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Maps by Paul W Sutton

“The real struggle on this earth is not between those who want peace and those who want war. It is between those who want peace and those who want Justice”

—G. Willow Wilson “The Bird King”
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Prologue


[image: ]


“Our time today is ending,” the teacher announced. “You will put all your materials back where they belong.” I usually enjoyed reading and writing, but that day I found my assignment boring. I had been assigned to read an old scroll recounting a battle that took place three hundred years before. Rather than a stirring narrative of bravery and battle, the scroll read as though written by someone managing a port city warehouse, tallying up how many jars of wine came off a merchant ship. Everything reduced to numbers, just numbers: how many cavalry? How many archers? How many died in battle? How many others later succumbed to their wounds? Nothing about strategy. Nothing describing if the battle ebbed and flowed between the Emperor’s army and the enemy force. Nothing any more exciting than a report on how many turnips were dug from a farm’s fields.

Besides the dull summaries, the scroll itself, composed soon after the battle, suffered from the passage of time. In some places, I couldn’t quite figure out what it said. Despite trying as best as I could, I could not say whether the Imperial army came with six archers, 600, or 6,000. When I slipped the scroll back into its round leather case, replacing it on the proper shelf, I hoped the teacher would forget to ask me about what I learned from it.

Just before the rest of the class departed, my teacher gently touched my shoulder. “See to it you go directly to the stable groom when you report for work.” We novices cleaned the stables, fed and watered the horses three days out of four. Only when we were busy with some important training task would tending the horses be left to the stable workers. Their typical duties involved bathing, grooming, and exercising the mounts, not cleaning up their droppings.

The man whose title was “stable groom” called himself Vores. Rather than the name given him by his parents, Vores was the town where he was born. No one could tell me how he came to be called that, and only after he passed away did I hear his actual birth name. The others who worked under his direction were “stable hands.” He acted as their boss.

Vores admitted he preferred our horses to their riders. Dismissive and curt with the Kotidor—an attitude which would never be allowed among ordinary citizens—he caressed and fussed over every steed like they were his pets. He tolerated those of us in training only if we, too, seemed to care for “his” horses.

My friends knew their duties, so as soon as we all reached the stable, they picked up the tools needed to clean each stall, replace the straw on the floor, feed the horses, and provide them fresh water.

“Vores?” I asked, bowing my head slightly. “You asked for me?”

“What? Oh yes, I did,” he replied, not bothering to look in my eyes. “I thought you might prefer to start with your new mount.”

He opened the gate of the stall. I gasped. To be honest, I almost sat down hard.

It was Storm. Her mane and coat were as black as ravens. The Kotidor’s horses are all bred to be tall, imposing. Storm stood taller than most of the others. Especially tall for a mare. Could I even get up into her saddle? I learned to ride on a hahki, a native Nisaban horse easier for young novices to mount. Now, I would ride Storm, train with her. When I completed my training, we would know each other’s moves and moods, forming a unit.

“How?” I wondered, not realizing I said it out loud.

“She was Sir Bortork’s,” Vores answered. “Now that he is gone, Storm needs a new rider. I believe by the time you complete your training, you will be worthy of her.”

I threw my arms around her neck—with some effort—weeping happy tears. I could not imagine a better mount to be given me, and as much as I have loved the others since, Storm will always be my favorite.
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History Lesson:

Duogrour
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The entire southeastern portion of the Minyeran Empire formed the single province of Duogrour (“DOO oh grower”), an area so large it included some or all of six modern-day nations, a land comprised of three peninsulas, which on maps together resembled a mangled hand, and several islands. The ports and towns of the peninsulas were the transitional hub of trade goods from the western provinces (and, despite ongoing hostilities, from the Kingdom of Kidal) bound for the vast province of Nisab, as well as the place where all the goods from the north: timber, stone, gold, furs, and the fish of the northern seas, began their journey to the rest of the Empire. Besides trade, Duogrour itself produced two major exports: on the hills of the peninsulas, farms raised green, black, red tea, and rice.

Duogrour initially “allied” itself with the Empire when armies brutally subjugated what would become the province of Nisab via a treaty signed in the 644th Year of the Empire. The King of Duogrour, unlike every Eastern king, chieftain, or tribal leader who resisted the invasion, remained on his throne. The new “ally” kept its distinct language, written with pictures rather than letters. Thus, Duogrour “joined” the Empire rather than surrendering to it. Gradually, trade necessities caused the sailors and traders to begin using a version of the Minyeros alphabet. In less than 100 years, the “kingdom” officially became “the province” of Duogrour. Rather than a “king,” it would be overseen by a “Lord” beholden to, and appointed by, the Emperor. Inhabitants of the province considered themselves Imperial citizens, the same as people to the north and west of their native land.
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Chapter One

A Girlhood by the Sea
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(Sa’ana’s story)

I was born in the 845th Year of Our Empire in the Duogrour port city of Yama’al, nine days before the beginning of summer.

No matter where I have traveled in my life, in any part of the world, I have never changed my opinion that Yama’al must be the most beautiful city in the whole of the Empire. Just the proper size, larger than a village, but not endlessly sprawling like the great cities. The Yama peninsula represents the southernmost place in the province, except for the islands. Yama’al, built into the hills, ins the southernmost city. All the buildings are made of stone or cement, regularly whitewashed. The first time you enter the harbor, if the day is sunny, the sight of those white buildings topped by tile roofs of red, green, or blue, which seem to climb up into the hills, will remain with you always.

The largest port in the province, Yama’al, is often called the “Crossroads of the Empire.” People travel to and from the city from all over the world. Many remain so that in one day of walking through the winding cobblestone streets, you see every shape and color of people who can be seen anywhere in the whole world. By tradition, city dwellers dress in bright clothing—sometimes in combinations that may even appear odd: a bright green vest over a yellow shirt with bright blue pants. It’s said a Yama’ali would rather die than dress in plain brown clothes. We used to say we could always tell who were strangers by their plain—drab—clothing.

My father, Tenzil, was a fisherman. There are two kinds of fishermen in Yama. Most are bay men. They harvest clams and oysters, which they raised on rope trellises under the water, and fish in the bay waters between Yama’al and the northern end of the bay. A few, like my father, go out where the ocean is deep, where they catch the huge creatures of the sea. Fish as large as a man, and larger. Fish that yield so much flesh half a dozen buyers might leave the dock with a hearty portion. On the other hand, fishing kept my father away from us for long periods.

I came by my orange-colored hair from my mother. Hers was not bright as mine but undeniably red. She wore it long, only trimming it, never cutting. It grew into a thick, beautiful curtain. When she married, she must have made as beautiful a bride as the city ever saw.

When I was a little girl, I lived in the same way as my neighbors. I learned household skills: sewing, cleaning fish, making soups or stews. I accompanied my mother to the market, where we haggled for each purchase. From an early age, I had a talent for languages. We spoke the language of Duogrour at home, but in the market, negotiations were often conducted in Minyeros, the “Common,” official language of the Empire. From visiting the docks when my father’s boat came in, I picked up some of the language of the Nisabans, the people of the cold, vast province to the north of my home. When I was four years old—that is, in my fifth year, as my Nisaban friends calculate aging—my mother gave birth to my younger brother, whom they called Kem.

Neither bay man nor deep-sea captain did much fishing during the rainy season, which usually lasts in Duogrour from around mid-summer until early in the Autumn. Most years, Yama’al is battered at least once during the rainy season by the Gods’ Great Wind. These are terrifying storms. The wind blows so hard and so loud, trees are torn from the ground. It rains so much in such a short time the streets of Yama’al look like rivers as the rainwater rushes to return to the bay. No ship, no matter how large, no matter how brave and experienced its crew, can survive the Gods’ Great Wind. Some vessels are dashed to bits while at anchor when the worst storms roar. Fortunately, the city’s place on the leeward side of the peninsula provides some protection. Only rarely do storms come on the western wind. When that happens, I’ve seen the docks and waterfront destroyed by the angry sea, waves pulverizing the wood with terrible force.

In my seventh year, my beloved, brave father decided to make one more run for the season out into the deep, to bring back another boatload of huge sea creatures. That year, the Great Windstorms appeared much earlier than usual. My father’s boat, and four others belonging to his friends and fellow fishermen, never returned. We knew what happened as soon as the storm hit. My mother made me kneel to pray to the Ocean Lord to deliver my father. Little did I know the Goddess had other plans for me.

At the end of the street where my family lived, there stood a blacksmith’s shop. The blacksmith was named Govol. He had two daughters and a son, all of them older than me, but no wife. I knew the children but would not have called them my friends. With the wisdom and experience of life, I suspect my mother might have been in Govol’s arms even when my father was alive, during days when he was away at sea. As a child, though, all I knew was before my next birthday, my mother remarried, followed by Govol moving into our home with his children. Large and airy, my room perched on the top floor of our house. From one window, I could look out over the sea. Now I found myself sharing it with my new stepsisters. They did not mistreat me, but neither did we ever become real sisters. They were always looking ahead to marriage and a family of their own. I was just a little girl, having little in common with them.

Within a year, my mother gave birth to my new half-sister, Luorno. In most families, the arrival of a new baby leads to celebration. For my stepfather, now with four daughters and a young wife with whom he was likely to father additional children, Luorno’s birth meant only one more dowry. When I was a girl, dowries remained a custom in just three or four Imperial provinces throughout the Empire. In Duogrour, though, payment to the bridegroom’s family was the rule. Among the poor citizens in the province’s interior, a mere token or symbolic gift—perhaps some clothing or a couple of jars of local wine—sufficed as the dowry. In Yama’al and other cities, an engagement resulted in negotiation. Since Govol was a blacksmith, he could produce valuable tools of iron, beautiful bronze craftwork, or other gifts that presumably would bring his daughters “good matches.” Cost is what my stepfather saw before him. There would be materials to buy and long days spent toiling at tasks that brought him no coins in return, with another daughter or two perhaps to come.

Never a friendly fellow, Govol became surly and quick to anger after Luorno was born. As far as I can recall, she was a well-behaved, happy baby, doted on by our mother and her older sisters but ignored by our brothers. Even so, in the evenings when my stepfather was home, an explosion of anger might erupt at any moment. He was especially harsh with me, though later in my life, my older stepsisters would assure me they, too, were targets of his rage.

In the Spring before I began my tenth year, my stepfather told my mother the time had come when I should be apprenticed. This necessitated going out into the countryside. Apprenticeships for girls in the city were few, and the competition for each fierce. Many families paid dearly for their daughters to become apprentices. Govol already considered me a costly nuisance. I do not remember my mother objecting. Govol often hit her when his rage was further fueled by drink. She, no doubt, feared angering him, choosing to placate and pacify him to keep peace in our household.

“What kind of work will I do, Father?” I asked him as meekly as I could.

He reached out and patted me gently on my shoulder, the affection he’d hardly ever shown me before. “I would not want you being disappointed if what you were hoping for is not what we find for you,” he replied, his voice as soft and gentle as my true father Tenzil ever spoke to me.

One day, not long after he announced this plan, Govol took me down to the docks. We boarded a bay man’s boat to travel north, away from the city. I was excited because I had never been on a boat on the waters of the bay, and frankly because I would be escaping my stepfather. I don’t recall thinking about what hard life awaited me as an apprentice on a farm—or worse, a laborer in the mines. Only years later did I learn how young children, even younger than me, worked in the mines. Too often they died in them, which made me angry. My friend Ashari nearly died as a child laborer in a mine. I knew the Goddess must have kept her alive, as she did for me.

The land of the peninsulas rises quickly and steeply from the sea. There are places where villages squeeze into narrow flatland along the shore, but on the side of the peninsula where I was born, the land in most areas sloped down before abruptly ending in high cliffs overlooking the bay. Waves crashed against the rocks, testing the skills of anyone bringing a boat close to shore.

We climbed and walked up from a dock into the hills. Given the lay of the land, farmers in Yama often grow vineyards and fruit-tree orchards, or perhaps tea. We passed by farms, but usually, if we could see the crops, the farmer’s home remained hidden from our view. Govol carried a large newly forged iron ax. I suppose I expected him to present it to the farmer with whom I would live—a fine, practical gift in return for taking me into their home. To be honest, I cannot say I thought much about it at the time.

After our mid-day meal, we climbed even higher into the hills. Sometimes I could see the bay through gaps in the trees. The walking was hard, and I quickly became winded. This was much harder than climbing the stone stairs found all over Yama’al.

“Will we be there soon, Father?” I panted as we had reached a high plateau with no farms in sight. Dense trees and brush made the path so shady it was almost dark. In reply, he struck me, punching me in my stomach. I was hurt and frightened. What had I done to make him angry? Was it because I’d grown winded?

He brandished the new ax at me, swinging it close over my head, producing a breeze that tousled my hair. I sat doubled over from his punch. With his foot, he pushed my shoulder so that I fell to the ground, weeping.

“Look well at this ax, you little orange-haired vermin!” he snarled. “If I ever see your face at my door again, I will take this ax to you and kill you. But before I kill you, I will chop your mother into pieces before your eyes. Do you understand?” No matter how much he hated me, why would he harm my mother? What sort of monster had my mother taken into our home? How could she love such an awful man—and lay in his arms?

“Yes! Yes! Yes, I promise,” I sobbed. He turned and ran away, back down the path we’d traveled upon. I remained on the ground, crying in fear and rage.
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Chapter Two

Alone in the Forest
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I cannot say how long I remained lying on the ground. It was late Spring, so the sun still set earlier than in the summertime. At last, I reckoned I had to do something before I was alone in the forest in the dark.

I had no sense of direction in the forest, having been raised in the city. I believed if I went back on the same path, my stepfather would be waiting to ambush me.

I have little recollection of how I survived the next few days. What I do recall is being frightened, hungry, and often thirsty. There are rumors of wolves in the highlands of other peninsulas, but on Yama, other than birds of prey, the predators are small, threats to mice and small creatures but not humans. Of course, there are also several types of venomous snakes. As a child, I remained largely unaware of them. I did not know what Gods would protect me in the forest. Eventually, I learned the Goddess Isidraela knew me and had a plan for me. I survived only because I was under her protection. I certainly should have fallen to a snakebite or accidentally eaten poisonous mushrooms or berries. My mother, who as far as I know never set foot outside the city of Yama’al, warned me not to drink water that flowed along the ground. A whole day passed before I summoned the courage to drink water from a stream and relieve my thirst. After drinking, I sat on the ground, fearing I would fall dead from the groundwater. When the water did not kill me, I stood up and resumed walking.

Without any plan, I kept aimlessly climbing higher into the hills to make my escape. I traveled above the places where most farms could be found, upon the hills where tea grew in the sunshine. My third—or perhaps—fourth night, I slept—as best as I could—at the edge of a grove of cherry trees. The fruit was not ripe enough to eat.

“Your hair is really, really orange!” a boy’s voice exclaimed, waking me from sleep. His name, I came to know, was Gim. He had a round face and a wide, warm smile, the kind that makes you feel better when you see it. As I sat up, I noticed in the open field behind Gim several sheep and lambs. I stayed with him that day. He shared bread and hard cheese he had brought with him for his meal. As the sun began to sink in the West, Gim led me back to his home, driving the sheep before us.

Gim’s family operated a sizable farm. They raised sheep for wool as well as harvesting the cherries in their grove. There was even a small vineyard. His family, too, was sizable, with four sisters and an older brother. They lived in a house made in the rural style of Duogrour: two wings, one where the children slept, the other containing the hearth, and the bed where Gim’s mother and father slept. The roof over each sloped at a steep angle. At its highest point, the roof extended well beyond the walls. On the warmest days of summer, the family table would be brought out into the yard to eat outdoors.

I fabricated my story: I told them I was the daughter of a fisherman—that being true—and how my family was traveling to the port city of Lechalon at the mouth of the Wild Rice River. We were attacked by pirates, and only I escaped. Such a story sounded believable. While few pirates lurked in the waters close around the Yama peninsula, they posed a frequent threat on the seas. Pirates lay in wait in coves or behind sand bars all along the coast of Duogrour. Although I made it to shore, I told them, the pirates came after me. I hiked higher and higher into the hills to get away with my life. I only told them this once. I looked frightened, and they never asked me again about what happened. No doubt they meant to spare me reliving it.

Gim’s parents took me in, feeding me, replacing my clothing. I wasn’t quite adopted into the family, but I became more than a hired hand. Only Gim and the one girl younger than me, Tinya’a, treated me like a sister. I became rather fond of Tinya’a. It felt nice having someone look up to me. Of course, if they made me a part of their family, it would mean another dowry. Not being kin to them, they had no obligation to take me in as a daughter.

Gim’s family was related on his mother’s side to a Kotidor named Lo Ta’av. There were few Lawgivers in Duogrour, but I had seen one or two of them in the city where I was born. When I saw Kotidor in the streets, I avoided them. My mother warned me they administered Justice quickly and ruthlessly, with long swords called “Lawgivers.” Better to stay away from them.

The rainy season was well along that year when another Kotidor—one who was not their kinsman—came to stay in our home during stormy days. The visitor’s name was Johonark. He was tall, lean, and handsome. His sword frightened me, but he seemed kind and spoke gently. Johonark was reserved, thoughtful, serious, but always polite. While I would never forget he could kill me in an instant, his manner of dress aside, from time to time, it was easy to overlook his being Kotidor. I came to like him.

Gim’s father spoke of me to Johonark, because just before he departed, he sat with me and asked me if I wanted to join the Lawgivers. That’s how “Kotidor” translates in the Common tongue. In Nisaban, the meaning is slightly different. “Lawkeepers”—implying they do not make laws but rather uphold them.

“The training you will undergo will not be easy,” he told me. “You must learn the use of weapons, how to fight, and how to uphold the Emperor’s laws. Your training will take years, during which time you will remain in our Stronghold.”

“But in the end, I will be like you?” I asked him.

“Yes, you could well be,” he laughed. I could return to my home armed with a sword and trained as a killer for revenge against my mother’s husband, I said to myself.

Though Johonark left not long after we spoke, he returned to our house when the rainy season ended. I was sad to leave Gim and Tinya’a but determined to train and avenge myself on my stepfather. How little I appreciated the Goddess’ intentions for me.

I was naïve. A girl who thought the journey to Lechalon seemed like going to the farthest part of the world. How wrong I was. The ocean journey to Nisab took 59 days. An awful 59 days of rough seas, cold winds, and rain that seemed to come sideways. I remained seasick most of the time. The only part of the journey I enjoyed came when Johonark taught me to read and write in the Common tongue of the Empire. “What’s more,” he told me one day, “we use the same 29 letters to write words in Nisaban as well. As you learn that language, you will know how to write the words.” Such learning provided only small comfort on days when our ship rose and fell in heavy seas, icy water splashing over us like a steady rain. More than once, when I vomited, what came out splashed back in my face.

We had only been out to sea a few days when Johonark confronted me. Our boat had not yet sailed beyond the warm waters off Duogrour. Days were still sunny and pleasant, the ocean less tumultuous. After our evening meal, standing in the stern, watching the sun descend toward the land on the horizon, Johonark demanded answers.

“Perhaps you will now tell me how it is you came to be here?” I started my story again. “No,” he said. “You are a child and could not be a powerful enough swimmer to get to shore if your father’s boat foundered—if you even know how to swim in the ocean. Pirates would not bother pursuing a little girl onto the beach. No, you have not been truthful. The time has come for you to be. You wish to become Kotidor? Then know we do not lie to each other. Ever!”

So, I told him the truth of my stepfather taking me into the forest to abandon me. Tears streamed down my cheeks, but I continued speaking.

“That was the truth,” Johonark said, putting his arm over my shoulders. He ought to have told me Kotidor do not seek revenge. He should have told me even if Justice was to be delivered to my stepfather, it would not be by my hand. Johonark did not say these things. Looking at me, he must have assumed I could never really become Kotidor, no matter how serious my intentions.

Finally, during the time that Nisabans call “The Frost Moon” or “First Snow Moon,” we landed at the Kotidor Stronghold. At least I can still look out on the sea, I thought as I walked down a plank onto the dock.

The Stronghold looked much like a small town, except all the buildings were made of stone, and none were less than two stories tall. I didn’t know how many Kotidor there were, but I guessed there were hundreds of them from the size of their fortress.

It would be more than ten years before I set foot on the streets of Yama’al again.
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Second History Lesson:

Close to Shore
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The Minyeros Empire endured nearly a thousand years. During that time, they erected magnificent buildings, laid down extensive roads, and left the world with an alphabet used for writing dozens of languages. Despite all those accomplishments, they never mastered the knowledge or skills needed to navigate the open ocean.

An excellent example of this failure: no documentary or archaeological evidence indicates any Imperial presence on any of the large islands at the southeastern end of the Duogrour archipelago. Modern geologists exclude them from the islands extending out from the peninsula, most of which were formed by ancient volcanic activity; however, a short journey across the sea could have identified the significant islands. Nowadays, ships cross the Rovarz Channel in less than two days at cruising speeds.

Some writers say Imperial ships “stayed in sight of land.” That is a slight exaggeration. It would be accurate to state vessels of that era maintained their course close enough to shore to reach land within a day’s rowing. With knowledge of coves and safe harbors, trained ship pilots were essential members of the crew (a few captains doubled as pilots). They navigated by the sun and stars, though cloudy skies, especially during rainy seasons, complicated travel. This tendency to head back toward land for supplies or because of storms slowed them down.

Sailors of that period never knew how ocean currents and prevailing winds could accelerate ships’ progress. In the late 15th Century, a three-masted ship, using navigational tools, traveled from Yama’al to the city of Nisab in twenty-two days. During the Imperial period, the same trip typically lasted 54-64 days at sea.

Looking back, it is curious how this one aspect of traveling eluded the civilization of Minyeros.
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