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  Unhappy the land where heroes are needed. – Bertolt Brecht 






  
  Book 1: The Stone Serpent









  
  Prologue


The Oro Plain steamed in the midday heat. The sun’s enraged face seared the vista of white-streaked azure until it was blinding to raise one’s eyes from the endless expanse of scorched grass. Even the greatest hunters lay flattened in the shade, crushed by an overbearing sky. None of them, from crafty jackals to proud lionesses, could so much as bat an eye in the direction of the true masters of the veldt – stalkers without peer, their presence was a passing breeze, fleeting and invisible between the spreading baobabs that dotted the grasslands. No scavenger was willing to risk life and limb for a stolen mouthful of flesh. 
The supreme predator always staked first claim. Such was the honor of animals.
Zul, Captain of the Kaz Reavers, could hardly believe his luck as he surveyed the defeated faces of his latest catch. Two dozen hardy plains folk, strong-limbed specimens all, sat chained in the shadow of the wind-eroded boulders amidst a scattering of bedding and stone tools. His exacting eye was unable to detect the faintest hint of impurity – no crippled arms or deformed legs, no defects to deflate the handsome market price they would fetch upon his triumphant return to the coast.
The grinning faces of his men made it clear that his happiness was held in common. None of the Reavers had expected it to be this easy, least of all their chief. The plains dwellers were slippery as eels on a good day, making the gutter thieves of the Mire Quarter look like amateurs. Professional manhunters were lucky to take one by surprise, let alone a whole band. Yet today they had bagged an entire encampment, complete with women and children. He’d been skeptical, but after this haul he’d never doubt the providence of sorcerous wares again. 
The company’s admittedly costly investment had paid off handsomely. Zul instinctively rubbed the antique brass ring with its twisting unreadable inscriptions. He hadn’t a clue how it worked, but it was his new good luck charm in a business where luck mattered. They were but a day’s journey from the ruins of Old Uri. Had the Jafari not conveniently razed the former capital of Anzike when Zul’s father was a mere boy, the present expedition would have been impossible. That too was luck.
He paced back and forth below the baobab’s high branches, a grateful prayer to Lady Fortune on his lips.
The newly captured chattels sat silently in their heavy manacles, even the youngest, who couldn’t have been more than two years old. Their captors, swathed in brilliant blue cloaks, should have had as much luck as an albino antelope of approaching them undetected. How could their survival instincts, refined over aeons of bushwhacking game, have failed them so completely?
It was unnatural. Demon magic.
Zul’s triumphant grin spread wider as he drank in their confusion. These moments of victory, when the blood danced faster than an Ashkosii whore performing for a smitten crowd, were occupational perks as real as a bag of gold shekels. The Kaz Company would be more than pleased with the hunt’s results. A week spent foot-slogging through a scorching wilderness, concealing their tracks from circling gryphons, had finally paid off.
He could picture Chief Overseer Melkior’s creeping smile building to cackling, full-throated mirth at the number of clients he could satisfy with this single shipment. The Admiralty would not refuse firm, wiry muscles which could be made to turn an oar as deftly as they threw a spear. Surely none of the savages had beheld the sea, but what did it matter when all they had to do was keep their heads down and row. 
The lash would do the rest.
Then there were the slender bodies and firm breasts of the women. Zul licked his lips at a pretty young thing with black pearl eyes that called out to his baser desires like the fabled sirens of the Strait of Blades. Melkior would surely let him have her. There would be no galley service for any of these half-feral vixens. He could picture the scions of every noble house in Ashkos – Goran, Zaki, Andalus – lining up to admire their barbaric figures, exquisitely molded by nature in the style of a master sculptor from the Citadel’s academies. They’d want them for their kitchens, their gardens, and their private chambers. The bidding wars would be hard-fought indeed.
As for the children, there were a half-dozen of the starvelings. They wouldn’t be much good for any real work. For now. But a forward-thinking master always looked to his chattel’s further increase. 
Slaves could be married off young.
Shooting a final lustful glance at his pearl-eyed girl, Zul turned to his men. The midday sun was unbearably hot, but time was money and there was none to waste.
“On your feet! Prepare...”
Flashing fangs stilled his tongue. Scales flashed yellow in the noon glare, a whip-like body striking with blinding speed.
The sand viper bit into the top of his boot, its venomous fangs sinking into leather a hair’s breadth from his calf. 
Swearing, Zul twisted his foot away and drew his falchion, swinging it through the dry grass. 
His face burned with rage that such a lowly beast could have killed him in his moment of triumph. He would cleave it in two.
Nothing but grass fell to his blow, drifting slowly to the sun-baked earth.
“Damnable thing…”
The snake wriggled away, disappearing under a rock.
Zul took the back of his hand to the nearest captive, a boy, knocking him on his face in a jangling of chains.
“Boss?”
Regaining his composure, Zul saw that all fifteen of the Reavers were standing, falchions in hand. 
Tal, the Erressean Renegade, was regarding the fallen boy with the questioning look of an executioner who is unsure as to whether a captive is to be decapitated or spared.
“Get them in line,” Zul bellowed. “We’re moving out! I want a man at every five paces, both sides, centipede formation!”
The Reavers sprung into action. Their reputation as the most efficient mancatchers in Ashkos reaffirmed as they hauled the prisoners to their feet and chained them together, concentrating the children in the middle of the sorry procession.
Admiring their discipline, earned from hard experience as well as a good deal of drilling, Zul was more than surprised to notice one man standing idle in the baobab’s shade. Loitering where the tree’s shadow joined that of the sun-drenched rocks beneath which they had been sheltering, while his comrades sweated in the hot sun.
“Oi, you!” The Chief shouted, “get here and do your part!”
The cloaked figure did not move.
Zul’s teeth clenched.
“Get a move on or I’ll thump your skull! And that’ll be the least of your worries when Melkior throws your stupid carcass to the jackals in the arena!”
No response.
Zul snarled and stepped forward, falchion in hand. If this was one of Ockman’s little tricks, he’d beat the Rastani cur bloody.
Caught up in thoughts of retribution, he did not notice that the figure had moved until he was halfway to the baobab’s thick trunk.
His eyes went wide. Standing on the edge of the flickering circle of shadow was a cloaked figure, a lithe silhouette against a backdrop of blistering blue sky, its sun-bleached robes fluttering in the hot wind. It was plainly not one of his men.
Disquieting details crept into focus. Its hood was pulled down about its face, but from that darkness, Zul made out pair of eyes; narrow eyes the color of amber that stared directly at him, never blinking.
A chill passed through him. He had seen that same unwavering stare mere moments before – in a viper’s face.
In seconds, three Reavers had leveled their double-pronged ‘mancatcher’ spears at the stranger. No orders were necessary. Their prompt response was commendable, though it seemed impossible that none had noticed the newcomer’s arrival.
Zul swatted a buzzing fly, crushing the insect between his thick fingers. He began to rethink his earlier unrestrained praise for the Mage Guild and their vaunted ‘Rings of Protection’. If the high-priced spell-weavers were to be believed, not even a mouse should have been able to come within earshot of the bearer and escape detection. He didn’t pretend to know how the sorcerous nonsense worked – only that it wasn’t working now, which meant that Melkior’s investment had been flawed, to put it mildly. 
The boss would be less than pleased.
A wave of murmurs spread among the captives, passing up and down the line before it was stilled by a flurry of jabs and threats.
Stepping forward, Zul cried out his challenge to the dark figure, who continued to stand silent and unmoving, even as Tal’s glimmering spearpoint scraped its cloak at chest height. No one, least of all a runty crawler and a lone fool, would steal the Reaver’s hard-won glory, defective wards be damned.
“Hold, stranger! Make yourself known or the vultures will be eating well this day!”
He repeated the order twice. Once in the tongue of the coast and once in the language of the plains. If the stranger was so stupid as to be ignorant of both tongues, there was entertainment to be had in a groveling foreigner. A single sharp blade would be sufficient if the fool grew overly annoying.
The stranger did not grovel. Nothing slurred the soft reply, which came as if blown by the wind.
“Such a poor harvest…”
Zul gave the signal and the hulking Ockman lunged forth, jerking the stranger’s hood away in one sharp motion.
The captain’s jaw dropped lower than his belly.
Zul did not see the dark flesh of a stupidly pretentious plains walker. Nor the bronzed skin of a wanted Ashkosii renegade for whom he would have been only too happy to pocket the reward. 
It was as though the viper he had tried to kill moments earlier had returned in the shape of a man. The stranger’s face was elongated, its inhuman snout terminating in twin tiny holes while its forked tongue thrust between predatory fangs the size of fishing knives. Dark gray scales covered the creature’s muzzle above which those same unblinking eyes bored into Zul and his men with demonic intent. 
Ockman, the former wrestler who once boasted he could kill five men in the space of seven breaths, recoiled from the monster, the blood draining from his face.
Tal’s spearhead trembled, as shock rattled the ex-marine’s normally unshakable nerves.
The midday heat was pierced by a sudden chill. The blinding white sun dimmed to the sickly yellow of a guttering lamp.
One of the captive women gasped and a child whimpered.
Zul’s mouth, already parched, became a desert as he grappled with his own terror and the responsibilities of command.
What was this thing? A hell-spawned nightmare of the Underworld? A twisted emissary of the Bonelord here to collect his soul?
He must not show weakness. Never. These unknown horrors and unnatural sights were nothing compared to the terror of losing control. No soldier, least of all a money-minded mercenary, would tolerate a weak captain. He must keep his head. He must lead.
A sudden thought slowed his panicked heart and brought a sly smile to his lips. His entrepreneurial spirit was rekindled, his dread bleeding into a smug sense of renewed triumph as he recognized the exotic prize that had walked into his grasp. Could the gods be any more generous? The hunter had been blessed with double prizes.
This viper-man, however dangerous, faced a dozen of the best mancatchers in Ashkos. Whatever its abilities, it hadn’t a chance. It would end its days in a nobleman’s private zoo or its skin would decorate the walls of a merchant’s study. He salivated when he thought of how much an obsessive collector of marvels like Rhal Andalus would pay for such a specimen.
Further talk was pointless. There was only the matter of subduing the creature and a king’s ransom would be his for the taking. It was unarmed. This would be easy.
“Bring it down!” Zul shouted, all his fears dispelled. Opportunity had never beckoned like this, and he was ashamed of his momentary hesitation. A Reaver feared neither man nor beast. 
The men’s hard-won discipline re-asserted itself. They’d been a well-oiled machine ever since the company had hired officers from Prince Marad’s elite guard to lick the louts into shape. Shock dissipated and they moved swiftly. Tal and Ockman pressed forward with their barbed spears, while the others spread out on either side, efficiently blocking all routes of escape.
The creature remained uncannily still apart from its tongue, flicking steadily in and out.
Before the men could move in for the kill, their grim faces suddenly warped into agonized masks.
Tal and Ockman screamed, letting go of their spears like they were red-hot bars of iron.
Zul saw smoking blisters blossom on their palms.
The captives began rattling their chains.
“Kill it! Bring it down!”
As the first two Reavers fell back, clutching their scalded hands, the others raised their weapons and charged. There was venom in their eyes, like vengeful hunters closing in on a wild pig that had gored one of their number.
They might have taken two steps, three at most, before the acrid scent of charcoal filled the air.
Zul shielded his eyes as long tongues of orange and yellow flame erupted from the dry grass, stabbing upwards like burning daggers.
Men fell screaming onto that blackened bed of fire, spears slipping uselessly from their grasp as they rolled over and over. Flesh melted from flailing limbs, merging with scale-mail coats that flowed in rivulets of molten steel beneath their furiously blazing blue cloaks.
The air boiled. The visibly sweating onlookers, Reavers and plainsfolk alike, were paralyzed in awestruck dread. No smoke obscured the terrible sight as molten metal and liquefied flesh condensed into a fine coating of ash and drifted to the ground.
The flames receded, and all that remained were scattered pairs of smoking boots.
The creature stood motionless amid the chaos, the same blank expression on its bestial face, its ivory cloak untouched by the flames that had blackened the grass in a perfect circle.
Zul clutched the warded ring on his finger, gripping it like a drowning man as he opened his mouth to order the survivors to use their throwing knives.
A child’s whimper interrupted him and he could make no sound.
Zul winced as a searing pain shot through his jaw, vision flashing as every muscle in his throat convulsed.
Then came the burning. White-hot needles stabbing all over his body.
Flames rose higher as his guts writhed and boiled, spread as his tongue swelled, choked off his frantic screams. The fire was inside him. Sickly gurgles escaped his lips as they melted, flowing like quicksilver into the furnace that was his stomach. A raging inferno engulfed his bowels as if impaled by every hot iron in a well-equipped torture chamber.
He saw the stranger. The sun had come to earth and was burning in those amber serpent eyes.
The agony rose to searing white.
Darkness fell.

      [image: ]The Emissary surveyed the smoldering remains of the unworthy specimens. To destroy them would normally be judged as a waste of time and power, but the mission was paramount. None could interfere. 
He spoke the words and made the appropriate signs to open the way.
Only three specimens were worthy of harvest. Their sinewy limbs and well-developed musculature contained the souls of hunters and they would be welcome additions to this cycle’s crop. The trio stood inert and motionless amid the remnants of their kin. No pain would come to them. There would be no mourning.
As the light drained and the air pulsed with the sacred energies of the cosmos, something caught the Emissary’s eye: a sparkle of gold amid the ashes, blackened bone fragments and melted chains littering the grass about the stout tree.
The Emissary’s mind closed on the ring, raising it from its bed of ruin and turning the miniature circlet over, scanning its every contour and detail. The ruby caught the afternoon sun, absorbing its burning rays until it shone, a blazing red eye that twinkled and winked.
He sensed its power, his cold-blooded heart quickening as he realized the implications. The long search across the firmament’s endless patterned roads was over. The wanderer in the dark had glimpsed the star that marked his quarry.
My prison shakes…
The Emissary reverently bowed his head to the spirit of the ring, freed from petty human hands, its ethereal consciousness emanated tantalizing visions that flickered across his mind’s eye: of its forging in the crucibles of the elder days, of a penance three millennia in duration, of a humiliating ordeal passed between mortal masters while the bright flames of passion dimmed into dark embers of bitterness, denied the cleansing pyre of rebirth.
He saw The Founder, crowned in light as He was when the void was first breached. The spirit knew Him. Confirmed His presence on this insignificant world. One of its masters had defied Him in ages past and died for this insolence. It did not know the site of His imprisonment, but it was close and the Emissary had other means to discern this information.
So close. The honors that the Conclave would heap upon him for this mighty feat would be beyond compare.
The Phoenix’s red wings spread wide as the Emissary gratefully slid the ring into the inner pocket of his robes. 
With a hiss of triumph, he stepped lightly through the blackened stubble, turning his gaze toward the south as the portal opened and the gatherers stepped across black gulfs to join him on the plain.
“Take them,” he tersely commanded the armored warriors tasked with conveying the harvested to the pits.
The gatherers did as they were told, efficiently removing the three specimens. The pulsating energies from beyond dissipated, the pulsing white light of an alien sun returned, and the Emissary was alone once more.
The shadows were lengthening and his feral kin were stirring in the shade, their cold-blooded forms calling to him.
He answered, hissing out eldritch names that echoed across time and space, uniting scale and fang across the myriad planes, binding their souls within a great web of unbreakable strands.
The low, susurrant call spread over the plain, passing down the lines of bond and blood before returning to their source.
The snakes began to come.
The afternoon light scattered across a multitude of glistening scales as slithering outlines broke from under rocks and along tree branches. Grass parted as they converged from all directions, unblinking eyes focused on the desolate spot where their summoner stood between tree and boulder.
Soon the burnt grass was a slithering mass. The great baobab’s branches writhed and glistened, while every crevice of the rockface bore the forked tongue of a viper, cobra, python and innumerable others that tasted the stale air in silent eagerness.
The Emissary spread his arms to his kin, feeling their feral souls bleed into one in anticipation of his message.
Seek The Founder.
His silent words coursed through blood and stardust.
Scour the lands and waters of this world. Seek Him. Prepare the way.
That was all.
The reptilian tide departed, sweeping away in all directions. Only the Emissary remained as the sun declined and darkness set in, keeping vigil below the spreading branches.
It would not be long now. The serpents would pass word to their fellows. His commandment would spread. All eyes would be his in a search that would leave no crevice unexplored. If more of these humans got in the way, he would deal with them, and if they were responsible for imprisoning The Founder, they would all suffer His wrath.
It was inevitable. The stars were friendly and nothing could remain hidden. Even now they impregnated his mind with tantalizing visions of cyclopean masonry lost from mortal sight beneath the greenery of steaming jungles. Secrets lay there, knowledge long-forgotten as nature reclaimed the works of man. And man, with all the small-mindedness of his nature, neglected this heritage, even as the elders of the cosmos looked on, following ancient stellar pathways to stand unacknowledged upon the threshold of this pitiful world.
Those who served the firmament were the true masters. Nothing was beyond reach.
As the days passed and visions echoed across the tangled web of eyes, a single name sounded in the depths of the Emissary’s mind, a distant voice beckoning him forth. Beyond this faint call and fleeting glimpses of fallen temples and buried vaults, he was blind to his destination. 
But his direction was clear.
There would be no deviation. Not a single misstep. Only a relentless pursuit, like iron drawn inexorably to a distant lodestone.






  
  Chapter 1


Crack! 
The sound of the rattan ripped through the spreading cloud of dust kicked up from the tournament ground. Like the shouts and gasps of the crowd, their shadowed faces squinting below the eaves of the surrounding huts, it was drowned out by the roaring of Ta’s own blood, thundering in his ears through a clinging haze of sweat. Only the pain, shooting up his forearm from the shock of impact, cut through his carefully erected wall of concentration.
Wrist loose...like a fisher catches a fish…
His old man’s lessons echoed faintly beneath the booming of his pulse. He only remembered to relax his grip at the last second before his father’s riposte came like a bolt from the blue. 
Fighting down the fatal instinct to flinch, he simultaneously lifted the bo and took a defensive half-step back. 
His old man wasn’t going easy. Not after seasons’ worth of practice.
No sooner had Ta brought the bo up to parry the incoming stroke, it changed direction; by some inexplicable sleight of hand, the steep angle flattened and whipped toward his ear. 
Ta shifted his stance, but the blow caught him before he could move his arms further than the length of a rice grain.
Exploding stars turned the sky yellow as he pitched on his back in the dirt. Only then, ears ringing from the roar of the crowd, feeling like a blacksmith’s hammer to the head, did he realize his mistake.
Hands before feet…always hands before feet.
His throat convulsed as he sucked dusty air into his empty lungs. Voices pounding at his throbbing skull, he fought back tears. He was nearly a grown man. It would not do to weep boyish tears before the whole village.
Even in defeat, he was his father’s son.
Presently, that strong, familiar hand, scarred and smelling of earth, found Ta’s own through the dust and noise. Its grip was gentle, drawing him effortlessly to his feet, the one sure thing as the world spun in a blur of browns and greens.
Rows of faces swam into focus under the blue canopy of sky surmounting the circle of hard-packed dirt before the shrine. Sul, the village priest, was a solitary sentinel of gleaming white, his expression hard as the Goddess’s jade statue, brought from its sanctuary so that the Lady of the Rice Harvest could view those fighting for Her favor. She and Her priest were the only ones not on their feet shouting and cheering. 
Given that She was the only woman permitted to watch the bouts, it was strange that She wasn’t more excited.
These idle thoughts were dispelled by more faces. Ta was prepared for the happiness that showed in so many pairs of eyes – happiness at seeing the outcast ‘stick boy’ beaten down, even by his own father whom most of them liked even less.
Lu was among the few who bore expressions of concern. The thick-set, black-haired lad was badly bruised from the earlier contests and dried blood encrusted his broad forehead. But there was awe in his jubilant eyes. Awe that his friend had kept his feet so long, making it to the rounds reserved for men. It was rare for boys to make it so far and still rarer for them to withstand the first blow when they did. It had taken two strokes from a master to bring Ta down. That was more than respectable. Had Ta been anyone but his father’s son, every boy in the village would be cheering him, and not beseeching the ancestors for his injury and humiliation. But Lu’s approval was enough, shining through in one of his typical silly grins. 
Ta knew to take the good with the bad; he’d had little choice in the matter.
Shaken, head ringing like a temple bell, his skin covered in a leopard’s patchwork of bruises earned in the course of seven rounds of stick fighting, Ta peered into his father’s dark eyes. The pride in those deep wells flowed into him and his pain fled along with all sense of loss. 
In that moment, Ta felt like a man. 
He knew his strength. He knew his weakness. He had made a mistake, but he would get better. His hand would strike with the speed of a serpent. Friends and foes alike would respect him.
It was not over. His father had more men to fight before the Day of the Ancestors was done and the lanterns could be lit. Vengeful men who hated him.
Stooping, Ta picked up the fallen rattan and held it high toward the onlooking heavens as the noise of the crowd died away. In that moment, standing by his victorious father’s side, he was a warrior. He was free of the fields and the mud. His every dream had come true.

      [image: ]The hated old man won. 
He did not drink deep of his victory, bowing once to the Goddess’s impassive jade face and once to the scowling opponent he had left in the dust. Ta’s father did not even smile as the dutiful clapping began. Ta and Lu, drawing dagger-like stares from the other boys, were the only ones to offer genuine shouts of encouragement as the victor began his slow and dignified march toward the shrine. 
Sul’s priestly face was more controlled but equally unfriendly and it was obvious that he had prayed to the Goddess and every exalted ancestor over the course of the year that he would receive the blessed opportunity of presenting this great honor to another. But the rules of the contest were set in stone, carved, like every rite and festival, from the earth of the Sacred Hill where the Goddess had greeted the first of Her faithful long ago. Ta’s father was among the faithful and his victory could not be denied without deepest blasphemy.
Copying the serene gaze of the statue by his side, Sul went through the required motions, blessing the rightful champion with a garland of red blooms to signify the bounty of the land and the ever-renewed spirit of the ancestors.
His prayer, made through clenched teeth, was so low that Ta barely heard a word of it.
No sooner had the champion taken his rightful place at the Goddess’s side than Her priest moved on, with evident relief, to the ancient words that fell with the weight of mountains, crushing all petty voices with the commandments of the sacred.
“The Revered Ones call! Heed them!”
Shouts and insults deadened to whispers.
“The Revered Ones call! Heed them!”
Whispers slipped away with the soft breezes sighing between the village’s thatched roofs.
Sul stood with arms outstretched, the edges of his white robe fluttering. Behind him, the Goddess’s likeness was hefted in the arms of two sturdy fisherfolk, Han and Koh, whose most recent catch could be smelt, roasting on a nearby fire in anticipation of the evening feast. 
But it was not yet time. The dead were summoning the living.
Even the excitable Lu had gone silent and was staring glassy eyed at the holy spectacle.
Sul began chanting the Litany of The Blessed Ancestors as the village menfolk, their arguments suppressed, parted ways to let priest, bearers and champion pass before falling in line. As red paper streamers danced wildly in the air, the tournament ground became a scene of perfect harmony: men in front, boys behind, following their priest. Together, they solemnly took up the chant in the name of “those dwelling blissfully in the Serene Gardens of the Blessed, and those ascending the ladder below.”
The Hells.
A shudder passed down Ta’s spine, even as he lent his voice to the gathered chorus departing from the village square. Not all dead folk went to the same place. Some were unworthy, had led bad lives and offended the Goddess through cruel and selfish deeds. Such unworthy souls were made to ascend the ladder, struggling upwards, put through layer upon layer of trials until their faults fell away and they were ready to live among the Blessed as Revered Ones. It reminded Ta of a worm crawling its way up through layers of soil in search of daylight, or to keep itself from drowning as the rainy season turned the land into a mire.
Revered and Ascendant souls alike demanded prayers, The Revered for the blessings they could bestow upon the living, The Ascendant to speed their upward journey through the Hells and to stop them from turning into vengeful ghosts that would return to torment neighbors and family members. 
That was why there was an Ancestors’ Day. That was why the boys and the men fought to honor the dead.
Chanting, they streamed toward the village cemetery. 
Ta could see his father, marching slowly in the place of honor, a few paces ahead of the local landlord and his son, not bothering to bypass the wide puddles that they skirted on the well-worn track. 
Renewed pride swelled in his breast. One day a year, the greatest fighter in the village, his father, got the respect that he deserved. He did not understand why the other men spurned him, why the boys whispered awful things that could not possibly be true. It wasn’t fair. They should look up to him. He had never done any harm that would justify them barring him from village gatherings or refusing to buy vegetables from his farm. Today they had to recognize that he honored the ancestors more than any other man in Ne-Ket.
Wailing cries tore through the green canopy ahead, mingling with the procession’s droning chant. The village women came into view behind the line of tall mulberry trees shielding the burial ground. Though heavy from the recent rain, the leafy boughs shook in the rising wind so that they appeared to sway in time with their grief.
Ta saw his mother and grandmother bent before the simple grave that held the remains of his brother and sister. They had been there since dawn, forbidden, like the other women and girls, from watching the bouts. Their white mourning dresses were streaked with dirt from the newly swept grave, mixed with ash from the rice, mangoes and fish they had burnt to nourish the spirits – for dead children were not exempt from climbing the ladder. His mother’s moon face was streaked with tears. Certain hard-hearted women might go through the required motions, dampening their faces for the sake of appearances. But not her. 
Ta could barely remember his older siblings. He had been so young when the plague had come, close on the heels of the Great War’s end. But his mother never forgot, just as his grandmother, who was weeping over the adjacent grave of the grandfather Ta had never known, would always be haunted by faces and memories.
Joined by white clusters of wailing women, and girls doing their best to imitate the pathos of their elders, the procession halted before the three great grass-covered mounds at the cemetery’s heart. 
Han and Koh carefully set the Goddess down at the foot of a low stone pillar. It was inscribed in flowing High Ayuttala characters set in long vertical lines, none of which were names.
Sul turned to face the village – fully assembled, men, women and children – and raised his arms to the spirits: ranks of ghosts whose presence could be felt as the wind died down and the mist spread over the rice paddies and jungle-clad hills.
“Sacred are the Nameless who dwell in Her Embrace. Divine Light guides them to their rest, though sword and spear pierce their breasts, and consign them to Her blessed soil, far from home and kin.”
Ta didn’t know how many souls lay in those mounds. He doubted Sul knew either. His father, whose head was bowed reverently in prayer, had told of how they came from both sides of the Great War, all hastily interred in the years before Ta’s birth, when the capital was under siege and the land was on fire. They had no kin to mourn them, so it fell to the villagers to appease their loss and bitterness.
His father stood solemnly beside the priest. There was no hint of bitterness on his disfigured face, divided by the near vertical scar bisecting his nose and lips. 
Sul did not even look at the champion as he uttered the final prayer of the sacred rite.
“May our blood and sweat smooth the road for Those Adrift…”
Ta’s crop of bruises stung like so many bees. He could almost feel the unquiet ghosts drinking in his pain, and their hunger as the men of the village, one-by-one, cast their wooden swords, and those of their sons, at the foot of the stone pillar, leaving their dull edges in a great pile as an offering of peace.

      [image: ]The feast was a welcome respite, peaceful ending to a day of mourning and painful appeasement. The sweat and blood of the morning’s bouts was over. The feminine wailing for lost souls had concluded. The tombs were swept and replete with fresh tributes for the departed. 
All of Ne-Ket had reconvened before the village shrine, the humble square decked with straw mats and rough wooden trays, arranged in long rows to either side of a line of cookfires. The succulent aroma of roasted pig, duck and other meats seldom enjoyed by peasant farmers filled Ta’s nostrils, driving away the lingering scent of ashes. It combined with rich aromas of pepper and nutmeg to force away the bitter memories. The pain in his bruised skin had dulled to a persistent ache that failed to ruin his appetite in the slightest. 
He was more than happy to join his little family beneath the darkening sky and burning torches. Despite the absence of his father, who sat stoically at the priest’s side, none of the other families came near. Ta found himself marooned with his mother and grandmother at the square’s shadowy edge, beneath the moldy plank walls of the tithe barn where rice tributes were stored each season for delivery to the capital.
He could live with this. The feast was too rare an event and too hard-earned not to enjoy.
Sul’s opening prayer, the last in a seemingly endless stream that had begun at sunup, was but a momentary annoyance before he was able to gorge his appetites on freshly stewed vegetables, rice noodles and perfectly spiced cuts of meat. 
After a day of exertion and remembrance, it felt so good to forget. 
His mother and grandmother, consumed in conversations about family, both living and dead, but mostly dead, did not disturb him as he ate his fill. His only regret was that he had no rice wine. That was reserved for men and he still had half a year to go before his coming of age. Did he not deserve some for his performance that morning? Oh well, there was always next year.
Most of the boys were showing off to the girls now that their forced separation was at an end; bragging about bruises gained and foes defeated in between mouthfuls. None of the girls looked at Ta and he didn’t look at them, aware of the penalties if he did so. Respectable folk didn’t appreciate outcasts ogling their daughters.
The need to relieve himself finally broke Ta from the delightful meal, forcing him from the circle of torches and into the half-light at the edge of the village.
“Friend! My hero!”
Ta started. Having pissed, he was making his way back to the light and food when that familiar voice bubbled down the dark lane. 
He turned his head and saw the big silly grin emerge from the twilit gloom. 
Lu was standing between two bamboo huts, the glow from the nearby square partly illuminating his bulky over-sized frame and shaggy black hair.
“My hero!”
He grinned wider, his broad face splitting as his unkempt hair shook from side to side.
Ta had to wonder if the big boy, who was a year younger than himself, had snuck rice wine from an unwary (or drunken) cook. If the good natured but hilariously forgetful Koh was minding the wine, he was half a mind to try his luck when he got back, despite not having Lu’s size on his side. If the fisherman was in his cups, it wouldn’t make a difference.
“Hello Lu, been eating well?”
Ta smiled and stepped forward, clasping his friend by the shoulder. 
Lu responded with an eager nod, the sauce and gristle on his lips giving him away.
Hero.
A part of Ta was embarrassed at being called that, but pride at his success that morning made him crack a silly grin of his own. 
That was the way it was with Lu. He couldn’t help himself when he saw something that he liked and it was clear, besides the food, what he had liked about that Ancestors’ Day.
“I won,” Ta found himself saying. 
It was the first time he’d said it that day and it sounded strange to his skeptical ears. He hadn’t really won at anything before, unless killing a mudworm with a farming hoe two years before counted. Perhaps it did. It had happened so fast and he’d just acted. 
Today had been different.
“You won!”
Lu bubbled over like a tea kettle left too long on the hearth fire.
“You won!”
“Easy now…”
Ta glanced around the dark lane, conscious that many would take offense at Lu’s enthusiasm. 
A lot of the boys didn’t take kindly to losing and he didn’t want his friend to get in any trouble because of him. Thankfully, apart from a couple of drunks, both of whom Ta knew to be harmless, no one was within earshot. That was good for Lu. His friend’s mother had the temper of a tigress and she’d box his ears if she caught him with the village ‘bastard’ as Ta was commonly known. It had happened before, more than once, but Lu was loyal to his friends.
“CHAMPION!”
“Hey!”
Lu clamped one hand over his mouth, stilling his exuberant voice, but his big dark eyes were bursting with excitement. 
The big lad pointed at his crotch and then to the village edge, where the line of mulberries swayed in the night breeze. Clearly, he had business to take care of. The call of nature was the only reason Lu’s strict widowed mother let him out of her sight.
Ta smiled his thanks and began to walk away. At least someone thought his hard-fought victory was something to celebrate.
The jovial encounter, combined with the food, had disarmed his usual wariness. He failed to check the dark spaces between the huts as he habitually would have, even in broad daylight.
Ta had barely gone ten steps when he was jolted by the sound of racing feet. Before he had a chance to cry out, he was surrounded by a ring of angry shadows, their outlines hazy in the torchlight.
“I got you, bastard!” 
“Pig dog!”
The familiar taunts blasted hatefully in his ears as hands seized him by the arms and shoulders, tearing at his skin.
He was not surprised when the voice of Bai, the landlord’s son, cut through the black and red scrum.
“Here’s a runty mudworm who needs a lesson in respect…”
The richest boy in Ne-Ket was in no mood to forget his humiliating loss that morning. That meant Ta wouldn’t be allowed to forget either. He could see Bai’s angry face now, see the fresh bandages on the side of his head where his lowborn opponent had struck him before the gaze of the whole village. 
Rich boys didn’t lose to outcasts.
“Son of a whore!”
He slapped Ta’s face. Hard.
The second blow came just as fiercely. Harder than any his supposed ‘better’ had managed to land on Ta in the course of their bout – and there had not been many. For a self-styled ‘warrior’ – the only boy in Ne-Ket to have never gathered rice – Bai’s form was poor. Through the pain, Ta wondered how the landlord’s son spent his time most days. It could hardly be on anything useful.
He couldn’t help but smile at the thought.
“Bastard,” Bai hissed in fury. “Demon’s son!”
At an unspoken signal, they all fell upon him. Ta was punched and kicked. Knocked to the ground and pummeled from all sides. Pain blossomed in red lines along his earlier bruises. 
Yet, even as his eyes filled with tears, he couldn’t keep from smiling. He even managed a hoarse laugh before a wallop to the stomach knocked the wind out of him.
His ‘better’ needed a gang of seven boys just to hold his intended victim still, a gang of seven boys to win back his lost honor. 
The landlord’s son was a coward.
Ta smiled even as they punched him in the jaw. The pain made him clench his teeth, but only for a moment. He’d suffered beatings like this before. 
Part of him had expected that it would happen today.
It didn’t matter that it had been a fair fight. It didn’t matter that it had been on holy ground and blessed by the ancestors. Bai would get his revenge on whatever terms he saw fit. It was stupid to think otherwise.
“Dog!”
The insults came as fast as the blows.
“Gutter snipe!”
Ta did not know what a gutter snipe was, but he took the second blow to his jaw stoically, as his father would have. 
This was a fight he couldn’t win, only endure. 
Ta could almost hear his old man’s words through the blood and pain: “pick your battles, lad,” he’d say. “Keep your feet. Keep moving forward. Don’t lose your pride, but don’t let it turn you stupid either.”
Ta remembered the day when those words were first spoken. He had just returned home after being bloodied by another gang of village boys. He’d tried to fight back against all five of them, but it had only made it worse. Chan, the well-builder’s son, had done most of the beating. But he’d gotten smart after that. Chan had been a fragile little fellow when Ta caught him alone. They hadn’t bothered him after that. 
He would take this fresh beating and then retaliate on his own terms.
Ta choked out a laugh as the beating stopped, only for it to die in his throat.
“Here, bastard,” Bai chuckled, “your friend has come to play…”
Ta heard the low hiss over his tormentor’s giggles and his blood went cold.
Not this. No…
The dark rope-like form struck the trampled dirt beside his leg, causing him to jerk away in panic. Thrashing to get away.
“Ha! Look at this chicken dance, lads!”
The eight boys exploded into laughter as Ta struggled backward, until he was pressed against a bamboo wall with nowhere to hide from the squirming hissing thing winding its way toward him.
“Don’t worry, bastard! It’s just a harmless little swamp viper!”
Of course. Of course they knew.
Ta shut his eyes.
“Friend!”
Face pressed against the wall, he could Lu’s heavy steps approach.
“My friend!”
The cruel laughter abruptly ceased and an angry hiss was instantly followed by the cracking of bones.
Ta turned painfully on his side to see Lu throwing the snake’s twitching body into the shadows before charging like a raging bull at the others. 
The lane became a whirlwind of flailing limbs. Two of the boys went down and one was fleeing like a spooked rabbit.  
Bai recoiled in shock as Lu’s bulky silhouette lashed out at him.
“Don’t touch him! Don’t touch him!”
Lu fell on top of the fourth boy, shouting at the top of his voice as the gang turned on him and began kicking and punching.
Amid the crazy jumping shadows, the full force of the pain he had just endured slammed into Ta like a fully-laden cart. Twisting in the mud, he struggled to force the wind back into his lungs, disgorging the food from the lovely feast that now seemed to be in another time and place.
Dazed, he momentarily forgot where he was or how he’d got there. His senses didn’t work and he could only gape at the maelstrom swirling around him. Was this what the Hells looked like? Was he dead? Being punished?
Heart pounding, he instinctively searched the pools of darkness between the huts for more snakes and wriggling scaly things with poisoned fangs.
Only Lu’s injured cries shattered the invisible wall of terror. 
They were all on him. Kicking and punching. They were killing him. A simple boy trying to protect his friend. His only friend.
Confusion fled, fear dispersed, supplanted by a boiling rage that no good sense or fatherly advice could withstand or contradict.
Ta didn’t know how he got to his feet. But he did. He began throwing fists. Hard.
He couldn’t see who he was hitting in the dark, nor did he care, as the crowd of bullies fell before him. He’d already showed them what a real warrior was and they had come back for more.
He’d give them more.
When Bai’s face, that hateful stupid face, shone through the night, backlit by flames and running figures, Ta did not hesitate.
The landlord’s son and heir dropped like a waterlogged sack of rice.
The next thing Ta knew, he was being tackled to the ground.
All was hazy as he was dragged through the chaos of shadows, cookfires and raised voices.
Emotions ran wild in his head: pride at defending the friend who had tried, perhaps foolishly, to come to his aid, mingled with shock and fear at being manhandled for it. 
He recognized the men dragging him along, both farmers who had quarreled with his father in the past. A blend of shock and outrage swept their faces.
Ta hardly heard the garbled words that passed between his captors and the priest. Clarity only returned when Sul’s shaven head and bulging eyes turned to the restrained boy kneeling in the dust at his feet. The priest’s lips trembled as he spoke.
“For shame, boy, what have you done?”
Two men stood beside Sul, their long shadows painting the front of the shrine black. 
One was Ta’s father, his face expressionless. 
The other was Meng, the village landlord and Bai’s father, whose mustached face was that of a raging demon.
The blazing torches all around took on a new meaning.
Wordlessly, his father lifted the body of a little broken-backed grass snake, inspecting it carefully before throwing it down and shaking his head.
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Ta flinched as his mother’s thin calloused fingers gripped him by the chin, the spot where the fisherman’s boy had grazed him in the day’s first bout. 
“By the Goddess, you’ll get yourself killed…”
She cursed under her breath, rubbing the healing balm over the ugly welts spread across her son’s naked shoulders.
Ta gritted his teeth as the pain flared and then faded into charred embers, like those smoldering in the hut’s central fire pit with the blackened crumbs of rice cakes. 
The festival lanterns had gone out and the familiar sounds of the night forest were punctuated by his father’s rhythmic snores from where he lay in the corner, a chipped and battered bo stick hanging on the wall above his head, a strand of gold coins, suls fashioned in the old style with pierced centers, wrapped around its well-worn hilt. The village champion was enjoying a well-deserved rest.
His competitors had barely touched him. His son’s punishment had.
A soft tapping on the hut’s clay floor heralded his grandmother’s approach.
“By the Revered Ancestors, daughter,” came the cracked whisper from the shadows. “Keep your voice down. It’ll do you no good scolding the boy like that.”
“Honest work doesn’t leave you bloody,” his mother replied, dropping her former tone as she turned to face the stooped, matronly figure. “I won’t see my son crippled before he’s grown.”
Her dark cheeks were lined with worry, along with her perpetually narrowed brown eyes. 
“I won’t see him shame us out of hearth and home. The shrine is barred to us and every restless spirit shall linger at our door!”
Her hands moved to the small of his back and he flinched once more as they touched the great welt where a stray blow had caught him. Lu had landed it a split second after Ta had cracked his own bo over his friend’s head. Had it been a real fight, Lu would have taken him down; killing him in the very act of dying.
It was the only welt to come from the bouts, rather than the beating.
“It’s the way of things. He’s only following his father’s…”
Ta’s grandmother halted, silencing what had been on the tip of her tongue.
“It’s pride,” she corrected herself, “boyish pride. Youth’s blessing and its curse.”
Ta winced as her rough withered fingers playfully brushed his bruised cheek.
“It’s a wicked master, lad. Great men have ended their days in ditches because of it, for slaves they were, despite their crowned heads. Pei-Neem was the greatest king in the world, with wealth beyond counting and a magical bow that could shatter armies. All cowered before him, and his pride convinced him he was nothing short of a god. So, when the Goddess Herself descended and opened the lifegiving springs of the Sacred Hill, Pei-Neem challenged her Celestial Guardian and was cut down with ease for his foolishness. Then all creation knew that even kings could not stand before the Divine and Her chosen ones.”
She ruffled her grandson’s hair.
“Don’t go picking fights with those you got no blessed chance of beating, boy. It’ll do you no good.”
Ta gave an inward groan, the same boring story of Pei-Neem and his foolish pride. Naturally it was all his fault. The outcast’s son condemned as a blasphemer, a criminal in the Goddess’s Divine Sight, for daring to disturb the tranquility of the sacred feast with his ‘violence’ and ‘wild ways’. Only the ‘rightful’ beating he had already received prevented him from being flogged in front of everyone. That, and the priest’s fear of angering the Goddess through renewed violence. Many had disagreed. Koh had cursed angrily before nodding his assent. 
Lu had gone unpunished, although the simple fellow would surely receive a thrashing from his mother for his part in the brawl.
It wasn’t fair. 
“I prayed for an honest, upright son,” his mother said testily as she rubbed more of the salve onto Ta’s back. “Not a rough boy with a temper that comes before his elders and abandons them at harvest time.”
The landlord had not been satisfied. If there was to be no flogging, Ta would spend the rest of the harvest bringing in the rice from his fields. He would be Meng’s bond slave and Ta’s family would be deprived of his labor when it mattered most.
“The Blessed Savong-ri was rightly tested by the Goddess,” she went on. “His crops withered, boils wracked his body, corrupt officials took all his worldly possessions, and his own wife begged him to sell their only son to save their lives. The Blessed One would not abandon his family, nor the Goddess’s sacred soil. The formerly blighted land blossomed to reward his devotion and Savong-ri was granted a vision of the Gardens of the Blessed where he would one day reside. The corrupt officials who had tormented him were thrust deep into the Hells. Remember that, son.”
Another familiar story. 
Ta had felt only confusion when the sentence was read out. Pride and fear warring in his soul. He knew how serious this was.
His grandmother crouched beside the dimly burning hearth, the shadows drawing lines on her aged face.
“Misfortune is will of the ancestors, daughter. Not his. Don’t worry, these hands are not so old that they cannot move a little faster. The rains have been kind and we will have a fine harvest.”
They would all have to work harder in his absence. It would be a heavy burden.
“The boy defended the family’s honor,” his grandmother continued. “It was Meng’s idiot son who broke the peace. The Goddess knows the truth.”
“No. My son only played with snakes…as if one poisoned bite was not enough.”
There was heavy silence, followed by a slow tapping on the clay floor as his grandmother retreated to her bed.
A low despairing moan dripped into Ta’s ears and the fingers withdrew from his back.
“Go to sleep, son.”
His mother departed with weary footsteps, shutting the medicine box.
Ta was alone by the hut’s small window, crouched panting on the straw mat of his bed as the throbbing subsided and nightmares clawed at his tired mind.
They had carried on as though he wasn’t there and their moralizing stories showed how little they thought of him. He was nearly a grown man, yet for the entire walk home, his mother had held his hand in vice grip, like he was a naughty child caught stealing mangoes, scolding him relentlessly while trying to keep her voice down. 
His father and grandmother had walked in silence. None of the villagers looked at them.
Now his mother struggled to find peace at her husband’s side.
Torn with guilt, angry at everything and fearful of what the morning would bring, Ta looked to the world beyond the walls of stiff bamboo. It felt as though he were in one of those cages that market traders used to keep their tame birds and monkeys – and snakes.
Snakes.
He had not expected Bai to remember. Ta himself only remembered the flash of the viper’s fangs when it had bit him. He had been small then. None had expected him to live.
Ta remembered the grass snakes they used to chase him with, waving their scaly bodies in the air to make him scream and giggling that it was a viper or a cobra come to kill him.
His gaze fell to the floor. He’d fallen for that same old trick tonight, been reduced to a shivering coward. If not for Lu... Ta hoped Lu was alright. 
The moon was out, her great mirror bathing the steaming jungle-clad hills in lakes and rivers of silver. Ta’s troubled mind drifted from the jagged ruins on those uneven slopes to the molten splendor of the capital’s Craft District, where wonders were plucked from crucibles to be hammered into flawlessness, just as the towers on the hills, and much more besides, had been hammered to destruction by vengeful warriors in the years before his birth.
Birth and death sang through Ta’s consciousness like one of his grandmother’s stories, in which Asha Shona breathed life into Her creation after shaping it on a heavenly potter’s wheel. Those ancient tales spoke menacingly of the Goddess’s wrath, of how She punished the wicked with the cataclysmic fury of earthquakes and hurricanes, shaking earth and sky. Though he had seen fourteen comings of the monsoon rains, Ta knew better than to question the truth of such stories. 
He had already seen so much. 
The mud of the fields was thick, the recent downpours having made a mire out of Ne-Ket’s lanes. Tomorrow, his bruised limbs and back would be aching from the rice harvest which consumed his family’s time from sunup to twilight at the close of the rainy season. He could already smell the combined stench of mud, sweat, and ox dung in his nostrils. But, unlike his parents, he’d be smelling another man’s fields while his elders toiled without him.
Presently, the snores of his parents and grandmother resounded from opposite corners of the hut’s single room, raised above ground level to shield it from snakes and floodwaters.
Though exhaustion dragged his body down like a stone, the glassless window held his attention. The moon, the ruins, the day’s bouts, memories of the capital and its grand bazaar, his grandmother’s stories of the olden days before the war, even the traces of dust which clung stubbornly to his fingers – all of it made the night come alive, as though an army of wandering spirits was calling his name. The pain, shame and indignation gave way to the tangled vines of his imagination, spreading and reaching out in wonder.
There had to be some way out. 
He wanted to leave this place. To be a warrior. Swing a real sword and accept insult from no one. Out there, only his honor would matter. No parents. No wading up to his knees in mud. He’d fight giants in the hills and show off their severed heads in the village square. They’d never humiliate him again. They wouldn’t shun him. They wouldn’t dare. Not when he was a hero. But he would be far away by then and it wouldn’t matter, off adventuring in magnificent cities and wonderful places he could hardly dream of. 
And he wouldn’t be afraid of snakes.
His eyelids were drooping by the time he saw the light. It shone pale and dim at the base of the tallest of the hilltop towers, a giant pointing hand against the disc of the moon. 
Ta rubbed his eyes and looked again, enraptured by the tiny silver orb, like a young goddess that had sprung from its lunar mother’s bosom and was now staring back at him through a single, shimmering, unblinking eye. 
Was he dreaming?
He leaned forward, poking his head out of the window and into the humid nighttime air.
But the odd light was gone, leaving his head spinning in a maelstrom of hope and fear as slumber set in.






  
  Chapter 2


Ta served his first day on Meng’s farm, the biggest in the village and on which fully half its inhabitants labored as tenants. He was sent to the plot of one such tenant and set to work harvesting rice while the tenant himself mended his master’s fences. Ta expected a beating from the scowling landlord and his henchmen, but none came. The tenant’s family was happy for the free labor and did nothing to help him. A boy and a girl even threw sticks at him for awhile before their mother yelled at them; they might damage the rice. Ta knew the boy. Chan. He wasn’t sure if he’d been part of Bai’s posse, but it was more than likely. 
Ta went home hungry at sundown after piling the harvested rice, his bruised back feeling like it had been crushed by boulders.
By the time he got home, his mother and grandmother were asleep, bent and exhausted from a day in the fields. Only his father had the strength to greet him with a steaming bowl of stewed rice and vegetables.
The next day was harder. 
Ta was set to work on one of the landlord’s personal fields, a broad stretch of water and mud big enough to resemble the Miska Fens beyond the capital. While there were other farmhands this time, Ta’s stretch of field was his and his alone.
The men ignored him until a giant mudworm, whom he had not seen in his sweat-sodden exhaustion, tried to take a bite out of his leg. Then they laughed, pointing fingers at his terrified ‘chicken dance’ as he struggled to evade the slimy thing. The idiots looked disappointed after he’d caved its ugly head in with a frantically brandished hoe, as if Ta hadn’t faced such threats since he was old enough to walk.
He returned home at dusk to find cold rice stew waiting for him. No one was awake.
On the third day, he returned to the big field. Meng did not appear, but one of his henchmen did, roughly informing Ta around twilight that he had been slow and that his master’s loss would be subtracted from the harvest of his own family. 
Ta punched the brute’s disgusting, leering face. A weak, exhausted punch. 
The brute easily overpowered him and threw him to the ground, but another farmhand stopped him before he could lay in a kick to Ta’s stomach. 
“Crazy man! Do you want The Sight to fall on you? Leave the little bastard alone.” 
Ta was too tired to wonder why.
As he staggered through the door of his home, he felt cursed. The Goddess, the ancestors – all of them had cursed him. 
He had failed everybody.
The house appeared to be asleep, but Ta had scarcely finished his tepid bowl of stew when his father emerged from the shadows that danced about the smoldering hearth.
In his weathered hands, the old man held something that glinted softly.
“This is your sword, son.”
In spite of his exhaustion and despair, the teenager’s eyes swelled in the manner of an excited gecko at his father’s quiet words, which were accompanied by that characteristically measured smile.
The blade was aged, yet its curving steel edge caught the light, sending fiery patterns along the bamboo walls as the older man held it aloft.
Ta’s disbelieving eyes took in every detail, from the intricate bronze hilt to the carved ivory pommel. It was surely worth a lifetime of harvests. Why had his father not told him about it before?
“Mine?”
He received a curt nod, accompanied by a knowing grin on his father’s thick lips, but the creased lines on the farmer’s dark brow spoke of seriousness. This was man’s business. Not for children.
Ta’s heart raced with excitement. A real sword! No one in the village had a real sword, even Meng’s goons carried wooden clubs. Swords had been banned after the Great War; farmers were forbidden to possess metal weapons, and soldiers had gathered them from all the villages – taking everything from priceless heirlooms to hunting knives. The old man shouldn’t have this. He must have hidden it from them! But the realization that his father was breaking the law only added to his excitement.
Was this why the villagers shunned him? 
This concerning thought passed quickly, replaced by wild hopes. Would he be a warrior at last? It had been his dream ever since his grandmother had told him of Eru, Champion of the Goddess and wielder of Dawnstar, a sword of burning sunrays that cut through all darkness and falsehood. Demon kings had fallen to its blessed edge, which shone with the light of truth itself.
He was entranced as his father beckoned for him to follow, motioning for silence. The women of the house were asleep. His Awakening was not due for another season, yet his father seemed to be on the cusp of sharing the secret of manhood. Was he going to teach him how to swordfight? Had his father, a humble rice farmer, been a warrior all along? Maybe Eru was his own ancestor! 
Ta’s feet barely touched the floor as his imagination drove away his exhaustion, replacing it with boyish energy. Even his back ceased to hurt. He was in one of the old tales, about to embark on an amazing adventure – fighting alongside the greatest Askarii heroes as they stood against the nameless horrors of the underworld.
His old man paused at the back of the hut and stooped down, laying the sword upon the recently swept floor. He closed his scarred fingers around a handle that was all but invisible against the polished dark clay. 
A concealed trapdoor was carefully pulled aside, revealing a smooth slab of reddish stone.
Ta stared with mouth agape, nearly choking on the small cloud of dust the trapdoor had thrown up. It was directly opposite the hut’s sole entrance, yet he had never noticed it before. His parents had come to the village when he was still in swaddling clothes. His late grandfather must have built it before he was even born.
The father looked up at his son, smiling gravely before gripping a battered metal handle and applying his wiry muscles to the flat stone. He pulled and strained, like he was cutting furrows for young seedlings. The heavy stone shifted, but it took several more tugs before it lifted from its bed in a second burst of clay dust, revealing a dark opening.
Ta’s mouth dried as his father delicately retrieved the magnificent sword, its blade glinting in the slanting silver rays of moonlight shining through the window. 
But his youthful anticipation turned to confusion as the weapon was lowered out of sight.
His father looked up, nodding once to his baffled son before struggling to put the slab back into place without waking his wife and elderly mother in-law. This done, he closed the trapdoor and stood up, sweat beading his face. With a heavily callused hand, he pointed to the all-but invisible vault where the sword now lay secure beneath the house and spoke firmly.
“When you have the strength to raise that stone, the sword is yours.”
Ta stared in disbelief, labored weariness returning faster than a blow. 
“We’ll be going to market tomorrow. Get some rest, son.”
His dreams dissolved into sand as he crawled to his bed.

      [image: ]Market day began with a battle. 
It did not matter how much his father needed help with the heavy bales of rice, or how much his family relied on the capital’s seasonal exchange for their survival. His son legally belonged to someone else, someone who would not easily give him up.
Ta, consumed by the previous day’s revelations, only remembered this truth when the heavy knocking began shortly after sunrise.
They had risen in the dark to make ready for the journey, Ta helping his father prepare the simple rice cakes they would eat along the way. 
He froze in the act of stoking the hearth. His bleary eyes cleared in an instant as he watched his father approach the door, which was still shuddering from the impact of the henchman’s truncheon.
They had come to take him.
How could his father act so calmly? How could he appear like he was going to feed the chickens or sharpen the plow?
Ta caught himself glancing at the spot on the floor where the forbidden sword was hidden, telling himself that he would use it if those brutes did anything to harm his family.
But could he lift the stone?
The hut’s wooden door creaked open.
Though his father’s wiry frame partially obscured the view outside, Meng’s rotund form was clearly visible, not at the door, but ten paces back along the lane. Two of his goons
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