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A NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION, TRANSLITERATION, AND TRANSLATION

Many names in Dara are derived from Classical Ano. The transliteration for Classical Ano in this book does not use vowel digraphs; each vowel is pronounced separately. For example, “Réfiroa” has four distinct syllables: “Ré-fi-ro-a.” Similarly, “Na-aroénna” has five syllables: “Na-a-ro-én-na.”

The i is always pronounced like the i in English “mill.”

The o is always pronounced like the o in English “code.”

The ü is always pronounced like the umlauted form in German or Chinese pinyin.

Other names have different origins and contain sounds that do not appear in Classical Ano, such as the xa in “Xana” or the ha in “Haan.” In such cases, however, each vowel is still pronounced separately. Thus, “Haan” also contains two syllables.

*

The notion that Classical Ano is one fixed language, unaltered for millennia, is attractive and commonly held among the less erudite in Dara. It is, however, false. As the (primarily) literary language of learning and officialdom, “Classical” Ano has continued to evolve, influencing and influenced by the vernacular as well as contact with new peoples, new ideas, new practices.

Scribes and poets create neologisms based on Classical Ano roots, along with new logograms to write them with, and even novel grammatical forms, at first deemed solecisms, become accepted over time as stylists adopt them with little regard to the carping of Moralist grammarians.

The changes in Classical Ano are most readily seen in the logograms themselves. However, it’s possible to see some of the changes even through transliterations (we leave aside, for now, the problem of how even the way Classical Ano is spoken has changed over time). The Classical Ano in which Kon Fiji wrote most of his observations is not the same language in which Vocu Firna wrote his poems.

To emphasize the different register that the language evokes for the people of Dara, Classical Ano words and phrases are always italicized in the text.

*

The representation of Lyucu and Agon names and words presents a different problem. As we come to know them through the people(s) and language(s) of Dara, the scrubland words given in this work are doubly mediated. Just as English speakers who write down Chinese names and words they hear with Latin letters will achieve only a rough approximation of the original sounds, so with the Dara transliteration of Lyucu and Agon.

Lyucu and Agon do not pluralize nouns in the manner of English. For the benefit of the anglophone reader, certain words, such as “pékyu” and “garinafin,” are pluralized in this book as though they have become “naturalized” English words. On the other hand, other words and phrases, less common, retain the character of their non-English origins.

“Dara,” “Lyucu,” and “Agon” can refer to a language, the people who speak that language, the culture of that people, or even a single individual of that culture—a practice closer to the way these languages represent such concepts natively.

Also, in contrast to Classical Ano, Lyucu and Agon words and phrases are not (with very few exceptions) italicized in the text. For the people who speak the language(s), they are not foreign.

Like most matters involving translation, transliteration, assimilation, adaptation, and migration, these practices represent an imperfect compromise, which, given the nature of the tale re-remembered here, is perhaps appropriate.


LIST OF MAJOR CHARACTERS

THE CHRYSANTHEMUM AND THE DANDELION

KUNI GARU: Emperor Ragin of Dara, who died during the Battle of Zathin Gulf, though his body was never recovered.

MATA ZYNDU: deceased Hegemon of Dara, worshipped by some cults in Tunoa and among the common soldiers as the pinnacle of martial prowess and honor.

THE DANDELION COURT

JIA MATIZA: Empress and Regent of Dara; a skilled herbalist.

RISANA: an illusionist and accomplished musician; posthumously given the title Empress of Dara.

KADO GARU: Kuni’s elder brother; holds the title of King of Dasu without the substance; father of Prince Gimoto.

COGO YELU: Prime Minister of Dara; one of the longest-serving officials at the Dandelion Court.

ZOMI KIDOSU: Farsight Secretary; prized student of Luan Zyaji and a noted inventor in her own right; Princess Théra’s lover; daughter of a Dasu farming-fishing family (Oga and Aki Kidosu).

GIN MAZOTI: Marshal of Dara and Queen of Géjira; the greatest battlefield tactician of her time; posthumous victor at the Battle of Zathin Gulf; Aya Mazoti is her daughter.

THAN CARUCONO: First General of the Cavalry and First Admiral of the Navy.

PUMA YEMU: Marquess of Porin; noted practitioner of raiding tactics.

SOTO ZYNDU: Jia’s confidante and adviser; aunt of Mata Zyndu.

WI: leader of the Dyran Fins, who serve Empress Jia.

SHIDO: a Dyran Fin.

LADY RAGI: an orphaned girl raised by Jia; serves the empress on special missions.

GORI RUTHI: nephew of the late Imperial Tutor Zato Ruthi and husband of Lady Ragi; a noted Moralist scholar.

CHILDREN OF THE HOUSE OF DANDELION

PRINCE TIMU (NURSING NAME: TOTO-TIKA): Emperor Thaké of Ukyu-taasa; Kuni’s firstborn; consort of Tanvanaki; son of Empress Jia.

PRINCESS THÉRA (NURSING NAME: RATA-TIKA): named by Kuni as his successor and once known as Empress Üna of Dara; yielded the throne to her younger brother Phyro in order to journey to Ukyu-Gondé to war with the Lyucu; daughter of Empress Jia.

PRINCE PHYRO (NURSING NAME: HUDO-TIKA): Emperor Monadétu of Dara; son of Empress Risana.

PRINCESS FARA (NURSING NAME: ADA-TIKA): an artist and collector of folktales; youngest of Kuni’s children; daughter of Consort Fina, who died in childbirth.

PRINCESS AYA: daughter of Gin Mazoti and Luan Zyaji; given the title of Imperial Princess by Empress Jia to honor the sacrifices of her mother.

PRINCE GIMOTO: son of Kado Garu, Kuni’s elder brother.

SCHOLARS OF DARA

LUAN ZYAJI: Kuni’s chief strategist; Gin Mazoti’s lover; he journeyed to Ukyu-Gondé and discovered the secret of the periodic openings in the Wall of Storms; known during life as Luan Zya.

ZATO RUTHI: Imperial Tutor; leading Moralist of modern times.

KON FIJI: ancient Ano philosopher; founder of the Moralist school.

POTI MAJI: ancient Ano philosopher; the most accomplished student of Kon Fiji.

RA OJI: ancient Ano epigrammatist; founder of the Fluxist school.

ÜSHIN PIDAJI: ancient Ano philosopher; the most renowned student of Ra Oji.

NA MOJI: ancient Xana engineer who studied the flights of birds; founder of the Patternist school.

GI ANJI: modern philosopher of the Tiro states era; founder of the Incentivist school.

MIZA CRUN: renowned scholar of the silkmotic force; once a street magician.

UKYU-TAASA

TENRYO ROATAN: seized position of Pékyu of the Lyucu by murdering his father, Toluroru; conqueror of the scrublands; leader of the Lyucu invasion of Dara; died at the Battle of Zathin Gulf.

VADYU ROATAN (NICKNAMED “TANVANAKI”): the best garinafin pilot and current pékyu of Ukyu-taasa; daughter of Tenryo.

TODYU ROATAN (NURSING NAME: DYU-TIKA): son of Timu and Tanvanaki.

DYANA ROATAN (NURSING NAME: ZAZA-TIKA): daughter of Timu and Tanvanaki.

VOCU FIRNA: a thane close to Timu; a poet.

CUTANROVO AGA: a prominent thane, commander of the Capital Security Forces.

GOZTAN RYOTO: a prominent thane; rival of Cutanrovo.

SAVO RYOTO: Goztan’s son; also known by the Dara name Kinri Rito.

NAZU TEI: a scholar; teacher of Savo.

NODA MI: a minister at the court of Tanvanaki and Timu; betrayed Gin Mazoti at the Battle of Zathin Gulf.

WIRA PIN: a minister at the court of Tanvanaki and Timu; once tried to persuade Prince Timu to surrender to the Lyucu under Pékyu Tenryo.

OFLURO: a skilled garinafin rider.

LADY SUCA: one of the few non-Lyucu to learn to ride a garinafin; wife of Ofluro.

THE SPLENDID URN AND THE BLOSSOM GANG

RATI YERA: leader of the Blossom Gang; an illiterate inventor of ingenious machines.

MOTA KIPHI: member of the Blossom Gang; a man rivaling Mata Zyndu in pure strength; survivor of the Battle of Zathin Gulf.

ARONA TARÉ: member of the Blossom Gang; an actress.

WIDI TUCRU: member of the Blossom Gang; a paid litigator.

WIDOW WASU: head of the Wasu clan; she knew Kuni Garu as a youth.

MATI PHY: sous-chef at the Splendid Urn.

LODAN THO: head waitress at the Splendid Urn; Mati’s wife.

TIPHAN HUTO: the youngest son of the Huto clan, rival of the Wasu clan.

MOZO MU: a young chef employed by Tiphan Huto; granddaughter of Suda Mu, legendary cook in the time of the Tiro kings.

LOLOTIKA TUNÉ: Head girl of the Aviary, Ginpen’s leading indigo house.

KITA THU: head of the Imperial laboratories in Ginpen; once led the effort to discover the secret of garinafin fire breath during the war against the Lyucu.

SÉCA THU: a scholar; nephew of Kita Thu.

DARA AT LARGE

ABBOTT SHATTERED AXE: head of the Temple of Still and Flowing Waters in the mountains of Rima.

ZEN-KARA: a scholar; daughter of Chief Kyzen of Tan Adü.

RÉZA MÜI: a troublemaker.

ÉGI AND ASULU: a pair of soldiers in the city garrison of Pan.

KISLI PÉRO: a researcher at one of the Imperial laboratories.

THE CREW OF DISSOLVER OF SORROWS

RAZUTANA PON: a scholar of the Cultivationism school.

ÇAMI PHITHADAPU: a Golden Carp scholar; an expert on whales.

MITU ROSO: an admiral, commander-in-chief of the expedition to Ukyu-Gondé.

NMÉJI GON: captain of Dissolver of Sorrows.

TIPO THO: former air ship officer; commander of the marines aboard Dissolver of Sorrows.

THORYO: a mysterious stowaway.

THE LYUCU

TOLURORU ROATAN: unifier of the Lyucu.

CUDYU ROATAN: leader of the Lyucu; son of Tenryo; grandson of Toluroru.

TOVO TASARICU: Cudyu’s most trusted thane.

TOOF: a garinafin pilot.

RADIA: a garinafin rider.

THE AGON

NOBO ARAGOZ: unifier of the Agon.

SOULIYAN ARAGOZ: youngest daughter of Nobo Aragoz; mother of Takval.

VOLYU ARAGOZ: youngest son of Nobo Aragoz; Chief of the Agon.

TAKVAL ARAGOZ: pékyu-taasa of the Agon; husband of Théra.

TANTO GARU ARAGOZ (NURSING NAME: KUNILU-TIKA): eldest son of Théra and Takval.

ROKIRI GARU ARAGOZ (NURSING NAME: JIAN-TIKA): second son of Théra and Takval.

VARA RONALEK: an old thane who refuses to give up riding garinafins into battle.

GOZOFIN: a warrior, skilled in the crafting of arucuro tocua.

NALU: Gozofin’s son.

ADYULEK: an aged shaman, skilled in the taking of spirit portraits.

SATAARI: a young shaman.

ARATEN: a thane trusted by Takval.

THE GODS OF DARA

KIJI: patron of Xana; Lord of the Air; god of wind, flight, and birds; his pawi is the Mingén falcon; favors a white traveling cloak; in Ukyu-taasa he is identified with Péa, the god who gave the gift of garinafins to the people.

TUTUTIKA: patron of Amu; youngest of the gods; goddess of agriculture, beauty, and fresh water; her pawi is the golden carp; in Ukyu-taasa she is identified with Aluro, the Lady of a Thousand Streams.

KANA AND RAPA: twin patrons of Cocru; Kana is the goddess of fire, ash, cremation, and death; Rapa is the goddess of ice, snow, glaciers, and sleep; their pawi are twin ravens: one black, one white; in Ukyu-taasa they are identified with Cudyufin, the Well of Daylight, and Nalyufin, the Pillar of Ice and the hate-hearted.

RUFIZO: patron of Faça; Divine Healer; his pawi is the dove; in Ukyu-taasa he is identified with Toryoana, the long-haired bull who watches over cattle and sheep.

TAZU: patron of Gan; unpredictable, chaotic, delighting in chance; god of sea currents, tsunamis, and sunken treasures; his pawi is the shark; in Ukyu-taasa both he and Lutho are identified with Péten, the god of trappers and hunters.

LUTHO: patron of Haan; god of fishermen, divination, mathematics, and knowledge; his pawi is the sea turtle; missing from Dara when he became mortal to hitch a ride on Dissolver of Sorrows.

FITHOWÉO: patron of Rima; god of war, the hunt, and the forge; his pawi is the wolf; in Ukyu-taasa he is identified with the goddess Diasa, the she-wolf club-maiden.
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PART ONE

BURIED SEEDS


CHAPTER ONE

A NIGHT RUN

TATEN, THE SEAT OF THE PÉKYU OF THE LYUCU IN UKYU-GONDÉ: THE FIFTH MONTH IN THE TWELFTH YEAR AFTER STRANGERS FROM AFAR ARRIVED IN THEIR CITY-SHIPS, CLAIMING TO SERVE SOMEONE NAMED “MAPIDÉRÉ” (BY DARA RECKONING, THIS IS THE FIFTH MONTH IN THE FIRST YEAR IN THE REIGN OF FOUR PLACID SEAS, WHEN KUNI GARU PROCLAIMED HIMSELF EMPEROR RAGIN AND ESTABLISHED HIS CAPITAL IN REBUILT PAN).

The stars pulsed in the firmament like glowing jellies in a dark sea. The eternal surf sighed in the distance as the almost-full moon’s pale light illuminated a field of tents as far as the eye could see, each as white as the belly of a corpse-plucker crab.

Goztan Ryoto staggered out of one of the larger tents, a thin pelt tunic draped over her shoulders and a skull helmet dangling from her hand. The tent’s garinafin-hide flap fell back heavily against the frame, muffling the angry curses and din of clashing bone clubs inside. She swayed on her feet as she tried to regain her balance.

“Steady, votan!” One of the two guards standing by the tent opening rushed up to support her lord. Casting a glance back at the tent flap, the guard asked, “Do you want us to—”

Goztan shoved her away. “No. Let ’em fight. I’ve had enough of them slinging insults at each other over dinner like children—can’t even have a drink in peace.” She struggled to pull the skull helmet over her clean-shaven head.

“I’m guessing you won’t summon any of them to your bed tonight?” asked the other guard. “It’s too bad. Kitan took a bath earlier today”—she lifted her eyebrows suggestively—“and he made sure we knew it.”

Both guards laughed.

Goztan glared at them through the eye sockets of the skull helmet. “I’d love to see either of you try maintaining a peaceful household with four husbands.”

Something crashed to the ground inside the tent; a furious howl of pain followed.

The guards looked at each other but remained where they were.

Goztan shook her head in exasperation. The cool breeze had cleared her head of kyoffir-haze, and after a moment, she said, “I’m taking a walk. The audience with the pékyu is first thing tomorrow, and I need to plan out what I want to say. Keep an eye on them; intervene only if Kitan’s head is about to be bashed in.”

“It is a very handsome head,” said one of the guards.

They lifted the tent flap and ducked in, eager to witness the domestic drama among the chief’s consorts.

*

Goztan strode aimlessly through the wide avenues between the tent-halls of Taten, her face flushed from rage and embarrassment. Despite the bright moonlight and the cool breeze, few of the thanes and warriors gathered in the Thanes’ Quarter were walking about, for evening was a time reserved for the fire pit and ancestral portraits, for family and kyoffir. For a tiger-thane like Goztan, the chief of the Five Tribes of the Antler, roaming alone through the tent-city at this hour instead of spending time with her spouses was a choice bound to rouse gossip. Although the skull helmet covered her face, it was still too distinctive to make her completely anonymous.

Goztan was beyond caring.

She began to run, her legs pumping faster as her breath deepened and steadied. The skull helmet isolated her from the world at large, and her breathing resonated in her ears like the crash of the distant surf. At twenty-nine, she was in prime fighting shape, stronger and deadlier than she had been during the years when she had fought most of her battles. The sensation of boundless strength coursing through her limbs and the rhythmic slapping of her bare, calloused feet against the ground calmed her until, gradually, she fell into a trancelike state. She imagined herself soaring freely through the air on the back of a garinafin—instead of being stuck here on the ground, plodding through a morass of competing obligations that threatened to trip her with every step.

She should be swooping through the sky and scattering her enemies with the flame tongue of her mount, getting drunk on their terrified shrieks, taking delight as cattle and sheep and hide tents and waybones and earthen storage pits turned to ash and roasted flesh.

She was meant to be a fighter, not a mediator for petty power struggles among her consorts: aloof Ofta; hotheaded Kyova; crafty Finva-Toruli; and sweet, sickly, paranoid Kitan. Ofta’s tribe had the most cattle; Kyova’s tribe laid claim to the most extensive grazing rights; Finva-Toruli’s tribe had the least amount of everything except an overabundance of ambition; and Kitan’s tribe resisted her in everything, yearning to return to the days before the Five Tribes were united, before she was in charge.

Each had his own agenda, pushed for by his tribe’s council of elders; each presented a different claim on her time and affections; each was trying, in subtle and not-so-subtle ways, to maneuver himself into the position of being the father of her firstborn. The Five Tribes might be united as one in name, but in reality they were more like five eels forced to share the same narrow cave in the coral reef.

The pékyu’s peace had brought many benefits, but it wasn’t suited to her temperament. She had journeyed almost a thousand miles to Taten for the first time in six years ostensibly to plead the Five Tribes of the Antler’s case for grazing rights by Aluro’s Basin, but the truth was that she wanted to get away from all the elders and chieftains and clan heads who hounded her to settle minor disputes in their favor, pestered her to make trivial decisions, nagged her about why she still refused to bear an heir, years after she had become the chief of the Five Tribes and had been elevated to the rank of tiger-thane.

If only I had also left my husbands behind.

Darkness. The flickering torches and flapping war banners, made from the tails of foxes, wolves, and tigers, faded like wisps of dreams. Without intending it, she had run beyond the limits of Taten, the pékyu’s roving tent-city. The pale beach spread before her, glistening in the moon’s silvery glow, inviting her to dive into this earthly reflection of the celestial river of stars. She ordered her imaginary mount to slow its beating wings as her heels sank into the yielding sand.

What had happened to those exhilarating first days of her marriage, when she had thought that five hearts could beat as one, that betrayals and plots were behind her, and that the Five Tribes of the Antler could finally take their rightful place as the model of a new Lyucu, a united people no longer terrorized by Agon raiders or invading strangers from beyond the sea, no longer riven by bloody internecine warfare, a proud race whose bloodlust would be channeled into war against winter storms and summer plagues, against starvation and flood and drought, against heaven, earth, and sea?

She had taken all her husbands in a single ceremony to show that they were all equal, despite their differences in age. To celebrate the act of union, she had ordered the tribes’ best bone-crafters to fashion a new weapon: a magnificent axe replete with symbolism. She was the blade of the axe, made from a tusked tiger’s fang, and her husbands were the handle, four yearling garinafin ribs tied together with twisted bundles of horrid-wolf sinew. She had given it the name Gaslira-sata, the Peace-Bite. Closing her eyes, she imagined the way the handle dug into her palms as she wrapped her fingers around it. A perfectly balanced weapon, equally suited to be thrown through the air to decapitate an Agon pilot’s head as to be swung on the ground to cleave in halves the torso of a Dara barbarian.

The Peace-Bite, long starved of blood, now lay dormant in her tent, wrapped in a sheath of sharkskin, while her jealous consorts raged and plotted and argued and jostled and fought to be invited to her bed.

What am I going to say to the pékyu tomorrow?

The truth?

“For ten years, the Tribe of the Four Cacti have driven their herds to the land promised to us on the shores of Aluro’s Basin ahead of our arrival in spring, leaving us with nothing but roots and dung. Since we can no longer press our claim by force, the elders have been sitting in front of my tent day and night, wailing for me to do something. My first husband thinks I should offer you our store of Dara jewels to persuade you to rule for us. My second husband counsels against it because he thinks his tribe would have to sacrifice more treasure than the others. My third husband thinks I should imitate the elders and kneel before you to move you with my tears. And my fourth husband tells me at every opportunity that my other husbands are plotting to kill him. I want to lose myself in drink because it’s impossible to think with all four of them bickering and screaming without cease….”

In her mind, she could already see the pékyu’s eyes glaze over, and then he would dismiss her with a pitying but resolute wave of his arm. Her jaw clenched with the imaginary humiliation.

“Who goes there?” A man’s voice woke her from her fantasy. Two male guards stood in her way, bone clubs resting over their shoulders.

She saw that she had wandered so far from the edge of Taten that she was approaching Victory Cove, where the city-ships from Dara were anchored. The massive hulls, still breathtaking despite years of neglect, blotted out the stars and gently undulated in the sparkling sea, their silvery masts and spars reminding her of the conifer forests near her homeland in the foothills of the mountains at the edge of the world, or perhaps the bleached skeletons of sea monsters whose flesh had rotted away.

Cities of ghosts, she thought, and shuddered at the memories they brought.

On the other side of the beach, away from the water, were the pens for adolescent garinafins, separated from their families so that they could be drilled in the flight patterns necessary for warfare. The sleek bodies of the slumbering beasts glinted in the moon like a herd of cattle, albeit far larger.

Directly ahead of her, far in the distance, she could see a bonfire and dancing figures around it. The breeze brought occasional snatches of laughter.

“Answer!” the guard shouted again. “Come no closer.”

She didn’t remember the city-ships or garinafin pens being so heavily guarded the last time she was in Taten. The chances of an Agon raid or slave rebellion now were remote, more than twenty years since Pékyu Tenryo had united the Lyucu and conquered the Agon.

What are they guarding?

Half turning so that her face was in the moonlight, she lifted the skull helmet off her head and cradled it in the crook of her arm. The breeze cooled the sweat off her brow as she intoned imperiously, “Are you blind?”

Only a thane of her rank could wear a helmet made from the skull of a juvenile tusked tiger. She didn’t want to say her name—announcing her lineage and tribe seemed shameful when she had come to Taten to beg the pékyu to help her feed cattle, when she couldn’t even keep her husbands in line, when she had to find a moment of peace by running away from her own tent-hall.

“Votan.” The guards nodded their heads respectfully. But they made no move to get out of her way.

She took two steps forward. The guards remained where they were, blocking her.

Heat rose into Goztan’s face. The exertion of the night run had made her feel better, but now the frustration and sense of powerlessness had returned with a vengeance.

“Why do you keep me from the merriment beyond?” she asked. In truth, she had little interest in whatever revelry was going on by the bonfire—she far preferred to be alone at this moment—but she disliked the insolent attitude of the guards.

“Thanes and chiefs, great and small, come to Taten every day with their retinues,” said one of the guards in an even tone, “and most are strangers to us. We’re sworn to keep strangers away from the Road-to-the-City-Ships, so unless you have the pékyu’s talisman, please return to the safety of Taten.”

Goztan glared at the guards. They were so young, barely more than boys. She was certain they had never killed anyone except perhaps defenseless slaves. When Goztan was facing down Agon garinafins and Dara swords, these boys hadn’t even been old enough to be allowed out of the sight of their grandmothers.

Rage erupted from her throat in the form of an unnatural guffaw. “I wonder if you’d dare speak this way to the Thane of the Four Cacti, with his retinue of dozens always around him. I wonder if you’d bar the way of the Thane of the Sixteen Tribes of the Boneyard, borne everywhere on a cattle-litter. Just because my followers are few and my tribe remote, you dare to bark at me like ill-mannered curs. Sworn to protect the road to the ships, are you? I’m the one who captured those ships!”

The guards looked shaken but didn’t back down. “We don’t care who you are. We serve only the pékyu and will do whatever has been ordered by the hand that wields Langiaboto. You can’t pass without his talisman.”

Goztan let the helmet fall from her hand and dropped into a fighting stance, her fists up and ready. She regretted leaving in such a hurry that she was without her weapon, but she wasn’t going to let a couple of boys with unscarred faces turn her away from where she wanted to go.

The guards tensed their grips on their clubs and glanced at each other nervously. Goztan was taller than they were, and clearly a seasoned fighter, judging by the scars over her arms and face. But before they could decide on a coordinated response, Goztan lunged at the guard on the left, her right fist aimed at his nose.

Surprised, the guard tilted his head back and stumbled three steps rearward, looking rather foolish as he dragged his club through the sand. Goztan’s punch just missed.

Having seized the initiative, she pressed her advantage, striding forward quickly to punch with her left fist, not giving the guard a chance to raise his club for defense or counterattack. Once more, the guard dodged back clumsily, looking even more flustered.

Instead of coming to the aid of his partner, the other guard circled further to Goztan’s right, and her aggressive assault left him behind. Goztan stepped forward and punched again with her right fist at the first guard. But this time, instead of retreating, the guard dug his heels in and brought up his club in a long swing at the thane’s midsection, apparently willing to trade punch for blow.

The young man smiled even as Goztan’s fist closed in on his nose—his retreat hadn’t been the result of desperation, but a part of the two guards’ trained routine. Goztan’s punch would no doubt sting or even stun, but as she wasn’t wearing armor, a single, solid strike from the guard’s club would bring her down. In fact, Goztan was trapped. Even if she dodged back at this point instead of taking the bait to punch him, she would fall straight into the path of the swinging club of his partner, who was attacking from her blind spot.

But Goztan’s follow-up punch turned out to be only a feint. Her right fist opened to grab the tip of the swinging club and pushed it down as she easily stepped to the right, planted her right leg, and kicked her left leg behind her without looking. Her foot seemed to have eyes of its own as it connected solidly with the wrists of the guard behind her, and with an agonized shriek, he dropped the club.

Meanwhile, the guard in front of her had been thrown off balance by the missed swing as the tip of his club thwacked into the sand. Before he could recover, Goztan had leapt forward and landed a solid chop against the back of his left elbow as she seized the club and twisted it out of his hands.

She twirled the club as she surveyed her disarmed opponents, one nursing an elbow, the other two wrists. “Am I allowed to pass now or would you rather dance some more?”

To their credit, neither of the young guards showed any sign of fear. They moved close together, barring her way. “You’ll have to kill us if you want to get by,” one of them said. His hands hung limply—at least one of his wrists was probably broken—and he winced as he spoke. The other guard picked up a shell whistle dangling on a sinew cord around his neck and blew into it, letting forth a loud, shrill alarm.

Answering whistles sounded in the dark; Goztan could see on the beach beyond shadowy figures closing in as the whistling grew louder.

Now that her fighting instinct had cooled slightly, Goztan regretted her impulsive choice. There was no reason to lash out against these guards. Pékyu Tenryo was sure to look unfavorably upon a thane who injured his guards, even if they had insulted her first. How was she to plead her people’s case to an angry lord? But it was too late to back down. She lifted the club, preparing to take on dozens of guards if necessary.

Loud beating wings approached from behind her, and a young girl’s crisp voice called out. “Stop, all of you!”

Goztan whipped around just in time to see a juvenile garinafin, about twenty feet long from nose to tail, thump down into the sand. The garinafin was clearly untrained, as it staggered forward a few paces, knelt down, and folded its leathery wings against its heaving body, the turbulence filling Goztan’s nostrils with the familiar scent of garinafin musk. A ten-year-old girl sat on its back, the moonlight reflecting off the blond tresses haloing her pale, flawless face.

“Pékyu-taasa,” said the guard who had sounded the alarm as he lifted both arms and crossed his wrists in salute. “The pékyu said no one is allowed near the ships except those who have been purified. This stranger tried to—”

“I know my father’s orders,” said the young girl. She caressed the shoulders of her mount, and the garinafin curled its long neck around to place its head on the sand right next to its shoulder; the pilot climbed down, using the head as a stepping-stone. The beast was breathing very fast and loud, sounding like a muffled conch-shell trumpet.

The girl turned to Goztan and saw that the woman was staring at the garinafin and frowning. A look of worry flitted across the girl’s face.

“Reveal to them your name,” she said in a tone that brooked no disagreement.

From the guard’s address, Goztan gathered that the girl was a daughter of Pékyu Tenryo, and judging by her age, she must be Vadyu, said to be her father’s favorite. She had been barely more than a toddler the last time Goztan was in Taten.

There seemed little point in continuing to conceal her identity. “I am called Goztan Ryoto, daughter of Dayu Ryoto, son of Péfir Vagapé. I serve the pékyu as the Thane of the Five Tribes of the Antler.”

Vadyu turned to the guards. “Call off the alarm. The thane is my guest.”

“But we don’t know she is who she claims—”

“I know exactly who she is,” interrupted Vadyu.

“Even so, she has broken—”

“You can explain your injuries as the result of a training accident,” said Vadyu, “or tomorrow everyone will know that you were so ignorant that you dared to challenge one of the most renowned veterans of the Agon Wars, who was forced to teach you a lesson. It’s your choice, but I do think a lie is easier maintained if there are fewer witnesses.”

Goztan’s heart swelled with pride. The insults she had endured all evening seemed to melt away. One of the most renowned veterans of the Agon Wars. But then, as she continued to observe the girl and her mount, the frown returned to her brow.

The pair of guards looked at each other and seemed to come to a decision. The man with the whistle blew a series of quick toots. A few moments later, receding answering whistles told them that the reinforcements were returning to their stations.

“Go get your elbow and wrists taken care of,” said Vadyu. “I know you were trying to carry out my father’s orders faithfully, and your loyalty will not be forgotten.”

The dejected guards nodded at her gratefully and departed, leaving the thane and the pékyu-taasa alone.

Goztan turned to Vadyu. “You aren’t supposed to be out here, are you?”

The girl’s face froze in startlement. “How … how did you know?”

Goztan chuckled. “You were even more eager to get rid of those guards than I was.”

“I simply didn’t want them to bring shame to a great warrior I know and admire,” retorted the girl.

“Is that so? What did I accomplish in the Agon Wars? What was my proudest moment?”

The girl hemmed and hawed, and then sheepishly said, “I’ve heard of your name.”

“You almost had me fooled—clever of you to appeal to my vanity. But I haven’t been in Taten in six years, so you couldn’t have remembered me from my last visit to Taten. Why did you lie and claim to know me?”

The girl pressed her lips together and said nothing.

Goztan took a menacing step closer. “Helmets can be stolen. I could be an Agon slave in disguise plotting sabotage.”

Vadyu refused to back away, but Goztan could see that her right hand had darted to the bone dagger she wore on her belt. But then, deliberately, she moved her hand away from the dagger. “Then you wouldn’t have only disarmed the guards instead of killing them, which you were clearly capable of.”

Goztan was impressed by the girl’s cool and quick wit. She could see why the pékyu favored the young pékyu-taasa. She continued to stride toward the girl, and Vadyu’s whole body tensed. But at the last moment, Goztan veered away, dropped the club she had seized from the guard, and knelt down next to the young garinafin. Gently, she lifted the garinafin’s head and cradled it in her lap. The garinafin, a young female who had probably just learned to fly, was foaming at the mouth, her body trembling violently.

“What’s wrong with Korva?” Vadyu asked anxiously.

“Quick, give me all the tolyusa on you.”

A frightened Vadyu reached into her waist pouch and brought out handfuls of the fiery berries, dumping them in Goztan’s cupped hands. The kneeling woman fed them to Korva a few at a time. After a while, the garinafin calmed down and closed her eyes. But even in sleep, her eyes seemed to move rapidly under the lids.

“Will she be all right?” asked Vadyu, agitated.

“She’s just dreaming,” said Goztan. “The tolyusa makes garinafins see visions, the same as us. She’s overheating, and the tolyusa slows down her heart, dilates her arteries, and relaxes her muscles so she can rest.”

“I knew you could help her,” said Vadyu. “I was so scared because we were sinking in the air, and I had to land. Then I saw how you looked at her like you knew what was wrong, so I decided—”

“Garinafins this young shouldn’t be ridden at all!” Goztan raised her voice, and her words came in a rapid torrent. “They don’t have the endurance for sustained flight, and their families may even have to carry them on long journeys. It takes time for them to learn how to conserve lift gas and to master their own bodies. You were pushing her too hard.”

“I didn’t know—”

“I know you didn’t know! The way you raise these war garinafins in massive corrals—” Goztan took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. Voicing her criticisms of the pékyu’s methods for raising large garinafin armies to his daughter was not going to gain her any favors. “I’m an old-style garinafin pilot, probably one of the best in your father’s army, even though he hasn’t needed my services for years now. I can’t stand seeing these fine beasts mishandled.”

“Korva’s not from the corrals,” objected Vadyu. “I’m trying to bond with her the old-fashioned way.”

Goztan’s eyes narrowed as she caressed the garinafin’s smooth antlers. “She has no marks of bonding…. Did you steal her? You were told you shouldn’t ride her, and you decided to disobey, didn’t you?”

Vadyu bit her bottom lip, her chin jutting forward defiantly. “She’s a gift to Father from the Thane of Windless Mesa. Her dam was supposed to be the fastest garinafin who ever fought for the thane—”

Goztan’s voice softened just a hint. “And so you wanted to see if she inherited her dam’s speed? She’s not going to be fully developed—”

“I know she’s too young to reach her full speed! You don’t even listen! Do you take me for an ignorant child?” Vadyu sputtered, her eyes wide with the rage of being misunderstood.

Goztan knew better than to answer that. “All right, Pékyu-taasa, please go on. I promise not to interrupt.”

Vadyu took a deep breath. “Even though I saw her first and begged Father to give her to me, he wants to offer her to my brother instead. ‘I need a war mount,’ I told him. ‘But this little beast has quite a temper,’ he said. ‘So do I!’ I said. ‘Cudyu has more experience,’ he said. ‘From riding cattle? I bet I can outlast Cudyu on any bucking bull,’ I said. ‘Cudyu is older and will need a war mount sooner,’ he said, and that was the end of the discussion. Well, that’s not fair! I never get what I want just because I’m younger. So I decided to take her on a long ride first so she would be bonded to me.”

Goztan laughed. “So I was right. You are a thief.”

“I am not! Until a garinafin bonds to a pilot, she doesn’t belong to anyone.”

“How can you call yourself a pilot when you don’t even know how to take care of your mount properly?”

Tears threatened to spill from Vadyu’s eyes. “I … I should have learned more, but don’t tell me you always did exactly as you were told when you were my age.”

Goztan sighed. Her voice softened when she spoke again. “You do have me there. My mother, who was thane before me, was bonded to a big bull garinafin, incredibly bad-tempered. He was supposed to be impossible to ride. Of course I decided that I had to try, even though his saddle was so wide that when I finally climbed up, my legs were horizontal, like I was doing a split….”

As Goztan reminisced, she gently caressed Korva’s head, gazing affectionately at the young garinafin’s fluttering eyelids.

Thus, she didn’t notice the sudden change in Vadyu’s expression as she listened to Goztan’s story, nor did she see the young girl slowly reach for the club lying at her feet, and she certainly was not prepared when the girl reared back and slammed the club into the back of her head.


CHAPTER TWO

A SECRET EXPEDITION

VICTORY COVE, UKYU-GONDÉ: THE FIFTH MONTH IN THE TWELFTH YEAR AFTER STRANGERS FROM AFAR ARRIVED IN THEIR CITY-SHIPS (KNOWN IN DARA AS THE FIRST YEAR IN THE REIGN OF FOUR PLACID SEAS).

She came to.

Stars swimming in water filled her vision.

Gradually, she realized that the stars were not in water, but shimmering in heated air. Sparks from a roaring bonfire shot into the dark heavens like fireflies. The smell of burning dung and the aroma of roasted meat filled her nose. There was also a trace of the acrid tang of smoked tolyusa, consumed only at big feasts and celebrations. The back of her head hurt so much that she groaned.

A hypnotic chant filtered into her consciousness.

Brave warriors of Lyucu, heed my words,

A tale as rich as the pékyu’s vast herds.

Though I am still a stranger in your land,

I’ve beheld divine beauty with my hand.

The way the speaker pronounced a few of the words revealed that he hadn’t grown up speaking the language of the Lyucu, and the solecisms were telling—whoever heard of beholding beauty with the hand instead of the eye?—yet there was a compelling grace to the verse, a different rhythm and cadence that made the images stand out, that forced the listener to savor them, as though plain roasted wild marrow tubers had been spiced with tolyusa juice.

She thought the voice and accent both sounded familiar, though she couldn’t quite place the speaker. She tried to turn her head toward the voice and found that her arms and legs had been bound tightly with thick ropes of twisted sinew. She was a captive.

… Now you’ve all heard the old tale of the Agon herder who took in a starving puppy one winter and nurtured it back to health with the milk of his sheepdogs. When the puppy grew up, it turned out to be a wolf. One day, the herder caught the wolf with its jaws around a newborn calf’s neck.

“Why have you repaid my kindness with such treasury?” asked the herder.

“I can’t help it,” said the wolf. “It’s my nature.”

Laughter and loud shouting interrupted the tale.

“Serves him right!”

“Foolish Agon herder.”

“Even an Agon bitch’s milk is full of betrayal and ‘treasury’!”

A childish face hovered into Goztan’s still-fuzzy field of view: the pékyu-taasa, her hair glowing golden in the firelight.

“Why?” Goztan croaked. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again in an attempt to clear her vision. The back of her head throbbed. She hoped nothing was broken.

Vadyu leaned down to whisper into her ear, “Who are you, really?”

… in my land, there is a familiar saying that probably shares the same wisdom in diffident words. We say, “A cruben begets a cruben, a dyran begets a dyran, and an octopus’s daughter can crack eight oysters all at the same time.”

More guffaws and shouts.

“More kyoffir!”

“More tolyusa!”

“I wouldn’t mind some raw octopus right now.”

“I think you meant ‘different words,’ old man. Get that tongue untwisted!”

“Oh, shush. The slave talks a fair bit better than you do. I wouldn’t mind if you were more ‘diffident.’”

No one seemed to be paying attention to the captive tied up by the fire, or the girl interrogating her.

Goztan couldn’t understand why Vadyu was asking her a question whose answer she’d already given. Despite the pounding headache, her mind churned quickly. Somehow the girl was convinced that Goztan was not who she said she was and posed a threat, and until Goztan figured out the cause, she needed to take a different approach. “I’m impressed you managed to move me here all by yourself.”

The girl looked away in embarrassment. “I tried to, but you’re much too heavy for me to move by myself. I had to get a few of the naros here to help me. They were surprised to see me, but I told them that my father sent me to take note of their courage. They were grateful that I caught a saboteur along the way.”

“Aren’t you worried that your helpers will tell your father about Korva?”

Vadyu giggled. “Just about everyone here is going to sail off first thing in the morning to find the northwest passage to Dara. They won’t see my father again for years, if ever.”

Goztan craned her stiff neck to look at the sea. By the glow of the roaring bonfire, she could just make out a fleet of massive coracle-rafts resting upon the beach. These were an innovation of the pékyu. By lashing together multiple circular bone-and-hide coracles, the traditional watercraft of the coastal tribes, and adding a stiffening bone lattice with numerous flotation bladders, the Lyucu managed to construct novel seagoing vessels without dependence on Dara shipbuilding techniques. They didn’t have the load capacity of the city-ships, necessary for a full invasion force, but could carry an exploratory expedition into the open ocean.

Finally, the heavy security around the cove and the sentries that had barred her way earlier made sense. For years, Pékyu Tenryo had been obsessed with finding a way to Dara, the land of origin of the city-ships, so that he could launch an invasion against it. However, the remote location of the islands and the awe-inspiring Wall of Storms described by Dara captives presented seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Multiple expeditions had been launched to find a way to Dara, but most of the ships were never heard from again, and the crew of one of the few ships that had managed to return had been so frightened by their experience that they insisted Tenryo give up a mad dream of conquest. The pékyu had to have them executed lest they infect and corrupt the morale of the Lyucu.

As wreckage of failed expeditions occasionally washed up on the coast, carried there by the great belt current in the ocean, the pékyu had grown wary that support for these overseas adventures was waning. Perhaps the present expedition, in contrast to previous voyages, was shrouded in secrecy in order to minimize the possibility that ambitious thanes and recalcitrant elders who had lost children in previous expeditions would make a scene.

Goztan looked around some more but didn’t see the young garinafin.

“Where’s Korva?”

“Still sleeping. She’ll be safe enough, this close to the pens for the garinafins in training. I didn’t like leaving her alone, but it’s more important that I make sure a spy like you doesn’t harm my father’s brave naros.”

“If you’d just go find one of the older warriors who fought with me—”

“Ha, nice try. But you can’t fool me that easily. No one here is old enough to have fought the Dara barbarians to seize the city-ships. You were counting on that, weren’t you? That’s why you stole the identity of a hero from an obscure tribe who rarely visits Taten, knowing that no one here would be able to definitively say that you aren’t the person you claim to be.”

Of course, Goztan thought, only the young are foolish enough to volunteer for an expedition to find a scattering of remote islands in the boundless sea. It’s as mad as blindly leaping off the back of a garinafin swooping over the scrublands and hoping to land in a water bubble in the grass sea.

“You could go back to the Great Tent—”

“Do you think I’m five? I’m certainly not going to bring one of my father’s old retainers here so they can run into Korva on the way—”

“You could take them the long way around and approach the cove from the other side—”

“Right. Of course you’d want me to take the long way around so you’d have more time alone to escape and carry out some evil scheme. I may not know your plan yet, but I’m going to figure it out.”

Goztan wanted to laugh and scream at the same time. Like all children who seized upon an idea, the girl’s logic for defending her conviction was unassailable.

“So what are you going to do with me?”

Vadyu pointed to her eyes with two fingers and then jabbed them at Goztan, looking fierce.

“Until when?”

“Until the fleet sets sail in the morning and Korva has recovered. Then I’ll … I’ll get Korva and escort you back to Taten. Since I caught you, a dangerous spy, I won’t get in trouble for stealing Korva. In fact, Father may even give Korva to me as a reward. It is all going to work out for the best.”

… Tonight, the pékyu has ordered me to recite for you an account of my voyage here so that your dreams may be filled with visions of the whale’s way. I, not being born of this land, cannot speak to your gods as clearly as you do, but perhaps the gods will examine your dreams and descry a way across the pathless main and keep you safe.

So let me entertain you for a while with a few tales, some of them factual, and some merely possible—and I’m not telling you which is which—though all of them are true….

Only a few chuckles now, and those soon faded away. The audience quieted. The cadence of the storyteller cast a hypnotic spell over the crowd as they wondered if perhaps one of the tales would indeed illuminate the dark sea like a brilliant shooting star, guiding them over the unknown expanse.

Goztan had to admire the girl for her audacity. Hers was a preposterous plan, but it actually had a chance of working—if Goztan were really a spy.

As it was, of course, when Vadyu marched Goztan into Taten in the morning, the pékyu was going to be so furious that the pékyu-taasa might not even be able to sit on her bottom without wincing for some time, much less ride a garinafin. She would enjoy seeing the surprise on Vadyu’s face …

… except that if Vadyu kept Goztan here all night, Goztan would miss her audience with Pékyu Tenryo, scheduled at the crack of dawn. It would do no good for Tenryo to know the truth behind her tardiness. If the pékyu would look unkindly upon thanes who were too weak to solve their own problems at home and had to come beg him for help, he certainly would despise even more a thane who couldn’t even escape from a ten-year-old girl, and he would be positively furious with a thane whose lack of resourcefulness brought ridicule upon his favorite daughter and, by association, himself.

Goztan might as well say good-bye forever to those grazing rights by Aluro’s Basin.

… The whale’s way is turbulent and wild, and the wonders to be found in it as innumerable as the stars in the welkin.

One time, as we passed through a warm patch of water, the sails flapped and then drooped as the wind died. We had no choice but to drift along in the great oceanic current that had carried us away from Dara like dandelion seeds upon the wind.

A pod of dolphins swam next to the fleet along the starboard side. We could hear the finned air-breathers chatting in their whistling, joyful language, which offered some re-life from the boredom.

A sharp-eyed lookout shouted, “A shark! A shark!”

We rushed to the gunwale and found the words to be true. There, amidst the leaping and dancing dolphins, one fish stood out like a rat among mice. Instead of the sleek bottle-form snout, there was a wide toothy grin; instead of the pair of horizontal flukes that flexed like a man’s legs, there was a vertical, asymmetrical tail that waved like a caudal fin; instead of a blowhole on top of the head that sprayed mist in the air, there were gill slits next to the cheeks open to the brine….

The headache and vertigo had subsided enough for Goztan to turn and focus her eyes on Vadyu without feeling like she was going to throw up. She had to convince the girl to let her go. “What if you’re wrong and I really am who I say I am? How can you be so sure I’m a spy?”

Vadyu looked at her smugly. “Tell me again your lineage.”

“I am called Goztan Ryoto, daughter of Dayu Ryoto, son of Péfir Vagapé. I serve the pékyu as the Thane of—”

“Liar!” Vadyu shouted. “You almost had me. Almost. But you’re just like that wolf pup in the old tale. You can’t hide your true nature.”

Goztan was utterly confused. “You must be mis—”

“When we were with Korva, you said your mother was thane before you.”

“She was.”

“And yet you just named your father in your birthright lineage, not your mother,” Vadyu said triumphantly. “So either you are an imposter who didn’t prepare your lies well enough or you are a usurper, and my father would never have tolerated a usurper as one of his trusted thanes.”

… We expected to see bloodshed; we expected to see the dolphins turn on this killer fish, this ancient enemy of the cetacean race.

But there was no fight, no ramming of the intruder. The lumbering gray shark, twice as large as the largest dolphin, was acting just like a member of the pod. Though it could not leap as gracefully as the dolphins, it dove below the surface, accelerated with powerful strokes of the wrongly oriented tail, and heaved itself out of the water in imitation of its unfamilial family. And as it crashed back into the ocean, the dolphins let out a cheer of whistles and squeaks, celebrating the accomplishment as though the shark were an indulged child….

Goztan couldn’t help but chuckle. Given how Pékyu Tenryo himself had come to power, the idea that he would have no tolerance for usurpers was absurd, but she wasn’t sure that the pékyu-taasa had experienced enough of the world to understand the reasons behind her “lie.”

“Stop laughing! What’s so funny?”

“Eh, you really are mistaken, but where do I begin—”

The sentence stuck in her throat, unfinished, because she had finally caught a glimpse of the gesticulating figure of the storyteller by the bonfire, and she realized why his voice seemed so familiar.


CHAPTER THREE

THE MESSAGE ON THE TURTLE SHELL

UKYU-GONDÉ: THE YEAR THE CITY-SHIPS ARRIVED FROM DARA (KNOWN IN DARA AS THE FIRST YEAR IN THE REIGN OF RIGHTEOUS FORCE, WHEN EMPEROR ERISHI ASCENDED TO THE THRONE AFTER THE DEATH OF EMPEROR MAPIDÉRÉ).

Goztan’s mother, Tenlek Ryoto, chieftain of the Third Tribe of the Antler, had been one of the first thanes of Pékyu Toluroru Roatan to pledge allegiance to Tenryo after the disfavored son murdered his father to usurp the position of pékyu. And as a little girl, Goztan watched with admiration as Tenryo bound the loose Lyucu tribes of the scrublands into a divine hammer with himself as its head and pounded the hated Agon, the ancient enemy and oppressor of the Lyucu, into submission. When she was old enough, she joined his army as a garinafin pilot. There, she studied Tenryo’s cold tactics, emulated his hot passions, and slaughtered so many that she ran out of room on her helmet for the little cross marks that she used to record the Agon corpses she left behind.

The Third Tribe of the Antler prospered. Though she was too young to be a mother herself, Goztan watched with pleasure as the tribe’s mothers grew fat and beautiful from the meat and milk yielded by the herds of long-haired cattle and flocks of knob-horned sheep she captured, their children cared for by the Agon slaves she abducted. Though her own parents were still young and vigorous, Goztan sighed with relief as feeble elders of the tribe no longer had to say farewell to their families and walk into winter storms—sure, that meant more aged Agon starved in their stead, but that was the way of life on the scrublands.

“You’re better than any of your sisters and brothers,” Tenlek said, her voice full of pride. “You’re just like me.”

And then, in the same year that she reached the age at which she could take a husband and have her own children, strangers from across the sea arrived in monstrous city-ships.

Despite the cautious welcome given to them by the Lyucu under the direction of Pékyu Tenryo, the strangers soon revealed their bestial natures and slaughtered scores of Lyucu with their fantastic metal weapons.

The barbarians from Dara were powerful. They killed from a distance with little spears launched from half-moon-shaped frames, far more accurate and deadly than Lyucu slingshots and slings; they dressed in wisps of clouds, which were much more colorful and comfortable against the skin than the hide and leather and fur worn by the Lyucu; their city-ships rode confidently over towering waves that would have capsized Lyucu coracles, propelled by enormous vertical wings that yoked the power of the wind like the wings of a garinafin; they seemed completely immune from the mysterious new plagues that swept through the Lyucu ranks.

Their pékyu, a man by the name of Admiral Krita, declared that he intended to enslave the people of the scrublands and bind them in chains from which they could never escape, even unto the seventh generation. Many cried out in confusion and terror to the All-Father and the Every-Mother, wondering why such darkness had been allowed to descend upon their mortal children.

Instead of riding forth with his warriors mounted on garinafins to fight these barbarians to the death, Pékyu Tenryo called for women, thanes and naros, to volunteer to be sexual companions for the men who styled themselves the Lords of Dara. Many of the thanes seethed at the pékyu’s weakness, including Goztan’s mother. But Goztan, having witnessed Tenryo getting the better of his enemies time after time, volunteered, trusting instinctively that the pékyu had in mind some grander scheme.

The pékyu held a banquet for the women warriors on the night before they were to be sent to the city-ships, asking them to keep their eyes and ears open for the ways of Dara, but to reveal as little of the Lyucu way of life as possible.

“There is a long winter ahead,” the pékyu said. “The clever wolf wags her tail and drinks the offered milk, adopting the guise of the domesticated dog. But her true nature is held deep inside, like a sheathed bone dagger.”

She endured the barbarians’ vile caresses and lewd gazes and acted the part of the humiliated captive, gradually gaining the trust of Dathama, captain of one of the city-ships, to whom she had been gifted. She fed him his meals, bathed his body, slept in his bed. Word by word, phrase by phrase, she learned to speak his language; hour by hour, day by day, she studied how he fought and how he thought; square foot by square foot, deck by deck, she memorized the layout of the city-ship and the caches of weapons and food.

One early spring day, Captain Dathama, who usually spent all his time on his ship and had grown ever more flabby and lethargic on the rich food and idleness made possible by the Lyucu servants, decided that he wanted to take in some fresh air. He demanded that a team of Lyucu men be sent to bear himself and his native mistress—whom he had renamed “Obedience” for he could not be bothered to learn her “barbarian” name—on a large litter fashioned from whale ribs and woven seagrass, its cushions covered in smooth Dara silk and stuffed with soft yearling cattle hair.

As if to make up for his unimpressive physique—weedy, uncoordinated, with a high-pitched voice and a face that reminded one of a scavenging prairie vole—Dathama stuffed the litter with supplies catering to his creature comforts: two jugs of wine, eight baskets of food to snack on, sea-chilled stones to soothe his hemorrhoids, a bucket of flower-scented water that Goztan was supposed to sprinkle over him to keep him cool…. As the Lyucu warriors huffed and labored to carry the litter at a jog up and down the desolate sand dunes of the beach, indolent Dara soldiers followed along with a few servants and maids, all entertaining themselves with anecdotes that supposedly demonstrated the lack of intelligence among the men of the scrublands and speculating aloud whether some ancestral sin had doomed the Lyucu to a squalid existence. Luckily, as the Lyucu men could not understand the speech of Dara, the insults deflected off them like water off a tidal tern’s back.

But Goztan seethed. She had thought she was inured to such insults, yet seeing her people treated like beasts of burden by the Lords of Dara made her scabbed-over heart bleed anew. She struggled to smile coquettishly and to ply Dathama with more cups of aged wine the way the vile man had taught her.

And then, one of the litter-bearers stumbled, and a corner of the litter sank, almost tossing the ungainly captain out. Only by grabbing for Goztan did he avoid an embarrassing fall, but the wine in one of the jugs spilled all over his fine silk robe.

Enraged, Dathama halted the procession and ordered all the litter-bearers whipped. As bloody streaks crisscrossed the backs of the kneeling Lyucu men, Goztan could see the fire of rage and humiliation build in their eyes. The Dara soldiers stood vigilantly to the side, their swords unsheathed, waiting for any sign of resistance to give them the excuse for slaughter. Desperately, she pleaded with the captain to show mercy upon the litter-bearers, and
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