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​The Genius of Saardu

​PREFACE 2023

NO ONE WANTS THE FIRST draft of their first fiction novel to be out there running amok in the world with their name on it. There are things about this manuscript that bug me. I have gone in circles over the desire to fix it or unpublish it, and always come back to the reason I made it public as-is in the first place. 

In 2009, I was pitching my award-winning screenplay, Saardu: The Adventure Begins, and decided to adapt a novel based on that version of the Saardu story. I worked with an illustrator to develop concept art that I used in that novel and it went to print in August 2009. It was on shelves and in distribution by December 2009. 

Early in 2010, my illustrator came to me with a concern that people might think we plagiarized a new movie that came out. He had just seen Avatar (2009 movie) and was struck by what he saw as eerie similarities. It was pure coincidence, unless you want to imagine that someone floated my manuscript around Hollywood in the 1980s and that James Cameron lifted ideas from me. I do not believe such a thing. As an imaginative writer, I know that ideas float about the zeitgeist, and that color and symbol meanings are deep in our ancestral DNA. It is entirely possible for two people who have never met to have similar ideas. 

That said, I completely sympathized with my illustrator's concerns. His Saardu artwork had been created before the movie Avatar was released, yet it bore some striking similarities. His artwork had been created while he was reading my screenplay in May 2009. He saw Avatar in France in January or February of 2010. He and I had discussed my creatures and concepts, and he had shown me multiple iterations of illustrations, and I guided him toward the looks I preferred. That is truly how it came about. His work as my illustration was complete in August when my book went to print. Five months later, Ludo saw Avatar and panicked. 

I told him not to worry because I had proof that my ideas for Saardu had first been drafted in 1984. I did not want to publish my first draft, but I would do that to ease his mind by providing proof of my intellectual property. In 2010, I scanned the original typed pages and did my best to make it presentable. It still bugs me that I had to do this, but here it is. 

Over the years, there have been minor corrections, but I have kept it true to its original and not altered ideas, plots, characters or characteristics. What you read in this book is what I pulled from the typewriter page by page in 1984, and mailed in January 1985 to the U.S. Copyright Office. I include the title page that they stamped as registered on 17 May 1985. 

In October 2023, I made the decision to change the title to The Genius of Saardu. I have always wanted to do that and held myself back, for reasons stated above. However, I simply cannot bear it any longer. All creators have a sovereign right over their intellectual property, and I here and now exercise my right to republish the original manuscript with the title I prefer. This preface serves as a bridge from the past to the present. It is the same story, the same chapters and everything else except the preface and the title. Let it be. I can rest now, knowing that at the very least, the wretched first draft of my inklings of Saardu has a proper title that reflects the story of the first genius born on Saardu. Every society has its first genius. This is the Saars'. 

I have used many pen names over the years. The name given to me at birth was Carma Yvonne Dillon. My mother's maiden name was Gagne, a French surname pronounced "g'NYAY". My father abandoned me at an early age, I do not like to carry his name (Dillon), besides which, I learned that his father had changed his surname. It was originally Dillingham. My mother raised me with unconditional love, and with the kindness and help of the best man who ever walked the Earth, my beloved Chinese stepfather, gave me a happy childhood for the most part. I did not arrive at adulthood without a few traumatic scars, but none of them were caused by my wonderful parents, Ruth Gagne, my birth mother and faithful Mom, and Jon-Jon Chan, my real Dad. Both have passed away, and I carry on their legacy using both of their surnames. 

Yours truly,

Carma Gagne Chan

21 October 2023
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​EPIGRAPH
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THE FIRST DRAFT INCLUDED the following epigraph, a poem written by the author for Patty Sovic, who read every page as it flew off the typewriter, and whose invaluable feedback about what excited her and what she wished to know more about guided my imagination and fingertips. 

a friendship born

with ease, and

from it sprang worlds

fantasy elaborated 

detail, silly sense 

that gifted both

with trick each 

fascinates their living 

and worries little

how becomes thought and 

explodes opinion and 

traces time

free, flowing, fallen we 

spin our webs and tell 

our tales
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​CHAPTER 1
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JERAB LEANED BACK TO stretch after another intense day of studies.  The heat of the sun passing, silence giving way to the distant murmurs of the Vael.  The sound stroked his senses with its gentle tumbling.

He had been sitting most of the day without much clothing.  Although newfound fabrications were an improvement, Jerab still enjoyed the comfort of nudity and as soon as the scientist and soucourres were made busy he would shut himself into privacy in his musky den and disrobe.

It had been a radiant season of sun.  Musingberries, his favorite, had ripened into bulging pockets of deep blue juice sweeter than any sap.  And he would take a handful as he strolled along the walkway to the dome.

He paused from his duties to savor the waving colours of the evening sky.  Wisps of orange against violet passed through one another due to a crosswind.  It was a particularly beautiful sight and he found himself longing for more free time to enjoy such simple moments.  Instead, the weight of his importance to the members of Saardu laid upon him the challenge of satisfying their present needs, and their inherited longing for things that hang out of reach yet just within the limits of grasp...and to their infantile sensitivity to facts such as failing and discomfort.  Besides all of this, the weight of his own egotistical knowing that he alone had the source of true intellect that could raise them out of the present, into the future.  He knew it was not a better place, merely different; a new set of stimuli, an illusion of betterment.  It fed an apathy in him.  Yet the magnificent simplicity of these facts heightened him with every recognition, so he was thankful of his genius.

He sat again before a mound of noted observations, statistics from the experimenting scientists that might provide clues to connect the significance of a certain substance.  The effects of the powder from the mersipsomn bulb virtually unknown, Jerab suspected it played a key role and searched for evidence.  He hated having to use the einacs as subjects of experimentation.  He could not even walk through the section where they were kept, knowing he would feel their torment, and there was always that sickening voice even deeper that he was merciless for using them.  But their compatibility with his own kind, the Saars, made them ideal for these tests.  They were the only creatures of similar eating.  And Jerab felt driven to know the function of this powder.

He put the results of the past few days in order, etching the variables onto rugged slabs of pressed leaf.  The flickering shadows cast from the torches on either side of the room strained his already tired eyes.

“Why do I effort?”  he mumbled to himself, then he left the den to refresh himself.

Outside of the dome he watched the silvery silkweed sway at the edge of the pathway.  It was seeding, and so puffy grey balls were floating effortlessly on the tips.  It seemed to mock his work with freedom, the freedom to lounge, something he was not allowed.

He sucked in a full gut of air, heaved it out and then cast his spit sideways into the dust.  The sunless sky, like a vacuum, removed the day’s warmth.  The fuzz on the back of his neck bristled from a sudden cool breeze.  He unwound his braid and wrapped his hair about his neck.

“Ah, there it is, bring it to me,” he communed with the wind.  “The delicious scent of the minjien seducing me again.  I can work no more this night!  Sweet, my evening maiden, you are.  You scatter my thoughts, you free my mind.”

He returned to his den and covered the leafets with a large piece of bark to absorb the midnight dew that would mould them otherwise.  The thick robe awaited him.  He dressed and doused the torches and waited for his eyes to focus in the blackness.  Then he walked briskly toward his shelter in Kesut, tantalized by the noises and smells of the summer night.

The small collection of elite families was Kesut, Members of the fortress duty, kin of the royal and the Aged and their extended relations.  Jerab would have preferred remaining in Gaanel.  The seventh generation of genius, he was offered the small shelter as a gesture of honor.  He was treated usually with mediocre regard, because the members of Kesut are arrogantly mannered and resent their intellectual darkness.  More and more he felt like a slave to their whims.  Rarely was he given the courtesy of an invitation to supper, but then, he probably wouldn’t want to attend one of their gatherings, so it was well to be such.  The female Saars left much to be desired and he felt much too young to be contemplating unification.  He hadn’t seen many females really, because the maidens remained within the shelters until midday chores.  Those he had caught a glimpse of were incredibly scrawny—their skeletons barely covered, and their color sickly green.

His own mother failed when he was small, but he remembered her paleness, too, and the curdling in her voice whenever she spoke.  As if there were always cold waters in her throat.  It gave him chills just to think of that sound.

Soon after she’d gone, his father turned him over to King Mesedii as a value, proving by record that Jerab was a descendant of the genius kind.  He never heard from him again.

The king quickly put him into the hands of an educator and Jerab’s youth filled with expectancy that launched his full curiosity.  It was magical.  The educator placed leafets before his eyes and quickly he learned the old language and comprehended what was written.  His uniqueness kept him fascinated.  It was not until he was of mature age that he noticed the envious glances of the other members in Kesut.  So he began the rigorous venture that kept him within the dome most of his time; at first, hoping to identify some meaningful truth that would enhance their lives so that their envy would transform into gratitude.

Now, though extremely young for a genius, at 29, he felt embittered.  He had discovered only minor facets of science that had altered their lives very little...like the refinement of raw gas so that the torches were odorless.  And the new bulbs, a squash he’d developed when tampering with vegetation.  The king enjoyed the flavor of the new bulbs, which he named pals.

Jerab tossed uncomfortably on his mat; an old enemy came to rob his rest.  It was his innermost fear.  Under the power of the serene paralysis of sleep, he experienced again the embarrassing vision, faced by the king who called for answers of the studies.  Unable to conclude any, the king would bark at him and the whole communities laughed all around him, encircling him, drawing nearer and nearer with their sagging amber eyes piercing his self esteem.  Then he would run, but they followed and laughed hideously, until he awakened sweaty with a pulse pounding through his body.

He did not sleep well tonight and slept past dawn, well into the morning.  When he awoke and found the shadow of the sunray touching his floor he hurried to reach his den, to finish the work he’d left undone the night before.

The brightness of the morning sun stole away the seductions that had enticed him into procrastinating.  No breeze now carrying the minjien fragrance.  No Vilaat gleaming in the vast blackness of night, putting a sheen to the silkweed as he paced swiftly toward the dome.

He rushed past the einacs and the soucourres who were preparing food for them, careful to keep his eyes pinned to the floor to avoid the eyes of the einacs.  Into his dank chamber, where he closed himself in, heaving a large slab of murle bark into place.

He immediately set his hand to work, etching, driven by the ridicule of his nightmare.  At any day the king would call for him to ask of the studies—what would he be able to say of the mersipsomn experiments?  That it was a stupid idea to study it?  That he needed much more time to reveal its nature?  He needed more than just time.

All he knew thus far of the orange powder was that it continually coats the surface of the bulbs of the bountiful mersipsomn plant, even though daily it lifts into the air and floats upward forever.  That when touched it quickly disappears into the skin.  That it is a reason in Saardu’s brilliant skyscapes.  Still, its pertinence evaded him.  Depending on the preparation, it resulted in vomiting in the einacs.  Some einacs had reacted violently to the bulbs.  Jerab had spent an entire night crying softly once.  The image of the tortured creatures stuck in his mind like a still life painting.  A few failed during the night and, thankfully, the soucourres took them early in the morning to the Vael, where their bodies would be carried honorably to the gullies.

Jerab grumbled in frustration and set aside his carvature.  All of the writings summed the worthlessness of the effort.  Surely Mesedii was expecting great answers soon.

“I shall be walking,” he mumbled to Xeinil, the scientist, as he passed by on his way out of the dome.

He headed north toward the river, taking in full breaths as a form of release.  Wisps of the orange powder suspended above him as if mocking his incapacity.  He began conversing with himself.

“Worthless!  Effort spent on silly powder that disappears when touched!  It must be for a reason, if indeed it absorbs, it must affect us!”

His gait carried him briskly through a patch of the mersipsomns and he kicked one of the fleshy bulbs, splattering it into every directions, with some lodging between his toes.

“There, see!  Not a trace of it left.  What can I do?”  The thought of eating of the fruit himself was instantly tackled with deep fear.  He kicked another bulb from its bed of silvery green and bright yellow leaf.  “Ah, forgive me, you are such a lovely sight and my anger betrays you.”  He stooped at the cluster of mersipsomns.  “Beauty alone, perhaps,” he questioned, “yes, perhaps I am to conclude the study of you—admit that our deductions conclude nothing.”

Rested from his fit of frustration, he returned to the dome where the mersipsomn leafets awaited his completion.  He would stuff some dignity into his words, have the leafets stitched by the royal sisters, and placed in the library.  But then, what next would Mesedii have him do?  Better to continue nonchalantly with the powder until the king becomes concerned.  Jerab contemplated on his decision.  There always remains possibility of a breakthrough.

Toward the end of the day, Xeinil, who administered the work at the dome, brought in a mug of his own recipe brew.

“Eh, sir Jerab, drink with me before we leave for sleep,” he set the mug near Jerab’s writing hand.

“Kindness,” Jerab tilted his head forward, “yes I will.”

Xeinil’s blend always gave him a peaceful sleep, free of visions either nice or cruel.

“What do you know of our work, sir?”

“Little yet.  It is a matter that needs much time, and needs more thought.  Perhaps a new method would help.  I wish I could look into it with giant eyes, and see what it does to the skin when it disappears as it does.”

“It may be useless,” Xeinil suggested,” a simple vegetation stealing the sunray without purpose.”

“Something In me tells me different.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jerab eyed him suspiciously.  His tone was patronizing.

“Is it a good make of brew tonight, sir?”

“Very fine, yes, very.  I am feeling sleep upon me already.”

“Shall we walk to the shelters together then?”

Jerab stood and raised his arms high above, yawning.  He doused the torches, rolling them against the dirt.  The two left the dome in silence, Jerab still contemplating on the experiment, Xeinil on his next sentence.  The walkway to the dome was made of blue stone and it glowed between their toes as they spread with each step.

“See how the reeds glisten,” Jerab pointed to the outer edge of the gardens.  “It appeals to my senses in a way I cannot say.”

“Yes, sir.”

Feelings of apprehension crept up in Jerab.  Xeinil’s behavior of late was peculiar, as if the scientist were plotting.  Originally between them, there existed a fondness and awe.  Now Xeinil’s voice spoke with arrogance, as did many others of the royal.  Jerab pondered on it.

They arrived at Xeinil’s shelter.  “Peace in your sleeping, sir Jerab, until tomorrow, eh?”

“Until tomorrow.  Peace to you as well.”

They parted at the first pool in Kesut, Jerab’s shelter was near the end, being one of the latest additions to the community.

Not long after laying down his head Jerab was blessed with a full plunge into empty sleep.

At dawn he awoke as was usual.  Leisurely he ate a meal and his thoughts turned to the previous day.  Again the curiosity about the scientist’s pretentious manner.  His thinking fluctuated between their conversation and his writings.  He decided that Xeinil was merely expressing similar disdain for the slow progress.

The genius dressed in a light robe.  Leaving Kesut, he directed himself toward the high forest.  There, the mersipsomn clusters covered the ground.  He would pluck a basketful of bulbs using a tool so that the powder would remain on the tender skin of the fruit.  Again the idea of eating it himself entered his thoughts, this time he did not push it aside so hastily.  In fact, beyond his fear of it being a poison, sprouted a mischief that claimed his sense of adventure.  Besides, it might provide clues.

The hot white sun had already evaporated the early dew, leaving the air humid, a sign that the season of fog was arriving.  Jerab trotted through the reeds.  He imagined that the belching yites were cheering him on.  His robe, drenched with sweat, began to nag, but he laughed out loud at the thought of running openly nude.

“It must be soon now,” he breathed heavily.  By the direction of the shadows he plotted his course, the high forest should be in view soon and, if he ran, he could reach the limits of it before midday.  If he hurried, he might arrive at the dome late in the day.  He would be missed, of course, but his sudden absence would be justified.

He reached the first row of goldenrods.  It had been many seasons since he’d visited the forest and he’d forgotten.  He stopped to marvel at the tall, swaying trees.  Then walked slowly into the full density where the sunray barely filtered through to the floor.  Carefully he scuffled through the sleeping minjien blossoms on delicate vines, until finding the first patch of mersipsomn.  He packed the basket delicately.  His duty in the forest was fulfilled, yet he could not leave.  And breaking a sense of moral diligence, his being satiated, taking notice of the fine detail of the forest.  Spellbound he gazed upward at the contrasts, golden laced tiel branches dancing with the high breeze.  The floor a blend of the mersipsomn’s bright yellow and silvery green leaves dotted by orange.  In isolate stance, the gentle white shoots of fronil shimmering.  With each breath he forsook duty.  He savored the mingled fragrance, wandering aimlessly.

It was when he came upon an amber pond that he realized he’d wandered quite far into the high forest.  Slightly bothered by his negligence, he meant to hurry back except his eyes fell upon a movement at the far banks.  He squinted and saw most definitely that it was a Saar maiden, most definitely nude, however unusually lovely for both facts.

At the edge of the pond Julissa lay sunbathing.  It was her favorite luxury.  This end of the forest did not have a reputation for being traveled and the amber pond was her secret place.  She’d happened upon it while hunting berries.  For the past few seasons she’d come as often as she liked to lounge in solitude and treat herself to a powdering.

Jerab set down his basket of bulbs, undressed and walked quietly into the water.  He sunk completely into its cold, tingling grip, amused at the prospect of surprising this lovely creature.

“Peace, maiden,” he said casually, after popping out of the water where she lay.

Julissa jumped away.  “You frightened me!”

“It was my intent, yes, and who might you be?”  Jerab smiled broadly with delight in his eyes.

“I am named Julissa.”

“And where, please, are you known?”

“I shelter in Merdoth.”

“And do you, please, come to the forest often?”

“No, sir, I come when I can.”

They studied each other.  Jerab stood tall and proud, feeling handsome and virile.

“I am Jerab, genius and servant to the king,” he announced.

Julissa tilted her head to him.

“Are you unified, maiden?”

“No, I am not at the age.”

Jerab’s stomach growled with hunger and she laughed.

“It seems that a meal is of essence—have you anything with you?”

“I never bring a meal with me here, I eat the fruit of the forest,” she told him.  “Even the mersipsomn?”

“Especially the mersipsomn bulbs—and powder myself with them before laying under the sun—it is my secret, it is why I have such lovely pink skin!”  She was pleased by her beauty, it was something she cultivated like a potion.

“I confess you are the loveliest of any maiden Saar that I have seen, though I have been too busy to see many.  My work at the dome leaves no time for chasing.”  Julissa smiled at him.

“Ah, Merdoth.  I have not been to your community.  If I visit will you be easily found?”

“If you come to Merdoth you will see me at meals, we eat together as one.”

Jerab delighted in her responsiveness, and was captivated by her living beauty.  He could not tear his eyes from her, and Julissa stood there, nude and lovely and smiling.  Her black hair twisted on top of her head, her pink skin almost glowing.

“Julissa, you have slyly cast your spell over me, have you not?”  Jerab’s deep voice faded to a whisper.

“I have.  For you, too, are unlike another Saar.  I found myself wondering in Merdoth who would have me.  But it is true there are none there to my liking.  Often I dream of—oh, it is difficult to say what I long for, but I am mostly restless.  Here in the forest at the pond is my greatest peace.  Your visit today is pleasing.  Except no Saar, it is said, should see another nude, yet I feel quite comfortable with your eyes upon me.”

“May we touch, then?”  Jerab dared ask.

“Have you never loved?”

“No, never,” Jerab told her.  “And you?”

“Never.”

Jerab drew near to her.  For a long while he gazed into her golden eyes, distracted in their depths.  He clutched her hair with both hands.

They lay, cushioned by layers of fronil upon which Julissa had napped.  Passionately they loved as if by nature they belonged to it.  Their bodies pressed together firmly, without hesitation of consequence.  And afterward, they played in the water, chasing one another and splashing.

The evening colors ascended.  They dressed quickly, ready to part.  Jerab promised to visit the pond again and to visit Merdoth.  He escorted her to the edge of the forest, pressed his lips to her lush black hair and watched her go.  He sighed.  As her figure disappeared behind a cloud of orange, the guilt of the wasted day came upon him.  What if Mesedii had called for him this day and they could not find him?  Such disloyalty could cause upset.  And he had no proof of explanation now, for it was darkening and he’d forgotten his basket of bulbs.

He trotted until reaching his shelter.  It was late and only the distant glowing of the blue stone shelters guided him to Kesut.  Julissa’s face was tauntingly fresh in his vision.  Her gentle features, her pastel color.  The memory of her lasted into his sleep and in the morning he awoke without a care.

All the day as he studied records of the previous day’s applications, Julissa’s love swooned his emotions.  Compelled to be with her again, he devised a purposeful appearance that would take him into the high forest often.  He even went so far as to consider a plan that would take his duties to Merdoth itself.

“Bifur!”  he hollered out of his den at the soucourre.

“Sir?”  the young Saar appeared at Jerab’s passageway.

“Take this message to King Mesedii at once and return with his answer, if he gives one,” Jerab bellowed seriously.

He paced anxiously after Bifur left.  “A sly one you are, Jerab,” he whispered to himself, staring out blankly.  The speech was prepared.

“My king,” he rehearsed, “the scientist Xeinil does well at the dome and has good understanding of the experiment.  It comes to my attention that the number of ill increases at the asylum.  It would appear in your best judgment to place my genius at work on a cure for the ill, and I should be sent to Merdoth to observe and analyze the nature of the ills.”  Jerab paced anxiously.  “And he shall say to me then, ‘Young master, it was just within my thoughts what you say.  Go now to Merdoth and assist the healer Kleuboor in the progress of such a cure.’ Yes, that is what he will say—his arrogance is reliant.  And I will be free to pursue the lovely maiden of the forest.”

Bifur returned with the king’s message.  Jerab was to enter the fortress at midday.  He sighed with relief and set out toward the fortress which was a short walk from the dome, encircled by walls of blue stone.  He was stopped by the watcher at the entrance.

“What is your name?”

“The king calls for me, I am Jerab.”

“Enter, sir.”

Jerab walked along the path through the outer gardens, engaged in the bounty of flowers as well as the unfamiliar growths.  Everything was in its last bloom; plants that had been moved from the desert regions near Pereso seemed alive with fleshy spiked arms twisting as if to reach, topped with extraordinary flowers.

“Much filigree!”  Jerab said aloud.  He bent over to study the chiseled pebbles of the garden floor.

Moving slowly through the gardens, he came to the second gate where Lekiiru, the king’s guard, awaited him.  When he was finally in the presence of Mesedii, he was surprised by the apparent ailment in his countenance.

“My king, are you well?”

“I fear I will soon fail.  Bifur brings me your word that you wish to be heard.  What is your need?”

“I had prepared a wish to work at the asylum near Merdoth, my king, but now that I see you are falling, I place myself in your service.  Is there help you require of me?”

“I believe nothing can be done, it is my time.  I am unable to eat without pain.  My sleep is troublesome.  What you ask is honorable, yet I ask of you one matter.  My son is to be crowned at the first fullness of Urdian.  If you would attend this occasion, presenting your service to him upon the conclusion of the ceremony, I will fail with the knowing that truly you honor me as a son.  It is all that I ask, for I know that your genius is dedicated to the desires of the Aged.  Of this work you ask, I will instruct Johaan to carry through, but please remain in Kesut until the fullness of Urdian marks his fourteenth season.

“In your honor, I shall stay.  I am sad that I have found you this way, my king, you have shown me the kindness of a father.”

Jerab returned with his sadness to his den.  He Informed Xeinil in private of the king’s condition and of his eventual expedition to work with Kleuboor.

“Until then, Xeinil, I shall be conducting experiments in the high forest where the mersipsomn grows wild, and any progress will I report when it comes.  I believe I shall find very pertinent facts.  I studied the ascension of the powder and have more to do that will bring us an answer perhaps.  I shall return to my shelter each evening, if a matter is pressing, come to me then.”

Xeinil left the den with his chin high.  Jerab relaxed, seeing that he’d convinced the scientist of the illusion of work in the forest.

It was a new day.  A new season.  The dark grey Urdian moon would shine fully tonight, marking the crowning of the prince.  Jerab had known Julissa’s love most of the days he’d gone to the amber pond, and soon would shelter in Merdoth.  He anticipated chasing her secretly until she became at the age of unification, she would be 24 seasons at the third fullness of Urdian, the season of fog.

Jerab dressed in his finest silver robe for the crowning.  He arrived at the walkway to the fortress.  Masses of Saars from Kesut, Gaanel and Merdoth traveled to the valley below the fortress balcony.  Jerab looked for Julissa.

The crowd funneled onto a sloping path, many carrying gifts.

When the mass was seated and silence was motioned, the procession began.  Jerab sat at the front corner of the crowd nearest the balcony.  He saw Julissa sitting far opposite, near the front, dressed in the pale green of silkweed.  Her hair adorned with minjien, her pink skin contradicting the other maidens near her.  As all watched for the entrance of Prince Johaan, Jerab felt a bolt of fear shoot through him.  It had not occurred to him until now that the prince could demand her for his wife.  He watched Johaan with great anxiety, hoping that he would not see Julissa.

Johaan appeared to be absorbed in the pride of his celebration.  He seemed oblivious to the masses, walking with head held back and looking neither here nor there.  He approached Mesedii at the center of the balcony, kneeling before him.

“Maes gao, leka exiis ed uteil,” the prince uttered, touching his father’s feet in promise to walk in the wisdom of those before him.

A train of fourteen servants encircled Johaan, each touching a specific part of him as they recited vows to protect the fortress from dishonor.  Johaan looked upward as they proceeded.

Next, fourteen gifts were placed at his feet, made by the royal sisters of Saardu.  Each stitched colorfully in patterns designed to bear the codes of honor as set forth by the Aged of Pereso...a banner with his name and the mark of the season in which he took rule...a robe of violet, magenta and silver—the colors of power, honor and long living...slippers with these colors...a tapestry for his bed with the figure of Dusul, the legendary jagen, another symbol of power...a flag from each of the four communities, bearing his name as their ruler...a pillow...a rug for sitting...a travel blanket...two leather bands adorned with blue stone, for his arms...and a crown of three tiers, each uniquely embroidered to signify his rule—the future, his father’s rule—the present, and his father’s father’s rule—the past.  For the Saars are a hopeful race, seeking change and improvement, always pondering on tomorrow; and these three measurements are of great significance to them.

After Johaan pressed his lips to each gift as a motion of acceptance, he was escorted by Lekiiru to his father’s seat.  Now he looked out at the mass.  There was Julissa.  His eyes lay hold on her, he knew he must have her.

Soon after the ceremony, Jerab introduced himself to Johaan, committed his genius to serve his rule, and anxiously departed to begin the Journey to Merdoth.  Perhaps, he hoped, by the time Johaan was able to locate the maiden he saw, it would be too late—she would be unified, bound by the ancient law of the royal rule.

Julissa was already traveling homeward directly after the ceremony concluded.  For Jerab, travel would require a couple of days from Kesut to Merdoth.  Julissa and her friends would arrive before the blackness, upon jagens, magnificent creatures of speed, though they are temperamental and tedious to tame.  Jerab had heard stories of jagens eating their riders and never sought to own one.  Some held that only a jagen removed from the nest before the opening of its eyes could be trusted.

Each Saardu season contains five full moons, separated by a sliver moon and a rounded half moon.  Urdian’s first fullness marked the beginning of the season of fog.  On the third fullness, Julissa would be at the age of unification and he planned to immediately ask for her.

He traveled on foot, dragging behind him a floater, a slab of murle bark bound to six smooth, round stones with taasawaq vine tied through their centers, securing his tools, robes, blankets and foods.  He carried a pouch of mulch and another containing Xeinil’s brew.  Xeinil had presented it to him the final day at the dome in gratitude for his newly regarded position as sole overseer at the dome.  He was especially anxious to draw his own conclusions of the mersipsomn powder.

He also presented Jerab with a newborn einac, because he
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