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      They say Chal Duresta is the land of monsters.

      I wonder which monsters they mean: the shadowy creatures lurking deep in the Wilds that I and mine must soon enter…or these warlike men who now claim to protect my daughters from them.

      I suppose it doesn’t matter, in the end. My daughters and I have no options but to face both, and hope they don’t destroy us, by one means or another.

      I say “my daughters,” although of the sixty-eight of them, only a handful are related by blood, and none of them of my own getting. But they are mine all the same, and I’m the only mother they have now. War changes many things, the shape of families included.

      Even when it ends.

      Especially when it ends, and the city-state of Atha must then offer tokens of peace to our Challi enemies-turned-allies. Sixty-eight living, breathing tokens, of childbearing age.

      All these new young wives for Challi warriors, taken on a long road to a strange land, and only a single old Athi healer-midwife to tend them. But it’s my choice to be here, which is more than can be said about every girl I tend. Women did not make this war, and yet the onus falls on us to save our own people from it.

      “I hope the monsters take me,” Kada says, her fists clenched hard as I smooth salve over the bruise on her cheekbone.

      She was one from a family too poor to refuse when the Athi Elect—all men, these days—put out the call for new wives to end the war. In my very small amount of influence, as the one-time head of the Midwives’ Guild, I had convinced the Elect they should not call for anyone younger than sixteen to go. But I am sorry that Kada, in her twenties and still unwed, was then caught in the net they cast.

      I take Kada’s brown hand, rough and warm, in mine. We go to stand outside my tent. The air is cool, but not cold, and the morning sun is already bright. Our encampment—the entire encampment of Challi warriors and their Athi brides—has been set up on the final ridge of the dusty hills we have been traversing for months now. The edge of the camp overlooks a sharp drop into the Wilds of Chal Duresta.

      The land spreads before us now, and Kada and I gaze at it in silence.

      Rocky spires bloom from the ground like trees, growing into ridges and spines, growing into mountains, while elsewhere the ground descends into jagged valleys and fissures. The rock is golden where the morning light hits it, and dusty-brown in the shadows. The Challi men are the color of the Wilds, I realize. Like gold and dust.

      Here and there, the stone shines white with quartz, sparkling in the sun. Light and shadow everywhere. Trees and shrubs still flourish among the stones, small and scrubby, but unexpectedly green.

      It is beautiful, the land of monsters, and I don’t want it to be.

      A wind blows from the Wilds. I inhale, taking in smell of damp stone, the sharp green of the trees, and something else. A wild scent. It is strange, but I am not afraid of this rocky, broken place—only what lies on the other side of it.

      Beside me, Kada also breathes deeply. These morning hours are her respite, while her so-called husband is on guard duty.

      I look at her face, rough and weather-chapped, but gleaming now with the yellow morning sun upon it. Like all Athi—like me—her skin is mellow earth-brown, darker than the Challi, with features the Athi combination of sharp and smooth. Although her face is sharper, and more flawed and pocked, than many of the other, more privileged girls. I can’t help but think this, too, has not bought her any favors.

      Still, her eyes have the same vivid Athi color so coveted by the Challi. They shine green, clear and light, like jewels in her brown face. Mine were as bright once, although blue rather than green. And Kada’s hair, thick and springy, is much like mine once was, somewhere between tawny and sandy.

      We are not related by blood, but I feel kinship with this angry, flawed, beautiful girl. I don’t want the land of monsters to take her any more than I want that be-damned man to have her.

      I haven’t yet figured out how to save her, or any of my daughters.

      But I will, if only I can keep them alive long enough.

      I keep holding Kada’s hand, like it will tie her to me. “Promise me,” I say, “That you won’t go into the wilds seeking your death.”

      She flinches. “Don’t ask that of me, Mure. You don’t know what it’s like. You didn’t have to marry one of them.”

      I close my eyes. It is true I am all but invisible to the men of this camp. Women past childbearing age so often are. It has its little conveniences, living unnoticed like this…but it also serves to remind me of the power I have lost.

      Even so, Kada is right. In some respects it is unfair of me to ask this of her, when I can only guess at the depths of her despair. Over the past four months on the road, I have only grown angrier. These men don’t understand the treasures they were given, and it was naive of me to think they ever would.

      “We will find a way,” I say. “I will find a way. I won’t let this be our ending.”

      Kada looks down, into the land of light and shadow, and says nothing.
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        * * *

      

      At night I dream of wings.

      They are my own.

      The Wilds stretch below, rocky spires reaching like fingers toward me in the light of a full moon. The air roars around me, but my powerful wingbeats cut through it. Or perhaps they are the cause of the wind themselves.

      In the moonlight my shadow on the rocks is massive…and formless, the shape broken up by the many peaks and fissures of the stone.

      I wonder what I am.

      I turn my head and see the small lights of the encampment behind me; I am not going there. The jagged peaks of mountains rise up in the opposite direction, and that is where I wing, like an arrow from an unknown bow. My movement in the night has purpose…although I don’t know what it is yet.

      All I know is that nothing will stop me.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake, for a moment I imagine massive dark wings stretching like shadows past my fingertips. But the image fades quickly, pushed aside by the ache of aging bones and the sight of my rough tent walls.

      Shouts from deeper within the camp inform me that the men are preparing to pack up and move. Today is the day we descend into the Wilds. Last night I packed my herbs and teas, salves and boxes of medicines into my carts, knowing we would move in the morning. I know the routine by now. I throw my wrappings on, over the clothes I’ve slept in. I have work to do this morning.

      Leaving my tent, I move across the camp to check on one of my girls before we descend. I have been assigned two young men—boys, really—to help me fetch and carry and run messages, but I prefer to move within the camp for myself when delivering medicines. The boys mean well enough, for all they are Challi too, but they cannot do what I do.

      I enter Arra’s tent, healer’s bag over my shoulder, ignoring the man at the entrance. His thoughts on my presence have no bearing on my work.

      Arra is already three months’ pregnant, nearly as many months as we have been on the road. Her new husband wasted no time. I had warned the men about the dangers of long, rough travel on pregnant women; they said that was why I was here. So now I do everything in my power to keep my daughters safe from the only dangers I am equipped to fight—and even then I can’t promise to save anyone.

      Arra sits on her cot, her skin tinged gray, her expression nauseous. Many of my other daughters are with child already, at varying stages, but Arra seems to be struggling the most. Age nineteen, healthy, and one of the women who volunteered for this peacemaking mission, she started better than many…but she has not taken well to pregnancy. It is hard not to feel as if I’ve failed her.

      And then there is the personal guilt I feel for bringing her here in the first place.

      In some respect, I am responsible for every young woman being here. I was the one who, despairing, set the terms by which the Athi Elect made their decisions. I was trying to save lives…and in so doing, ruined many others. But Arra was an even more personal failure: my own daughter-in-law’s younger sister, who overheard me speaking of my trials to my grown son and his wife—and then promptly volunteered to go, “for the good of Atha.”

      How could I argue, when I knew there would be other girls who must come without that choice?

      I curse the child’s sense of duty, and mine as well. Especially now as I boil water and leaves to strengthen her and help keep the nausea down. There is a sheen of sweat on her smooth brown skin. “I will ask that they send Lenn to ride with you on the way down,” I tell her, glancing at her husband, who stands at the entrance, arms crossed. He knows his wife’s condition means he will be one of the last to leave the encampment, and I imagine that somehow he blames me for it.

      Still, when I request a water-skin for the tincture once it cools, he leaves the tent to fetch one without a word. “You should continue to drink this throughout the day,” I say to my Arra, who nods as she sips. “And I will talk to the Head again today about the traveling schedule. We need more time.”

      Arra dips her head. “You and I both know they won’t concede this,” she says, and her voice is resigned, but less…accepting than it used to be. She is at war with herself, although she will not admit it to me in so many words.

      I sigh, resisting the urge to gather her in my arms. “You know I wish better for you,” I say, speaking my thoughts aloud. There is no one else to hear them but the two of us. “I hope one day there will be a reckoning for…” for much more than I can speak in one sentence.

      Arra smiles a little, then lets it slip away. “You are a good mother, Mure. The gift that keeps us all going,” she says. “But I’m here of my own choosing. I…chose this. I chose it.”

      She repeats it again, more to herself than to me, and there is a question on the end of it that wasn’t there at the beginning of this journey.

      What kind of choices are any of us allowed to make?

      I visit two other girls before returning to my own quarters, now mostly broken down and packed as well. I always lodge in the center of the camp at my own insistence, but when we move I am one of the last to go.

      I have fought for everything I have in this position, often using words and arguments I don’t much care for. Things like, “Since you insist on breeding your wives while on the road, you must listen to me if you want them as alive and healthy as your animals,” and, “since you travel like a warrior band, without attendants or female camp followers, you must let your wives assist me, and attend each other, when we must deal with ‘women’s problems.’” But I will do and say many distasteful things, if they will be effective in protecting my daughters.

      I didn’t win everything I fought for. Some women like Kada—the wives of the less high-status warriors—cook and clean, while a handful of others are allowed to assist me and tend to those who are pregnant or ill. I keep us together and connected to each other as best as I can.

      But others, such as Elue, the now-wife of the Challi leader, never leave their tents when camped, or leave the side of their husbands while traveling. I have only seen Elue a handful of times since Orocor chose her for himself, and never outside of her tent’s walls on her own. He guards her jealously, only allowing me and one other woman to come to her, and that only rarely. I fear for her well-being, as she is certainly one of the loveliest of my daughters, rounded and healthy of body, but she is also one of the most timid and sensitive.

      Perhaps he is protecting her, as he says.

      But a hope like

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/tsohscover.jpg
ALEXANDRA
Wib

SHAPE

oF HER

SHADOW





OEBPS/images/original.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





