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  I want to dedicate this book – and the entire series – to those who are different. 
To those who walk the path less obvious.
To those who resist oppression.
To those who choose good.
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  Chapter 1


South was tired. 
They were on the first journey of her life, and the last. As she was not used to traveling at all, they had tied her to the saddle of the animal that carried her along the narrow mountain paths. Because of the rain, she couldn’t see much of the landscape, but the glimpses she could catch terrified her.
She would be so glad when it was over.
The Priest leading the procession walked at a stately pace, even though their guide was urging him to go faster. Rain had been pouring down all day, and everyone wanted shelter.
But the Wind could not be hurried, he had said, and refused to walk faster.
South was used to doing what she was told, even if it was cold, uncomfortable, and unpleasant. She had been raised in the Rabbit House, together with four men and three women, living a comfortable life under the guidance of the Priests.
Every year, their quarters had moved one house closer to the peak of the Sacred Square until they had reached it last year after the Solstice ceremonies.
This year, she was participating in them. And when they were done, the Whales would move into the First House for the final year of their lives.
That’s how life was for Winds and Pillars. It had been chosen for them at birth, and it wasn’t a bad life at all, South thought. Except this journey had been harder than she expected.
The rain got stronger, and now thunder rumbled, echoing from craggy mountain faces. The clouds got even darker, and South couldn’t see much anymore.
The animal didn’t seem worried. She could see it moving its large ears, and once again, their guide walked up to the Priest and talked to him.
The Priest shook his head, but he did walk a little faster.
Good. Soon, they’d reach a village that served as waystation, just as they had on the last five days. Or had that been six? She couldn’t remember. All she wanted was a hot bath and a soft bed. Her bones hurt from sitting in the saddle.
The South Pyramid was the one furthest away from the Holy City. Only now did she realize what that meant.
She must be the only Rabbit still alive.
Of course, this year, new Rabbits would be born and chosen, but her friends would all be dead by now.
Her beloved Moon had been the first of them to go. For once, she allowed herself to remember that moment.






  
  Chapter 2


Moon had already been tied down onto the sacrificial half orb on top of the Moon Pyramid when she made love to him for the last time. He had specifically asked her to be with him at that moment. 
She gently massaged his member until it had risen again in her hands. When she finally took him into herself, she let her tears flow. Nobody would see them, not even Moon. His shaved head was resting in the hollow in the orb, bent back so far she couldn’t see his face. From the hollow, his blood would flow through the channels cut in the orb and splash down the side of the pyramid, renewing the life of the realm.
She forced herself not to think of that, to fill her mind with thoughts of the love she held for him, with memories of the many times they had lain together.
He moaned softly as she rode him, giving him pleasure for the last time. She rubbed his nipples the way he liked it, and was proud she managed to bring him to another release. The final one.
Yes, she was a good lover.
Not that it mattered much now.
The Priest’s hands on her shoulder were a clear signal to get off him and step back.
She ran her hands over his smooth belly one last time, tight as he was stretched over the orb, feeling the crisp hair further down, touching the silken skin of his member in farewell.
She didn’t bother hiding her tears when she stepped back to her place with the other Winds.
Life and Death, the head Priests, walked up to the edge of the pyramid, next to Moon’s head. They lifted their gleaming blades high, letting the noon sun glint off them for the masses to see.
With precise, quick movements, they opened the arteries in his neck. Blood spurted out, spraying them first and then rushing down the channel cut into the orb. The crowd cheered.
Moon never made a sound. Only at the end did his breath rattle a little. He died just as he had lived his life—quietly, gently, without a fuss.
And South’s heart broke.






  
  Chapter 3


Thunder rolled. South could feel the hair on her head rise up, and the sensation was scary. 
Their guide talked to the Priest in a very urgent voice, but once again, he couldn’t sway the leader of the procession.
When little rocks began falling down the mountainside, South wondered at the cheerful sound they made, clattering and ringing.
Suddenly the guide grabbed the animal’s lead, dashed past the Priest, and ran, the animal following him at a fast pace.
South clung to the saddle, even though the ropes meant that she couldn’t fall off.
More rocks fell, and then a deep rumble filled South’s heart with terror.
The guide stopped running. With quick movements, he undid the ropes tying South to the animal, then lifted her down and pushed her close to the rock wall.
“Stay here.”
Many rocks rained down, and the animal pressed in close to them. South stared as the whole mountain seemed to come down on them.
The guide grabbed her cloak, tore it off, and tossed it into the abyss.
“What…” She stared at him.
“Saving a Wind,” he muttered. “Don’t move. Wish us luck.”
She did as she was told, centering herself and focusing on being lucky enough to survive this rockfall.
Very gradually, the rockfall became less, and the noise eased. Soon, the only sounds she could still hear was the rain and their breathing. All three of them had escaped without a scratch.
South blinked up at the guide. “What do we do now?”
He took a deep breath. “Now we climb.”
The rain eased even more, and far away, a ray of reddish sunlight broke through the clouds.
To South, it looked like a promise.
The guide took a few steps, sighed, and held out his hand. “Come. This will be the hardest thing you ever did, but we need to climb up and around this. With luck, we can regain the path.”
He had no idea. The hardest thing she had done was to make love to Moon just before his death. She could walk all night if she had to.
They almost did.
It took slow, careful steps to walk on the area of the rockfall before them. More than once, South slipped and was only kept from tumbling down the mountainside by the guide’s hand. She marveled at the animal following them without being led.
They moved up on the mountain, and for a while, South thought they were also moving back into the direction they had come from.
When the moon rose, she realized that this was indeed what the guide had been doing. They were climbing up and around the part of the mountain that had broken off. She was shocked to see how the only part of the path that was undamaged was where they had been huddling during the rockfall. An outcrop above the path had protected them.
And the guide had known.
She was getting very tired now, she realized. Her feet hurt, her legs were trembling, and she started to feel dizzy.
“I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I need a break.”
He looked at her and nodded quickly. “I should have given you some time to rest before now. But we’re only just out of the part that might also fall.”
She gazed at the mountain above them. It didn’t look any different. “Does it… do that often?”
The guide gave a little chuckle. “No, it does not. But often enough that we have tales.”
“I see.”
They sat down, in silence, and South pondered their situation. “What do we do next?”
“I will take you to our village. There you can rest and recover.”
“I… I have a duty to fulfill.” She bit her lip. She was a Rabbit, she had to die, she had to protect the Holy Empire.
He shook his head. “I have not saved you to watch you bleed out on that blasted Pyramid.”
She blinked several times. “But…”
His grim smile was visible even in the pale moonlight. “Oh, don’t worry. They will find someone.”
“They… what?”
He put his hand on her shoulder, much to her surprise. Few people touched a Wind. But it felt good. Almost like Moon… no. Moon was dead. Just like all the others.
“Don’t even think about it,” he said gently. “Just think about making it down this mountain for now. Soon, we’ll get to a path, and then you can ride my mule again.”
So that’s what that animal was. A mule. She looked at it, at the long ears, the gray color and the lighter color around its mouth and on its legs, washed out in the moonlight. In its way, it was beautiful. She had never seen one before this journey.
“That sounds good,” she said after a while. It was surprisingly easy to think only about the next things to do. She got up. “Let’s get down the mountain.”
He smiled. “You’re good at this.”
South shrugged. “We all practiced how to focus. Every day.”
And she did, with a vengeance. She followed the guide and sensed the animal following her. She extended her senses and felt the gentle wind, the caress of the few raindrops still dancing in the air, and enjoyed the light of the moon that she could glimpse between clouds now and then.
She had no idea how much time had passed when the guide stopped.
“That was well done,” he said. “Now Rock will carry you again, and you can rest. I will take you to safety.”
“Thank you.” She put all her gratitude into her words and liked how he smiled back.
Her buttocks hurt when he helped her into the saddle again, but she didn’t care. And she didn’t even mind when he tied to her to the saddle with those ropes, knowing they would keep her safe.
When the mule started moving, she felt how exhausted she was.
“Go to sleep if you can,” the guide said gently. “We’ll take care of you.”
South closed her eyes and did as she was told.






  
  Chapter 4


When South woke, it was dark. She was trembling a little, having dreamed of the other Winds awaiting their fate. Then she realized that there was someone curled at her back and that she had her arms wrapped around a small body. A child. 
She dimly remembered tossing and turning, despite her exhaustion. Maybe they figured out that she wasn’t used to sleeping alone.
Then it hit her. She was holding a child, and tears flowed again.
She hadn’t held a child in three years. Her own little ones had been taken away when they were six months old, and she had only been allowed to see them while she fed them. They never even told her whether they were Pillars or Winds, and they stopped letting her see them when they were a year old.
The Houses never mingled. She had never seen them again.
She allowed the tears to flow, sobbing silently, feeling absolutely empty.
Even so, whoever was lying behind her seemed to wake. They put a hand on her hips, and it felt so much like Moon that she felt both soothed and even more sad.
Somehow, she cried herself back to sleep.

      [image: ]When she woke next, she was lying alone in a large bed. The sun was shining into the one window of the roof, and she could hear sounds outside.
Sounds she couldn’t place.
Yes, there was talk and laughter and a little child wailed for a while, but there was so much more.
South couldn’t stay in bed. She got up and noticed her traveling tunic hanging from the wall. It seemed that someone had beaten most of the dust out of it. And it was dry. Even though it still showed a lot of dirt, she put it on. She had nothing else.
Then she went exploring this strange new world she had landed in, her heart pounding in fear.
“Ah, there you are.” Her guide smiled at her from across the yard. He was brushing the mule. Rock, she remembered. Around him, a flock of strange birds was pecking the ground. They were different colors of brown and white, and they made some of the sounds she had heard.
They were oddly soothing.
“Good morning,” she said politely.
“I hope you slept well,” he said.
“Mostly.”
“She cried.” One of the children looked at her for a while before turning back to the bowl with peas she was shelling.
“So I did,” she admitted. Among the Rabbits, there were no secrets. Then she reminded herself that the Rabbits were dead.
“Come, sit in the sun with me,” the child said, pointing to a spot on the bench next to her.
South did what she was told. “Thank you.”
“Why did you cry?” the child asked.
She thought about that for a while. How could she explain what she had lost to a child?
“I miss my friends,” she finally said, and it was a tiny sliver of the truth.
The guide nodded at that. “So it’s time you make some new ones. I’m Goha. And you’re talking to my daughter Shani.”
Goha and Shani. She repeated the names in her mind, forcing herself to remember them.
“And what’s your name?” Shani wanted to know.
“S—” She couldn’t say it. She was South, but at the same time, she wasn’t anymore. South’s place was on that orb on top of the Pyramid. She was grateful that she couldn’t see it from where she sat.
“How about we call you Saya?” the guide suggested.
She tested the name in her mind. Somehow, she liked it.
“It sounds good,” she said after a while.
“You can keep it.” Goha grinned at her, patted the mule, and put the brushes into a basket on the side of the wooden barn. Rock ran her mouth through his short, black hair, and he laughed, rubbing the mule’s face.
“Is there… something I can do?” she asked.
Goha shook his head. “Not right now. And you’re still finding yourself, aren’t you?”
South nodded.
“My wife Lanari is asking our Shaman for help. I hope they’ll be here soon.”
A Shaman? Shouldn’t that be a Priest?
He must have seen her frown because he chuckled. “We’re outside the border. We have a Shaman. She’s wise. She’s also my aunt.”
South didn’t know what to think of that, but she pushed it away. Thinking of Shamans was unsettling.
“So you can just sit in the sun a little more, and chat with Shani if you like. Or just sit.”
Just sitting there sounded good. She squinted at the sun and hid a sigh.
Usually, the Rabbits got up at sunrise. They would do exercises in the atrium of their house, then they would have breakfast and when the gong sounded, they would meditate until it sounded again.
Here, there was no order.
Shani was still shelling peas, she realized, humming to herself while she did so. The birds had walked further away, pecking in the green border of the open yard.
“What are these?” she asked Shani.
“The chicken? They are no special breed. Just chicken.”
“I see.” So these were chicken. She had used the meat and eggs often enough when cooking for the Rabbits. Earth had looked down on the meat, saying that beef was better. South hadn’t cared, she had eaten everything on her plate.
She had never known that chicken were birds. Or that they lived in flocks. She watched them, fascinated by their quick movements and the odd, cooing sounds.
“Do you have chicken where you live?”
South had to think about that answer, too. She was certain that people in Holy Town had chicken, considering how small they were. But there had been none in the Sacred Square.
“Not in our yard, no,” she finally said.
“Oh, that’s a shame. Chicken are good. I like them.”
South just nodded. It gave her more to think about, so she didn’t have to feel any pain. Watching them was safe.
Moon would laugh at her for being so fascinated with chicken, she idly thought. And then she remembered that he was dead, and that his blood was staining the side of the Moon Pyramid. Tears rolled down her face and she couldn’t stop them.
“Saya, what’s wrong?” Shani patted her leg.
“My best friend is dead,” she sobbed, feeling that pain fully for the first time, knowing she’d have to live with it for the rest of her life.
“I’m sorry.” The child turned and hugged her, and somehow, that helped a little.






  
  Chapter 5


Sun died the day after Moon. She had chosen Sky for giving her the final release in her life. 
She had always been a large woman, her voice and her singing easily filling the entire house. She danced through the exercises in the atrium, and she was vocal in her lovemaking. And so she made her loud, happy sounds when she reached her peak, despite being tied to the orb of the Sun Pyramid.
South was missing her already. She would never feel Sun’s hug again, that soft embrace filling her with love, that full presence in the house.
Sun’s belly was full, and her breasts large, and her position on the orb had made them look even bigger. South had looked at them, filling her mind with the essence of her friend. Sky made vigorous love to her, right there, and South could tell that Sun enjoyed it as she had enjoyed almost everything in life.
Maybe that was a good way to live a life.
When the Priests slashed her neck, she also made sounds, a soft mewling, maybe of pain, and her final breath was a long, loud sigh.
Sun was gone within moments, her life spent, her blood marking the renewal of the Empire. It should have been a joyful occasion, and the crowd was cheering just as they had the day before. But South was filled with sadness.
They walked down the Sun Pyramid, back to the Rabbit home that had lost its most visible member. The Priests made them exercise, made them meditate, and at night, they all curled up together.
South found herself in the embrace of Sky, who was making love with a desperate urgency that told her how upset he was.
It was his turn to die the next noon.






  
  Chapter 6


South woke to the cooing of the chicken and shook herself out of the memories that had crowded her sleep. 
Sky had not died easily.
She pushed those images away as well, got up, and put on her old, dirty tunic. Then she scrubbed the tears from her face and walked into the yard. There was no Priest to tell her what to do, and she felt useless. Lanari had returned alone the day before because the Shaman had been called away to an urgent case.
South didn’t mind. She sat on the bench, watched the chicken, and saw Goha hauling buckets of water, pouring them into the trough at the barn. Rock was there, nuzzling him, and then sipped water through her lips.
“Good morning,” he said with a smile.
“Can I help?”
He shook his head. “Already done. But maybe Lanari can use some help in the kitchen.”
That sounded promising. She got up and found the kitchen by following the scent of baking bread.
“Good morning, Lanari,” she said, trying to imagine she was talking to Sun. But Goha’s wife was short and lithe, not at all like her Rabbit friend.
“Ah, it’s good to see you, Saya.”
Right. That was the name they had given her.
Soon, South was stirring a thick stew, which was part of breakfast here. She couldn’t tell what it was made from, but obviously cooking this far south was different from the meals in Holy City. A part of her was intrigued, another part missed her old life fiercely.
“Madu promised she’d come over today,” Lanari was saying. “She really wants to meet you, but Kerai’s boy has been sickly, and she was worried about him.”
“I understand.” South didn’t, not really, but she remembered when her son had been sick once. The Priests had sent a Healer. Was a Shaman a cross between a Priest and a Healer? The idea was fascinating.
A little later, she helped Lanari set the table and place the food on it. That, at least, was familiar work, even though the people at the table were not. After breakfast, she helped Lanari wash the dishes and put everything away before she went out to sit on the bench again. Once again, she didn’t know what to do, and there was no Priest around to tell her.
Here, in Goha’s household, everyone knew what to do. Yes, Lanari told the children to do chores but didn’t include her. Which was good, she had no idea how to do most of the things the children did.
Life as a Rabbit had been clearly defined and, as she was finding out, very limited.
So she was relieved when an old woman with a staff entered the yard. She noticed her bright eyes immediately, eyes that didn’t miss anything.
“So you must be Saya,” she said with a smile that sat more in her eyes than on her
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