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Chapter 1


The storyteller’s eyes were shut in peaceful repose to excite the cluster of children who cautiously inched forward, awaiting the Shava’s next epic tale. A serene, ivory mask hid the rest of his weathered face; tufts of dried grass sprouted from it like hair, and carvings of lions, eagles, fish and horses danced upon its cheeks. Though the time was a little past midday outside, too hot for anyone to work, the tent held an aura of twilight, an illusion reinforced by a menagerie of leather stars and moons that were flecked with bits of sparkling copper and bronze. Small sacks of powders and herbs hung from the tent’s ceiling at varying lengths, one of which a bored child prodded. 
When the Shava was ready, he did little but open his eyes. It was a slight motion, but the children jumped back in alarm. A few giggled. The bored boy stopped poking the sack. The Storyteller kept his mouth closed, letting his gaze rest on each child, who squirmed when his eyes settled on him or her. 
Finally, one bold boy in front spoke up. 
“Tell us the tale of Edjeera and the Five Lions, Shava-mei,” he ordered. The Shava’s masked face remained expressionless, but his eyes were fixed upon the boy. There was a long pause as the children awaited his response. Eventually, he gave it.
“Someone has forgotten the way we do things here,” he said, “for that I will not tell the tale of Edjeera and the Five Lions until the next full moon.”
The boy sunk back, disappointed and mortified. Half of the children groaned and the other half laughed. 
“Cheer up, now. You will one day make a great Varza, but remember that when in the place of the Shava, you must behave in the way of the Shava,” the storyteller said. 
The boy puffed up his chest at those words.
“That’s right,” said the boy, “I will be the greatest fighter. I will show no fear.”
The storyteller’s eyes lingered on the boy, but said nothing. A girl with a split lip spoke up.
“That’s a lie! You ran faster than a horse when you saw that snake!”
“Quiet!”, the boy jumped to his feet. “I did not! It could have killed me.”
He opened his mouth to say more but the storyteller clapped his hands together with such swiftness that it sounded as if a bolt of lightning had burst into the tent. The boy and girl fell silent and all the children turned their attention once more to him.
“Enough,” he said softly, for his hands had spoken with the force he needed, “I will have you both thrown out if either of you speaks one word more.”
His look lingered on the boy before passing on to the girl.
“There is glory and honor that comes when you receive the mask of a Varza,” he said. “You may earn praise, and perhaps stories will be made of your deeds. But the path of Varza is not an easy one. The herds must be cared for and Kourek’s walls must be maintained. But, there is also fear that must be conquered. When riding forth to fight the enemies of the Koureki, death and pain ride with you, and such things can make even the greatest Varza feel afraid. But to protect the Koureki people, it must be overcome.”
Another girl raised her hand after two hesitant tries, and the storyteller nodded to her.
“But, Shava-mei, in the stories, the greatest Varza don’t feel fear. Durukhi doesn’t, nor does Gashgha. When Edjeera fought the Five Lions, she never ran from them. I don’t understand.”
The storyteller stared at her, his eyes partially hidden by the shadows of the mask. The girl shrank in upon herself, fearing that he would cast her from the tent. 
“I have decided on a story,” he finally said. “I will not speak of Edjeera and the lions, but Edjeera has other stories. Let me tell you of how Edjeera faced her fear.”
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Chapter 2


Edjeera was born and lived in a good time, when the horses grazed upon grass so green it glowed, when our beans were bloated and fat, when our neighbors were ruled by worthy chiefs and councils who saw the wisdom in peace. She was not a large child when she was born, but she was born to wear the mask of a Varza. When she came out of the womb, she did not shed a tear and instead glared at the delivery woman before giving her a kick in the chin. She did not nurse, she gulped down her milk. But even then, not for long, since she refused to stay still. Her mother was a patient woman, for Edjeera was an explorer and required much supervision to keep her out of trouble. Whenever she attempted to crawl through the door, her father would say that she was just impatient to ride her first horse. She picked up the sword before she could speak and the bow was not far behind, both of which she excelled at. When she did speak, her first words were a war cry she had learned from her father. 
As is typical of Varza, she could sometimes be a cruel child. She learned the power of strength at a young age when she stole the toys of those smaller than her or bloodied those who called her names. But, as she grew to a wiser age, she learned the proper Koureki way, that the Varza should defend the weak, not prey on them. She imagined herself as Durukhi, slaying elephants and Gashgha, beheading the witches. It was not rare for her to bash sticks with another child, sometimes from horseback, other times atop the walls of Kourek. Her active, spirit thrilled her father. With four previous daughters, all of whom leaned toward the Shava path, he had nearly given up hope of fostering a Varza. He finally had the warrior he hoped would follow in his footsteps. 
Sometimes her insistent begging wormed its way into his heart and he would let her play with his Varza mask, proof of his bravery and skill. She would run through the streets wearing the mask, its feathers bouncing from her play and her gleeful eyes peering wide behind the eye slits carved into the dark wood. Her father had to track her down and pry it from her reluctant fingers, but that only made him happier. 
The purpose of a Varza, however, was not to wear masks. It was to defend the Koureki and drive their herds. A Varza’s most important weapon, tool and ally in their duties was not their sword or bow. It was the bond that stitched together a horse and a Varza, and Edjeera longed for this bond. 
When she had proven herself upon the ponies and elderly horses, her father introduced her to his herd, from which she might choose her favorite. Her eye was immediately drawn to the wild stallions that were quick to rear and quick to bite. She approached the boldest of these beasts, thinking her own boldness to be a match. But for all the wildness of her spirit, she was still but a little girl and she cowed away from the might of the stallion’s flailing hooves. 
So instead, her father brought forward a youthful, proud mare; one who would not give up easily but restrained from flailing her hooves so wantonly. Edjeera struggled with this creature the entire morning, urged on by the constant support of her father. But before the sun had reached its highest, Edjeera no longer stood before the horse but atop its back.
With a slap to the horse’s rear, Edjeera’s father sent the beast barreling forward with Edjeera screaming and clinging to the saddle. As the grassy hills passed beneath her, her screams turned to delighted squeals. On that day, she fell in love with the wind, with the plains and with her horse. When the beast had slowed down to a trot and was returning on its own to the rest of the herd, Edjeera began throwing out names to the creature, asking which one the mare liked most. When the horse sneezed, Edjeera interpreted that as approval and the beast was thereafter known as Geda.
It took her years to properly commune with Geda, to communicate her wishes to the horse through the subtle movement of her legs, hands and shifting weight. When Geda finally understood, they flew over the grassy hills with such speed and grace that Edjeera wept from joy. It was not long before she combined this joy with her skill with a bow and sword. She learned how to keep her balance when slashing from horseback and how to time her shot during a full gallop. She no longer considered a day finished until she had ridden upon the plains and returned with a dead burrowing rat, one of her arrows protruding from its side.
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Chapter 3


Edjeera had more than just her father’s fire and skill. She also boasted her mother’s beauty. As she grew, she caught the eye of a proud, handsome youth named Jurkarthi. The lad was half as heavy as a horse and taller than a man’s spear. He rode a horse with the skill of the nomads and he could hit a rabbit in the eye even under a heavy wind. He desired her, so he made his affection plain. When he rode in her company, he would drive his horse to outpace everyone else. When they played Bolaa, he would move like the wind itself, wrestling the sheep’s head from his opponent’s grasp and plowing past everyone who stood before him to the other team’s post. Every time he did something he thought might impress her, he looked to her for a reaction. 
But Edjeera had no eyes for Jurkarthi. If she paired with him, she could only ever be a Shava to his Varza. Instead, she found another, who befitted her better, who could fit his Shava with her Varza. She found him as she rode up to the Cave of the Gods, where the many spirits that watch over or impede us sit patiently on their pedestals. The day before, the rock around the cave’s maw was grey and dull, but as she came upon it now, her mouth fell open in awe. The wall of stone was now ablaze with colors
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