the Thrall said, “her body is sculpted in the finest tradition. She is as strong as a Pwi, and can be as feisty as a bobcat or as playful and cuddly as a kitten. She is trained in all the most … private of arts. Do you approve of her?”
Tull marveled. With hair that dark, the woman had to be human. Tull had imagined that slavers would have used only Pwi like this.
The woman dropped into the pool and gracefully swam to the desk, completely underwater. Freed from gravity, her breasts buoyed up. She struck a pose, one hand raised dramatically over her face, as if she feared rejection.
“She’s beautiful!” Scandal exclaimed. “So beautiful!” He merely stood for a long moment, lost in wonder, until Tull began to worry that he had fallen asleep.
“Sir?” the Thrall began. “Three hundred eagles?”
Scandal’s breathing had quickened, now he stepped back in dismay. “No,” he said. “No, I couldn’t. It was worth the trip just to see …” His eyes drew wide and a tear came to them. “Who could dare touch such a goddess? Who could have her?”
“You can have her for the night,” the Thrall said. “She is costly, but well worth the price. And she’s not … how should I say it, too particular.”
Scandal shook his head. “No. No one should ever touch her. No one should sully such a creature.”
He hefted his money bag, weighed it in the hand, and then sauntered back to the muddy streets, as he did so, he took on a jaunty step, and Tull realized that the innkeeper hadn’t come to purchase companionship at all. Instead, he’d come for something else.… Perhaps to simply insult the inhabitants of Denai, to reject their finest?
Tull wondered if the wine had somehow impaired Scandal’s judgment. Scandal reached into his pack, pulled out a second bottle, and guzzled half of it on the spot. He stood for a moment, teetering slightly. The smell of wine nearly seemed to boil off him like vapors, and Tull was growing alarmed.
There was something odd about the way that Scandal squinted around, with a sort of glib superiority, as if with a glare he was saying, “All my life I’ve been afraid of you people, and now that I see you, let’s fight.” Anger twisted Scandal’s lips.
A heavy-set woman passed them in company with a beautiful girl. The woman wore a cape made of peacock feathers, and crystals dripped from her ears, dazzling in the sunlight. The daughter wore a dress the color of mother of pearl that flashed and reflected off the pools in the muddy street. Tull had never seen that color of white, not even upon a snowy egret.
Scandal whistled at the women. “How do you like that fat one? Did you ever see people who were so clean? You could boil me down to the bones in bathwater and I’d never come so clean.”
Tull nodded. The humans walked over the muddy ground as if it were an art, never besmudging their slippers.
“Ayaah,” Scandal said. “Throw them in with the hogs, and the mud wouldn’t stick. Tull, I think I’m under-dressed. Maybe I should buy some sillier clothes.”
But instead of looking for a clothier, he turned and began dogging the two women.
“Have you noticed how rotten the people around here are?” Scandal said loudly. Tull had not thought about it, but aside from the whore, all the humans they’d seen were well fed.
The peacock woman turned to glare at Scandal, and he shot her a leering smile and bowed.
The women quickened their pace.
Scandal hurried to follow.
“Don’t let them see you laughing at them,” Scandal whispered angrily to Tull. “It’s illegal for a Thrall to laugh at a human.”
The women were fairly running now, and the lady in the peacock suit glanced over her shoulder at Scandal.
“Madam,” Scandal called helpfully, “your dress is getting too tight—skin another duck!”
She rounded on him then, “Friend, who are you?” she asked, straightening her hair, her jowls quivering.
Tull noted that the local called everyone “friend,” here in this city where no one could be your friend.
“Scandal the Gourmet, world’s finest holistic chef,” Scandal said, bowing low.
“Hah! Scandal the Gourmand is more like it.” She pulled her peacock robe tight around her. “If you were my slave, I’d have your tongue out and wriggling on the floor in a minute.”
“Ah, I perceive that you are a Dicton, and you use your superior vocabulary to shame me,” Scandal said drunkenly. “Ayaah, you got all the genes for brains and none for beauty. Why, if your face were a cloth in a toiletry, I wouldn’t wipe my butt with it.” The fat woman gasped. “Your daughter now, well, she’s got my attention. You’d better castrate your manservants and make sure your husband doesn’t spend time with her alone.”
The ladies gasped and fled into the door of a shop that sold small silver-and-crystal bowls. Scandal leered at them through the window for a moment.
As they had walked away, Tull asked quietly, “Why did you do that? Those women were obviously rich—rich enough to buy both of us a thousand times over. You had better sober up before you get us in trouble.”
Scandal gave Tull a sidelong look. “I’m not drunk. Don’t you see? They’re the enemy. They’re Crawlies. And here we get into Denai, and see factory after factory filled with Thralls, see thousands of Blade Kin, and all of them are Thralls who don’t have the balls or the brains to kill their masters, and when we do see a human, they are just fat people dressed like peacocks and owls and butterflies. My God, I’m disgusted. Let them be afraid of me for once.”
Scandal led him to a clothier and bought himself some new clothes, a red sequin jacket with black britches and a dazzling white shirt—until he was dressed as fancy as any other strutting lout they’d seen in town, and then they went back down to the docks to and found some inns that were much more homey than the Crystal Palace.
In civilized towns, every inn had a balcony, and if the women wore short enough dresses, the patrons could stand down on the street and glimpse half of what they were bargaining for, and if the women leaned over the balcony, the patron could view the rest.
Scandal said, “When shopping for a whore, wait until they lean over the balcony. If you can climb up to the second story by hooking onto the girl’s bra strap, you’ve found a good one.”
It wasn’t long until Scandal found a huge busty human woman in middle age, and he shouted up at her, “There’s one! Definitely mammalian, definitely mammalian!”
The woman laughed uproariously, then shouted, “I’ll show you mammalian.”
To Tull’s astonishment, she pulled out a full breast and squeezed it, teasing dribbles of milk out.
Scandal laughed and danced beneath her, his tongue out, trying to catch a drop. All of the other whores roared with laughter as it were a great show, but Tull stood aside, and suddenly felt an infinite sadness.
He’d seldom witnessed such perversity.
A few moments earlier, he’d seen innocent Neanderthal children playing by the roadside, much as they might have in his own hometown at Smilodon Bay, and he had almost imagined that he could live here among them.
Yet the people were so garish, so unrestrained. They reveled in savagery, and if they behaved this way in public, he wondered what they might do in private.
How did they become this way? he wondered.
A dozen orange-haired Thralls watched Scandal, and one young man whispered softly, “Disgusting. He acts like a Roughian.”
Tull glanced at them, mildly annoyed. Their own society was so corrupt, how could they criticize the folk of the Rough? How had they even guessed?
Tull tried to deflect their suspicions. “Please, Friend, think no ill of him. It is only drink that makes him act like this.
“He is the kindest master I have ever known. Why, you can search Craal and never find a man his equal. Every male Thrall in his service—even the dimwit who can only peel parsnips in the kitchens and drool—he loves them as if they were his sons. He treats every wench as if she were his own daughter. If the laws allowed, he would free us in a moment. Why, every night I pray that the gods let him live for another hour, another day. I would lay down my life for him.
“Please, Friends, your words are … so unjust.”
The Thralls eyed Scandal with new respect. “Forgive me,” one begged. “We meant no harm. I’ve never heard of so kindly a master.”
Up on the balcony, Scandal tried to climb a trellis to reach the whore, but the lattices snapped. She laughed in delight at Scandal’s antics, ran into her room, and grabbed a leather whip and threw one end over the balcony for Scandal to climb.
He grunted and sweated a moment, trying to pull his bulk up, and finally yelled, “I’ll be up shortly, My Sweet Mammal.” He hiked up his britches, then trudged into the inn with Tull following behind.
Tull squinted in the gloom. The place was old, and all the wood had grown dark with age. A plaque over one table claimed it had been built six centuries earlier. Scandal called to the innkeeper for his finest brew. The innkeeper brought it, and watched as Scandal tasted a sip.
Scandal sat back and drank. “Why, sir, how marvelous! Who’d have thought one could perfect the art of fermenting dog urine.”
The innkeeper shook his head at Scandal in outrage. Scandal said, “I’ll want a room for the night, with a woman—the big one with the chestnut hair.”
“That will be three steel eagles.”
Scandal smiled, drew out three steel eagles. The fellow gestured for them to wait at a stool, then said, “I’ll inform that madam that her lover awaits.…” He trudged up a staircase.
Tull was left to wait and wonder where he might sleep for the night. As they stood there alone, a young Thrall boy crept into the bar, a child of nine or ten with orange hair and a furrowed brow. He’d been among those who had been watching Scandal’s antics outside.
He wore rags, yet the child looked familiar to Tull, and Tull wondered if the boy were someone taken slave from Smilodon Bay.
The boy addressed Scandal in a thick Pwi accent, avoiding long vowels, “Friend, see you outside. Friend buy girl whore?”
“Ayaah,” Scandal drawled, furrowing his brow. “I’m buying me a whore.”
“For the price you will spend on her, Friend could buy me. Friend could have me every …”
“You mean buy you from your master?” Scandal asked.
The boy nodded, his yellow eyes wide with fear.
“No, I don’t sleep with little boys,” Scandal said.
“Please,” the boy said, “Me good slave. Make Friend happy!” He reached down and stroked the inside of Scandal’s thigh.
“No,” Scandal said, shaking his head firmly. Scandal slapped his hand away.
The boy grabbed Scandal’s coat. “Master beat me bad. Please buy me.”
“No!” Scandal said, shoving the boy back.
The young boy turned and fled from the inn, but as he stepped into the doorway, a Blade Kin blocked his path, caught him by the arm, and held the child as he struggled to escape.
Tull realized that he should have known that a Blade Kin would be watching. Everywhere in this town, someone was watching.
“Was this child annoying you?” the man asked.
“No,” Scandal said.
“I saw him touch you,” the Blade Kin said. “Did he have your permission?”
Scandal shook his head in confusion. “Yes, I suppose. Look, he’s a nice kid. Let him go. He’s got a rough master who beats him. He just wanted me to buy him.”
The Blade Kin frowned. “He told you this?”
“Yes,” Scandal said.
Tull stiffened. Scandal’s frankness just might get the child killed. Was he too drunk to see this?
“He asked you to buy him, because his master beats him?” the Blade Kin clarified.
“Well … not exactly,” Scandal said, eyes widening as he began to realize the danger.
The Blade Kin grabbed the child’s shoulders, shook him like a terrier with a rat. “This one will be taken for correction!”
“Now, wait a minute,” Scandal said. The Blade Kin stopped dead, as if Scandal had just given him an order. “He didn’t do anything wrong.”
“He slandered his master. He touched you,” the Blade Kin answered. “I must take him for correction.”
“What will you do with him?” Scandal asked.
“His master will decide the punishment for slander.”
The man’s tone said that this was a matter too important for him to decide, yet something in the man’s stance said that any punishment was possible—including death.
“You’re going to let someone who beats the boy and buggers him decide his fate? What is this boy worth?”
“Not much,” the Blade Kin answered. “Ten platinum eagles.”
“Then tell his master that I’m looking for scullery slaves. I’ll pay him double that for the boy—a hundred silver eagles. Cash.”
The Blade Kin’s nostrils flared, as if he did not believe it. “I will tell him,” the Blade Kin answered, almost as if he wanted to believe it.
Scandal nodded, dismissing them. “See that you do.”
The Blade Kin marched the boy out the door, but held me more gently.
When they’d left, Tull warned, “You can’t buy a slave. You’d never get your registration papers!”
“I know,” Scandal said, and that quick wit shone in his eyes, as if he’d never been drunk. “But his master is hardly likely to beat the boy if he thinks I’ll buy him.”
When the master of the house returned, Scandal ordered dinner and the whore sent up to his room, and excused himself from Tull’s company for the night, leaving Tull to fend for himself.
***





























Chapter 28: A Clockmaker’s Hands
Tull strode out in the afternoon sun and began wandering the streets of Denai aimlessly. After an hour, he found the ghettos of the city down by the docks, where the more worthless Thralls, those who were stupid or insane or deformed but who still could provide a minimal amount of service, lived in packing crates without walls. Old blanket, tarpaulins, or bits of tar paper were all that served as roofs for the crates.
Dully, he realized that what he had first thought were packing crates weren’t even that. They were cages, old cages, that had probably once been used to transport slaves.
It had grown cold outside as the wind blew. Tull thought, People will freeze here this winter.
Anger began to burn inside him. He had spent his whole life afraid of these people.
He wandered among a crowd of hungry children who had despair in their faces, and realized that here in Denai he had found a city that was, in many ways, just like Smilodon Bay.
There was wealth here, greater wealth than he had ever seen. And there was despair here, greater despair than he had ever seen.
Darkness began to fall, and with it came a rain so cold it fell as slush. The Thralls that he passed looked at the sky and hissed in dismay at the unseasonable weather.
The rich humans began turning out more often, as if they were creatures of the night who only stirred now that darkness had fallen.
Up on Painted Mountain, the hill turned dark and black. As the humans descended from their homes in the hills, lines of Thralls walked before them carrying torches. Women glittering with gems paced between armed guards—beautiful Thrall warriors in crisp black uniforms whose eyes held the confident gleam that belongs only to elite killers.
Tull retreated from the brightly lit inns where the humans gathered and sought out darker corners of town. In the heart of the ghettos, Tull found Thrall men who gambled around a ring on the ground in the rain, trying to toss coins into a single bottle. The first to hit the bottle collected all the coins on the ground.
Tull wondered at this, for the Thralls could not own property, but he found that they were buying “favor.” Any man with enough money could purchase a female whose ownership would then be transferred to his master. It was perhaps the nearest thing to taking a wife, and any children born to such a union would be raised as slaves.
Among the gamblers, he saw avarice and poverty at their cruelest. The whole section of town smelled of stale urine and sweat, and was brimming with brutish Thralls, whores and gamblers, cutthroats and dreamers.
Tull walked the streets for hours in amazement, for Denai was a hellhole and he did not see any chains. Surely no sane person would stay here for a day, he reasoned, unless they were forced.
But there were no humans with guns, no one but the Thralls themselves—their fearsome Blade Kin—to keep the people caged.
Tull worried about finding a place to sleep, but he did not know where a Thrall would sleep. Surely, one’s owner provided such things, yet Scandal had neglected to get a room for Tull.
In the dark, as slush turned to snow, Tull walked down the street in the merchant’s quarter and came upon a clock shop.
Tull had only seen two clocks in his life, so he peered in the windows, staring at a small but intricate timepiece with a crystal on the front that allowed him to see the hundreds of tiny gears and springs.
Tull stared. It was a marvelous thing—the kind of contraption that only a human could make, using his clever little hands with thumbs and fingers that could grip small objects.
The window displayed marvelous little gold clocks shaped like daisies, with petals that unfolded to reveal the clock face. He saw a clock made of wood, the kind you would hang upon a wall, with bushes and trees all carved from a single slab of redwood. While he watched it, two wooden trees separated, and a sabertooth jumped out from behind the bushes to roar, and when it went back behind the bushes, a mastodon stepped out from behind some other bushes to trumpet, followed by a tyrant bird that leapt up from some trees to flap its wings and croak.
Tull laughed aloud, for it would have easily taken him six months to carve the wooden pieces for the forest, and he had no idea how the creatures had made their sound.
In the back of the shop, he spotted a Thrall working under the light of a lantern. At first, Tull assumed he was cleaning up, but the Thrall had an instrument made of two pieces of curved metal, hooked at the center with a hinge, and he was using this instrument to manipulate tiny gears and springs as he placed them onto a clock frame that was clamped to a board. A Neanderthal was making clocks!
Tull stood watching the Thrall for a moment, and tears began to stream down his eyes. He became aware that his own big clumsy hands were on the window glass, and he held them out and looked at them. I could make a clock using these hands, Tull thought. I could hold a human needle, and use it to sew an arm or a shirt.
Tull went into the shop, and the Thrall hardly bothered to look up. Tull picked up a small silver daisy clock. Folded, it was no larger than his thumbnail, and it had a small fastener so that it could fit onto a chain. Tull pushed its button and watched the silver petals unfold to reveal a golden face. He walked over to the Thrall, who was putting a tiny gear in place.
From a back room, a human opened a curtain, a tall thin man who at once reminded Tull of Phylomon, except that this man looked old. He glanced at Tull, and then his eyes searched the room. “Did you come in here alone?” he asked. The Thrall clockmaker looked up at Tull in surprise. “What are you doing with that?” the human asked, snatching the clock from Tull’s hands.
“I …” Tull started.
The human backed away from Tull, as if Tull were some rabid dog ready to bite, and headed for the door. The Thrall behind the counter whispered quietly, “Run! Run!” but Tull was too flustered to think.
When the human got to the door, he opened it and shouted, “Watch! Watch! Help!” and Tull bolted. He rushed for the door and pushed the human. The old man staggered backward, crashing through a glass window. Tull hit the street sprinting.
The Blade Kin were already there, rushing from the shadows. In the darkness, they were as black as tarantulas. He heard shouts in the dark, but the frigid rain pelted his eyes and the streets were dark and he could not see well. Tull rushed blindly down the street until a black shadow rose up in front of him. The man reached to draw his broadsword, and Tull lunged past before the Blade Kin’s sword could clear its sheath. Tull heard a snapping sound, and something slapped his ankle, ripping his leg from under him.
Tull sprawled forward, and pain lanced through his left ankle. He sat up and found the end of the whip entwined around his legs. He tried to pull it off, but the whip had tiny barbs, like fishhooks, sewn into it, and dozens of them were embedded into his flesh. He succeeded only in breaking some of the barbs.
“You won’t get it off so easily,” the Blade Kin said. Tull looked into the Blade Kin’s face.
An electric light glowed down the street, and the man’s deadly eyes glittered in the reflected light. On his chest, the Blade Kin wore a badge with the emblem of a sword and a star above it. Six Blade Kin rushed up an circled them with drawn swords, and Tull didn’t dare move.
“What is your name? Who is your master?” someone asked.
“Pu Tchixila,” Tull said, hoping Scandal would remember the bogus name. “My master is Theron Scandal. He’s … he’s whoring.”
“Where?”
“At an inn, by the waterfront. I don’t know the name, but I can take you there.”
The Blake Kin who held the whip nodded to an inferior, “Xitah, notify Theron Scandal that we caught Pu Tchixila in a restricted area, and that he hit a human. Tell Lord Scandal he can pick up what’s left of his slave in the morning, at the docks.”
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Chapter 29: The Trial
The Blade King named Xitah sheathed his sword and began to stroll leisurely toward the inns at the bay. Finding Scandal was a job that might take hours.
Tull almost asked the Blade Kin to hurry, but knew it was useless. The Blade Kin all watched Tull with morbid curiosity, and he sensed … eagerness in them. They were a pack of wild dogs, and he was a wild pig that they had cornered.
Down the street one Blade Kin helped dust glass from the shop owner’s shirt.
“You are lucky you did not hurt him,” the one with the whip said. “Trespass. Theft. Assault. Nothing more.”
“I stole nothing,” Tull said. “I meant to steal nothing. I only picked up a clock to look at it.”
“You had no business in a human shop,” the Blade Kin growled. “You must have been stealing.”
“I … I went in, because I saw a Thrall making clocks. I’ve always wanted to use my hands like that … to make small things, the way humans do. I didn’t know it was a restricted area.”
Tull watched the Blade Kin’s eyes and he saw them soften. “For saying that, you have saved your hands. We forgive the charge of theft.”
The Blade Kin touched a white disk around his neck. “Thrall Pu Tchixila arrested on charges of trespass, assault upon a human.”
“Very well,” a voice replied over the disk. “For trespass, twenty lashes. For assault, forty lashes and a night of Water Watching.”
Tull’s eyes widened, for he’d hoped to be taken before a mayor or a judge or a jury of some kind. But the trial was over.
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Chapter 30: Water Watching
Some Blade Kin slipped a noose around Tull’s neck and began choking; Tull grabbed at the noose.
A guard punched Tull in the ribs. “Troublemaker,” he growled. “You get us all in trouble.”
Someone else kicked his legs out from behind, and the blows began raining from all sides. Tull tried to cover his face with his hands, but the man with the noose began dragging him through the wet mud. Every time Tull tried to cover his face or get up to walk, someone kicked him again, so that he was reduced to holding the rope, pulling at it so that he did not strangle.
By the time they reached the docks, Tull’s vision had begun to fade, and he was grateful to reach the docks alive. He was so sore that he hoped only that the whipping would not take long.
He already felt dead to pain. The docks of Denai were not the seedy little docks found in Smilodon Bay. A dozen booms with block and tackle reared up above Tull—the kind used to pull boats from the water for dry dock.
A large fishery nearby had a bright photo converter outside that illuminated the slushy snow, so that as Tull tried to catch his breath, he could see white falling from the sky.
One Blade Kin put a spear to Tull’s throat and knelt over him. For a moment he blocked out the light and slush. Tull heard shackles rustling, and they stirred a dim memory, a primal fear from his childhood.
One Blade Kin grabbed Tull’s ankle, and though Tull could not see the man, Tull kicked the Neanderthal in the face. The guards crowded around and began kicking Tull so quickly that he could not cover his face fast enough.
The Blade Kin worked quietly, expertly, and for a moment there was only silence and the darkness, and the pain of the blows. Chains rattled, and Tull felt the cold iron on his ankles, and suddenly he was hoisted into the air by his feet, and then the Thralls ripped his clothes from him and swung him out over the water, naked.
“Pu Tchixila,” a Blade Kin pronounced. “You have been convicted of trespass and assault. You are sentenced to a night of Water Watching and sixty lashes.”
The words had hardly been spoken when the whipping started. Tull had believed he was numb to pain, but the first slice of the whip taught him otherwise. He cried out, and a man nearby hissed, “Please, quiet! Don’t call the serpents! Please!”
Tull followed the sound of the voice, saw another man swaying out over the water nearby, suspended by his feet, like a cocoon hanging from a twig.
I am not the only one watching the water tonight, Tull realized.
Beyond him were two other prisoners—the boy who had tried to sell himself to Scandal earlier in the day, and what looked to be a man, until Tull recognized that it was only a headless corpse, draining its blood into the bay.
There are worse things than a beating, Tull realized, and he clenched his teeth.
The lashes came quickly, and Tull felt his own blood run into the water. He did not scream as the lashes fell. He merely held his breath and watched the water beneath him.
It was white-capped and rough, driven by the wind. Tull heard serpent voices beneath, the deep moaning they made as they searched for prey by sonar and scent. The water boiled. In the pale light cast by the fishery, Tull saw great dorsal fins slice through the water nearby. As his warm blood dripped, a thirty-foot serpent rolled in a great circle, calling its brothers, seeking the source of the blood.
It would not take long for them to find him.
The whipping continued, almost endlessly, though it took only half an hour, and during that time, Tull did not cry out, for he was too afraid to cry.
At the count of sixty lashes, all but two Blade Kin left the docks. They stood, leaning on their spears, watching Tull and the others, presumably to keep friends from setting the prisoners free.
Tull was left to watch the water. Twice he saw the spines of young serpents rise as they thrashed above the foamy waves. He listened to their deep voices and prayed that the serpents would not find him.
In answer to his prayer, a serpent rose from the water and bellowed, ripped the head from the man next to him, the man who had begged Tull to keep quiet.
The Thrall boy, the only other survivor, dutifully bent double and grabbed his shackles, pulling himself up so that he was not so close to the water.
With tremendous effort, Tull did the same, and beneath him the serpents began to rise, making the water boil—for once they found their prey, the entire school joined in, leaping at the dead bodies, ripping off those parts that hung too close to the water.
Tull studied the young Thrall and realized why the youngster had not told him how to escape the reach of the serpents—the boy would have revealed his own position.
Tull bent double, clinging to his shackles. Seeing the child earlier, he had felt an odd sense of recognition, and once again Tull felt a kinship to the child.
They were united, silently struggling to live out their vigil. Tull wanted to comfort the boy, to give him some hope, but he was too wise to speak.
After awhile, the serpents quit thrashing in the water, and it became quiet.
Tull knew better than to believe they were full, and he remembered the serpents in the river, lying on the bottom, silently watching their prey as they prepared to strike.
He clung to his shackles, panting from the exertion, and knew that to take even a moment’s rest was to invite death.
Above him, his shackles were tied to a rope, and ten feet up the rope was a pole, the lower end of the boom on which he’d been swung out over the bay. Tull wondered if he could climb the rope and hang from the pole, but the guards were watching.
The cold slush kept coming, and after a while it turned to snow. The corpses hanging next to him cooled, and their blood dripped into the bay less frequently. Tull blessed the snow for freezing the blood on his own back, numbing the wounds, and at the same time cursed it, for he could not feel his feet.
The waves surged beneath him. In the back of his throat, Tull suddenly felt as if he tasted one of Tirilee’s kisses, burning and sweet.
He was filled with the desire to make love to her, and he laughed quietly in pain, for it was an odd time to want her.
Tull remembered his dead wife, how he had sent her floating down the river, and could not help but think that Wisteria’s body might have reached this bay, that as he watched the whitecaps he might see her float by.
He hugged his legs and wished that she were close by. The kwea of his love for her eased his pain somewhat and helped him endure.
After nearly two hours, the young child beside Tull let go of his shackles and fell toward the water. Tull prayed to the gods to spare the child. He could not see if the boy had fallen asleep, whether he was weakened by exhaustion or whether he had merely hoped to rest. Yet he dangled above the waves for only a minute before a serpent leapt and took him.
Tull watched the jaws gape wide, the porcelain white teeth gleam in the light from the fishery, the red eyes flash in the darkness.
Kwea was building in him, Tull realized, a kwea of terror.
He could feel his fear of the serpents growing, and it bound itself to his old fear of the shackles, a fear of the waves, a fear of Denai and the Blade Kin. It was a cold, paralyzing fear. The kind of fear that locks a man’s legs together so that he cannot run, and in his mind, Tull dreamed of running, and the thought terrified him, for he almost feared what would happen if he tried to escape more than he feared staying.
Tull found Adjonai’s dark kingdom of terror at last.
He saw that Water Watching was meant to instill that kind of fear. The Blade Kin did not care if Tull lived or died. If he died, he served as an example to others. If he lived, he served even a greater example, for he would tell the tale of this night to a thousand other Thralls, and as they lived through the experience in their imaginations, the kwea of this night would pass to them.
Tull laughed a quiet and bitter laugh. For truly, just as he’d been taught, the God of Terror was god of this land.
He remembered old Caree Tech stirring her pot of lye and singing about threads of iron. The Slave Lords did not need guns or chains to hold the Thralls. Threads of fear held this nation together, cords so thick they turned into webs strong enough to snare all who entered.
The Blade Kin killed their brothers out of fear—fear of retribution if they refused their duty. Thieves and dreamers in high places let the cycle go on in fear—fear of poverty should they stop. “The great wheel of evil.” That is what Adjonai had called it. Tull finally understood.
Slowly, he became enraged. Always he’d blamed the humans for becoming Slave Lords, but now he saw that Denai was self-sufficient.
Even if all the humans died, the city and its evil would remain.
Yet, there is no reason for Denai itself, he realized. If every Thrall were to walk away, no one could stop them. Sure, the Blade Kin might kill a few, but not one in a hundred would die. The city, the entire nation, runs solely upon an economy of terror.
Tull held his shackles and concentrated—concentrated upon turning his fear into hatred. His desire to run turned into a desire to strike. The night was so cold, colder than anything he had ever known, for he was naked and each wet, stinging snow pellet that touched him hardened his fear into an icy sheet of rage.
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Chapter 31: The Penitent
Tull woke with a start in the morning. He’d been clinging to the shackles in his sleep, but a guard poked him with the butt of his spear, making him swing farther out over the water, and he came awake disoriented, falling toward the dark water.
Tull struggled to grab at his shackles, but the guard laughed and hit him hard with the butt of the spear again.
“You’ve got blood on your face,” the guard said. “Here, let’s wash it off for you.”
The guard went to the block and tackle, turned a handle, and lowered Tull a foot toward the water.
Tull tried to reach up for his ankles, but his muscles were too tired to let him bend up. Tull went still. Beneath the cry of the gulls in the bay, he could hear the moaning of the serpents.
The guard watched his expression, and Tull realized the man wanted to see his fear.
If Tull screamed, if he pleaded, the Blade Kin might stop. But the very act of pleading would call the serpents below. Tull’s heart hammered, and he fought to remain calm. The guard lowered him another foot, and another, until the whitecaps brushed Tull’s knuckles.
He twisted slowly in the wind, and every half minute he glimpsed the morbid sight of the three dead Thralls dangling from their chains.
His back felt stiff, and his feet felt frozen to the shackles. He knew he was nearly dead.
He looked at the corpse of the dead boy. Tull’s head dangled, and he went limp, and in the steel gray water he saw his own eyes, mad with rage, and realized where he had seen the child. The child too had had revolution in his eyes. Tull wondered how many times he’d seen his own eyes filled with rage, staring at him from some stream or pitcher of water.
The air filled with the cries of gulls as they fed in the early morning. A thick fog was blowing in. At sunrise, some dozen slaves gathered by the dock and watched Tull dangle.
These were mostly women and children, the mothers and wives of the dead, and they wailed and ripped at their hair. In the heavy fog, Tull could not see the buildings behind him, the boats farther on down the dock. All he could see were the mourners and the two guards on the dock pushing them back with their spears.
As morning wore on, the fog only thickened. An hour after sunrise, Scandal walked down the planks of the pier, clomping so heavily his feet sounded like the hooves of a cow on the wood, and through the mist, three Blade Kin trailed beside him. “Damn you, you will pay!” Scandal shouted. “I send my favorite slave to buy me a clock, and you’ve nearly killed him. I demand reimbursement!”
One of Tull’s guards pulled his boom out above the dock, and lowered Tull to the plank. Tull recognized the Blade Kin that Scandal spoke to. He wore a badge with a sword beneath a silver star. It was the sergeant who had taken him prisoner. The other two were Thralls who had beaten him.
A guard unlocked the shackles. Tull kicked them away. The Blade Kin looked at Tull’s ankles, at the ugly white scars. The Blade Kin said, “I’d think you would be more accustomed to shackles by now.”
Tull sat and rubbed his feet. He could not feel them, and they’d gone blue from cold. Certainly, he thought, these feet will die now. I’ve lost circulation to them. They will rot away, and I shall die of gangrene.
Scandal came up to Tull, looked at his back and bellowed. “By God, you’ve been thrashed, boy.” He bent near and whispered, “Stay down. Play like you’re hurt bad. I smell money! Oh, my child!” Scandal shouted at the Blade Kin. “How could you do this? You will pay!”
A chill shook Tull. He wondered if anyone had a blanket to loan. If I am to die from these wounds, he thought, others will die with me.
He looked at the two Blade Kin guards, at the man who’d tried to murder him only an hour before.
Quietly, he struggled to rise. The guard who had unshackled him helped pull him up. Like all Blade Kin, the Thrall wore a broadsword strapped to his right thigh. When the guard had him up, Tull pretended to stagger. He grabbed the Thrall’s sword, pulled it free, and shoved the blade into the guard’s belly with all his might. The guard looked at him in surprise, eyes bugged, and Tull twisted the blade and dragged the sword up, slitting his leather armor and gutting the man the way he’d gut a fish.
It happened so quickly, that the Blade Kin speaking to Scandal did not see.
Tull slammed into the back of a second Blade Kin rammed his sword through the man’s kidneys. The Blade Kin next to him stepped backward and pulled his sword, swinging it down like an ax. Tull dodged to the side, and when the blade hit the dock, Tull rammed his sword into the Thrall’s throat, above his armor.
The man grabbed Tull’s sword and staggered back, yanking it from Tull’s hands, and then fell into the water.
“Watch him! He’s gone mad!” Scandal shouted, backpedaling. As the sergeant reached up to the white communication disk around his neck, Scandal slugged him, sent him flying into the water. Tull glanced behind him.
His torturer stood there. The guard held a spear in hand and advanced on Tull cautiously.
The sergeant thrashed in the water, his red cape floating up. He pulled out his sword and dumped it, trying to lighten his load. The man gurgled a curse, and then the water boiled. A serpent came up from beneath, carried the sergeant ten feet into the air and splashed under with the Blade Kin in his jaws.
“You’re next,” Tull said to the guard with the spear. He watched the man, the way he had watched Ayuvah in practice.
The guard stood warily on the balls of his feet, jabbed at Tull with a couple of feints.
“You talk big for a man who has no weapons in his hand,” the guard said. He did not have Ayuvah’s speed. He was burly and clumsy, muscle bound.
Tull dodged away from his thrusts, always moving slower than he was capable of. The guard seemed afraid of him. He saw it in the Neanderthal’s green eyes.
Tull stepped back, pretended to trip over the body of a dead man.
The guard lunged. Tull stepped to the side and spun, grabbing the spear. Tull looked in the Blade Kin’s eyes and saw the Thrall’s fear, and in that second, Tull jerked the spear from his hands and with a shout he drove the butt end into the Thrall’s chest, through his lacquered leather armor. The haft of the spear splintered.
The Thrall fell backward, gasping, impaled on the butt of his own spear, and Tull looked at the man and knew he would not die from the wound.
Tull picked up a sword from the dock, walked forward and beheaded the Blade Kin.
Tull stood panting and looked at the Thralls who had gathered to mourn their dead. They huddled in the cold, and Tull saw only fear in the eyes of the women and children. They were afraid of Tull. They were afraid they would be punished because of what he’d done.
“You are miserable curs,” Tull told them. “You have cowered here all your lives.” Gesturing to the dead Blade Kin before him, he said. “Look how easy it is to free yourselves! I am a lone Pwi, and I killed four guards—all Neanderthals, all strong—not weak humans. And I will kill a slaver before this day is over.
“In my homeland, we go on egg raids in Hotland and hunt the great lizards with spears. Our small boys are greater men than you. Our ancestors dined on mammoth and rhino while humans fed on bugs and rats. Our ancestors tilled their gardens with hoes made of a Smilodon’s tooth, and they were kings of the Earth. And someday, when we have mastered our fear of humans, we will be kings of Anee.”
Tull raised his eyes toward town. The thick fog had hidden what he had done. Behind him, on the docks, one male mourner shouted, “Watch! Help! Watch!”
Tull shivered from the chill air. He was still naked. He saw the Thrall who had shouted, a young man, the kind who would make a good warrior.
The Thrall tried to scurry away, but several women grabbed him. The women wanted Tull to kill the man, and Tull wondered why the women didn’t kill the coward themselves.
“Free yourselves,” Tull told them. He grabbed the wretched coward and tossed him into the bay, as if to show how it is done.
He reached down to one of the Blade Kin and pulled the fine red cape from the man’s neck, wrapped it around him and fastened the clasp to his own throat, then picked up his own breech cloth from the dock, and fastened it with its silver clasps.
“Quickly,” Scandal hissed, “let’s steal a boat and run for it.” Tull picked up a broadsword, wiped it on the leg of a dead Blade Kin.
Tull stood. The sun was rising, and above the fog one distant castle of green Benbow glass shone, as if it sat upon a cloud. “Find a boat and leave,” Tull said. “I won’t run from Denai.”
Scandal looked at Tull as if the Pwi had slapped his face. “What in the hell is going on here?” Scandal asked, but he backed away from Tull. “I’ll meet you at Castle Rock in nine days,” Scandal said questioningly as he ran down the docks, looking for a boat.
Tull headed for the city. His thoughts were fuzzy, and he felt as if he were watching himself move. He’d once heard a man tell of a similar experience in a bar fight, that out-of-body feeling.
He knew he might die for his actions, but rage burned in him, and he wanted to fight. He walked into town, expected to be stopped, expected a fight, but saw no Blade Kin.
He ducked into the fishery just as dozens of Blade Kin rushed down the road, heading for the dock. The Blade Kin shouted at the witnesses on the docks, and during the commotion Tull left the fishery through a back door, crossed the street, and sneaked through a huge warehouse full of lumber.
In this way, he crept through the city until he reached the clockmaker’s shop. It was closed, but through the window he could see the same Thrall building clocks. Behind the Thrall a door led to a back room where a cheery fire burned. The shopkeeper sat in a large chair, watching the fire reflectively, eating from a bowl of fruit.
Tull did not know how well the doors would be bolted. In Smilodon Bay, giant cave bears sometimes came in spring to eat table scraps from the garbage piles behind the houses. People on the outskirts of town secured their winter doors with huge beams to keep the bears out.
Tull imagined the door would be heavily barred but there were windows. The one that had broken the night before was now boarded over, so he stepped back a pace and leapt through a second window, knocking over a case of clocks.
The Thrall working at the table fell from his chair, and the shopkeeper came running into the room to see what had happened.
Tull rushed the shopkeeper and grabbed the man by the throat. The old man tried to push Tull away and whimpered in fear.
Tull held him easily with one hand.
“You shall be a sign for the Slave Lords of Craal,” Tull said, and he dragged the shopkeeper to the front window. The old man struggled and tried to grab a display case, knocking his dainty clocks to the floor.
The Thrall worker stood in a corner, watching Tull, and the slave had a look in his eyes Tull had not seen before—rapture. Tull dragged the old man to the broken window.
Shards of glass stuck upward from the casing, like glittering daggers, and Tull threw the old man down, impaling him.
Tull walked through the room, picked up a tiny silver clock that opened like a flower, and stood, looking at it. He felt dizzy, happy, yet he was so weary he wanted to lie down.
“Brother,” the slave hissed. “Run for your life!”
“I am not done here,” Tull told the slave.
“You think you will prove your courage by staying,” the slave whispered, “but you will only die. You are not a Thrall. You are a Pwi. I see it in your eyes. Many Thralls have the courage to die for a cause, but, brother, do you not see? They do not need only courage, they need hope! If they strike and die, what have they won? Nothing! But if they know they can strike and escape, then they will have hope!”
Tull’s mouth fell open just a bit at the revelation.
Out in the street, a single Blade Kin stood peering at the window, studying the dead shopkeeper, walking forward cautiously. He saw Tull in the window, took off shouting, “Blade Kin to me! Blade Kin to me!”
“If I leave, will you come with me?” Tull asked the slave.
A curious light shone in the man’s eyes, and he nodded. He ran to the back room and stuffed food into a sack. Tull grabbed the clockmaker’s tools in their box, filled his pockets with dozens of watches. Tull wondered if he would ever master the use of the delicate instruments.
In a moment, the slave grabbed Tull’s arm and ushered him into a back room. “I have clothes and food,” the man said, and they rushed out a door and into an alley.
The air smelled of smoke, and though it was still foggy, a bright red light glowed in the sky.
“The shipyards are burning,” the slave said in awe.
Tull looked at the sky and laughed. Bless you, Scandal, he thought.
The two men wormed their way through the ghettos of Denai for an hour, through warehouses, over roofs. The slave told Tull that his name was Nai, the Pwi word for clever, and he lived up to his name, for they avoided the Blade Kin who were rushing everywhere.
“You picked a bad time to come here,” Nai told him. “Ten thousand extra guards have come to watch the city in the last week. The Lords of Craal talk of war with Bashevgo, and Hukm attacked one of our fortresses a few weeks ago.”
“Why would Craal go to war with Bashevgo?” Tull asked.
“The Pirate Lords purchased many supplies—wheat and cloth, yet they have sold us no slaves for a year,” Nai said. “And last summer, they began attacking Craal ships.
“The Pirate Lords are crazy. They could never hope to defeat the Lords of Craal. Next summer, Craal will move armies into the Rough and destroy the Hukm to keep the wilderness from falling into the hands of the Pirate Lords.”
Tull listened to this bit of news with interest. The streets seemed to be boiling with Blade Kin in their black armor and red capes. Smoke rolled over the city from the burning ships at dockside. While the fog was still heavy, they jumped a Blade Kin outside a human home.
Nai beat the man to death and dragged him behind a thick hedge in a garden. The dead Blade Kin wore the badge of a captain, with five stars over the top of a sword.
“This fedda is most trusted,” Nai said. “He is authorized to go anywhere in Craal, even into the Rough. Put on his clothing, and you can walk out of this city a free man. There must be twenty captains of his rank here now. If you are lucky, people will just think that you are another.”
“Won’t you come with me?” Tull asked.
“If we both leave,” the slave said, “the Blade Kin will kill an innocent man and claim that they killed you. In my people, the hope will die, for they will see that they cannot escape. I must stay behind to be your witness. I will tell them that a Thrall who killed a human went free.”
“Not just a human,” Tull said. “I killed four Blade Kin.” The slave chuckled softly, and Tull put on the Blade Kin’s uniform, gasping as the leather touched his ragged back. Behind them, on the far side of the city, the fog was beginning to lift, and Tull could see that more than just the boatyard was on fire—the flames had spread to the warehouse district.
Unfortunately, the morning wind was blowing down the mountains and out to sea. The flames would not engulf the city. Tull pulled his hair down to cover his ears, hugged Nai around the shoulders.
“Someday, we will all walk away from here free,” Nai said, pushing the bag of food into Tull’s hands.
“We will walk away,” Tull said, and the hate burned in him so badly that he added, “but first we will destroy Craal.” He laughed at his own audacity.
Tull walked openly from the city of Denai toward the Rough, past three guard houses, each packed with Blade Kin, past an army of five thousand that guarded the east gate. If any man thought to question him, no one dared, for he was their superior in rank, and seldom had anyone ever seen a Blade Kin walk through Denai with so much rage burning in his eyes.
Tull felt sorry as he left the city, sorry that he could not kill more men.
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Chapter 32: An Invitation to Power
On all the maps that Tull had ever seen, Denai was shown on the west slopes of the White Mountains. Yet the road through Denai Pass was bordered by farmhouses for twenty miles. The number of Blade Kin thinned until none wore the black armor and red capes of the city guard. The local Thralls watched Tull fearfully or ducked to hide behind some hedge.
When daylight turned to dusk, Tull stopped at a Slave Lord’s manor and relieved the house of a few choice rations before setting off into the Rough.
Once he climbed down the hills, the land was bare of all but sparse grass and sagebrush. Frigid gravitational winds beat upon this waste mercilessly night and day. Only a few coyotes inhabited this land, for Craal’s armies had been marching through it all summer. Tull found their fire pits filled with ox bones.
Tull’s feet ached as he walked, and he stopped every so often to massage them. Their color returned the first day, yet they still felt cold. His back burned from the lash strokes, and he was grateful for the rigid leather armor, for more than once it seemed to be all that held him up straight.
Tull knew that Phylomon and Ayuvah waited at Castle Rock, knew it was a walk of only twelve miles per day. On his second day out, his back burned as if it were on fire, so he stopped at an icy creek and bathed, and felt the rough ridges where the skin had swollen. He was thankful he could not see it.
He rose from the creek bed after an hour of soaking, and happened to glance uphill. From the corner of his eye, he saw the orange hair of a Thrall, but the man dropped to the ground.
Tull watched the spot for a full ten minutes, hoping to detect more movement, but the man had been wearing a gray-green robe, and the colors blended in with the dead winter sage too well.
It could have been a lone hunter, Tull thought, or an escaped slave.
His back felt better much of that night, and the next morning he found wagon tracks, the only pair he’d seen since leaving the farmlands of Denai.
He knew that if he followed them long enough, he’d find Phylomon at the other end, but by noon, fever struck again, followed by chills.
As he walked, the sun seemed to rise and set, rise and set. He felt tremendously cold, and at one point he was looking at the White Mountains, at the snow upon them, and he felt that the snow must be blowing in upon him.
In front of the mountains he could see Adjonai, his black form looming at the borders of Craal. Tull walked toward the peaks and realized he was walking back to Denai, but a voice inside him whispered, “You are on a spiral journey. Though you head back to Denai, you see everything more clearly. You are walking upon a higher plane.” Tull thought back to the Journey of the Worm.
He looked up, saw Adjonai’s rotting face leer above the plains, and felt a dull terror radiating from the monster, a sensation both frightening and inviting. Only clear sight lets me see the beast, Tull thought.
Tull studied a twisted limb of sagebrush, and at the distance of forty feet discerned egg casings of spiders upon its stems, saw the spirit burning within the bush, saw the infinite number of deformities and scars where deer and birds had fed upon its leaves, saw how mold and lichens made the bush their home. The grass smelled of death and rot, and he heard the distant sounds of winter starvation in the voices of birds.
Everywhere, in every living thing, were signs of decay and darkness. In the ground beneath him he beheld the moldering bones of heroes who had died here on these plains in war against Craal, saw how each had lived and died in vain, for Adjonai still stood at the borders of Craal, with mountains rising behind him like the merlons on a war tower.
The sun was dying, and Tull came to a stream where rabbits fed by the water’s edge. The wind began blowing furiously toward the west, pushing everything back toward Denai, and he saw crows and seagulls carried upon the wind, leaves ripped from branches.
Even the rabbits began running toward Denai, toward death and decay. He realized that he was seeing things clearly, more clearly than ever before. The great wheel of evil. He was caught in it, playing his small role, and everything would flow back to Denai.
Tull stopped a moment by force of will and let the wind blow at his back. The sun was setting, and the shadows of plants and trees and mountains all seemed to stretch out toward him.
No, we are not all caught in the great wheel of evil, Tull thought. The great wheel is only shadows on the ground. I am on the spiral journey.
He turned back toward Smilodon Bay and had the strangest sensation—a chill wind shot through him and for a moment he was sure he felt icy hands twist his head so that he pivoted back toward Denai, and the cold hands began to push him.
He stopped with a wrench, felt the cool mysterious touch play over his body. Something within Tull cried out. He knew that touch. It was the same sense of violation he’d felt in Smilodon Bay when Chaa had entered his body to Spirit Walk his future.
“The spiral journey begins in shadows,” a voice whispered to Tull, “but it ends in brightness.” Tull halted, searched for the source of the sound. No one stood near. “Come back to Denai.”
Tull glanced up at the White Mountains. The form of Adjonai hovered in front of the pass to Denai, and Tull felt myriad icy fingers brush his skin, teasing him, drawing him toward Denai. He realized then that Adjonai was only an apparition created by the sorcerers of Craal.
A voice infinitely deep whispered, the voice of Adjonai. “Come back to me. I will give you power, and you will be to me as a favored son.” He raised his kutow of terror, his shield of despair, and the kwea of them lashed at Tull. Adjonai held them out as if to give them as a gift, and Tull realized that he could wield those weapons. They were powerful, and they would be even more deadly in his hands.
Tull’s face twisted in rage. Did they really think he would become one of them?
“When I come, I will destroy you!” Tull roared, and he turned back toward Smilodon Bay. He knew his enemies now. Somewhere, Tull thought, a man lies near death, trying to use his powers to seduce me back to Craal.
The icy fingers slammed into Tull’s back, shoving him to the ground. A gust of wind roared, flattening the sagebrush around him in a great circle. “You cannot escape Craal,” a voice whispered. “I see you. I will follow.”
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Chapter 33: Dark Companions
Tull raced toward Castle Rock. He did not know how to fight the Spirit Walkers of Craal, but he knew that Chaa had trained Ayuvah a bit in the art. Surely, Tull thought, Ayuvah will know how to fight them.
At midday Tull stopped to eat. He was sweating and weary, and he wanted to wash his back, for it burned.
He smelled beneath his cuirass, and his sweat stank. The wounds on his back smelled of sour infection, and his ankles ached.
He wanted to bathe, but could feel someone’s eyes upon him. He turned, and wondered if the sorcerers of Craal were watching.
Behind him he saw nothing, yet the desert was too quiet. No birds sang.
Dr. Debon had once told a woman to expose her rash to the sun, saying that the sun could sometimes burn a wound cleaner than water. Since the stinking leather cuirass would not stop a Blade Kin’s bullets, Tull undid the straps. He pulled off his red cape and tied it in a roll, put it with the cuirass into his food bag, and began running again, faster.
An hour later, he looked back, and saw two men racing over a hill. They wore clothes the color of winter sage, and he could see that they had the orange hair of Neanderthals. One carried a long glass rod that flashed in the sun.
Tull felt weak, weaker than a Pwi ever should be, and knew he could not outdistance the Blade Kin that hunted him.
In his mind, he played an old game from his childhood, asking “Animal Guide, which way should I go for safety?”
But he laughed to himself, for he had no Animal Guide. So he ran, following the wagon tracks, and let the sun and the salt of his own sweat scour his back clean.
When he looked behind him two hours later, the Blade Kin had only gained a mile. Tull ran faster, stretching his legs. His calves felt stiff, and once he stepped upon a rock and twisted his ankle.
It was a small thing, but as he ran, the ankle swelled. He cursed his father Jenks for the wounds he had dished out when Tull was a child. For years Tull had tried to hide his limp, but now he limped unashamedly, wishing only to lengthen his stride, to run as fast as a Pwi should.
At sunset, he glanced behind and saw the Blade Kin closing in. A cold wind played around him, and Tull pondered. A Spirit Walker could not work his magic except at the gates of death, so neither of these men were sorcerers.
The sun set, and for an hour there was no moon in the sky. Tull veered north and ran a zigzag, crossing and recrossing his trail as a hunted fox will do.
He stopped at a creek to soak, then made a fire-less camp. Several times during the night he woke, shaking with chills. He dreamed that he sat beside a fire with Ayuvah and Chaa, and in the dream Fava sat with him as well, hugging him.
“In the Land of Shapes,” Chaa told them, “there is no east or west, north or south. Direction is as meaningless as time. A sorcerer establishes a connection with the place he wants to be through his imagination, and the place draws him to it.”
“Is that how one finds a friend in the Land of Shapes?” Fava asked. “By letting the friend draw him.”
“That is how one finds friends, as well as enemies,” Chaa answered.
Tull woke sweating, and wondered if the dream were a true sending or merely a hallucination. For a long time, he sat and fought the desire to walk into Craal. The cold presence of the Spirit Walker pierced him, and Tull lay hugging his knees, sweating, fighting the urge to run.
At last, Tull dressed in his leather armor, strapping it tightly, and wrapped the red cape around him as a blanket, and for a while he slept.
Near morning Tull’s eyes snapped open at the sound of a stick cracking under nearby footsteps. He unsheathed his broadsword and rolled back under a bush, wishing he’d had a stone to sharpen the damned sword. Thor, the largest moon, cast its fierce light over the hillsides, muted only by a few clouds, and a soft gravitational wind blew. Tull could smell sea air.
He watched the hillside above him and saw a dark form scurrying animal-like upon all fours, making its way down the slope. He heard it sniffing.
Only a Neanderthal had a strong enough sense of smell to hunt that way, Tull realized. Tull was sweating from his fever, and he felt weak. He did not know if he could fight.
The hunter got within twenty feet of Tull’s camp and stopped, sniffed the air softly, stood to full height, and craned his head from side to side.
Tull did not move. The man raised a dagger, waved it overhead, and for a full five minutes walked softly, using his toes to move tiny twigs before placing each foot. When the man was only a few feet away, he stopped where Tull had made his bed and stood, dagger poised.
Tull crouched in the shadow of a large bush, and did not think the man could see him. It was almost a game, to see if the hunter would pass him by.
The man whirled and struck, driving his dagger into Tull’s chest—only Tull’s lacquered armor turned the blade.
Tull lunged with his sword. The man knocked it aside and slammed Tull in the head with a knee, knocking him back. He swung the knife again, and Tull caught his hand, so the fellow jumped on him, grappling for the knife.
Tull felt so weak and dizzy, he did not know how he could hope to wrest the knife away.
“Give it up,” someone grumbled, and his attacker jumped clear.
A Blade Kin stood in the moonlight, aiming a gun at Tull.
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Chapter 34: Spitting in the Dark God’s Eye
Phylomon and Ayuvah reached Castle Rock exactly six days after leaving Tull and Scandal. It had been an uneventful trip. They’d stolen a wagon, four oxen, and some food. They’d freed several slaves and taken their testimonies.
Castle Rock was nothing more than a large igneous haystack that jutted from the shore. If one squinted at the black mass, one could imagine turrets near its top.
It marked the entrance to the Strait of Zerai, and it also marked the entrance to a small fjord that served as a makeshift harbor on this treacherous coast.
Here they met Scandal. The fat man had not stolen just any boat—it was a fine little twenty footer made of Benbow glass with masts worked in a filigree of silver so that the morning glinted on it from afar.
The sails were woven from white silk, and the small ship dazzled in the sunlight. Scandal had dressed in a golden jacket with epaulets and a red silk belt. His hair was combed and perfumed. He looked as clean as if he’d spent the entire week soaking in perfumed bathwater.
“You shouldn’t have stolen this boat,” Phylomon said. “The owner will be looking for it.”
“I’m not so sure,” Scandal said. “I set fire to a ship in Denai, and half the city burned. They don’t have anything to hunt me with.”
“But where is Tull?” Ayuvah asked, and Scandal relayed their adventures.
Phylomon frowned. “He killed four guards? And you burned their harbor? And I freed a dozen slaves on the outskirts of the city. No wonder the Lords of Craal dislike us Roughians! I hope to God that Tull makes it out!”
That night, as Scandal washed the dishes down at the water’s edge, Ayuvah sat next to Phylomon, silently watching out to sea.
“Zhe adjena? What do you fear?” Phylomon asked in Pwi. “Do you think Tull was captured by Blade Kin?”
“I don’t know. I was just thinking of all we have lost on this journey, and all of the things we have yet to lose.”
“Little Chaa?” Phylomon said. “Your love for your brother was strong, but you have not been the same since Wisteria died. I know that she was Tull’s wife, but sometimes two men will fall in love the same woman.”
Ayuvah laughed. “That whore-I-did-not-care-for? No.”
“But you mourn for a woman?” Phylomon said.
“I mourn for my wife!” Ayuvah said. “I mourn for my children.”
Phylomon felt his skin crawl at those words. He had a strong appreciation for the Pwi’s ability to feel the future. “You said that when you tried to take your Spirit Walk, you failed! Did you speak the truth?”
“I did fail, sadly, to walk into the future,” Ayuvah said. “I’ve never been good at connecting. I have no talent for it. But while I was on the threshold of the netherworld, my father came in the form of a crow. He showed me the future.”
“The Spirit Walkers of the Pwi are notorious for being vague. Are you sure you understood what he showed you?”
“He showed me a line of gray Thralls with clubs, standing from horizon to horizon. He showed me a cloud of crows, each with a green worm in its mouth, and they flew over a field of thorns, and as they flew, they dropped the tiny destroyers from their mouths, and the green worms fell like rain and ate the thorns. He showed me a lightning storm, and the instrument of my own death-that-is-cruel. I know the very moment. It comes shortly.”
Phylomon considered. The line of Thralls with clubs could well be an army, and the black crows would be Pwi Spirit Walkers. The green worms, or tiny destroyers, he did not understand. “He showed you your death?” Phylomon asked. The Spirit Walkers never told a man the moment of his death. It was far too cruel.
“Yes,” Ayuvah said. “Chaa taught me that I must say a certain thing before I die. The timing is important. Tull cannot make the serpent catch without me. But now I am afraid, for I may need to go back into Craal to free him.”


The two Blade Kin stood in the moonlight, watching Tull. The fellow with the gun seemed nervous, kept licking his lips, and Tull watched the man’s eyes.
He was an older man, in his forties. The Blade Kin with the knife got up, and his hood fell back, and red hair tumbled out. Tull realized dully that the Blade Kin was a young woman, a girl of fifteen or so, yet her face was angry and hard. She fingered a white disk at her throat, and said, “Notify Lord Tantos that we have captured Pu Tchixila. We await his judgment.”
The older man motioned toward the ground, and said “Sit.” Tull found himself a bare spot on the ground.
The girl sheathed her knife.
“You did not take long in finding me,” Tull told them.
“Adjonai rules this land,” the old Neanderthal said. “His finger pointed us to you.”
Tull smiled, realizing that the Crawley Spirit Walker had nudged the Blade Kin toward him, just as he had tried to nudge Tull back toward Craal. “Adjonai is a clever god,” Tull said. “I planned to go into the Rough. I hear it is nice there. Why don’t you come with me?”
The old Blade Kin laughed, “Why don’t you sit for a moment while someone rouses Lord Tantos from his bed long enough to consider whether we should deliver you back to Craal alive or dead.”
Tull gazed into the young girl’s eyes and in her features he saw only cruelty. He rested a moment. So much sleeplessness and weariness made his head spin. Both of them wore robes in shades of desert blue and purple, but each also wore a small insignia at the chest, a Black Cyclops.
Tull realized dully that these were two of Lord Tantos’ best, and wondered if they fought any better than the city guards. He decided not to wait to learn if Tantos would give his death sentence.
He focused on the old man, filled his right hand with gravel, tossed it, and leapt for the woman. He pulled her knife from her sheath and put it to her throat, using her body as a shield.
The old Blade Kin cursed and stood blinking dust from his eyes. He did not fire, and Tull realized that the Blade Kin thought Tull would use the girl as a hostage, but she twisted from his grasp and Tull leapt forward and swung high, slashing the old man’s throat.
Tull heard the rustle of cloth as the girl circled behind him, and he bashed with all his force behind the dagger.
The girl had picked up his broadsword, and she swung from the side. The force of his blow drove the dagger into her chest and sent her flying to the ground, yet the broadsword swung into him, slashing into his leather cuirass so that the blade nicked his skin.
He stood in the moonlight and caught his breath, peered down at the two dead Blade Kin.
A voice came from the white disk at the girl’s throat. “Lord Tantos asks that you hold Pu Tchixila until others arrive, and then return him to Denai. Our Lord desires that the criminal watch the water night after night, until the serpents take him.”
A cold wind pushed at Tull, teasing him. “You cannot escape me,” a voice whispered into his ear. “My minions follow you still.”
Tull looked back toward Craal, in the moonlight he saw Adjonai sitting upon the side of a mountain.
The dark god glared at him, and the kwea of terror that the creature radiated pierced Tull’s chest. “In the Land of Shapes,” Chaa had said, “there is no east or west, north or south. Direction is as meaningless as time.”
Dutifully, Tull realized that he had been traveling the wrong direction all along. He turned back toward Denai and trotted toward the feet of the dark god.
That day, Tull often felt the sorcerer with him, and upon each occasion Tull would look toward Denai and see Adjonai staring intently.
Each time, the terror of the beast struck Tull like a blow, just as it had at Gold River Pass. But then Tull would stop and close his eyes, imagining Frowning Idols or Smilodon Bay, establish a mental connection in his mind, and as he traveled to these familiar lands in his imagination, he felt the cold wind leave, and the dark god would turn his face.
Tull realized that the sorcerer could not discern between a landscape that Tull traveled in his imagination and one that he traveled in reality.
Toward evening, Tull crossed a hill and saw four Blade Kin to the north. They spotted him and gave chase, and he ran south, heading away from them. He lost them at night and went without sleep.
Instead, he ran toward the feet of the dark god, and as he ran, he closed his eyes and thought of Tirilee and Wisteria, of the good times he’d had upon his way to Craal.
He reached the sorcerer’s camp at midnight, at the foot of a hill where the dark god sat.
Tull wondered how the Spirit Walker projected the illusion, for he was staring into the black rotting face. The dark god’s kutow radiated terror, and his shield radiated despair, and the whole land felt foul and ill, yet the creature seemed unaware of Tull, for he was too intent on searching the distance.
Tull closed his eyes and imagined the redwood forests, imagined making love to Wisteria in a mountain glade, and the dark god suddenly lifted his head and gazed east toward Smilodon Bay.
A dozen Blade Kin had camped at the foot of the hill, and all of them had tents of black.
Only one tent was different: a fire glowed within so that the tent shined like a lantern. Tull remembered how Zhopila had kept Chaa warm and moist in his cave while he took his spirit walk. Tull could see no guards, and he wondered if the image of Adjonai was thought to be guard enough.
Tull waited till all the moons were down, and forced himself to remember Tirilee. The thought of her still stirred his passion, and sometimes he would swallow and find that he tasted her kisses in his mouth. He remembered the clean aspen forests, the bed of leaves, and when his lust for the Dryad grew strong, he crept to the lighted tent.
Inside, he found a small boy sleeping by a fire, and beside him lay the body of a powerful young man, dried blood at his wrists. The boy woke and glanced up at Tull in confusion, and Tull slapped the child, hard enough to knock him back.
The Spirit Walker shuddered, and his eyes fluttered open. The young man began to shout.
Tull shoved his hand into the sorcerer’s mouth. A great wind hit the tent, blowing it away with a single tearing sound.
Tull gazed up into the face of Adjonai, and the god shouted, “No!” and the earth rolled and shook.
Adjonai reached down with one great finger, as if to touch Tull, and Tull shoved his broadsword into the sorcerer’s chest, under his ribs, twisted the blade to puncture both lungs, and prepared to run, fearing that the Blade Kin had been wakened by the shout.
Adjonai wavered in the sky for a moment, and then faded. The image that had dwarfed even the mountains vanished, and Tull found that he was sitting in the tent.
The sorcerer lay dead. His child guardian had been knocked out. Tull hoped that the child didn’t die.
Tull rose and went outside, looked warily, searching the camp. All was still and quiet, as if only Tull had heard the god shout. Tull spat toward the mountain where Adjonai had reclined only moments before, then headed for Castle Rock.
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Chapter 35: Castle Rock
Tull staggered in to Castle Rock at noon. His back was swollen and festering, and his body shook from fever like aspen leaves in the wind.
Ayuvah embraced his brother. Then he set a small fire and put some water on to boil so he could lance Tull’s back. By the next morning, Tull’s fever had dropped.
Phylomon insisted that they rest for a day at Castle Rock, but soon after, the men pulled their little sailboat from the water and put it on the wagon for the journey along the Straits of Zerai, for it was far too dangerous to sail these straits in the winter.
The next morning, Tull felt much recovered except for an unshakable weariness, and they began following the rugged coastline. Tull sat in the wagon, his blanket wrapped about him, while Phylomon drove the ox team.
By map, the straits were only a hundred miles long. On foot, the coastline was so rugged that one had to travel over two hundred miles. In the valleys they came upon small groves—white oak and willow, maple and birch. Often, they could see mountains off to the north across the water.
A dozen miles from Castle Rock, they found something they never expected—an army of Thralls that stretched from the shore in a line across the plain to the hills at least five miles south. The Thralls held war clubs, and they raised them over their heads and shook them. The party stopped a mile off.
“By God, there are thousands!” Scandal shouted. “Are they friendly?”
“Friendly enough,” Phylomon said, and he whistled for his ox team to move.
They walked up to the line of Thralls, and Tull saw something wrong. The Thralls did not move from their spots.
When they got near, they found them to be scarecrows slowly raising their arms, waving clubs. Each was green, the color of a laurel leaf, and the scarecrows had the faces of Pwi. Ayuvah stepped up to one, and it suddenly gasped and moaned, dropping its club slowly.
“They are called Man Fruits,” Phylomon said. “The Creators sometimes make them, building a living fence. They do it seldom—only when they are introducing a new species to an area.
“The last time I saw one of these was, what, sixty years ago? Here in the north, we had hunted the giant wolverine nearly to extinction, and everyone was thankful for it. But the Creators put up a fence of Man Fruits, and reestablished the population in a secure setting. There’s not an animal—mammoth, wolf, or cat, that will walk past one of these fences.”
“A line of gray Thralls with clubs,” Ayuvah said in wonder. Phylomon watched his face, remembering the prophecy. “How do they move?”
“Plants breathe, just as we do,” Phylomon said. “The Man Fruits exhale into tiny bladders that run along their arms. When the bladders fill, they stiffen, and the arms move up erect. When they become too full of oxygen, a valve opens, and the air escapes from their throats, and they moan. Smell them. They even smell like a Pwi—nothing like a plant. But don’t touch them. They’ll explode.”
Scandal sniff one. “The explosion wouldn’t be powerful enough to, say, blow my nose off? Would it?”
“Considering the size of your snout,” Phylomon said, “it would do you a service.”
“Then, Tull, loan me your sword!” Scandal shouted. He got the broadsword, swung it in the air in great clumsy arcs. “Now, you foul Crawlies, you will die!” He rushed forward, slashed the arm from a Man Fruit.
It exploded with the sound of a gun, making him jump. Green slime spattered over his belly, and immediately all the Man Fruits nearby gasped and moaned.
Scandal studied the slime on his gold shirt. “Crap on me, will you?” he laughed, thrusting a sword into a second Man Fruit. He whirled and lopped the head off a third. “Eat my steel, Blade Kin,” he shouted. He grunted and sweated, and ran down the line, dealing death to the Man Fruits, and each exploded in a shower of green slime, soiling his fine clothing.
A hundred yards up the line, he stopped and stared at one Man Fruits. “Tull! Ayuvah! Come here!”
The men walked over to him. Scandal pointed up at the Man Fruit, and Ayuvah gasped. “Doesn’t this one look like Little Chaa?”
The resemblance was uncanny. The Man Fruit had the same wide lips, the same narrow forehead. The Man Fruit had slowly been raising its arms for several minutes, and it dropped them suddenly and sighed. Ayuvah sank to his knees and wept, and Tull put his arms around him.
“Do you want me to kill it?” Scandal asked.
“My brother died once already,” Ayuvah said. “Let me look on his face for a while.”
“Ayaah, let’s leave it then,” Scandal said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I’ll fix us some lunch.”
Tull and Ayuvah sat for an hour, and watched the Man Fruit slowly raise and drop his club with a sigh.
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Chapter 36: The New People
That afternoon they passed the Man Fruits and entered the Creator’s introduction zone. Game was sparse—only a few rabbits, quail, ground squirrels, and deer. It was the most peaceful place they’d encountered on the trip.
They watched the ocean from the cliffs, looking for serpents, and after several days, they spotted a female who rose to the surface and bellowed a mile out to sea.
“I don’t understand this,” Phylomon said at last. “There should be hundreds, perhaps thousands of serpents nesting in these waters.”
“We’re lucky to have seen one,” Scandal said. “It was more than what we had at Smilodon Bay.”
“Yet their hatch was large,” Phylomon said. “The river was full of hatchlings.”
“Then the mothers are dying,” Tull said, “Chaa said the mothers were dying.” He spoke as if he couldn’t imagine all of them dying, “Or … or maybe they’re not nesting yet. Maybe they don’t come to lay for another few weeks.”
“Let us hope that is all it is,” Phylomon said. He rested his eyes, recalling a scene from his youth. He’d been here when he was in his nineties. The sea had been thick with serpents. At nearly every submerged rock, a mother guarded her nest. Often, he’d watched two or three mothers fight for the right to lay at one rock. Phylomon’s father had said the mothers were persuaded to lay by water temperature. On his solar calendar, it had been the day of October 31—or day 52 of Harvest, in the Calendar of Anee. It was well past that date now, and the fall had been warmer that year.
It was odd that the mothers always laid eggs in the same hatcheries. They were not genetically programmed for the trait, but Phylomon’s father had explained that it was an offshoot of other programming—the mothers were programmed to hunt for food in a school. They were herd animals.
So when it came time to lay, they hunted for egg space together. The fact that they always chose the same nesting grounds year after year was not due to chance. The serpents were nearly as smart as humans, and they remembered the best places to lay.
They required only three things—a steep rocky shelf in shallow water, relatively weak wave action so the egg sacks would not be torn from the rocks during low tides, and cool weather.
With the powerful tides on Anee, few places boasted the right attributes. Phylomon peered up at a cloud that faintly showed the colors of the rainbow. Why do temporaries so rarely notice how often clouds show the colors of the rainbow? he wondered.
On their fourth day of watch, they found a serpent near shore—a three-hundred-foot mother who lay dead.
Her tail had washed up on the shore, and her gray head and body floated on the water. The four deadly spikes on her tail were each as long as a man.
She had not decayed, and Phylomon wondered at the cause of her death, at the cause of all the serpent’s deaths, so he walked out upon her, placing his feet carefully on her large scales, using her body as sort of a raft.
She was twenty feet wide from her dorsal fins to her pectoral, and treading upon her body was like walking over an undulating road that smelled vaguely of fish oil.
The rear fins showed no obvious wounds, no disease. But when he reached her gills, it looked as if she had been in a great fight. The heavy scales beside her gill flaps, each scale as large as a platter, had been gouged away. She looked as if she had been raked with great claws the entire length of her jaw. The one great red eye that Phylomon could see, floating just beneath the water, had a detached retina.
Yet none of the wounds seemed serious enough to cause her death. Phylomon walked down upon her head and tried to see into her mouth, but the head was too heavy to bear his weight, and it began to sink, so he had to turn back.
When he peered into to the gill flaps, he noticed something strange. When he’d put his weight on the head, the gill flaps had opened wider, and at the base of the gills he could see red holes with rings around them, like the pucker marks that circle a bullet hole.
Phylomon had seldom examined the corpse of a large serpent and could not recall if the pucker marks belonged. Could they be some respiratory orifice, he wondered, to expel carbon dioxide? Or could they be an opening to fresh-air lungs?
Certainly the serpents they’d kept in their barrel could not have breathed oxygen from that stale water, which meant they had to be taking it directly from the air. He walked back over the length of the body, uncertain as to why the beast had died.


Over the next week, they found six serpents guarding an island only two miles out to sea. They made camp and watched the mothers. Phylomon drew a map of the island, and each time a serpent surfaced, they plotted the point on the map.
Anee orbited Thor once every 176 days. They would reach perigee with Thor in 23 more days. As Anee reached perigee, the tides would become fiercer. On a normal day, tide levels varied by fifty feet. During severe tides, the water level might vary by a hundred feet. If the waters here were shallow enough, Phylomon believed that they would be able to walk to the island during low tide.
They had been watching the serpents for only three days when Tull and Ayuvah went to hunt quail. They came back an hour later and Ayuvah shouted in Pwi. “Phylomon, come see the thing-I-am-so-bewildered-by. It is people-marvelous. But small-marvelous. Not human, not Pwi, not Hukm, not Dryad.”
Phylomon looked at the young man skeptically. “Are you saying that you’ve found a fifth kind of people? Another species?”
“Yes!” Tull said, “Come see!”
Phylomon followed, leaving Scandal to watch the rocks, and soon they were nearly running. “Of course, it makes sense!” he said. “We are in an ecological introduction zone. The Creators have not introduced anything new to this planet since they made the Dryads, hundreds of years ago.”
But when they reached the spot Tull had marked, all Phylomon saw was the corpse of a dead wolf.
“Here she is!” Ayuvah shouted, and he lifted the corpse of the wolf. Beneath, huddling for warmth against the fur, was a tiny woman, about thirty inches tall. She watched the Pwi with terror in her eyes.
“Step back,” Phylomon said. “We don’t want to frighten her.” He looked at the tiny woman for a long time. She had no facial hair or extraordinary body hair. The hair of her scalp was brown, and her eyes blue. She wore no clothing. Her skull was box-shaped, like the skull of Homo sapiens. The joints of her thumbs were tilted at an angle, the way human thumbs are tilted. She had no stump of tail, like those found upon Hukm or Mastodon Men. Her breasts were small, almost non-existent. All in all, she looked like a very small, starved girl, perhaps twelve years old.
“She’s a Homo sapiens,” Phylomon said. “Human in every way, much like the Starfarers were before their genetic upgrades. She’s just so tiny. The Creators often make miniatures of a species when they are testing. It cuts down on the amount of space and feed they need for their animals. I remember the first imperial mastodons—they were only six feet at the shoulder.”
“Can you speak?” he asked the tiny woman. She flinched away, tried to cover herself with the carcass of the wolf.
“We were hunting rabbits right over there,” Ayuvah said, “And we saw something move here in the brush. I thought it was a rabbit, and then I thought it was only the wind blowing the hair of this wolf, and then I saw this people.”
Phylomon reached down and touched the tiny woman. She moaned in fright, drew back, and closed her eyes. Her skin was cold to the touch; her lips were blistered from wind and sun. “It’s good that you found her,” Phylomon said. “She would have died in this cold.”
“She could not live like this through the winter!” Ayuvah said. “It is too cold!”
“She doesn’t know that,” Phylomon said. “When the Dryads were first formed, the Creators simply turned them loose in the woods. They were like this tiny woman—wild, frightened, starving. They did not know how to make clothing. They huddled in clusters for warmth, and in the spring we’d find them frozen in the mountains. It was only because the Pwi could not resist them that they survived. The men took care of the Dryads, and the Dryads took care of the trees. That is how the Creators wanted it.”
“Then who will take care of this little woman?” Ayuvah asked. “She could be dangerous, like a Dryad.”
“I’ll take care of her,” Tull said, picking her up as if she were a child and placing his jacket around her, hugging her to his chest to warm. She did not fight or try to escape, but lay curled in a fetal position, lips spread slightly apart, with eyes half open.
“We should all care for her,” Phylomon said. “But first, let us find the others.”
“Others?” Tull asked.
“The Creators know that it takes several hundred members of any species to produce a breeding population. We should look for the rest of them and just hope they had the sense to stay together.”
They searched for other survivors all afternoon and found many bodies. Bones of the tiny humans were scattered everywhere, and from the small tooth marks Phylomon decided that the tiny humans had fallen prey to bobcats.
“Bobcats,” Tull asked. “You must be joking!”
“Not at all. Many men are killed by sabertooth tigers, yet a bobcat is as large to these people as a sabertooth is to one of us!”
When it appeared that they would find no other survivors, Ayuvah came to them. “Phylomon, that gray bird is circling over there!” he pointed up into the sky, and off to the east, a mile away, the eye of the Creator circled.
They followed it, and in late afternoon found caves—a series of badger holes dug into the side of a hill beneath a slab of igneous rock. All along this cliff, tiny humans huddled for shelter, warming themselves by mutual body heat, covering themselves with mud and dried leaves.
Phylomon searched for a food source for the small folk, but there was nothing for the people to eat except acorns that he could see, and their tiny teeth could not penetrate those. There was no wild fruit, not much in the way of wild grain, no gardens. Nothing but one another.
And by the number of partially eaten bodies lying about, it became obvious that the tiny people had resorted to cannibalism. From a small grove of oaks, a gray bird watched, its large yellow eyes the color of wheat straw.
Ayuvah ran back to the wagon to get some food for the tiny creatures while Tull and Phylomon began taking inventory of their needs.
The colony had water nearby—a stagnant pool where several bodies floated. Of the sixty tiny humans, Phylomon guessed that the oldest was no more than fourteen.
A full third of the women appeared to be pregnant, yet there were no children, no young under the age of twelve. Phylomon hesitated to voice the opinion that they might be abandoning or even eating the children, and he hoped that infanticide was not one of their crimes. Perhaps they had only recently become pregnant, he wondered, for they had obviously been placed her only this summer.
In the space of a few hours, Phylomon watched several fights where men bashed each other with stones, and found that the tiny people communicated only with grunts and gestures.
Six older boys roamed about at will, taking what they wanted, and the tiny people scurried away from them. Aside from this gang of hoodlums, he could see no indication that they had formed any type of social bonds.
Phylomon made a small fire in the shelter of a rock, hoping it would not frighten the tiny people, and to his surprise, they all came running immediately and held their hands out to warm themselves.
“They’ve seen fire before,” Tull said.
“I suspect the Creators showed them fire,” Phylomon said. “I think they were kept in some kind of holding pens until recently. Not only do they not have children, but you will notice that the women do not have stretch marks on their bellies. I think none of them have given birth.”
“What are we going to do about them?” Tull asked. “There are so many? We can’t possibly feed them from our stores.”
“We can teach them to make weapons and clothing, to build fire. We can teach them to hunt for rabbits and quail.” Phylomon answered. “But I don’t see the point. Even with spears and arrows, they could not protect themselves from a dire wolf.”
A fight broke out near the fire. The gang of six pulled a young woman down and began trying to rape her.
Tull grabbed two of the perpetrators, smashed them together, and threw them a dozen feet. The other four looked at him, mouths agape, and ran to hide in the bushes.
“Try that again,” Tull said, “and you die!”
Phylomon laughed.
“I don’t see anything funny,” Tull said.
“You’ll make a fine protector,” Phylomon said. “Blade Kin to the little people.”
“I’m not Blade Kin.”
“Of course not,” Phylomon said. “To them, you’ll be more like a god. Isn’t it strange how they destroy themselves? In the space of a few months, I dare say they’ve learned all about cannibalism, murder, rape, robbery. They’ve mastered all the universal attributes of a human society.”
“If they understood how to feed themselves,” Tull said, “if they knew how they will need one another to survive, they would not do this.”
“Exactly,” Phylomon answered. “But what will you do if they continue to behave like this even after you have taught them better.”
“I don’t know,” Tull said.
“I think,” Phylomon answered, “you will dig a hole and place them in prison. You might torture them until they behave. Or you could incapacitate them in some way—remove their limbs. In the end, you might have to execute one or two.”
Tull considered the idea, wondered if he were capable of executing one of the tiny thugs. He had just bashed two of them together hard enough that they were still lying on the ground, moaning.
Phylomon said. “I have always believed that true morality can only arise when we recognize our mutual dependence upon one another. It can only arise when we see ourselves as part of a community. In a way, all immorality can be attributed to a kind of stupidity, an inability to recognize our own interdependence.…”
“What you say may be true,” Tull said. “Out here in the Rough, you don’t feel safe unless you’ve got fifty people to watch your back. But you go to Denai, and there’s too many people. They don’t need each other anymore.”
“You’re right,” Phylomon agreed. “In the cities, we don’t need protection from the elements as much as we need protection from one another. We lose our bonds, like the slavers in Smilodon Bay. Your slavers in town sell one another, and what will they get for it? In another twenty years, there will be enough Blade Kin to overrun the Rough in a single summer. They are better armed than we are. They could do it now, if one of the Lords thought the enterprise worthy of his expense.”
Tull sat and thought. “Then, according to you, when you kill slavers, you are killing them because they are stupid. It seems a high price to pay for stupidity.”
Phylomon laughed. “If you look at the slavers in your own town, you can see that their short-sightedness and brutality will destroy them anyway. I only hasten their demise. I know it sounds cold. Brutal. But it is just.”
Tull pondered a moment. “You assume that people never change, that execution is always warranted, even years after the crime. I think that Wisteria’s father was a changed man. I know you disagree, but he was a good man.”
“He may have been good in ways; he may even have repented,” Phylomon admitted. “I’ve never met a criminal yet who didn’t have some redeeming features. But I came to the conclusion long ago, that if man takes or jeopardizes a human life out of greed or lust, neither I nor anyone else has the right to forgive him. To free him and thus make a wager that he has changed only puts others in jeopardy.
“You say Wisteria’s father had changed. Yet he joked about his deed. But I tell you honestly: people who enjoy their crimes don’t change. Given time and the proper circumstances, he would have sold another one of his townsmen off. He may have had many fine qualities, but he deserved his grave.
“Many will say that I’m a cold man, that I’m inhuman. And perhaps I have lost my humanity. But you need me. Every town needs someone like me.”
Beside the fire, three of the little women grabbed a young girl whose breasts were just beginning to bud, and they bit her. It took Tull a moment to realize that they were hungry, that they were trying to eat. Tull pulled them apart and tossed the women aside. He picked up the tiny girl, and her eyes were wild with terror. He tried to comfort her, but she only squirmed and tried to escape until he let her go.
“You’d think the Creators would realize their mistake, that they would know these people could never survive without guidance.”
“The Creators might not understand that principle,” Phylomon said. “They are not biological life forms. Their minds are crystal, and their bodies exist only to feed information to their brains. They are interested only in maintaining viable populations of creatures. I am not sure that they can conceive of the idea that a society is greater than its members. I know that they don’t understand the idea that some societies can doom themselves, that they can take directions that ensure the failure both of the society as a whole and of the members within it.
“We never programmed that kind of information into the Creators. There are so many species, and with some of them, we did not know what types of guidance the animals would need to survive. Instead, we let instinct take its course. With some animals, that worked. You can hatch a stegosaur, and it will do just fine. But you’ve seen the little duckbill hunters? They must work in packs of forty or sixty to kill their prey—it is a feat requiring great cooperation. And the Creators had to reestablish their populations forty or fifty times, experimenting each time, until they reached the point where the experiment worked.”
“The Creators did a good job,” Tull said. “The duck-eaters are the most successful carnosaur in Hotland.”
“But only because the society became greater than its members,” Phylomon said. “Not all societies do. Back on earth, our ancestors once studied groups of wild monkeys. In one population, the matriarchs took control of the tribe, and the monkeys lived in harmony. But in another tribe, separated by miles of ocean, the young males resorted to rape and theft and murder, until the population was decimated. Not all societies thrive.”
He looked down at the tiny humans. “We made the Creators,” he said. “Yet we have always remained a mystery to them. We have millions of humans upon this world. You would not think that the Creators would want to add to our numbers. I suspect that they are experimenting now, that they created this tiny colony specifically so they could learn about us.
“See how the eye of the Creator never stops observing?” Phylomon motioned up toward the oak tree. The gray bird sat, unblinking. “The bird has no digestive system, no need to feed. It was born with stored fat, and when its energy runs out, the bird will return to the Creators, and they will unravel the information stowed in its brain and learn that we are here, learn what we are saying now, learn what the tiny humans have done over the past few weeks. I wonder what the Creators hope to find out?”
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Chapter 37: The Gray Bird
From that day on, while Tull’s party kept eyes upon the serpents out at sea, one of the group always remained to protect the tiny humans, watching over them.
Ayuvah taught them to make spears and to cook over a fire, to crack acorns with rocks and dig for roots.
Phylomon shot several bobcats in the area, and they tanned the hides for clothing, and stacked boulders to make a home for the little people.
Tull took them hunting for rabbit and quail, and found several inland lagoons where the water was shallow and clear, and he was able to spear large pike to feed the group.
Along the coast, seals and walruses sometimes climbed up the rocks, and Tull killed a walrus and brought it to camp, but the little people ate it and got sick on the blubber, so they did not try it again.
Scandal busied himself cooking meals for the small folk, as much as time and provisions allowed, making salads of seaweed and soup from sea cucumbers.
Over the next week, two serpents out near the island disappeared, and Tull explored the coast forty miles east, watching the rocks near shore for any sign of a dying female serpent. He found more serpents, some as far as four miles out to sea, but none had laid their eggs next to the mainland.
The mothers rose from the water often, exploding upward fifty feet into the air, and once in the air they shook their heads and roared, and the silver scales at their bellies flashed in the sunlight.
Once Tull saw a great mother leap up at an angle, and she was traveling so fast that nearly her whole body, all two hundred feet, shot into the air.
Though there were few serpents, in the evenings the great mothers sometimes surfaced two at a time. One could hear their bellows for miles inland, and Phylomon said, “I have watched the great mothers in their nests for many years, and even when these waters were full, they did not make such a noise. Never did they leap so high. They are ill, I fear. Ill and crazy with pain. I think that they will all die before long.”
At the end of the week, Phylomon showed his maps, marking the spots to show where and when the serpents had been sighted. By vectoring these locations and by mapping stone outcropping during low tides, he pinpointed the places where eggs might be found. But there was no way to get to them.
Even at the lowest tides, the men could not walk over to the island, and Scandal talked jokingly of sailing there.
“That sounds like a fine way to get eaten,” Tull argued.
Scandal laughed. “The way I figure it,” he said, “I’ve cooked up an awful lot of fish and hogs and chickens in my life. A man can’t live with that on his conscience. It would be only fair that I become a meal for someone else. I only wish someone would stuff a few bread crumbs up my ass before I go, and serve me with a little brandy sauce on top.”
But the truth was that they could not risk sailing out there. Their little boat was far too small, a simple sailboat, and they had to keep pulled high up onto the shore, out of the water.
One day at sundown, Scandal and Phylomon returned from the beach to the shelter they had made for the little people and sat down to a meal. The men had entered that comfortable period where they seldom spoke.
Suddenly, from the oak tree behind them, the gray bird flapped its wings and headed off north, across the waters, to a place where there was only ice and islands.
It made Phylomon uneasy. The damned bird was heading for the isle of Bashevgo, where the Slave Lords lived. But why? It should have flown to other nameless islands to the north, where the Creators lived.
Could the Slave Lords be in league with a Creator? Had they captured one, subverted it?
It made him uneasy.
An extreme low tide came the next morning, and four small haystack mounds emerged from the water, leading to the island. It was good news, and everyone except Ayuvah went down to the sea to watch.
Patches of dark red kelp lay exposed in the shallows, and from those patches, Phylomon calculated where the rocky outcroppings would be, the trail they could follow to the island.
They watched for it for nearly an hour, before the tide turned and water began rushing inland.
Tull, Scandal, and Phylomon had all climbed down to the rocky shore to hunt for serpent eggs, when Ayuvah came running to the cliff top above them. He was holding a tiny woman by the neck, shouting for help.
Tull was first up onto the rocks. The woman had a white snake fastened to the back of her neck, and she flailed her arms in an attempt to escape Ayuvah. Her eyes rolled, and white foam issued from her mouth.
“A gray bird came!” Ayuvah shouted. “It sat in the oak by the hut and vomited snakes onto the ground. One of them fastened-horribly to the neck of this woman-who-I-pity, and she fell to the ground. She got up and took a spear, and stabbed-I-regret some others. Four little people have died. I stomped the other snakes and threw them in the fire. The gray bird-we-all-should-fear only sat and watched what happened. I shot it, and the act of throwing it into the fire made me glad.”
Phylomon held up the tiny woman and studied the “snake” on the back of her neck. To his eyes, it appeared more like a gray eel.
It had pale eyes, the color of its skin, and whether the eyes saw anything, he could not tell, for they did not move and were of a solid color. Its mouth had the sucker shape common to lampreys, and it was firmly fastened to the base of the woman’s skull.
Phylomon wrapped his hand in a robe, and put it around the snake, then gently pulled on it. The tiny woman screamed, and as Phylomon tugged, the lamprey came loose—yet it had a long raspy needle-thin tongue attached firmly to the tiny woman’s neck.
Phylomon tried to gently pull the tongue out, but the little woman shook with convulsions.
He let go of the snake, and it clamped onto the tiny woman’s neck again.
“Damn,” he said. “I can’t get it to let go.” Phylomon took out his knife and stabbed the snake, ripping its guts open. The tiny woman shrieked and fell unconscious. He stopped and looked at her. She wasn’t breathing.
“It killed her,” Scandal said.
“I think it’s some kind of parasite,” Phylomon said. “I’m not sure what it eats.” He pulled the snake back, trying to remove it, but its raspy tongue held tight. After a great deal of work, he was able pull it free, inch by inch.
The tongue itself was a needle-shaped piece of cartilage, six inches long, with tiny ridges. At the tip of it, he found gray matter from the woman’s brain. He cut the snake open and peeled aside its belly. Like the gray birds that were the eyes of the Creator, it had few internal organs. No intestines, no stomach. Just lungs and arteries, and a belly full of gray matter.
“God,” Scandal said, “It was sucking her brain out!”
“No,” Phylomon said. “It’s not a parasite. The gray matter you see in its stomach isn’t digested. It was always there. Instead, I think the lamprey simply stuck its tongue up into her spinal cord and inserted it into her brain. From there, it was easy to control her.”
“What do you mean?” Ayuvah said.
“It may have seen through her eyes, felt with her hands. I don’t know,” Phylomon said. “But I believe that this snake, or lamprey, or whatever you want to call it, forced her to murder her brothers and sisters.”
Phylomon glanced up at Scandal. The fat man’s lip was twitching, and he was watching the tiny lamprey in horror. Phylomon studied the woman. She had a tiny red hole at the base of her neck, a pucker mark like one sees from a small bullet hole.
“Why would the Creators make something like that?” Scandal asked.
“They’re experimenting,” Phylomon said. “I think that they are looking for a way to selectively destroy the human population. The little humans were made only as a test, to see how effectively these snakes could force them to kill.”
Phylomon noticed something else. “See these pucker marks? I saw the same marks at the base of the gills of that dead serpent a few days ago. Whatever the Creators are up to, killing the serpents is also part of their plan.” He sighed, considered. “I should have known it. That is why the Creators have not responded to my calls for help.”
“What are they up to?” Tull asked.
“The Creators were built to maintain the ecological balance of this continent,” Phylomon said. “Yet you have seen Craal—a habitation solely for Thralls and the Slave Lords. Even here on in the Rough, there are almost no wild mammoths left—the ivory hunters have taken them to the verge of extinction. Certainly, the Creators cannot ignore this imbalance.”
Phylomon sighed. “I believe that creators plan to liquidate this continent, kill off all of the humans and Pwi, and start over.”
Phylomon considered. It had been a century since he’d last been to the islands where the Creators dwelt. The great worms with their omniwombs kept themselves hidden deep in the earth, and they had formed numerous beasts to protect their lands. “They’ll kill us all,” he said, “unless we can stop them.”
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Chapter 38: A Breakfast of Sturgeon
The world was white—snow on the ground, white clouds above, whitecaps on the waves. Fifteen days before winter solstice a storm swept from the north, a storm with teeth. It was also the evening Anee reached perigee with Thor and the tides hit their semiannual low.
Scandal and Phylomon had moored their boat to a rock. They planned to leave for the island in the morning to hunt for serpent eggs, so they were camped nearby. If they couldn’t go on foot, it would be a short trip by boat.
Tull and Ayuvah sat together in the hut they’d built for the tiny humans, cooking one of their oxen. Part of its carcass hung in the oak outside, while the front shoulder roasted on a spit.
Cooking the huge slab of meat would be an all-night job, for it had to be turned regularly. Yet it was a pleasant task, for its smell filled the room. With the coming of snow, the hunting would get more difficult. The oxen would feed the community for many days.
Four serpents were left out by the rocks. Only the day before, they’d watched one serpent repeatedly leap from the water and roar her pain. After several hours she floated to shore on her back, alive, barely breathing.
Phylomon had walked out onto her head to check her gills. She was bloody and torn, like the previous serpents, and in her gills he found large red lampreys full of venom. The serpent had scraped out her own gills trying to remove the parasites, then she slowly suffocated.
“It is an economical way to kill them,” Phylomon had said. “Since they hunt and breed in schools, it must not have been difficult to infect the entire population. In a few months, they will all be dead. Perhaps with some eggs we can do some good, preserve the species for a few more years.”
“They will do good,” Ayuvah had said. “My father saw it.”
That night as he drowsed by the fire, Tull did not have much faith. He felt exhausted, and his faith seemed to drain along with his energy.
The night felt frigid, and the wind blew through chinks in their stone house, whistling a song of despair and death. The tiny people were in danger freezing.
Worse, Ayuvah had spotted the tracks of a rogue Mastodon Man to the east only three miles from camp, and a bobcat had been on the prowl two nights in a row, so he worried that the tiny humans needed protection. But Tull personally believed that the tiny people would need more protection from the cold than from predators.
Ayuvah had not been able to make clothes for all of them; they had only a few crude blankets. They huddled under blankets in corners of the room, and Tull heated boulders by the fire, then rolled them over so the tiny people could warm themselves as they slept. He was especially careful of a new mother. Her tiny daughter was so small that she fit easily in the palm of Tull’s hand. Tull gathered all the little women to watch the birth so they would know what was happening when their own cramps began, but most wandered off halfway through the ordeal. They were not interested in the babe, perhaps not even aware that the child was one of them.
Outside, lightning struck, and it began to hail. Ayuvah sat up and licked his lips, peered around nervously. He reached into Tull’s pack, pulled out the brass weather globe, touched it. The planet Anee hovered in the air in front of him for a moment, and he looked at the great swirl of clouds above them.
“This storm will last all night, and perhaps all day tomorrow. See how it hangs over us?” He watched Tull roll a hot stone to one of the groups of little humans.
“You do that well,” Ayuvah said. “I remember when we left home, you were surprised when I warmed Little Chaa’s bed with a stone. You thought it was an act of love, and you desired to learn to love.”
Tull smiled at the thought. He’d heated many stones.
“Have you learned to love at all?” Ayuvah asked.
“I loved Wisteria. In a way, I loved Tirilee—and I still crave her. It is strange, but I cannot think of her without tasting her kisses. The kwea of my time with her is strong, and I ache with pain to give love to someone,” Tull answered in Pwi, for it was the better tongue for describing depth of emotions. “Still, loving each of them was like turning a corner on the worm stairs. Loving each of them was different, and neither of the two women left me fulfilled. Perhaps they only taught me what love isn’t. It isn’t slavery. It isn’t entertainment. It isn’t lust.”
Ayuvah laughed. “Love is what you’re doing now.”
Tull moved several people apart, set the rock between them and covered it with dirt. “All I’ve done here is try to keep these little asses from killing each other and teach them to pee outside. I’m not sure I even like them. I don’t think this is love.”
“No,” Ayuvah said, “you have devoted yourself to them. You are tired, yet for their sake you do not sleep. Devotion is the heart of love. When love fails you and you are filled with pain, you can still be moved by devotion.”
Tull thought a moment. “Ayaah, you’re right,” he said, putting another rock by the fire. He got out his tiny clocks, the tools he had stolen from Denai, and began dismantling a flower clock, trying to see how the gears and springs fit together.
Outside, lightning cracked the sky, followed by thunder. The wind shook the oaks nearby, howling through the branches.
“Do you hear that sound-I-fear?” Ayuvah said.
“The lightning? You never feared it before.”
“I fear it,” Ayuvah said. “I planned to spear sturgeon in the lagoon tomorrow, but the water will be muddied by the waves. I won’t be able to see the fish.”
“We have meat enough,” Tull suggested, nodding toward the shoulder of the ox. Some fat dribbled into the fire, and Tull got up and turned the meat on its spit.
“I’d rather have fish,” Ayuvah said, “But even if I were to tie some cloth to a hook and make a jig, the sturgeon would not be able to see it. The water will be too murky. The fish will all be forced to feed down deep, near the bottom.”
Tull glanced at Ayuvah. He’d seen his brother spear fish many times, but Ayuvah had never fished with a line. The Pwi thumb was too clumsy to let him easily tie the tiny hooks to the lines that the humans used. A Pwi would not use a hook.
“It will be all right,” Tull said.
Ayuvah smiled secretively. “I know.”
Tull closed his eyes, and Ayuvah said, “I love my family. I wish I could hold them tonight. Little Sava, I am sure she has grown since we left. When you get home, she will not recognize you.”
“Unh,” Tull grunted.
“Don’t go to sleep, my brother,” Ayuvah said. “Let’s listen to the thunder.”
Tull opened his eyes. It was very late, long past midnight. “How does the sky feel tonight?”
“The sky feels cold,” Ayuvah said. “I hear the wolf-wind howling.” Outside, distant thunder rattled, and their little stone house shook again.
“Then you should be pleased to hear the voices of your Animal Guides,” Tull said, trying to comfort him. “Would you like to come over here and sleep with me?”
“No,” Ayuvah said, “I will stay by the door, in case the Mastodon Man.…” The fire crackled, and Tull looked at Ayuvah. He sat straight, his arms awkwardly folded, the way a man will when he is not at ease. He licked his narrow lips. “I’ve made a doll for Sava,” Ayuvah said, “from reeds I found by the lagoon. If I had paper, I would wrap it for her, the way humans do.”
“Unh,” Tull said, closing his eyes.
“Wrapping the present in paper prolongs the joy one feels to watch the child open it. Also, I have a present for Etanai—some blue fabric that shines like sunlight reflecting from a spider’s web. I found it in Denai, drying upon a line. Tull, stay awake with me!”
“Unh,” Tull said. A wild breeze forced its way through the cracks in the stone, and Tull smelled something putrid—sour fat and dirty hair. His heart suddenly pounded, and blood rushed in his ears. He rolled to his left, grabbed his sword from the floor.
Behind him the door crashed as if it had exploded, and the heavy wooden door fell on Ayuvah. A Mastodon Man stood in the darkness outside, its huge frame far too large for the doorway. Its hair was grizzled and yellow, almost the color of flesh. It bent down on its knuckles, stuck its massive head through the doorway and looked at the fire, at the meat cooking on the spit. It sniffed at the fire, then saw Tull.
And in his mind, Tull was a child again, and his father was yelling at him, shaking a pair of bloodstained manacles in the air. In his mind’s eye, Tull could not see the detail of his father’s face—only the shadow, the great looming size of the beast he had been. Jenks’s face was twisted in rage, and there was nothing in him that seemed human. He was only a beast, mindless and cruel.
Tull shrank inside, the way he had tried to shrink as a child, to make himself so small that he could vanish through the cracks in the wooden floor, to make himself so small that he would be beyond notice. A thin moan escaped his lips.
The kwea of fear was strong, bands of iron, and to be moved by it was a holy feeling. Tull moved to the music of this momentary passion. His mind seemed totally clear, yet he could not unclench himself to stand.
It had been this way when Little Chaa was killed. It was a terror of more than the giant shaggy beast before him. It was a terror that took form only at night, a kwea that took shape only when he saw the animalness—the beast’s complete ignorance of its own cruelty—that nested in the monster’s eyes. And he knew that many years ago, Jenks must have had that look in his eyes when he shackled Tull.
The kwea unmade him.
The Mastodon Man sniffed the air, saw Ayuvah lying under the door. He hunched forward, and in doing so knocked down a section of wall. He looked at the stones on the floor, then grabbed Ayuvah’s shoulder, shook him, lifted him like a doll and swatted his head against the stones, splattering blood and white ooze across the room. Behind him, Tull heard children screaming, dozens of children, shrieking in the night.
“Pin you to the wall!” the Mastodon Man said in Jenks’s voice. “You can’t escape!”
Tull heard the words clearly. He’d never felt such fear while watching the water in Denai, not when the serpents leapt for him. He’d only felt it the night Little Chaa was killed, and he knew his father’s words were true: Tull was a Thrall, pinned in this spot by fear.
A child tried to run past the Mastodon Man. The beast scooped it up, took a bite.
Tull saw the shadow of another child running; the little humans were trying to escape the hut.
“Adjonai!” Tull shouted, for he suddenly saw that the god had come in disguise.
The Mastodon Man grunted and stepped backward into the night. Tull jumped to his feet, swung his sword in an arc, and rushed forward. The Mastodon Man reached out, took Tull by the shoulder and threw him face-first against the wall.
Tull stood a half second, stunned by the blow, and felt giant hands on the nape of his neck.
The Mastodon Man spun him in the air, pulled Tull forward, and the beast opened its mouth, showing four-inch canines. It leaned forward to bite Tull’s throat.
Tull swung his sword up between them, shoving it with all his might, cleaving Mastodon Man’s jaws so that the blade embedded in its face.
Blood spurted from a ragged hole in the beast’s mouth.
The Mastodon Man roared, threw Tull to the far side of the room, turned and put its knuckles to the snow and rushed from the building. Tull raced after it, and found his bloody sword in the snow by the door.
The Mastodon Man headed for the cover of the brush downhill, ran a dozen yards and then foundered in the snow. It tried to crawl away, looking for all the world like a wounded child struggling to crawl in a bed with white sheets.
Tull ran forward and slashed it across the kidneys, and the creature lay dying, its legs spasming.
Tull breathed out, his soul cloud fogging the air. He whirled around, searching for signs of danger, or more Mastodon Men.
A gray bird sat in its oak and watched him, unblinking.
Tull surveyed the damage. The door and a corner of the building had fallen. They hadn’t been proof against a beast of such size. Two little humans were trampled, and several others stood stunned by the enormity of the Mastodon Man.
There was not much left of Ayuvah. His skull was punctured, his brains spattered upon the ground. The hollow of his cranium had filled with blood the way a bowl left outside will fill with rainwater. The red blood darkened his orange hair.
Tull looked at the mess in shock, for it had happened in less than a minute, and then he began stacking rocks, making the house proof against the cold.
Waves of grief washed over him as he worked, and Tull was amazed at their power, for the grief he felt for Ayuvah was as strong as the grief he’d felt for Wisteria.
I will finish this house, and then I will sit down to die, Tull thought. Yet he worked in the cold. “When love fails you, and you are filled with pain, you can still be moved by devotion,” Ayuvah had said. Tull stacked the rocks mindlessly. The task seemed so ordinary, so common. He was a drudge, placing stones one upon another. A drudge once again, fit for nothing else. If he were in Smilodon Bay, he’d be hauling wood for some human. He filled the cracks with snow, making the building airtight.
He smelled something burning, noticed that the leg of ox needed turning. He cranked it, realized dimly that the smell of cooking meat had lured the Mastodon Man to the building. I should have seen the danger.
Tull pushed the door back in place, in order to keep out the cold, keep out the night. Some holes can never be filled, he thought. The holes left in a man’s life when he loses family.
The little humans stood around the room, naked, gaping at Ayuvah. Some wept openly, and Tull realized what a shock this must have been. Over the past two weeks, Ayuvah had been the provider to these people. Now their god was dead. Tull sat in the dirt beside Ayuvah, and held his brother’s hand.
Phylomon and Scandal were camped down by the boat still. Tull realized that he would need to go tell them what had happened, but right now, he didn’t have the heart to do it.
As he sat, he recalled Ayuvah’s final conversation, the doll he had made for Sava, how he had wanted it wrapped.
The blood of the Spirit Walkers must run strong in the family, Tull reasoned, for Ayuvah was nervous before his death. Certainly, he must have had a premonition. Or had it been more?
Ayuvah had trained himself to hunt by scent. Even Tull had smelled the creature just before the attack. Couldn’t Ayuvah have smelled the Mastodon Man? Yet he’d sat by the door and let himself be killed.
Outside, lightning flashed in the sky, sometimes easing off during the night, other times renewing in fury. The wind drove through chinks in the stone walls, and Tull got up and packed dirt from the floor into the cracks. He wanted the room to be warm.
He turned the ox’s leg through the night, and let the fire burn low. Finally, in spite of the wind howling outside the door, the room warmed.
Tull sat crossed-legged, and grief shook him. At times he would sit, thinking of nothing at all, and would realize he was remembering something stupid, like the time Ayuvah went on his first egg raid and gave an egg to Etanai, hoping that with the gift he could seduce her.
She’d lured him into her father’s Hogan, undressed him, and then ran screaming from the hogan with Ayuvah’s clothes in hand so that everyone would see.
Eventually, Tull smelled the air turn chill at the approach of dawn, though the sky was blackened by thick clouds. Tull got up and set a new fire to warm the hut, and laid the leg of ox aside, for it was fully cooked.
He recalled that Ayuvah had wanted sturgeon for breakfast, but the water would be too murky to see them. Surely, with the clouds so thick, it would be too dark to fish.
Tull bolted up straight. With the water so murky, he would not be able to see the fish. The fish would be forced to feed on the bottom.
A strange sensation engulfed Tull, a feeling that even the Pwi could not have named, a feeling that he had suddenly stepped in stride with destiny.
“You must capture the serpents. Only you,” Chaa had said. “If I told you the way, you would try too quickly. Timing is all-important. You would die in the attempt. Yet when the time comes, you must act quickly. And you must act as a Man of the Pwi.”
Ayuvah had known that this thought would strike Tull now. Ayuvah had spent his life to ensure it. Tull considered. Ayuvah took a Spirit Walk at Seven Ogre River. He lied when he said he’d failed. He threw his life away so that I would understand this, at this moment! The serpents are feeding deeply today!
Tull went to his pack and put on his otter-skin boots, a cap of wolf hide, and over his long winter shirt he wore the blood-red cape of the Blade Kin. Though the weather was frigid, he kept the clothing light so he could swim if the boat overturned. He did not want to hasten, yet he knew he must get their boat in the water before sunrise, lest a serpent spot it.
He cut a portion of the roast and ate it, placed a small bit in his bag. A Man of the Pwi would trust his game, would trust that the animals would give themselves to him. Ayuvah would never have hunted with much food on him, for it only ensured that game would withhold themselves from him.
Tull did not know what to take in the way of rope or equipment, so he decided to travel light, with only a sack to hold eggs and a rope to tie himself to his boat with, and then he stepped out into the storm.
He did not run to the beach, he walked, and found Scandal’s and Phylomon’s little tent covered with snow. Out in the water, logs had washed down swollen rivers from the mountains, and now the waves pounded them against the rocky shore, sounding like thunder as each breaker rolled in. The continual boom, boom, shook the ground.
Phylomon and Scandal did not hear Tull’s feet crunch in the snow as he passed, as he untied the boat.
The water felt icy cold as he stepped. High tide was coming in. Tull stood by the boat.
He grieved for Ayuvah, that his brother had died to bring him to this moment. He grieved for Wisteria and for Little Chaa. Three dead, and Tull knew that Chaa was suffering at home, that Chaa’s wife and children must be torn by grief.
Tull considered whether he should hunt the serpents, for he knew that only an evil man would hunt when his heart was not right. Was he doing this out of devotion for the Pwi or to assuage his own pain? He did not know. Grief was upon him; he sought the House of Dust.
Tull stood beside the boat; watching the water gave him a chill. He could see nothing beneath the waves. A great serpent could be hiding there, waiting for Tull to put the boat in, and Tull would not see her.
These mothers gave birth to the serpents that tried to eat me at Denai.
Out at sea, he heard a serpent roar as she rose. Tull smiled. These serpents could take my boat in their mouths and carry me forty feet into the air before they crushed me in their jaws.
At least she was far away. He took the silver mast off the boat, carried it high on the shore, then shoved the boat into the water and pushed out to sea.
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Chapter 39: Serpent Catch
Tull stood in back of the boat and paddled out cautiously with its single oar. The logs pounded against the rocks, and he steered between them as quietly as possible, for he wanted to be seen as a log floating upon the water, nothing more.
Had he raised the small sail, even to quarter-mast, and skipped across the water, the serpents would have heard the water slapping the hull.
He put the prow into the waves and paddled softly, patiently, feeling his way out to sea. The sun was just rising, yet clouds so obscured it that he could not see the island clearly, only snow upon its rocky hills.
Tull had seen Phylomon’s map so often that he knew where to hunt. There was a peak with a craggy V of split rock. Only one serpent guarded her eggs there, and it seemed a safe place to begin. He set his sights upon the peak, steered toward it.
The fierce wind blew from the west and carried him off course, so that he set his sights for a second hill, a spot less desirable than the first, since three serpents frequented the bay. It would be a good spot to hunt eggs. It was also a good spot to get killed.
Lightning flashed on the horizon, moving toward him.
Tull paddled quietly, steadily, and saw that he might be blown past this bay, too—and he looked in vain for a suitable landing space beyond it. There were too many rocks.
Over the next half an hour, the sky lightened so that he could see the clouds well, could see the snowy hills. Though the wind blew strong and the spray of saltwater stung his eyes, he had only a mile to travel to make it to the rocky island, and he was halfway there. Lightning began flashing above him in earnest.
He hurried, hoping to make it to the bay before the lightning showed him to a serpent, and he listened for water slapping the hull of his boat.
He focused on the bay, intent upon the sounds of water, when he heard a serpent’s voice beneath him, the great booming howl.
Tull gulped, saw tall waves rushing up, so he spun his prow to hit them head on. He topped a wave, sat at the peak a moment, and a serpent sounded beneath him and struck.
The bow surged under him, and he fell forward, grabbing the gunwales. The boat slid backward, down the wave. Lightning flashed overhead, and the serpent screamed.
A vast giant rose from the water, blotting the sky. She wrenched her head from side to side, bellowing, until her scream filled the darkness. Water rained down, and the wave she’d formed as she rose nearly capsized the boat. Tull froze, waited to die.
Did she see me? Tull wondered. Or did she rise only because she is driven mad by pain?
The great serpent splashed down, and Tull stood holding the gunwales, heart hammering. With an ocean surrounding him, his throat felt dry. He turned and looked behind, tried to turn the boat back to the mainland, but the island was closer.
If she has seen me, I need to get to the island!
He spun his tiny boat in a circle, held his breath. He wiggled his fingers upon the wet oar, trying to get some circulation, and watched the cold steam come from his mouth. Soul clouds, the Pwi called them. As long as steam issued from his mouth, he was still alive. Timing is all-important, Chaa had told him. But what should he do?
Tull watched the water, waiting for the great mother, and dread filled him, the kwea of his night in Denai. The slapping of the whitecaps became the slapping of serpent bellies as they leapt. His memory conjured ghosts of men, hanging above the water, bleeding themselves away.
Timing is all-important. The serpent had missed him by half a second. Had he been at the bottom of the wave, the boat would have capsized when the serpent struck. Instead, the beast had shoved him away. Could this have been what Chaa meant? Timing? He sang to himself softly,
The sun has finally fallen, beneath the stars, beyond the sand,
and I hear the Darkness conjuring dream images again,
Darkness brings peace to those who seek it, scatters wisdom where it can
For Darkness is lover to the poet, the dreamer, and the solitary man.

He conjured an image of Chaa’s little hogan, of Fava beside the fire as she rubbed his shoulders, and he imagined venison cooking on the fire, rum heating in a silver mug as the light danced upon it. All this is only a week away, he thought, and he put his back into it and rowed into the bay.
That day, he searched the rocks along shore. He knew what to look for—eggs—serpent eggs, attached to rocks. But he’d never seen serpent eggs before, didn’t know what they looked like. He imagined the leathery eggs he’d collected in Hotland. Phylomon had said they would be large, that each sack would be tan with perhaps twenty eggs to a clutch.
As the tide lowered, the water dropped eighty feet. All day, Tull scurried over boulders thick with cockles and slimy with seaweed. Orange sea snails were abundant on the rocks, along with purple and tan starfish, green and brown anemones.
Gulls ran along the rocks, picking at snails, cracking tiny hermit crabs in their bills.
Tull could see where the ancient lava had met the water, could see how it had filled the bay yet formed two fingers of rock out in the water.
Part of the bay was shallow—filled with basalt, while the water out along the two fingers was deep—too deep to drain even in the lowest tide, so he hunted the best he could. He was at it less than an hour before the great mothers spotted him, and they rose out in the deep water at the mouth of the bay, rolling on the waves, jaws gaping. Blood streamed from their gills. Barnacles crusted their heavy brows. Rage gleamed in their red eyes.
When the tide began to flow back in, Tull was forced to go high upon the shore and lie under his overturned boat for protection from the wind. The snow stopped falling, and it became painfully cold.
He looked back to the mainland at sunset, saw a great fire roaring. He wondered briefly why Phylomon would waste so much wood, then realized it was Ayuvah’s funeral pyre. Tull watched the smoke rise black and almost straight into the air.
He stayed under his boat that night and tried to get his body heat to dry his clothing. Hunger gnawed his belly.
At sunrise he had two hours of low tides, and he scampered over the rocks. The sharp white barnacles ripped his otter-skin moccasins, so he scrabbled on all fours, and soon his feet bled.
He found a large snow crab hiding behind a boulder, and he pulled off its legs and stuffed them in his shirt, but he did not find the eggs.
They’ll be at the mouth of the bay, where the water deepens, he thought. Yet the water at the mouth of the bay was too deep, and he could see no way to reach them.
At noon, he climbed out upon the rocky point, looked at the black basalt at the base of the water and ate the crab legs raw.
If he leapt, he’d have fallen almost straight down into the depths, and he could see how the bay was filled with sand while the water was deep here at the point. In two days, the water had not gotten low enough for him to walk out there. He looked to the mainland and saw Phylomon standing in the snow, on his own rocks. Tull took off his red cape and waved it in the air, and Phylomon waved his hand in return, called to him. Tull could not make out his words.
Tull looked down into the water again, and in its depths, he saw rocks that he had not noticed before. For a moment, they seemed to rise, as if they would come out of the water, and then he saw that they were not floating rocks at all, but the body of a serpent, a great mother whose scales had turned the black of basalt, who lay coiled at the base of the cliff, wedged in the rocks like an eel. She hid underwater, watching him.
I’m close to her eggs, he realized, a thrill rising along his back.
At evening, he searched during low tide, and found nothing. Chaa had promised him that he could succeed, yet he was cold and hungry, and he could not find the eggs.
Tull sat that night, and watched the stars in the cold. What am I missing? he wondered, and he opened himself, hoping for Chaa to answer.


In the night, as Tull lay shivering under his boat, he dreamed that he scrambled among the rocks over a bed of dark-green kelp, and he walked over cockles that twisted and cracked under his feet, sputtering as the water stored in their shells was forced outward.
It was dawn, and a thick morning fog rolled in, a heavy fog that would not let him see a hundred feet out to sea.
One great mother eeled through the waters at the mouth of the bay, only her nostrils and huge dorsal fins showing above the surface. She stopped in front of him, and her nose was so wide that he could have lain between her nostrils. She was black and silver, the color of basalt and cloudy morning sky, and blood seeped from her gills.
The gill slits opened, and he could see her gills beneath the water, like branches of giant red coral, waving in the water as she struggled to inhale. She watched him from blood-red eyes.
“I mean you no harm,” Tull said. “I come only for the eggs.”
She watched him steadily, with large knowing eyes.
“You cannot keep them from me much longer,” Tull told her. “Give them to me, and I will protect them.”
The serpent opened her mouth, arched her back so that her head rose from the depths. She thrashed and roared. The force of her voice struck Tull like a blow. “You cannot take them!”
Tull woke, and the dream had been so real that he sat and listened for the sound of the serpent’s voice. But all he heard was the sigh of the gravitational wind blowing through the rocky hills of the island.
Thor had risen, shining full and orange with green storms racing across its surface, and one of the red drones added its light.
He got up and looked out. Snow blew off a nearby peak into the night air, and the light reflecting from the snow glittered like a million fireflies.
Tull walked down to the bay and peered into the water. One of the great mothers was there, floundering, suffocating in the shallows. She bellowed—not the cry of rage and warning he’d heard before, but a plaintive sound.
He realized that he must have heard her in his sleep, that she had inspired his dream. Tull wondered how Ayuvah would have performed this hunt, and he thought, Not in haste. A Man of the Pwi does not hunt for food; he waits for the animal to give itself to him.
The next morning, low tides came before dawn. Tull rose early and went to the bay, thinking that he’d find the great mother dead, but she was nowhere in sight. The tides were higher than they had been before, and Tull realized that they would go no lower. The extreme tides were gone.
He wandered among the rocks, cutting his feet, and realized his chance was gone. He had been over these rocks twenty times.
Half a mile away, Tull could see Scandal and Phylomon hunting among the rocks off the mainland. The tide was low enough so that they made it partway to him, yet the waters still held between them like a great lake.
One mother leapt into the air out in the bay. She did not roar a warning, and Tull saw blood streaming down her sides. She did not have long to live.
Tull had eaten only a crab in three days, and he kept hoping to find another. Soon he realized that he was searching for food more than eggs. He tried cracking some orange snails between his teeth, but they were gritty and filled with a black ooze.
He pulled a large cockle from a rock and tried to pry the blue-black halves of its shell apart. It resisted his effort, so he went over to a ledge where a dozen purple starfish and green anemones hung from an outcropping of basalt, and he began to pound the halves apart.
Yet when he struck the rock, it yielded like leather. He stood back, amazed, and studied the stone. Though it appeared to be black rock, the exact color of basalt, it was subtly different in texture.
He touched it, pushed on it, and it yielded. He lifted part of it, and found that it was fastened to the rock like a sponge. He pulled his long knife from its sheath and cut around the leathery edges, pried thing away.
It was an egg mass.
The mass was twelve feet long, two feet wide, a foot thick, and as he looked at it, Tull saw that it held dozens of small eggs, each as large in diameter as the onions Ayuvah raised in his garden.
The mass was covered with strands of seaweed, alive with starfish and snails and anemones that looked as if they’d lived their whole lives upon it.
It was not sandy brown, like the mass that Phylomon had seen years ago. Instead, they were the color of obsidian. The eggs were newer, smaller. And instead of just a few eggs, this clutch held at least a hundred.
These past three days, Tull realized, I’ve been searching for the wrong thing.
Tull shouted in triumph, and began pulling the eggs. He found a cord beneath it, a long black strand that attached to the rocks, and he chopped it, pulled the mass free, dragged it into the sunlight. The mass was heavy, weighing as much as four hundred pounds, and Tull strained to drag it at all.
Within the jelly of each individual egg, a great eye as large as a baby’s fist stared at him. He could see the pumping of the tiny serpent’s hearts, a soft fluttering motion.
He shouted in triumph and whipped off his cape, waved it for Phylomon and Scandal to see, but they were too far away, and for all his waving, they only scrambled upon their own rocks in the distance as they headed for shore.
Tull grabbed the mass and began dragging it uphill, sweating with exertion. The tide was rushing in, and he wanted to get his treasure. Three hundred feet out in the bay, one of the great mothers leapt into the air, and the ground shook momentarily with the thunder of her splash.
He kept working, dragging the egg mass to higher ground, when suddenly he heard the water explode a second time, and the serpent shot forward out of the bay, over the ground, eeling toward him.
She was twenty feet tall at the back, and her dorsals were again that size. She snaked through the boulders slowly, as if trying to smell a way through the rocks, using the hooked claws on her forward fins to pull herself forward. Her iron scales rasped against the rocks.
Tull began tugging the eggs in earnest, dragging them a dozen yards up hill in a great rush of adrenaline, then turned and checked behind him. The great mother was grounded. Though she was powerful, she could not propel the cold tonnage of her body through the rocks.
She lay on the ground, her gills fully extended, panting. Tull dragged the eggs the rest of the way uphill, set the boat upright, and loaded the eggs in. He stood panting and dizzy from the exertion, and wiped the sweat from his face. He glanced down into the bay to see if the serpent had struggled any closer. She lay dead.
“Be at peace, Little Mother,” Tull whispered. “I will protect your children as if they were my own.”
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Chapter 40: The Kinship of Walls
When the tide rose, Tull pulled his boat down to the water’s edge and bathed the eggs with salt water.
That night, the air warmed again and filled with the wet scent of snow. Tull watched all night for a chance to put his boat out, but the serpents became active, thrashing in the water, screaming their pain and outrage at what he’d done. He heard their great booming voices in the stillness of the night and wished he could understand their words.
How would Ayuvah have performed this hunt? he wondered. Ayuvah had once told Tull how his father had convinced a bear to stop coming around their house by talking to it, so Tull went down to the sea and tossed five pebbles in, and wished peace to the serpents. I came for your eggs, and now I have them, he told the spirits of the serpents. I am a man of the Pwi, and I wish you no harm.
He stood and watched where each pebble dropped, watched the ripples expanding, reached out in his mind for the serpents. In the east, near my home, the great serpents have all died. I wish to take your children there, give them a new life away from the beasts that eat at your gills. They will grow and be strong. I know that some things, like love, cannot be taken—only given. I ask that you give the eggs of this dead mother into my care.
Tull listened for serpent voices and reached out again. Please, give them to me. I do not wish you harm, he said, and his heart filled with anger at the frustration, but if you do not give them, then I must steal them. And if you try to take them back, I must kill you if I can.
Out at sea, serpents murmured to one another. He felt a sense of peace, as much as he could under the circumstances. Perhaps they will not listen, he thought, but I have done all that I can.
And in the late night, when the tides receded and Thor sailed into the west, he pulled his boat half a mile over the snowy ground, taking it beyond the edge of the bay, and set her softly into the water. He shoved off lightly, and for an hour he did not paddle, but only sat in the boat, letting the tides carry him where they would.
The sea remained as calm as a lake, and there was no wind. For a long time it lulled him, and he kept snapping his eyes open, trying to stay awake. The air felt chill and his hands numb.
He felt untouchable, as if he were sailing through a dream, and he suddenly roused himself and wondered if he’d fallen to sleep, for he was only four hundred feet from the island, just drifting east, when the sun began to rise.
He took his single oar, stood, and began to paddle quietly. His oar made little grating noises as it scraped in the oarlock, and he stopped from time to time to let the boat glide over the water.
A peninsula jutted from the mainland, keeping much of the water in shadow, and when he was three quarters of the way across the channel, the sun touched him.
Tull tried to imagine what his boat looked like from underwater—a black object on the surface of the ocean, lit from behind by golden sunlight. He felt uneasy, and saw the shadows cast by the peninsula only two hundred yards away. There, he reasoned, he would be safer. He dug his oar into the water and hurried.
As he glided into the shadows, water swelled beneath the boat, and it slipped backward as a tower of silver shot skyward with a rush of spray.
Tull looked up into the sky, saw a great serpent falling toward him.
At that moment, Tull was so tired, his eyes so gritty, that he could not feel. He watched her falling, and knew his boat would be crushed. He mustered no sorrow for his own death.
Now I go to the House of Dust, he thought, and he took the eggs in hand, prepared to swim for shore with them.
But as the serpent fell, the great mother rolled to her side and raised the claws upon her forward fin, and Tull saw that the claws would crush him.
A light glowed from the serpent, and Tull heard that deep inward groaning—the serpent voice he’d heard coming from Scandal’s great barrel at Seven Ogre River—and he finally understood.
“We are walls, you and I,” she said, a tone of greeting in her words. “You have become one of us.”
“Yes,” Tull said, and he felt a surge of warmth from her, almost a caress.
“We protect the small things of the world.”
Tull considered her words, remembered how he’d gone mad with rage when he found Wayan in shackles, how he had slain the Thrall at Frowning Idols after Tchupa had dashed a child’s head in. “Yes.”
Tull felt the serpent’s curiosity, knew she wanted to understand fully what he planned to do with the eggs, yet she did not ask. She let him keep his privacy. “You have no fear of me,” the serpent said, and there was laughter in her voice, playfulness, but also a majesty.
“No,” Tull said. And then the light faded, and the great serpent was falling toward his boat. She twisted aside as she fell, and her splash nearly capsized him. He grabbed the gunwales and held on for life. Water poured over the sides, and the boat spun in circles.
When it stopped, Tull looked in the water in astonishment. There was no sign of the serpent, yet he could hear her there, groaning, could feel her watching him.
No, she is watching over me, he realized, and he felt a great sense of rightness. He could sense her there, as if she were connected to him by a long umbilicus, and Tull finally understood what Chaa meant when he used the word Connected. They were one. I have found my Animal Guide.
He had heard the attributes of many Animal Guides—the diligence of the bear, the grim determination of the dire wolf, the vigilance of the hawk. Each had its realm, each taught its own lesson. What are the attributes of the great serpent? he wondered. What lessons can it teach me?
He got up and rowed softly but quickly. He felt very strange, very tired, and wondered if the serpent had been an illusion. Yet his clothes were drenched in fresh seawater, and he felt her below him, sliding along the ocean floor.


When Tull reached shore, the walruses and seals scattered to make room for the boat. Scandal and Phylomon rushed down to meet him.
“By God’s bleeding ulcers, boy,” Scandal said, “I thought you were gone.”
Tull smiled noncommittally. “I got the eggs,” he said, but Phylomon was already at the boat, looking at them.
“You must have five hundred of them—perhaps a thousand. I’d heard that the serpents will lay more when their numbers are low, but I’d never thought you’d get so many. Is this all one egg mass?” Phylomon poked at a little dark eye within an egg.
“One mass,” Tull said.
“I thought they’d be tan,” Phylomon said, “but like the serpents, they take on the colors of the rocks around them. Let’s pull the boat up on shore, get it on the wagon. It will take a week to get beyond the straits, and every day longer that we take, the more likely we are to dry those eggs out. We leave in two hours.”
Tull looked at the eggs. “How long will it take to get past the strait if we sail?”
“Half a day,” Phylomon said.
“Then we sail,” Tull answered. Phylomon stared at him strangely. “It was no accident that the serpent didn’t take me. The serpents are my Animal Guides. They’ll give us free passage.”
“So, that’s why Chaa sent you,” Phylomon said, mouth falling open in wonder. “Only you can catch the serpents! Not since Terrazin the Dragon Tamer has a Pwi taken an artificially created life form as an Animal Guide!”
“You’ll not get me in that boat in serpent-infested waters!” Scandal said to Phylomon.
“I’m not leaving here anyway,” Phylomon said. “I’ve got to get the little folk moved to safer quarters. I figure it will take eight weeks, then I can walk back to Smilodon Bay.”
“Eight weeks!” Scandal said. “We’ll be out here all winter!”
“Take your choice,” Phylomon said. “You can go with Tull or stay with me.”
Scandal looked at both of them. “Why, I’ve a business to run! I can’t fart around here all winter! You’d best come up to camp and have a bite before we leave, Tull.” Scandal said, chugging up the slope, muttering to himself. It took a moment for Tull to realize that Scandal still hadn’t decided what to do.
Tull ate his fill of biscuits and gravy, then took a short nap. When he woke, Scandal had the boat packed.
He gave Tull a small bundle wrapped in rabbit skin. It held Ayuvah’s knives and necklaces, a doll woven from reeds, some bright blue silk Ayuvah had stolen from a clothesline in Denai. “Take this to Ayuvah’s wife,” Scandal said.
“I thought you would come with me,” Tull said.
Scandal looked out at the ocean, and there was fear in his eyes. “I can’t,” he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Midwinter at the latest. I put your wages in the boat. Three steel eagles per day, plus a little extra.”
Tull laughed. He had not thought about wages at all, had completely forgotten that he had been hired for this job. He hugged Scandal good-bye.
“There’s plenty of food for you in the boat,” Scandal said. “Phylomon thinks you can reach home in ten days. The winds here are sharp, so you should have no trouble that way, but you might have to lay over in a storm. I gave you enough food for twenty nights. Watch for black sails.”
“I’ll be all right,” Tull said. He went down to the boat, found Phylomon there, soaking the eggs in water.
“Make sure to keep the eggs wet as much as possible,” Phylomon said. “Keep a wet blanket over them by day, and put them in water by night. When you reach the bay, fill a large bag full of rocks, tie the egg mass to it, and then dump it in deep water.”
Tull nodded, gave Phylomon a hug. “Will you be coming back to Smilodon Bay?”
“I’ll be back in early spring,” Phylomon said. “I’m going to sail north, beyond Bashevgo, to kill the Creators, if I can. I can use some help, if you know any good men?”
Tull felt inside himself, remembered the gray birds, the horror of the leech that could eat into the human brain. These beasts would be waiting for Phylomon, and more. “In the spring?”
“Ten, twelve, weeks at the most.”
Tull nodded. “I know some good men.” He put the boat out to sea and hoisted his sail, waved goodbye to Phylomon and Scandal.
As he sailed, he did not worry about the slap of the boat against the water. He heard the voices of the serpents talking below him, felt their presence, and was comforted.
At evening, he passed the end of the Straits of Zerai and saw Bashevgo with its castles of black stone, the black-sailed pirate ships in its harbor, the legendary five hundred cannons pointed down to the sea. He saw the gleam of gold from its laser turrets up on the hill.
A single schooner set out to give him chase, a three-masted ship that followed quickly. Tull whispered to the serpents of his fear. We are walls, you and I. We are walls.
A single serpent rose from the water and swam beside his boat, only her nose and dorsal fins showing, and the captain of the pirate ship tacked to port and made a wide circle, retreating back to the island.
Thor rose, still nearly full, and since the wind was good, Tull sailed by moonlight, and then dropped anchor late at night in a small bay. He lay in the bottom of the boat, cradled by the sea, and let it rock him to sleep.
For a long time, he thought about home. He thought of how Wisteria had betrayed him, her warning about the mayor.
Garamon had always been a strong man. People said he was powerful, yet what they really meant was that they were afraid of him and his brothers. It was not a powerful fear, but a subtle thing—the way they felt compelled to let him keep his stegosaurus in town.
Even Smilodon Bay ran upon a subtle economy of fear. This observation surprised Tull, for he never before would have equated the gentle people of Smilodon Bay with the slavers of Craal.
He thought long about what he would do when he reached home. He wondered if he should confront Garamon, tell the town what had happened. Yet, he would have no proof. Better to watch him in silence.
Tull wondered how he could carry the bag with Ayuvah’s belongings and give it to Etanai. He imagined handing the doll and the cloth to Sava, gifts from a dead man.
Of all the things that had happened to him on the journey, this one act seemed as if it would be hardest to bear.
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Chapter 41: Widow’s Rock
Tull reached Widow’s Rock nine days later without sighting another black sail, and from there he turned west and followed the fjords back to Smilodon Bay, through the wide channels where redwoods rose at water’s edge.
The weather seemed unseasonably warm after the cold of the north, and the tide was low.
He landed the boat on a brushy shore near a rock slide, tied the boat to the roots of a fallen redwood that protruded into the water. Then he unfurled his sail and laid it upon the ground, filled it with rocks, and tied the three ends of the sail together to form a bag. He walked out onto the redwood, fastened the black cord from the egg mass to the rocks, and pushed them all into the water.
He held onto the bag, let the rocks carry him down into the water, and at forty feet, he could still not see the bottom, so he let the bag go, watched it carry the eggs down into the murky depths.
Air escaped the bundle, bubbling up, and for a moment he remembered the ceremony he’d had near here months ago, when the Pwi adopted him into their family. He imagined that the bubble escaping were like the ones that had risen from his own bag.
He swam back up to his boat, and with the rising tides pushing him, he paddled into town, tied the boat at the docks.
The sky was gray and overcast. A light rain drizzled. He felt surprised that no one met him at the dock, yet the smoke of cooking fires rose from the houses, and between the rain and cooking fires, he figured that everyone must be safely tucked in their homes.
He unloaded the boat, putting his spare clothes in one bundle, along with his war shield, his battle armor, and his blade of Benbow glass. He looked at the tiny bundle of Ayuvah’s belongings.
Tull grabbed the two bundles, hiked one up on each shoulder. He decided to go to Moon Dance Inn first, tell them that Scandal would be returning in a few weeks, get some paper to wrap his presents for Sava and Etanai.
He walked up the streets of the city, and everything still looked the same—the old stone buildings leaned at odd angles from their crumbling foundations; peacocks scurried from his path as he made his way through the street. Yet something seemed … off.
He gazed down the alley where he had first kissed Wisteria as a child, and felt only old sorrow, not the hot arousal of his youth.
He headed uphill toward the black part of the city where he’d run from his childhood, where the kwea of fear always made his neck tingle, and the fear was stale, like flat beer. He marched through the city, and though nothing had changed, nothing was quite the same.
Some children were out in the street rolling a barrel, and they stopped to watch him. He thought for sure that they would raise a shout, tell everyone of his return, but no one spoke.
Then Tull realized that they were not looking at him. They were only watching his blood-red cape, the cape he’d taken from the Blade Kin.
At the top of the hill, outside the front porch of Moon Dance Inn, sat a barrel with a dried-up rose bush planted in it. A tiny orange-haired Thrall child squatted next to the barrel, dressed in rags. Tull wondered what a Thrall was doing here, so far from Denai, so far from the Okanjara of the Rough. But as he approached the child looked up and shouted, “Tull! Tull!”
It was Wayan. Tull had mistaken his brother for a Thrall. He dropped his bundles and scooped the child up, and Wayan hugged his neck.
The hard metal edge of Wayan’s leg shackles pressed against Tull’s belly. Tull touched the shackles with his hands, remembered the shadow of the Mastodon Man.
His childhood had been such a terror that even now he could not dredge up a single pleasant memory. Tull felt his chest warm with rage. Ah, home at last, he thought. At least one thing remains the same.
Scandal’s steward rushed from the inn and shouted, “You’re back!” then looked about nervously and asked, “Is Scandal with you?”
“He’ll be back in eight weeks.”
“Oh, good,” the steward said, brushing sweat from his forehead. “I’ve got a lot to do to get ready for him. A lot to do.”
Tull wondered briefly how the steward could get eight weeks behind in his work. He handed Ayuvah’s bundle to the man. “Get some paper to wrap the doll and silk,” he said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Scandal’s whores and serving wenches began issuing out of the building. “Did you catch some serpents?” one of the whores asked, her eyes wide.
“Maybe a thousand of them,” he answered softly. “The eggs are in the harbor.” A serving maid clapped her hands, and everyone began speaking loudly.
Tull opened his own pack, pulled out his sword of Benbow glass. He ran his fingers along the black cuirass of Blade Kin armor, but decided he didn’t need it. He picked up his wooden war shield, painted in shades of forest green and brown.
“Keep Wayan here for a moment,” Tull asked of the whores. “Keep him inside.”
Out in the city, someone announced that Tull was back, and one of Scandal’s cooks shouted that the serpents were in the bay. Everywhere, everywhere the people began running out the doors to see if it was true.
Tull headed into the dark part of town, toward his father’s home.
He felt like a salmon swimming upstream; people were water that parted as he passed. They gathered all around him, talking at him, enjoining him to speak, but he simply moved beyond them.
At the bottom of the hill, past the inn, he saw his father’s house, and as always, the sky seemed to darken over that place. He could feel the evil issuing from it, all the old cold and rot that had ever been here, as if this were the very abode of Adjonai.
Ah yes, Tull repeated, home at last.
His mother opened the front door and flew from the house shouting, “Is it true? Are you home?” and Tull looked past her.
He shouted, “God screw you, Jenks Genet! Come out here! I’ve come to kill you as I promised!”
Tull’s mother looked up at him and cried, “No! No! Don’t do this evil thing! This is very bad!”
She rushed to touch him, as if by grabbing his shirt she could make him listen. But then she stopped short and looked in his eyes.
“Thea!” she shouted, and backed away, searching frantically for something to save her.
She thinks I am holy, he realized, moved by pure emotion.
Yet he did not feel it was true. Phylomon had said that the Tcho-Pwi were a new race, one who could think both with heart and head, a creature that needed desperately to find a kind of balance, and Tull wondered if he had achieved that balance. He recognized that his hands were shaking, that his knees quivered. Surely he felt some rage. But his mind seemed clear. It was reasonable to kill Jenks. Phylomon would understand his logic.
A crowd gathered behind him, and someone pressed against his back. Tull shoved them away.
Jenks stepped into the doorway and looked uphill at Tull.
“So, it’s come to this, has it?” Jenks called. “You were always such a shit. I knew you’d come for me someday. Let me get my war gear.”
He turned and headed back into the house, and Tull just stood. From the house came crashing sounds. Tull steadied himself, as he had in practice, considered how he would bash through Jenks’s parries.
“You can’t beat me,” Jenks shouted. “You were always such a parasite, feeding on me—a little tick feeding on the butt of family Genet.” He grunted, and came from the house bearing a short spear and shield, leggings and wrist guards, a dusty lacquered war vest that was twenty years old.
He set the shield on the ground with the spear, pulled the stiff leather of the war vest over his head and inserted his arms. It was far too small. It didn’t cover most of his belly, and the lacings at the sides under his arms pulled apart, rotted.
Tull laughed. The fat old man fiddled with the lacings on his armor and for five minutes worked on getting the armor tightened over his belly. His head was bowed, showing silver hair and a bald spot.
Tull wondered how he’d ever feared the ridiculous old ass, feared him with the kind of terror the sight of the Mastodon Men aroused in him, yet he did not pity the man.
Jenks responded to the mocking laughter, glared up at Tull. “God, I hate you,” Jenks said. “To think, I once had to shackle you to your bed to keep you from running away.” He sat and began strapping the leather leggings on. His legs seemed unnaturally thin to bear such a massive body, and the leggings fit him fine.
Tull realized something very strange. In Craal, the Thralls remained in slavery because they were chained by fear. Certainly as a child, Tull had been terrified of the old man, but even fear had not been strong enough to chain him. Tull could never be chained by fear.
From behind, his mother shouted, “Wait! Wait! Let me through,” and people gasped as she shoved past them.
She rushed up to Tull with tears in her eyes, and the sunlight flashed upon the silver strands of her hair. She held Wayan at arm’s length, and she shoved the child into his chest, until Wayan grabbed his neck, and Tull was forced to put his arms around Wayan’s legs to hold him.
“Take him,” she shouted, “Take him away forever! I should have given him to you long ago, but I was afraid. I’m so evil! Don’t send me to the House of Dust!”
Tull looked at her thin leathery arms, and for the first time he understood the love she had for Jenks. It did not matter that Jenks was evil. She had been married to him for years before the children were born, and was bound by the love that enslaves. If Jenks were to die, she would follow him to the House of Dust.
It was not reasonable for her to love Jenks, but Tull saw that there comes a moment when ecstasy is pure, as it was with Tirilee; when rage overcomes as it did in the ghetto of Denai; when fear makes us crawl, as Tull had crawled in the shadow of the Mastodon Man.
There comes a time when each of us become Thralls, ruled by fear, whether we want it or not, whether we perceive it or not. At that moment, whether the moment seems exhilarating or soul-destroying, we are no longer moved by reason.
Tull had felt the power of Wisteria-zhoka-thrall, the love-that-enslaves for Wisteria, and he knew that his mother felt it for Jenks. It had nothing to do with reason.
“Keep him! Keep the child,” she shouted at Tull.
Jenks jumped to his feet, dropping one of the leg guards to the ground, tossing his wrist guard down. “Stop!” he said, but Tull’s mother ran to Jenks, fell at his feet.
“Beat me!” she begged. “Beat me to death if you have to! Beat me! But leave my children alone!” She clung to his legs and sobbed, “Beat me! Beat me!”
Jenks kicked at the woman in disgust, but she held him tight. The love that enslaves. Yet Jenks was so cold, so alien, Tull could never understand him—a man who wanted to own his children.
All his life, Tull had felt nothing for his mother, had felt cold and empty of love—because inside he knew that she understood him, that she knew of his pain, yet she’d never set him free. Now, at last, by giving Wayan to him, she was trying to give him back his own childhood, trying to right her mistakes.
“I’ll be good to him,” Tull said, looking hard at Jenks, and he carried Wayan back up the street to Moon Dance Inn.
This would make a proper tale for the Pwi, he thought, almost laughing. The tale of people estranged by evil deeds, the tearful reconciliation. But there would be no reconciliation, no happy Pwi ending. To simply walk away from Jenks was the most that Tull could manage. Tull was going to let the bastard live.
The thought galled him. Phylomon would not approve, but once again Tull struggled to rise to a new plateau on his spiral journey. It is enough to be a wall.
***











































Chapter 42: The Homecoming
Tull gathered his presents together at the inn, and with a heavy heart took the news of Ayuvah’s death to his family. It was as hard to do as he’d imagined it would be.
Chaa had known of the tragedy, of course, and when Tull reached his home, the old Spirit Walker opened the door silently and greeted him with eyes that were already red with tears.
Fava rushed in from the kitchen, and stood staring hard at Tull, peering behind him, as if looking for Ayuvah. She began to tremble, and asked, “How?”
“A Mastodon Man,” Tull said.
If people could break, could shatter like a dropped earthenware cup, she would have. “Oh,” she wailed, and fell to the floor.
Tull went to lift her up, and she had to work hard to get to her feet. He tried to hug her, to let her work out her pain, but she pushed past him and ran from the house.
He would have followed, but Chaa whispered, “Let her go. I did not tell the others. I thought it better, since it happened so soon after Little Chaa.”
“We must tell Zhopila,” Tull whispered, but he shook his head.
“That task falls to me.” Chaa went to the back, to the kitchen, and a moment later, Tull heard Zhopila’s scream.
Etanai had been in the kitchen too, and now she came to the doorway, a dishtowel in hand, her face white with shock.
Tull went to her, hugged her, kissed her neck. He did not want her to follow her husband into the House of Dust, and so he begged Etanai to stay with them, to live for her daughter.
For long hours he worked to help save Ayuvah’s family.
Little Sava was too young to understand that her father would not come home, and so when Tull broke the news, she screamed at the top of her voice, begging her father to come, promising to be good.
When Tull brought out the present Ayuvah had made, Sava took her doll and stroked it gently, as if it were a treasure, and then put it in her room, in a place of honor.
He tried to give Etanai her gift also, but she would not look at the silk, for it was tainted by the message that came with it. For her, it would always hold the kwea of Ayuvah’s death.
That night, while Wayan slept, Tull and Chaa gently placed the silk in the fire, so that Etanai would never have to look upon it again. Afterward, Tull went outside.
The night was fairly still, and only the tiniest wind blew down from the mountains and out to sea. In that wind, Tull could feel something odd. The darkness he’d always felt in Smilodon Bay was breaking. The Pwi say that “no two men walk in the same world.” And Tull knew that for him, Adjonai, the God of Terror, was dead.


In the morning, when Tull rose, the sun seemed to shine brighter over town, and peace filled the air. He spent the day preparing for Ayuvah’s funeral, and since the Pwi did not have his body, they took his old clothing and made an effigy of him, then placed it on a raft and let it float out to sea.
As Ayuvah’s brother, Tull took his place in Chaa’s household, moving all his own possessions into the hogan.
Etanai departed that evening, took her daughter Sava to White Rock, so they could move back with Etanai’s father and mother.
Tull checked the moneybag that Scandal had given him, and found three hundred platinum eagles, a hundred times more money than he’d earned. It was more money than most thralls would earn in a lifetime.
He gave half of it to Etanai as she left, so that she could live in comfort.
With the two oldest boys gone, Chaa’s house seemed almost empty. Only Fava and the three little girls remained.
After several nights, Tull was lying on the floor with Wayan when he heard Fava weeping. He put a wolf hide on Wayan and rolled over to Fava, put his arm around her. The coals in the fire glowed with a soft light.
Outside it rained again, as if it would never stop.
She took his hand and placed it above her heart, clutched it. He could feel her soft breasts brushing either side of his wrist, and he dared not move his had.
“I know you are grieving for your brothers,” Tull said. “I am sorry I cannot take the pain away.”
Though her back was to him, she turned to look at him, and Tull smelled the scent of vanilla water. She kissed his lips, a soft kiss that barely brushed against him, and out of long habit he jerked away.
She turned her face, set his hand on her hip.
He did not know if he should move it.
That night, he dreamed he was a great wall encircling an orchard. Hungry children came to the orchard to eat, and they tried to scrabble over him and walk around him, but he would not let them in.
He wished he could give them something, but he was a wall, not meant for giving. After a time, a pear—most generous of trees—leaned its branches over the wall and dropped fruit to the ground. The children came and fed in a frenzy, smearing pears upon their smiling faces.
The next day, Tull went back into town. For a long time he stood by the mayor’s house, looking at the place where Tirilee had once sat in her cage. The ache he felt, the desire to be with her, left Tull feeling weak and dizzy, as if her aphrodisiac kisses were blown on the wind.
Mayor Goodman finally came from the house. “Is there something I can do for you?” Garamon asked. Garamon had heard the story of the trip—a watered-down version that made Wisteria’s death sound like a tragic accident.
“No …” Tull said, watching the spot where Tirilee had once been caged. “No.”
Garamon clapped Tull on the shoulder, “I understand that congratulations are in order,” he said. “Yet I’m deeply sorry about your loss.”
The phrases were trite, yet Tull looked in Garamon’s eyes and could not tell if the man felt anything—guilt, gratitude, disappointment.
“Thank you,” Tull said. I’ll be watching you, he thought.
At noon, he returned to Chaa’s house to feed Wayan. He found Fava caring for the boy along with her three little sisters. She’d made a large lunch, and Tull sat next to Wayan, got his clocks and tools, and began putting together a tiny daisy watch that he had taken apart earlier in the day.
Tull looked at Wayan, and was thankful that Fava was here to watch over him. What did he know about raising a child?
“Would you like something to eat?” Fava asked Tull.
Tull nodded, but did not speak. He felt clumsy in her presence. Her long red hair was tied in back, and she wore a short dress. On her right thigh was a bracelet decorated with feathers from a blue-jay. He realized that it was too cold for Fava to wear such a dress, but the bracelet signified that she was unmarried, and Fava was throwing her maidenhood in his face. She went to the pot on the oven, pulled out some rolls.
Her legs were long and tan, well muscled. Her breasts were full and large. Her face showed her strength.
With Wisteria, love had been mere entertainment. With Tirilee, it had been all passion and fire, with the promise of slavery in the end.
But what would it be with Fava? Tull wondered. He decided, It would be all giving.
She was strong, so much like him that he imagined them growing together, entwining like ivy around a pole. He had seen people grow together like that—their lives and notions, desires and fears, all becoming so entangled that the couple began even to look the same.
That is the way it would be with Fava, until in the end they would not even be two people in mind or body, but one.
And along the way there would be some fiery passion, and some nights of long, slow lovemaking just for fun, and days and years of giving to one another.
Fava brought the rolls and some venison and set the plate on the ground before him. Tull looked down at it for a moment, and realized he was not hungry.
“Is it not good?” Fava asked, an edge of hysteria in her voice, as if the thought of displeasing him would hurt her.
Tull looked up at her, and he had the feeling, that in his personal journey of the worm, he was about to turn a corner and discover a love deeper than he had ever known.
He unfolded his legs, picked up Wayan, and took Fava by the hand, pulled her outside.
In the dirt by the front door, he drew a large figure eight, and then, holding Wayan, he stepped in the circle.
He knew that formally, it was not right—that he should have brought his most valued possessions, the things that carried great kwea for him. Yet Wayan was the only thing he valued at the moment.
He held his palms out and up, in a beggar’s gesture, and said. “I seek shelter from loneliness. I bring all that you see within this circle. I bring my heart.”
Fava jumped back up on the porch with her mouth agape. “No! You can’t do this to me!” For a moment he thought she was saying no, but she put her hand over her mouth and tears welled from her eyes. “Today can’t be my wedding day! I must get ready. I need my friends to witness. I need time to figure out what I will bring into the circle—I need my favorite cup, and the sculpture of the bear! And my combs!”
All of them were objects of great kwea, the things she would have to bring into her circle. She glanced at the door to the hogan and then back at Tull, and then toward Pwi Town where her friends lived, and Tull could tell that she could not decide which way to run first. She would want a traditional wedding, though he did not much care to have everyone watch them.
“Fava,” Tull said, nodding his head toward town, “Get your friends and have them help you get ready. I’ve waited my whole life for love. I can wait a little while longer.”
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About Serpent Catch
This was initially going to be a meditation on human physiology, to some degree. I was fascinated at the time by how the human mind works, how love leads to bondage, how powerful fear twists perceptions.
So I wondered about the hypothalamus and its relationship to emotions and learning. How would a greatly enlarged area of the brain affect the thoughts and perceptions of the Neanderthals?
This wasn’t just some minor curiosity. As a young teenager, I learned that I had a rare condition, one caused by an enlarged area of the brain in my auditory center, which gave me a borderline “audio-eidetic memory.” In other words, I could remember most of what I heard, a trait that is far rarer than having a photographic memory.
So the idea of “alternate physiologies” carried a special appeal for me, and I kept probing the implications that this might have had for Neanderthals.
Just as importantly, I wondered about the hidden evils that lie beneath the surface of society.
Certainly, everyone has something that they would like to change about their own society, and I learned to feel a special dislike for the town that I grew up in.
I mentioned earlier that I was the victim of child abuse at the hands of my father—physical, mental, and even some minor sexual abuse. But what strikes me as an adult is just how prevalent, and how tolerated, child abuse was in the town where I lived.
This came home to me when I was sixteen. We had a family across the street, from us, one where the father was a disabled veteran with a lot of shrapnel in his head. He suffered terrible pain, and so he drank constantly. Often at night he could be heard yelling at his children from midnight to five in the morning (a boy of six, and one of eight), and beating them.
In the neighborhood where I lived, child abuse was rampant, I’m afraid, and all of our neighbors turned a blind eye to the abuse in this house, but eventually someone turned Mr. Worden in, and the state became involved in the family’s affairs. In those days, the Children’s Welfare department was pretty much a toothless tiger. They helped ease the abuse, but didn’t stop it completely.
One day when I came home from high school and found a couple of police cars at the neighbor’s house. I asked my mother what was going on, and she said, “Mr. Worden is being arrested. He’s had his boys chained to their beds for a month.”
I was caught by surprise. I hadn’t heard any yelling coming from their house in weeks, but hadn’t realized that it was “too” quiet.
“Why didn’t anyone tell me what was going on,” I asked angrily.
My mother said, “Because you would have called the police on them!”
I felt baffled. “You mean that you wouldn’t have?”
She tried to explain, “I know that their parents are terrible, but they still love their children. If we called the police, the kids would be taken away.”
Well, the kids got moved to foster care that day, and I felt relieved and hoped that it would begin the process of recovery.
I felt ashamed, and wondered why I personally hadn’t done more. I recognized that to some degree I was simply “asleep” to some of the things that went on around me—like child abuse.
I’d grown up with it in my own family. I’d learned to be careful as a toddler, to hide from my father when I could, and to take a blow. Everywhere I looked, abuse was prevalent. When I was eight, we’d had a family next door where the alcoholic parents left the children to fend for themselves, teaching their filthy infants to beg and steal just to be fed. I often saw the kids fishing for carp, or scavenging roadkill (“them dead coons is good eatin’!”). When they moved, they were replaced by another family that was even worse. We had teachers who would complain about all of the violence in our school, but would then turn a blind eye on the playground to the rampant bullying that went on.
What intrigued me about this incident was simply this: We had at least a dozen other neighbors living within screaming distance of our neighbor’s children. Some lived much closer than we did, and so they knew better than I what was going on. Yet every single one of them ignored the problem. They let those boys stay chained in their rooms.
So the question became, how does an entire society become blind to its own evil?
Some societies are more brutal and corrupt than others, of course.
My grandfather worked in organized crime for most of his life, and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps, but I looked at his sad little existence and wanted no part of it.
A couple of years before writing this novel, I worked in a prison, which was rife with gangs, and became fascinated by how gang life worked.
In particular, I began studying cultures, wondering why so many corrupt and ineffective societies still convince themselves that they are somehow good or useful.
Even our churches often hide a dark side.
I had a critic who once delivered a paper on this novel, where he talked about Tull’s search for a new father—and the critic was right on the money.
But Tull doesn’t just reject his father and mother—he rejects the society that he was born into, his family, his town, his continent.
Tull becomes unmoored, and must begin creating his own society.
In writing this, I wanted Tull to go to the city of Denai and be shocked by how evil it was. The place was already a legend in his mind, so I had to try to figure out how to beat the legend. I tried to imagine what the most evil city in the world would be like, and realized that perhaps the best model would be Las Vegas. So I tried to give Denai the glamour of Las Vegas, along with the slave markets of old New Orleans, and the Gestapo of Hitler’s Germany.
Really, I think that the novel perhaps should have dwelt on that longer, but Tull’s sojourn in Denai was meant to be a slap in the face, an awakening to the vastness of a problem that troubles every civilization on earth to some degree.
The question for me became: How do we recognize the hidden evils in our own society, and then root them out?
How do we awaken ourselves?
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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 lifespan 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.
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