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			Dedication

			
		
                Several of the quotes that start each chapter are actually not entirely mine (though some are), but instead are paraphrases from various Nag Hammadi Library texts, with names and other details changed to fit this fictional world, then re-attributed to (fictional) texts from this novel's world. So if the quotes sound semi-familiar to readers who might be have read the Nag Hammadi documents (aka "The Gnostic Gospels"), that's why.
 
 
 
 
            The culture of the Newlands and the Protectorate is a projection of what (perhaps, maybe, possibly) Syrian culture might have become in some alternate history and universe. The society of the kohrina is largely, freely, and certainly inaccurately borrowed from various Native American tribes. The shreeliala culture was entirely created from scratch.
            There are no valid historical parallels here, so don't bother looking for them. Really.
You'll find that many of the names and terms for the various Houses are borrowed from Arabic or Turkish.
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If you can dream the shape of your desires and learn the taste of them

Then you begin to understand how they might be accomplished

Once you do that, anything is possible

—The Great Thunder Epic

I. KNOWLEDGE OF THE LAND
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Chapter One
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The Perfect Mind answered me, saying, “If the world that you see before you is obscure, how can you possibly hope to understand worlds that are not yet visible to you?”

—The Book of the Vjtodai

––––––––
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THE RIVER SHIAMA WAS running muddy and fast from the autumn rains, frothing around stones wearing frocks of green lichens and moss on the shore. It was also wide and deep enough this close to Meyadin that the shreeliala regularly traveled its waters. Because of that, rather than risk a cross-species incident, the Legate had contracted with the shreeliala to ferry Kurien Mafouz bond Basar and Rabka Samman across the river. The shreeliala sent one of their kind named Alalalia to take them across—this was odd, as neither Kuri or Rabka had ever heard of a shreeliala by that name.

As usual, no matter what the name, the shreeliala was late.

“How much do you want to bet that if it were sunny and warm, we’d already be across?” Kuri asked. He leavened his words with a half-laugh, but it still sounded false to Rabka, an attempt to converse with her while avoiding talking about the significant issue that hung between them, still too tender and raw to touch. Kuri shook his head. Cold beads of water sprayed madly from brown locks turned nearly black with moisture. 

Rabka’s own head ached from the knowledge that the rain would continue for another stripe or more: she could feel the rain, moving westward in the clouds overhead and stretching back over the horizon. Water Finding was perhaps the most common of the craft skills among the various Houses, and House Samman was the most proficient with it—an invaluable and frankly essential skill back in the deserts of the Protectorate, but useless and nearly ironic here in the Newlands, where water was all too plentiful.

Her fingers were stiff and numb from the rain and chill, and the small of her back ached from the weight of her pack. This was a day that threatened to be filled with khudda—excrement. A day she knew she was going to want to forget. 

That was a shame. After last night, after what Rabka and Kuri had shared together, in a perfect world it would have been a wonderful day. But this world, in Rabka’s opinion, was far from perfect.

“Knowing what we’re likely to see, I’m not in any hurry to get there,” Rabka answered. She crouched under the spotty shelter of an Old Man’s Ear, the huge, leathery leaves dripping around her. Rabka sat just out of range of Kuri’s touch; her long black hair carefully bound up and concealed by her headscarf—the shayla. That she’d covered her hair for him should have been enough to tell Kuri that Rabka was having second thoughts about last night. She’d been attracted to Kuri ever since she’d arrived in Meyadin. They’d been thrown together so many times on patrols, and Kuri had made it obvious that the attraction was mutual which had caused trouble between Rabka and Sabriye, if not everyone within House Basar, even before Sabriye had died. 

Then last night...

Kuri had escorted Rabka to her rooms above the Still Waters, slipping inside the door without a word, kissing her with the passion she’d always hoped to spark in him, his lips desperate, his hands pulling her to him. “Kuri, are you sure about this?” she’d asked. “Superior Basar...”

“Hush,” he told her. “Forget about Superior Basar. I’m here. Just shut the door...” He’d left a few hours later, not daring to spend the night. The intimacy had been a wondrous dream, but the rest of the night favored Rabka with other, darker dreams, Now, this morning, neither of them was quite sure what to say to the other or how to act. Their lovemaking stood between them like the walls of the Protector’s fortress in Auwal Beled, tall and foreboding, and through the narrow arrow slits only niceties and bland comments seemed able to pass. Anything of significance was blocked.

Moving from friends to lovers could be a more dangerous journey than crossing kohrina lands. This was especially true for Rabka with Kurien. His bond-mate Sabriye had died only eight months ago, and there was the added complication of Kahel, Kuri’s son by Sabriye. Adding weight to that was the black mood of Aysu, the Superior of House Basar, who was also Sabriye’s mother. To Superior Aysu, any betrayal of Sabriye was a betrayal to the entire House Basar. Rabka knew Aysu would never release Kahel to Kuri, especially not if Kuri were to bond to someone from House Samman. 

Especially not to Rabka Samman, a disreputable and disgraced young woman from a disreputable and disgraced minor House. Rabka wondered if Kuri was also now regretting last night and wishing he’d never succumbed to temptation. 

Everything in Rabka’s universe had been altered in that one night, in their single act of passion. Everything. Rabka wanted desperately to talk with Kuri, but she had to wait. She wasn’t ready for that talk. It didn’t appear that Kuri was particularly eager for that conversation either. 

Rabka’s bow, its leather-wrapped wood length stained dark with use, was propped unstrung against the tree’s trunk, her pack alongside it. A beaded curtain of rain pattered from the purple edges of the foliage above her and onto the spongy covering of mud lichens.

“The shreeliala Alalalia will be here,” Rabka said. “You know how the whistlers are, and this one will likely be no different. Give her time, Kuri.”

Kuri grunted. He scanned the river again for signs of the shreeliala—the whistler—then glanced at the heavily-wooded hills on the opposite side. 

Rabka shook her head. What in the name of the Great Thunder had possessed House Toprak to leave Meyadin for a forsaken site on the wrong side of the Shiama? She’d heard Superior Faik Toprak’s speech to the Wise and the Council Meyadin months ago, full of grandiose plans for expanding Meyadin’s influence to the eastern bank of the Shiama before the province of Auwal Beled claimed those lands. “The kohrina won’t be a problem,” Superior Faik had insisted. “This time of year, they’re all in the mountains of the Great and Lesser Spines. By the time they come back down close to Meyadin, our House will be well-enough established that they won’t bother us. If they try to do so, we’ll take care of the threat.” 

The Wise and the council members had grunted and argued and disagreed, but they could legally do nothing to stop House Toprak from making the move. Now, there’d been no contact from House Toprak for over a week. None of the family or their bonds had come into Meyadin to purchase supplies. The Wise was worried—which was why Rabka and Kuri were sitting on the riverbank in the rain.

Kuri was evidently still concerned about the shreeliala, pacing along the riverbank. He glanced again at Rabka and stooped to pick up a rock; Rabka saw skitterbugs foraging along the bank scatter for cover at the sudden movement. He tossed the rock underhanded into the river; it birthed brief ripples that the sepia-colored currents washed away. A moment later, Kuri ducked belatedly as the same stone came hurtling back toward him, thudding soddenly in the mud a stride behind him. “Khudda!” he cursed. “What in the Great Thunder...” 

High, shrill laughter followed through the rain. Rabka was almost tempted to laugh herself. Almost. 

“Sand people no throw stones in river,” said a voice in the slurred, warbling pronunciation of the whistlers: Shaand peepul na thow shones een reeva. Newlanders, or ‘Sand people,’ as the shreeliala called the Newlanders, weren’t able to speak the shreeliala language at all, which consisted of whistles and warbling, much of it well above any Newlander’s vocal range. “Might have hit Alalalia.” 

Rabka and Kuri stared in the direction of the voice. A head was bobbing a hundred feet out from the shore—a lump of dappled reddish flesh studded with a half dozen tentacles, in the midst of which feathery orange gills waved. Two eye pupils that swam with golden flecks, each protruding on its own tentacle from the forested face. Four of the other tentacles ended in hand-like appendages; it was one of those that had thrown the stone back at Kuri. Alalalia had a far more colorful face than that of the usual whistler.

“I suppose I should know better,” Kuri answered. “Sorry. But Alalalia should also be on time. Then you wouldn’t have had to worry about being hit by stones, would you?”

Legate Bala Rahim had said the shreeliala he’d hired was called by other shreeliala a “Strange One.” Rabka now understood that. The shreeliala that Rabka had met in the past rarely talked much at all to “sand people.” Most of them were more plainly colored, and their eyes were simply unrelieved black. Yes, Alalalia was definitely strange in both appearance and attitude.

Kuri was answered by a distinct hiss of scorn from the whistler. Rabka emerged from under the tree, pulling on her pack and picking up her bow. She didn’t look at Kuri, and remained a careful step away from him—no accidental touches, nothing that might be construed as intimacy. Kuri, I wanted to be with you for so long, she wanted to tell him. That was my dream as well. But now we’re hurting because of it, and I think we both regret going over that line. If we need to go back to the way it was, well, I will try to pretend it never happened. 

But it won’t be easy.

Her head throbbed. She didn’t say any of the words. The wall between them was too high and solid.

“You’re supposed to be getting us across the damn river, Alalalia,” Kuri called out.

“You Kuri Mafouz bond Basar.” “Yes. And my...” there was a distinct pause, as if Kuri uncertain how to refer to Rabka. “...friend and I been waiting a long time for you.”

“Sand people always in fucking hurry.” Whistlers might not speak well, but they understood cursing perfectly. The head disappeared under the surface of the water for a moment, then reappeared. A glistening, translucent white rectangle bobbed to the surface behind the creature. The shreeliala spoke a craft spell-word that Rabka felt echoing in her own head. The creature’s tentacles waved and writhed as air hissed and water cascaded from the sides of the raft. 

“Damn boat’s right here,” Alalalia announced. One of the whistler’s hand-tentacles grabbed at a rope as her muscular body flexed, giving Rabka and Kuri a glimpse of the flat, horizontal tail fluke and long sleek body, also dusted with the golden speckles like those in her eyes. As Alalalia approached the bank, Rabka could see the raft more clearly: it was formed of the clear, organic material the whistlers favored for most of their built objects, airweed-pods clinging to the sides which the shreeliala craft-magic could utilize to inflate or deflate the boat. It looked as if two people could just about manage to fit inside—with their gear and weapons, it would be a tight fit, as well as a heavy one.

“You sure you can get both of us in that thing?” Rabka asked suspiciously.

“Get in, not get in. Sand people choose. Shreeliala already been damn paid, either way.” Alalalia sniggered again with wet amusement. A ‘Strange One’ indeed, Rabka thought.

Rabka raised an eyebrow as she glanced at Kuri, who shrugged under his pack. “Legate Rahim paid in advance,” Kuri admitted. “Great. The Legate’s a terrible negotiator, especially against the shreeliala, but then he doesn’t have to personally deal with the consequences.”

“Right. First rule with the shreeliala: never pay for anything upfront. You think the Legate would understand that by now.” Rabka exhaled a long breath, and put one foot in the water to reach out for the boat. Cold water rushed over the top of her boot; she swallowed a curse. “Just remember to be here to bring us back,” she told Alalalia. The whistler didn’t answer, but waved a quartet of tentacles in their direction. Rabka assumed that was a shreeliala “yes”—the kohrina Rabka knew all too well, unfortunately; the shreeliala she’d had far less contact with. 

The Wise should have been involved, not just the Legate. There should have been a proper wooden boat with oars and a full double hand of rangers for this. If House Toprak had been a well-respected family, if Superior Faik had even bothered to get the Wise’s agreement before making such a stupid move, we’d have a full rescue crew sent out for House Toprak. Now Kuri and I are stuck with the result. With not even a full hand of rangers, just two of us... The image that came to Rabka was both brutal and bloody; she shook her head to try to rid herself of it, but it refused to dissolve.

Kuri steadied the boat as Rabka stepped in, then he followed. The side of the boat dimpled under his weight, the strange-feeling fabric stretching under his foot so much that Rabka was afraid it would tear. It held, grudgingly, though the bottom became damp where Rabka was sitting. Kuri gave her a sympathetic grimace. 

“Ranger field work’s so glamorous,” Rabka said to him. “It’s much better than any other occupation we could have.” 

Kuri managed a wan, uncertain smile at her sarcasm. The wall held.

They couldn’t avoid touching each now, crowded in the tiny craft. They both pretended not to care. “How’s little Kahel doing? Is he over that cold?” Rabka asked.

“Just about. He still has a bit of a cough.”

Rabka sighed. You have to talk about what happened or it will just fester inside. “Listen, Kuri,” Rabka started to say, “about last night—”

“Ready now,” Alalalia interrupted loudly, and took the tow rope in her grasping tentacles once more. She trilled something in her own language, a high whistle that seemed to lance through Rabka’s ears. Another shreeliala, this one the silent and blue-black skinned version, appeared alongside her, also taking up the rope. The boat grated against the muddy bottom and started out from the bank, sliding alarmingly sideways in the strong current as both Kuri and Rabka clutched at the sides. The whistler trilled again, and yet another blue-black shreeliala appeared, this one pushing the boat from behind. The trio of whistlers herded them across the river, finally grounding the boat on the far side in the lee of a half-drowned tree-trunk, where the water was calmer. 

The two blue-black whistlers vanished under the brown water again, leaving Alalalia. Rabka could feel the river’s current tugging at the boat, trying to pull it away again. She started to move, to step out of the shreeliala craft into the shallow water, but Alalalia did something that Rabka had never seen a shreeliala do before. She rose up on her tail flukes as if they were two small legs. Still holding the tow rope in her tentacles, she waddled up the muddy bank, pulling the raft completely onto the ground with impressive strength. They could see muscles rippling along Alalalia’s body.

Both of them gaped open-mouthed at the sight.

Alalalia released the rope. She warbled twice, head tentacle waving; the raft hissed and collapsed, leaving the two of them sitting on its rubbery surface.

“How...” Rabka began. “I’ve never seen...”

“No other sand people have. No shreeliala have either. Our secret, yes? Just us.”

Rabka glanced at Kuri, who was now also standing. He shrugged, shaking his head as he stared at Alalalia. “At least we’re on the other side now,” he said, stepping off the raft and onto the ground.

Rabka stood up also, shrugging her pack onto her shoulders. She also stepped away from the raft, which collapsed into its original small rectangle. Alalalia swung it up by the tow rope with her hand tentacles, where it swayed. Alalalia was still standing, her odd eyes fixed on them. The whistler stood a good head taller than Kuri.

Rabka saw Kuri, wide-eyed, take in a long breath and release it again. “We’ll be back in four stripes of the glass,” Kuri said to Alalalia. He took a narrow glass vial from his pack, marked with several painted stripes. He dipped it into the river to fill it to the top stripe, covered it, and set the jar in a small tripod near the river bank. A droplet formed on the bottom and fell to the ground, then another: a steady, measured drip from a tiny hole drilled there. He pointed at the jug. “Four stripes on the glass,” Kuri said. “No more than that. We may have sand people with us when we return.” He glanced at Rabka. She lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug—neither one of them believed that such a scenario was at all likely. “If so, they’ll need transport across too. Be here, or we’ll be talking to the Legate about getting our payment back.”

One eye tentacle now seemed to be regarding Kuri, the other the water clock. Alalalia walked back down the muddy embankment and into the river, leaving only her head out of water. The whistler’s tail flukes slapped water. “Time too damn important to sand people. Always talking time like it’s your possession. Is not.”

“Just be here, damn it.”

“Be here, not be here. One or the damn other. Enjoy trip,” Alalalia answered, and sank under the swirling currents. Kuri gave an exasperated breath. 

“That Alalalia’s beyond odd,” Rabka said. “No wonder they call her a ’Strange One.’ Sometimes I think we shouldn’t have signed our last treaty with them. I had no idea a shreeliala could walk on land. ‘Our secret’ indeed. The Wise will be interested to know that.” She unslung her bow from her shoulder, hooking one end around her ankle and stepping over it with the other leg to bend the curved wood and string it. Her arms trembling, she slipped the knot over the end and into the worn groove there. If anything, her weapon looked more battered and old than Kuri’s. “But any whistler, no matter how strange, is better than a kohrina,” she added, and forced the image of Alalalia to the back of her mind where it was quickly crowded out by the gory vision she was certain they’d find at the Toprak House. 

“Damn near anything’s better than the snarlies,” Kuri answered. He’d moved away from her again. He glanced at the water clock and at the river into which Alalalia had vanished, then up to where the clouds hid the sun and dribbled cold rain on them. “From what the Wise told me, we’re less than a stripe away from the House Toprak clanhouse, just over that ridge. Due north. We should find a path not far in. No actual road, though; the Topraks didn’t have time to put in much.”

“They picked a great spot for a settlement, all around.” Rabka tightened the cinch on her pack and made sure her arrows were within reach in the quiver, as well as the hilts of her sword and boot knife. She adjusted the shayla around her head, tucking in stray strands of hair. “There’s no help for them on this side of the river. You know the location, Kuri; take the lead.”

Kuri gave her a look that she couldn’t quite decipher, shrugged his pack once, and strode off, boots squelching in wet, packed sand for two steps. Then the sound changed as he moved into the high whispergrass of the flood plain of the Shiama. Rabka followed, a few paces behind so that if they were ambushed, one of them might be able to respond. 

That was unlikely with the kohrina—scornfully named “snarlies” by the first settlers here—who nearly always called a challenge prior to attacking. Airsnappers wheeled overhead, alerted by their movement, and Rabka watched them: the bird-like amphibians’ swooping, diving paths centered over the two of them, which indicated that she and Kuri were most likely alone in the field. The sourness in her stomach receded a bit, but she could still feel the tension in her neck and shoulders.

In the nightmare, the dream she’d once thought was true-sight, a vision of her future, she’d been walking through a field like this, and a kohrina suddenly burst out from cover. “Reka!” the snarly had screamed, calling out his challenge, and Rabka had thrown her weapons aside. The kohrina charged, the creatures claws ripped into Rabka’s face and side as she desperately tried to fend it off, and she’d screamed...

––––––––
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THEIR PATH LED UPWARD into the dripping emerald twilight under the forest canopy. Most of the trees were tallfellows—reputedly so named because when Kai Panikkar, the Original, first stepped out from his sailing ship onto the shore of the western continent they would call the Newlands, he lifted a hand, pointed to one of the massive ferns climbing straight up a hundred feet in the air before exploding in a roof of yellow and purple leaves, and said “By the Great Thunder, those are tall fellows.” 

Under the roof of tallfellows, bright red fungal growths stabbed upward like soft corals from the mossy grass. Spinners had set their webs of crystalline, sticky ropes between them; Rabka carefully snapped the strands with the end of her bow, taking care not to touch them—the stinging fluid coating them was powerful enough to render a small child unconscious, and would burn an adult’s skin. She had a crisscross of scars over her left forearm from an unfortunate childhood stumble into a spinner’s nest. There were grunts from the spinners waiting in the moist grass where the webs ended, and one of the orange and black creatures poked its snout out and flicked a tongue in their direction, scenting them.

They walked on.

At the crest of the hill, a break in the tallfellows allowed them to look out over a small valley. The clouds had thinned and the rain had slowed to a mere drizzle. It would stop entirely soon, Rabka could sense. Kuri waved, and both he and Rabka crouched down in the wet, high grass—if people from the Toprak House had made this path, they hadn’t used it recently. “Down there,” Kuri whispered. “See that roof in the clearing?” 

Rabka nodded. A hand shielding her eyes from the rain, she scanned the area. “Don’t see anyone around. No snarlies, but no one else, either. It’s cold enough they’d probably have a fire going in the main house, but I don’t see smoke or smell a cook fire. Maybe they’re all just out for a nice stroll in this rain.”

“Right,” Kuri answered. The sourness was back in Rabka’s stomach, and she could see Kuri’s face set in a rigid frown as he turned to glance at her. “I’m sure of it. That’s why the Wise sent us out here; to find them strolling in the woods.”

Kuri started down the slope in the shelter of the tallfellows again; Rabka followed. This will not turn out well. She could already feel it. This will not turn out well at all,

She estimated it took them half a stripe to descend into the valley, moving as silently and carefully as they could. As they approached the clearing where the Toprak clanhouse had been built, Kuri stopped, holding up his hand. “You smell that?” he whispered. For a few moments, Rabka smelled nothing but the earthy odor of the moss underfoot and the dampness of the rain, then a stir of wind brought the scent to her: the sickly, unmistakable fragrance of rotting meat. Her gorge rose, and she forced the burning acid back down. She put down her pack and tied a cloth over her mouth and nose; a step away, Kuri was doing the same.

The odor was only slightly better behind the cloth. Neither of them said anything. They both knew what they were going to see. 

Reality was worse than imagination.

The Toprak family had erected a fence of cut saplings around the clearing, less as a defense than to keep the livestock in, though their animals had either escaped or been taken: most of the fencing now leaned outward, sagging. According to what the Wise had told them, the fledgling House Toprak had consisted of five women, seven men, and eight children. Most of the men and two of the women were here, in the yard. They’d been butchered, all of them. Slaughtered and beheaded. The heads had been mounted on the saplings, facing outward, the trimmed, sharpened trunks of the saplings protruding from their open mouths like thick, obscene tongues. Rabka recognized Superior Faik’s head among them. The rest of their bodies were scattered through the yard—a limbless torso by the well, a partially skeletonized arm thrown on the steps, intestines draped like obscene sausages over the wood pile. Scavengers had been at the remains; clouds of black carrion bugs hovered over them.

“Khudda!” Rabka stared in horror; to her right, Kuri was struggling not to be sick. “They’ve been dead for days,” Rabka said, her voice muffled by the cloth around her face. It helped to talk; keeping her mind off her roiling, unsettled belly. If Kuri had lost his stomach contents at that moment, she would have been right behind him. “No one’s heard from them for some time, right? My bet is that the kohrina hit them five or six days ago. There’s no one alive out here, Kuri. The clanhouse—that’s where the other bodies will be.”

The house was a ruin, a shell: all the doors and windows had been smashed and broken, furniture overturned and shattered. The smell was almost unbearable. Rabka and Kuri found the remainder of the family in the kitchen. There’d been butchery there, as there had been outside, but those inside had faced a quicker, less prolonged death. Both of them knew what happened here; they’d seen it before too many times over the years.

First the snarlies would have surrounded the settlement, calling out the ritual challenge to the people they called “softskins”—their derogatory terms for those of Rabka and Kuri’s race. “Reka!” Kohris Quiet Spring, the female who was the leader of the Deep Frost Lake clan, would have cried to those inside in their language—a challenge for Superior Faik or a champion he might name to engage in unarmed, ritual combat with one of the kohrina to settle their dispute. “Reka!” Three times Kohris Quiet Spring would have issued the challenge, while the Toprak family fired arrows at the half-hidden forms among the tallfellows, hoping to drive away the snarlies. “Reka!”

After the third challenge was refused, the kohris would have waved her warriors forward: the kohrina would feel free to counterattack in force after the refusal of reka, using their warsticks and arrow throwers to fire back at the Toprak house. There had been too many kohrina for the Toprak family to fend off; they’d finally swarmed over the fence and into the house. Anyone still living was dragged outside. The adults were separated from the children and nursing women, and again Superior Faik would be formally challenged by Kohris Quiet Spring with reka, given a last opportunity to win freedom for his House against overwhelming odds. 

He would have lost—if he even accepted the challenge—and the kohrina, feeling confident, would issue the challenge to each of the adults in turn. Any person who accepted the challenge would face a kohrina champion: empty-handed against a much stronger, larger, and heavier opponent with talons and ripping teeth. All the family would have watched as, one by one, many of the other adults were killed and their bodies torn apart in the kohrina victory celebration. They would have been forced to witness the mounting of the heads on the broken fence.

Then the kohrina would have herded the survivors into the kitchen and executed the rest of them, ripping out the throats in one terrible motion. The warriors would carry off the bodies of any kohrina killed in the initial attack, to be buried according to their customs: with jade balls in their mouths to signify their bravery to the gods who would receive them in the afterlife. As the kohrina slipped into the forest again, the first scavenging animals would arrive, attracted by the smell of blood and death...

“You want to start in here?” Rabka asked Kuri. “I’ll go...” Her stomach lurched and she forced the searing bile back down once more, swallowing hard. “I’ll go do what I can outside.”

The work was gruesome, collecting the body parts scattered around the yard and piling them on the house’s porch. The severed heads were the worst: open eyes staring wildly at her, the impaled mouths gaping wide as if the posts were choking back their last screams. Touching them even through her gloves was an effort. When it was over, Rabka’s clothes were spotted with gore, and she stripped off the gloves and threw them through the open door of the main house. The sharp scent of oil seeped through the cloth of their masks as they sloshed the liquid over the bodies and throughout the house. 

Outside again, Rabka looked at Kuri with an unasked question. “I’ll do it,” he answered. He took a fire steel from his pack and piled tinder near the porch. He struck the steel three times, sparks flying, until finally the tinder caught. Rabka watched, her lips pressed tightly together under the mask: a kohrina could have started a fire with a word and a gesture—the most common craft-skill of the kohrina was that of creating fire. Rabka and Kuri stepped back as small blue flames began to race away, growing larger and more yellow, until the entire front of the house was aflame. They watched it burn for several minutes, standing close to each other instinctively for the first time. The smoke curled into the sky; just above the top of the tallfellows, a wind smeared it across the blue. Rabka tried to imagine the souls of House Toprak rising with it, crying out in relief. 

Fire was cleansing. Fire burned away the corruption of life’s remnants.

Fire might bring the snarlies back to see what was going on.

Rabka felt Kuri’s hand on her shoulder; turning, she hugged him, pulling him close for a moment. “That was awful,” Kuri husked out. “Awful.”

“I know.”

“I’m glad you were here with me, Rabka. I wouldn’t have wanted it to be anyone else.”

“Kuri, listen,” she answered. “Last night...” 

He pulled away from her, holding in his pale eyes a challenge. “We should leave,” he said. “We don’t want to be here if the snarlies return, and that damn Alalalia isn’t going to wait for us. Besides, I promised Kahel that I’d try to be back tonight.” 

So the wall between them was still up, invisible and impenetrable. Rabka smiled wanly at Kuri. He stooped down to pick up his pack, much lighter now that the oil was gone. His eyes were moist and blotched with red—that was probably the smoke. 

There’s something else here. The impression came to her suddenly: a flash of bright color against green. She looked around but the flash of color had vanished. Maybe you really didn’t see it. “Kuri, we really have to talk.”

He stared at her and finally nodded. “I know,” he said. “But we don’t have time to talk here, Rabka. Not here, unless you’re expecting the Wise to send someone looking for us when we don’t get back tonight. I don’t know about you, but there’s nothing at all enticing about spending a night on this side of the Shiama, and the whistlers aren’t going to wait while we chat.” 

The wind coiled smoke between them. When Rabka blinked away the sting, Kuri had already started walking through the broken fence.

She felt it before she saw it, and her shout to Kuri was broken off: “Kur—”

Something moved—far too quickly—from Kuri’s right. Rabka saw the form through the gaps in the fencing just as Kuri reached the fence line: green scales turning swiftly bright indigo and aching red, a flash of corn-yellow tufts of hair. Kuri turned with Rabka’s shout, but the kohrina came charging around the fencing at the same moment. A dew-clawed hand slashed, snagging Kuri’s jacket and pulling him close with inhumanly fast reflexes, while the kohrina extended his other claw to Kuri’s throat. Kuri struggled, and the kohrina pressed the dagger-like talon into his neck. Rabka put an arrow to her bowstring but she was already far too late. She could see Kuri’s eyes widening in panic as the snarly’s hand cut off his air, as a point of blood appeared at the claw’s tip, trailing sluggishly down the length of his throat. 

The kohrina was a young male—too young to be out hunting, too young to be out alone. Yet...

“Put your weapon down, softskin,” the snarly said to Rabka, his voice sibilant as he spoke in his own tongue. A wave of pure red swept up and down the body, the scales of his body changing color and hue—at least a portion of kohrina language was visual. A white, curved line was painted across his chest: the sign of the Deep Frost Lake clan, which populated the land around Meyadin. “My name is Third Son Wind Dancer, and I offer you reka for your lives.” The kohrina snarled again at Rabka. “Get rid of your weapon, female. Or I kill your male now.”

A third son—that explained much. A third son was unimportant unless he could prove his worth. That’s why this one was out here alone.

In the vision, she threw her bow aside and faced him unarmed. “Third Son Wind Dancer, I hear you,” Rabka answered in the creature’s own language. The creature’s eyes widened at that—he obviously hadn’t expected Rabka to understand him at all, and almost certainly had intended to rip out Kuri’s throat as soon as either of them indicated a lack of understanding. “There’s no reka because there’s no disagreement between us. We came to give our people their final peace. That’s finished and we’re returning to our home. There’s no reka here. Go back to your own kind. We’ll all live today.”

Instead, the kohrina pup pulled Kuri tighter, the dewclaw digging deeper into his neck, and gave the strangling exhalation that was a kohrina laugh. “Do you think you are the Vjtodai come to life, softskin? I say there is reka, or there is simple death for the male, then for you.”

Rabka looked at Kuri’s eyes and tried to stay calm. She kept the bow at full draw, the muscles in her arm aching. “I tell you again, Third Son Wind Dancer: there is no need for reka here. Your people already had their reka with the ones who are burning behind us.” With Rabka’s statement, jagged yellow lines shot through the scarlet on the kohrina’s body: an indication of disappointment or frustration—this one hadn’t been here for the attack. He’s too young to have accompanied the full warriors. He came out here looking for his First Blooding. “Let my companion go.”

The yellow faded, and Rabka knew that she already had her answer. The kohrina was done talking; the next move would be violent. “Let him go, and you can have your reka with me, Third Son Wind Dancer,” Rabka said abruptly, before the kohrina responded. “Let him go, and I’ll put my weapon down.”

“You lie, softskin. You’ve not even given me your name.”

“I’m Rabka Samman. You have my name and my pledge. Now, let him go if it’s reka you truly want. I’ll give it to you.” She let the tip of her arrow drop down and to the side, though she kept the bow at full draw.

The kohrina snarled something that Rabka couldn’t translate. The coloration of his body changed again, to rippling bars of yellow and a dull red. Then, with a guttural cough, he threw Kuri aside. In the same moment, Rabka brought the bow back up and released the arrow. It skewered the creature’s throat. The kohrina gargled bloodily, his hands grasping at the arrow and tearing it out as he staggered backward. He started to charge, dewclaws rising. Rabka had nocked another arrow, though, and this one struck the kohrina low, in the smaller scales of his abdomen. The kohrina’s scales changed to dark sea blue. The kohrina went to his knees as Rabka sent a third arrow into the kohrina’s guts. The snarly glared at Rabka with dying surprise, and fell. The ground lapped at the pooling blood, the kohrina’s scales in death going to dull, smoky gray.

“I am Rabka Samman, and I’m sorry but I lied,” Rabka told the corpse. She kept her attention on the kohrina, but the gray scales told her Third Son Wind Dancer was already dead. “Kuri? You okay?” The kohrina didn’t move, the scales stayed gray; Rabka finally glanced up. “Kuri?” She could hear her voice rising with worry.

“I’m fine.” Irritation coiled in his voice. “And I was damned careless. I should have seen him. I shouldn’t have let him catch me like that.” Kuri came over and stared at the kohrina’s body. “He had me. He had me, Rabka.”

I saw the kohrina, in my head. I felt him. The Great Thunder sent me a vision. “I barely saw him myself, Kuri. He was pretty well hidden.” 

“I thought you were trying to talk him to death.”

The memory of his fear was still in his sea-foam eyes. Rabka lifted a shoulder. “There’s been enough killing here already, Kuri. He was just a pup. I thought...maybe...he’d listen to me and let us go.” Rabka let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “I wasn’t going to let him hurt you, Kuri. No matter what.”

Kuri glared down at the body, then shook his head as if at some inward thought. “Let’s just get out of here before more of ‘em show up.” But this time he didn’t walk away. He waited. “Thanks, Rabka. Not just for me. I’d hate for Kahel to be without both his parents.”

She tried to smile. She wasn’t sure if she managed it or not. 

Kuri turned away, as if he didn’t want Rabka to see what the emotions were reflected in his eyes, in his face. Rabka glanced behind at the conflagration. The fire had burned away the roof, and the rear wall collapsed into the rubble, sending glowing embers spiraling upward in a fiery ballet.

Rabka swung her pack over her shoulders. “Let’s get back to the river,” she said. “And that damned Strange One Alalalia better be waiting for us.”
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I was sent forth from the power of All

I have come to those who reflect upon me

I have been found among those who seek after me.

I am the first and the last

I am the honored one and the scorned one

I am the whore and the holy one.

I am the Great Thunder, the Wanderer, the Perfect Mind.

—The Great Thunder Epic

––––––––
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“HEY! OVER HERE, RABKA!” 

Rabka threaded her way through the tightly-crowded tables of the Still Waters toward Tomas, who waved to her from the dark back corner of the inn’s common room. The common room was heavy with the sharp, yeasty smell of fermented bira spilled on wood, with an undertone of wood smoke from the huge fireplace against the far wall and a touch of the sweet scent of arak. The dominant odor, however, was that of roasted meat and spices. The serving staff moved among the tables with trays of sliced snortbelly meat and grilled vegetables wrapped in thin, unleavened flatbread loaves. The air was bright with chatter and laughter. Still Waters was, as usual, jammed with crafters from their shops in Meyadin, fisherfolk from the harbor, and field workers from the communal farms outside the city, as well as visitors to the city—the inn’s food was famous throughout the Newlands. 

“Sit down, sit down,” Tomas Yamak said as Rabka approached. He kicked out the other chair from the small table. “Word on the street is that the House Toprak move turned out to be a total fucking mess.”

“That’s as good a description as any,” Rabka admitted. Tomas cocked his head expectantly toward Rabka as she settled across from him and leaned on the table, the tablecloth wrinkling under her elbows. The elderly man’s unusual eyes—a rich brown flecked with gold and umber pupils too large even in the dim light of the common room—regarded her. Just like Alalalia’s eyes, she realized suddenly: odd eyes like those of no other House-kin. The realization sent Rabka into contemplative silence. There were many other oddities about Tomas, and now she found herself wondering about them. When Rabka said nothing more, Tomas seemed to shrug under the loose folds of his shirt. Rabka could see the sagging folds of his forearms, with its patchwork of dark blotches. “Arak? Or a glass of bira?”

Rabka stirred. “Bira. Thanks. And a meat roll if you’re paying.”

Tomas waved down one of the waiters and ordered two of each, then glanced again at Rabka. “It was bad, eh?”

“Worse than bad.”

“And you’re not going to talk about it to the horrible, awful old man who doesn’t even have a House here in the Newlands, even though he just bought you a meal?” Tomas accompanied the comment with an overdone sorrow on his face that forced Rabka to slowly grin back. “By the Thunder,” Tomas said. “I almost think I saw an actual expression behind that mask you call a face.”

“Fuck you, Tomas.”

“Promises, promises, not that it would do you any good at my age or my preferences.” The waiter had come back with the order. Tomas took the glasses of amber bira and handed one to Rabka. They clicked rims and drank, Rabka sipping through the thick cover of foam. “How was the Wise? What’s she planning to do about the kohrina attack?”

“You’re awfully curious about things that aren’t your affair.”

“I’m terminally curious. It’s a character flaw—and part of the reason that I ended up here.”

“Where half the people think you’re a Protectorate spy, and the other half just think you’re a fool? Other than producing protectors who eventually become hated dictators, the craft skill of House Yamak seems to be the ability to annoy people endlessly.”

Tomas only grinned at that. “You still haven’t told me what your Wise is going to do.”

“Only the Wise knows that,” Rabka answered, which was the truth. “Half the time I find you in the office with her—why don’t you ask her yourself?” Feyza Shushud, also known as the Wise, was the political head of Meyadin Province. Along with the Meyadin Council, she was responsible for all decisions outside the internal matters of the various local Houses. It was reputed that her heart had stopped beating from lack of use and her sense of humor had been removed by a disreputable healer, but she seemed to like Tomas, despite his quirks and strangeness. 

Rabka was certain the Wise didn’t have the same affection for her or for Kuri. The debriefing with the Wise regarding House Toprak’s fate had been short and without wasted words, and she and Kuri had been dismissed perfunctorily at the conclusion. The Wise might act; she might not—Rabka would know when everyone else knew. The Wise wasn’t about to consult with lowly rangers, especially when one of them didn’t even belong to one of the local Houses and whose House name was hardly among the most respected in the Newlands.

“What about Kuri?” Tomas persisted. “I thought he might be with you.”

“He’s...” Rabka tried to think of a plausible excuse and couldn’t. She covered the silence with another sip of her drink. “...probably tired after being debriefed by the Wise, and went back to House Basar to see his son.”

“Well, that’s a nice try, Rabka, but...” Tomas cocked his head to one side, eyebrows raised. “I didn’t ask you where he was; I only said that I thought he’d be with you. Kuri came in a few minutes before you did. He ordered a meat roll and didn’t bother to look my way at all, though I’m fairly certain he saw me waving at him. He’s in the back room now with Dream-master Samien now. Looked about as happy as a kid with the Weeping Sores. Is there a problem in paradise?” When Rabka simply glared at him, Tomas grinned and shrugged. “The craft skill of House Yamak is that we’re eternally unable to satisfy our massive curiosity.”

“That’s not a craft skill; that’s just insanity,” Rabka said. She set her glass down on the table. She suddenly found Tomas’ presence annoying and almost sinister. Those eyes... “Why are you bothering with me, Tomas? You say you’ve traveled over all twelve provinces of the Protectorate as well as every city here in the Newlands, and you have all these tales about the important people you’ve met, and here you are asking your stupid que—”

“I’ve only been to ten of the provinces,” Tomas interrupted. 

“Whatever. Ten, then. Even if you do look to be about a hundred years old.”

“I’m a hundred and fifteen, if you must know. And I intend to see the entire continent of Ranzari before I die.”

“Then you’d need to discuss that with the kohrina, since they hold most of the continent. Which begs the question even more. Why are you bothering with me? I’m nothing, just a peon ranger the Wise sends out when she wants to know what’s going on. I’m nothing. I’m not important. I’m not much liked hereabouts, either.”

Tomas shrugged at that. His finger circled the lip of his glass. “I follow my intuition.”

“Then I think you left that intuition in whatever province you were in before you came here.”

“Fajami Province. House Ulusu there was involved in a blood feud with House Arat—in case you don’t know, House Arat has the craft skill of finding rocks from which metals are made, and House Ulusu has the skill of creating the bluefire to purify the ores. House Ulusu said that House Arat was holding back on the contract they had with them to supply the ores in order to increase their profits. Since the Wise for Fajami Province is of House Arat, poor House Ulusu was foundering despite outnumbering House Arat, and despite good evidence that the accusation was entirely correct. Unfortunately, it was House Ulusu who had taken me in. When the feud turned violent after the Wise’s ruling, I ended up having to kill three of the Arats, until the Protector himself sent in troops from Sirinak to quell the violence. I was scheduled to go before a judge, but I learned that the judge’s sister was bond Arat, and so I slipped away the night before. I had to cross the Majar Desert by myself to escape. That’s a craft skill of House Yamak, incidentally—we’re never lost; we always know where we are even if we’ve never been there before. Still, I endured days of endless heat and nothing but packed sand, so desolate that I thought...”

“Have you ever given thought to being an entertainer at the Protector’s court? You have a gift for spinning fables.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I most certainly do not,” Rabka answered, not bothering to disguise her irritation. “You probably swam all the way from Fajami Province to the Isles, too. And you once bonded to a kohrina female—no, one female and two males at once. You also have the craft skill of being able to make yourself invisible.” 

At her sarcasm, Tomas might have tightened his lips slightly, or narrowed his eyes a touch, or that might have simply been a response to smoke from the hearth—it was difficult to tell. Everything was difficult with Tomas. Even after knowing the man for a few months now, Rabka still wasn’t certain what drove him, what he was looking for, or what he was actually doing in Meyadin. Tomas was restlessly searching for something—that much was obvious, but Rabka doubted that even Tomas could have defined what it was. He was always watching Rabka, always probing with odd questions. Rabka would feel the man’s gaze on her from across a room, or see him near her on a Meyadin street, or find him knocking on the door of Rabka’s room above the Still Waters late at night. 

His interest wasn’t sexual. Kuri was more Tomas’ type, Rabka suspected. 

Strangest was that Tomas had simply shown up one day in Meyadin Town, claiming to have been left behind by a passing ship called Wanderer. He claimed to be of House Yamak, which was a House name familiar to anyone in the Newlands and much vilified by the memory of the detested, reviled, and eventually assassinated Protector Huri Yamak. Tomas would have been conspicuous anywhere within the Protectorate or the Newlands: everything about him was suspicious. Along with his unverifiable House ties, his accent was strong, sometimes nearly unintelligible, and didn’t match those of any other House. In Meyadin, he was instantly the center of conversation and speculation; yet for some reason, within a week, Tomas had attached himself to Rabka. Rabka, like many others, had always found dubious Tomas’ claim that he’d been marooned by an angry captain—especially since no one knew of a ship named Wanderer. 

As far as Rabka knew, Tomas had no established residence in Meyadin. Whenever Rabka encountered him, it was nearly always in the Still Waters. Now she found herself wondering where he went after the tavern closed. She knew he didn’t, as she did, rent one of the rooms above the tavern.

“I’ve been in the Newlands my whole life,” Rabka said to Tomas. “The shreeliala control the waters and every single ship in the Newlands comes to Meyadin once or twice a year, yet I’ve never heard of this Wanderer of yours.”

Tomas lifted one shoulder, grinning back at her unperturbed. “She’s a new ship. From the old Protectorate. Just came across Wustani Sea. They were heading south, and I stole one of their boats as they passed Meyadin Bay. Don’t know where she was heading after I left her. Took me two days to row here.”

“And the shreeliala somehow didn’t notice you or bother you in your rowboat?”

The other shoulder lifting as his only answer.

Tomas had produced enough documentation from the single backpack he carried to convince Meyadin’s Wise that he wasn’t dangerous and might conceivably have a grain of actual truth in his tale. Certainly none of the other cities had reported missing persons who matched Tomas’ description. The Newlands, after all, wasn’t the old Protectorate, where some Houses might or might not report a child’s birth. Here, after every live birth, the child’s and mother’s name was entered into their House’s records before being sent on to the official registry in Auwal Beled. No one was missing a male of Tomas’ age; therefore Tomas had to be from the old Protectorate, and could conceivably have truly been from one of the Houses Yamak. It was enough to give some credence to his story. Where else could he have come from, since he didn’t come from the Newlands?

“All right,” Rabka said at last. She took another sip of her bira. “I’m sorry, Tomas. To answer your question, this was the worst kohrina killing I’ve ever personally seen. It’s not a Massacre of Hafre or a Smoking Mound, I know, but it’s at least as bad as the Wellspring Killings from the descriptions I’ve heard. Frankly, I’m not much in the mood for conversation about it. I really appreciate the bira and all, but would you mind if I...” Rabka grimaced. She couldn’t think of any way to phrase it without sounding ungrateful.

“...go check on Kuri?” Tomas finished for her, then laughed at the expression on Rabka’s face. He waved a thin hand in front of Rabka as if dismissing a child. The extra flesh under his forearm wobbled with the motion. “Yes, it’s that obvious. You keep darting longing glances back that way. Go on. Throw me over for Kuri.”

“By Great Thunder, Tomas—”

“Oh, go on.” Tomas waved again. “Maybe you can find a way to tell him the truth about your feelings. Oh, and by the way, you should go down to the docks afterward.” Rabka cocked her head at that, but Tomas only smiled back at her blandly. “It’s another craft skill I have, being able to predict where a person needs to go. For you, tonight, it’s the docks.”

“Tomas...”

“Go on and see about Kuri,” Tomas said again. Rabka pushed back from the table. She picked up her bira, touched rims with Tomas once more, and moved toward the rear curtain. Even before she reached the curtain, she could smell the cinnamon odor of dreampod being crushed and boiled. When she moved apart the curtains, the steamy fragrance wafted out fully, enveloping her. The room beyond was large, and several doors opened out from it—dreaming compartments. In the fireplace, a large pot of dreampod was being reduced, and to one side a shelf of herbs in jars glistened. 

The craft skill of House Tarik and especially of Dream-master Samien, the Superior of the House, was knowing the effects of herbs, and being able to enhance those effects. A bald man was sitting at a battered table with a sand-clock before him, appearing nearly as old as Tomas. He turned around in his chair as Rabka entered. “Hey, Rabka,” he said. “You here for a dream?”

“Sorry, Dream-master Samien. No. I was looking for Kuri. Tomas said he came back here.”

Samien thumbed toward one of the closed doors. “He’s in there. Dreaming. I just set him up not half a turn ago. Why don’t you join him?”

“No, thanks.” Rabka realized that she was still holding the bira. She drained the glass and set it down on a small table near the door. “Not tonight. Listen, you mind if I look in on him...?”

“Just leave the door open so I can see you. Superior Basar and propriety, after all.”

“Understood.” 

The dreaming room was tiny and smelled of old sweat and the tang of spilled dreampod juice. A bed filled most of the space. The open door threw a triangle of pale light into the room that illuminated Kuri’s sleeping face. A
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