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Dedication

WHEN THE RAGE OF THE DRAGON THAT SET THE SKIES AFIRE IS FORGOTTEN

THE STONE MONUMENTS OF PRINCES HAVE SUNK INTO THE EARTH

AND NO ONE WOULD EVEN THINK TWICE OF SUCH THINGS

FOR SURVIVAL HAS BECOME THE CHEAPEST OF LAUGHS

IN THE DESERT WALKED A MAN
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1 Rescue Mission


THREE HANDLES ONE.

—an ancient saying



It was a dawn where travelers of the Peunten Desert would be lying down to sleep when the man arrived at the Last Tavern, so called because no other name was more apt.

The tavern owner had been keeping his eye on the man for an hour before he arrived. Normally, he could spot incoming travelers well before that. There was nothing to block one’s sight of the vast Peunten Desert. There were sand dunes, but they were no obstacles. Mostly because the Last Tavern was atop a large rock, thirty armlengths high and forty wide, much of the top taken over by the tavern. This vantage point allowed the owner to spot travelers coming hours beforehand. They usually came from the east, west, or north, and after their stay in the tavern, would move on to the east, west, and again, north.

But this man was coming from the south. A direction the tavern owner hardly paid attention to, and so he hadn’t noticed the man until he was only an hour away.

He assumed the man was hopelessly lost, or he had been only passing through and glimpsed the lights of the tavern at the last minute. He mused over this as he watched the man slowly but surely cross the desert toward the tavern. He occasionally looked in the other directions for signs of approaching guests, but there were none.

Into the thick solid that was the desert night sky, a bit of watery color began to enter. The sight of the man was quite discernable now; he would arrive in about ten minutes. The tavern owner was about to get up to ready his kettle and water bowls and welcome him.

But then it caught his eye. He frowned and peered out at the man again, and suddenly realized what it was that he had noticed.

A black line was following the man. From the light of the slowly brightening sky, he could see the black line went as far back as if to the horizon. The tavern owner tilted his head. Was the man dragging something heavy? The wind wasn’t that strong, which meant if he was dragging something, the trail it left would create a shadow on the sands. Maybe his camel had died and he was dragging his valuables along the ground with him? The tavern owner tried to see behind the man, but the traveler wore a billowing robe that came down to his knees and it was difficult to see beyond him.

But in a little while, when there was finally enough light, the tavern owner realized how inadequate his imagination had been. He stood up in surprise.

The black line trailing the man was created from liquid seeping into the sand. No traveler would dare to be so wasteful of water. What he was seeing, then, was what even the dry sands of the desert were unable to claim completely:

Blood.

***

“YOU THERE! ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?”

The man, who had a long piece of cloth protecting his face, lifted his head at the sudden, booming voice. Seeing the tavern owner standing on a small dune, he raised his hand to his shoulder.

“Who are you?”

“I’m from that tavern over there. Isn’t that where you’re headed?”

Despite the tavern owner’s reply, the man’s hand still hovered over the back of his neck.

“Don’t come any closer. Are you armed?”

“I’m not a bandit. Would a bandit walk around here without a weapon or a camel? I’m the owner of that tavern, and I thought you might need some help.”

“What help? Telling me where the tavern is?”

Sensing something odd about the man, the tavern owner tried once more to get a glimpse of what was behind him. All he could be sure of, however, was that it was clearer than ever that the trail he was leaving was one of blood. The man followed the tavern owner’s gaze and shook his head.

“Don’t concern yourself with that.”

“Don’t concern myself with how much you’re bleeding?”

“It’s not my blood.”

Even more puzzled, the tavern owner walked around the man to see his back. The man let the tavern owner take a look.

He was dragging a large sack. The sack was soaked black-red and was the source of the trail of blood. It made the tavern owner’s own blood run cold, and when his eyes traveled upward and saw the hilt of a sword peeking out from behind the man’s back, he almost jumped. A man carrying a big sword, dragging a bloody sack.

“What’s inside the sack?”

“I told you not to concern yourself with it.”

“That’s blood!”

“Not human blood.” After this blunt rejoinder, the man continued on his way. His movement let the tavern owner know just how heavy that sack was. It looked large enough for two people and left a wide groove behind it. Glaring at the man’s back, the tavern owner quickly outpaced the man, saying, “I’ll go prepare things for you,” as he passed.

The man didn’t answer. The tavern owner broke into a run. Not to do what he had just said, of course, but because he needed to grab his own sword before this man reached his establishment. But he couldn’t remember where that thing was, or even when he’d last used it. Conceding that he was never going to challenge the man to a duel anyway, the tavern owner raced up the steps and shouted his tavern workers awake.

His wife, startled from her sleep, stumbled in first, only to be met with her husband’s bizarre demand that she find him his sword. Thankfully, his young son, who had only just come in second, remembered where the sword was and ran to fetch it, excited that there was an opportunity where it would be put to use. The tavern owner pushed his wife, who was demanding an explanation, into the kitchen, and quickly set a kettle and a water bowl atop a table.

The man, having climbed the rock, came into the tavern.

He looked about him and walked to the table with the kettle, that terrifying sack still behind him. It left a trail of blood on the floor. The tavern owner frowned. Once at the table, the man shrugged off the cloak that protected him from the winds, hung it on a chair, and then took off the rucksack he’d worn underneath the cloak. He brought his hand to the back of his neck again.

The tavern owner forgot about the bloody sack for a moment.

He had never seen a sword like that before. The hilt was about three handspans long, with a cross guard that was also three handspans. The cross guard was long with good reason—attached to it were two blades, easily twelve handspans long each, like a pair of twins conjoined at the hip.

This strange double-sword required an equally strange method of wear. The man wore a strap made of leather and iron chains and decorations over his left shoulder. There was a round protective pad under the strap above that shoulder and an iron hook a little past his neck down his back. The sword was meant to hang there; there was no real scabbard to speak of.

He put the sword down on the table and sat down. Then, he unwound the cloth wrapped around his head and mouth.

That’s when the owner’s son came in with his sword. Thankfully, he was quick on the uptake and hid the sword behind him. The owner gave him a look to make him go hide in the corner before he approached the man.

“Can you tell me what’s in the sack?”

The man placed the unwound head covering on the table. His black hair, clumped with sand and sweat, fell down his shoulders, and his mouth was covered with a black beard he hadn’t trimmed in a long time. This fiercely ragged face turned to the owner and said, “Is this the last tavern?”

“That’s what they say. There are no more taverns farther south from here.”

“What they say is correct.”

The tavern owner finally understood what the man meant. His eyes grew wide. “What kind of a joke is . . . Are you saying you came from the south?” It would’ve been easier to believe he’d come from the sky. “But there’s nothing in the south.”

“There’s Kiboren.”

“Oh, Kiboren? Sure, there’s Kiboren. Lots of trees, and even more beasts. And the Nhaga. Which means there might as well be nothing.”

The man gave him a disdainful look and said, “Give me the letter.”

“What?”

“If this is the final tavern, there should be a letter addressed to Kagan Draca.”

The tavern owner’s eyes grew wide again. Yes, there was such a letter. Some scores of days ago, a monk from the great temple in the north crawled into his establishment, half-dead from exhaustion, and handed him a letter to pass on to a certain Kagan Draca. The monk, named Orenol, took several days to recover before he made his journey back north.

The owner almost nodded but caught himself in time.

“Answer my question first. What’s in that sack? And what do you mean by you coming from the south?”

The man named Kagan Draca lifted the kettle. Swiftly, the owner said, “That’s two coppers for a bowl. Water is expensive here.”

Kagan didn’t seem to care as he poured himself a bowl. Only after he put the kettle down did he answer the tavern owner’s question.

“I came from the south so as to cross the Peunten Desert as little as possible. I started from Carabora. I traveled to Kiboren from there. Then I continued westward before turning north toward this tavern.”

The tavern owner scoffed. Kagan’s path made sense, as Carabora was about two hundred leagues eastward at the edge of the Peunten Desert, which meant the man was better off with a southern detour rather than walking two hundred leagues of desert. From the southern tip of the Peunten Desert to the tavern was only fifty leagues.

But that also meant a walk of two hundred leagues through the jungles of Kiboren. Two hundred leagues of a jungle teeming with Nhaga. It would be safer to walk across the ocean the same distance. Just before the tavern owner could point that out, Kagan gestured to the sack.

“The sack contains what I gained from the journey. Open it. You’ll believe I came from the south, then.”

The tavern owner gave the sack a suspicious glance and then the same to Kagan Draca. Kagan said no more but quenched his thirst with the two-copper water. The owner carefully opened the sack.

In the next moment, the tavern owner’s wife was startled off her feet at the sound of a bloodcurdling scream.

***

EVEN THE HIGHEST-FLYING SKY RAY COULD NOT SEE THE GROUND, which, here in Kiboren, stretched to every horizon.

The heavy rain clouds with their trapped heat were so low they almost touched the canopy of the forest. The trees of Kiboren, ignorant of any ax, were old, looming, and ominous. The branches had grown every which way and were entangled beyond extrication, gripping each other in the air and hanging heavily with parched, dead leaves. Any strong wind could rip off these leaves and make them soar over the forest canopy into the sky.

The larger trees occasionally fell when they died, but the smaller ones remained standing because of the entangled branches. Among them there were dead trees leaning against their brothers, which means underneath the green canopy of Kiboren, which brings to mind an undulating ocean, there were irregular and broken lines like a maze where even the birds lost their way. This nightmarish maze grew, twisted, rotted, pretended to live, and on occasion collapsed into a mess of rotted bark and dry leaves, but for the most part, the trees remained trapped in the darkness under the green veil above.

There lay a heartless city.

A place that even the formidable Rekon would feel distaste when speaking its name, that the joyful Tokkebi goblins could not smile at the mention of, that the humans adept at subterfuge called the City of Silence. But it was more the Heartless City, and one of the greatest accomplishments of a people that did not need the praises or curses of others to prove themselves.

Hattengraaj.

In the middle of Kiboren’s green jungle that stretched in every direction forever, Hattengraaj resembled a lonely white island. But it was a large enough city that the heart tower in the middle of it that stretched two hundred armlengths above the ground did not look so tall. There were grand buildings on either side of its straight streets, but what was more noticeable was how the squares were decorated with the Nhaga’s spoils of war. The other cities of the Nhaga, south of the Line of Limit, also had high heart towers and beautiful buildings, but they were only copies of Hattengraaj.

As in the other Nhaga cities, this city was different from that of other peoples’ in two ways. One was that no sound could be heard inside it, and the other was that it had no light to banish the dark of night. The Nhaga who walked the white colonnades and ambulatories and squares made no sound as they moved from place to place like ghosts, and nowhere could one hear anything like a voice or a song.

Which was why when Ryun Pei opened his mouth, it came as a great shock to Hwarit Mahkerow.

“I wonder what it’s like to have a heart.”

A parade of Tokkebi could march behind a Nhaga and be unnoticed thanks to the Nhaga race’s bad hearing, but the abnormal quiet of Hattengraaj enabled Hwarit to hear every word his friend said. It made him so disconcerted he couldn’t even think to blame his friend.

To live with a heart? It’s to live in fear of death every single day.

Ryun Pei sensed through Hwarit’s nearm, or thought-speak, that he was quite upset. As he didn’t want to agitate him further, he switched to nearm as well.

Wouldn’t it also mean that one could feel one is alive every single day? Ryun placed his right hand on his chest. Hwarit would’ve felt his heart beating as well had he done the same gesture, but he refrained. It would’ve embarrassed him.

Ryun, you’re not going to do that in front of others, are you?

Do what?

Touch your chest? Don’t. It’s rude. Hwarit sensed his own harshness and added, I suppose in ten days you’ll stop this sort of behavior.

Ryun lowered his right hand. He turned to the center of Hattengraaj, where the heart tower stood, several times taller than the next tallest building. Ryun’s eyes filled with hate and fear. His hands, which gripped the ledge of the balcony, trembled slightly.

The two friends Ryun and Hwarit, who stood there on the balcony of the Pei residence, were both twenty. According to Nhaga rules, they had not come of age yet—but in ten days, when the Star of Shanaga hid behind the moon, they would be called to the heart tower.

There, their chests would be split open and their hearts removed.

I don’t like it, Hwarit.

There’s nothing to be worried about, Ryun. No Nhaga has ever died during an extraction ceremony. All that talk of accidents or the odd one or two who don’t make it are just stories adults tell children to scare them.

Despite the kindness in Hwarit’s nearm, Ryun’s face grew dark.

I’m not afraid of accidents. I just don’t like how we need to take our hearts out at all.

This surprised Hwarit. Why not? Are you saying you don’t like immortality?

It’s not immortality.

Half immortality, then. Are you really nearming that you don’t care about that? To not fear the attack of any enemy is no small matter.

Enemy? What enemy does the Nhaga have? There are no more enemies south of the Line of Limit. And we never venture north of it. What is this enemy you nearm of that threatens the Nhaga?

Frustration infused Ryun’s nearm. Hwarit tried to calm him down.

Look, we don’t go up to the cold lands above the Line of Limit. But the others, the hot-blooded infidels, can always cross it. They eat grains, which is why there are so many of them. But we can’t increase our numbers like they do. Immortal bodies are a Nhaga weapon against the infidels.

“Cross it!” Ryun shouted out loud, his bark like an angry sky ray’s. “Cross it, how? The horses of humans can’t move a single step in our forests, and even the Rekon giants can’t manage! None of them can see heat. Unless they have some trick to stave off the night, how would such infidels even think to enter our forests?!”

As distasteful as he felt that Ryun was to be talking out loud to him as if to an infidel, Hwarit tamped down on his anger and gently nearmed, And the Tokkebi?

The mention of the greatest enemy the Nhaga faced made Ryun silent. The Nhaga did not fear the humans, who rode horseback and ate grains, nor the Rekon, who smashed boulders and flew the skies. But the Tokkebi were a little different. Hwarit had to remind Ryun of that.

The old saying goes that only the Tokkebi can kill the Nhaga. We can’t tell the difference between them and their cursed Tokkebibul fire. They can’t see heat, but we can’t see them either. And the Tokkebibul can burn our beautiful forests into a pile of ash in no time. Think of Persiron Island. Or Akinsrow Valley.

Those are exceptions. The Tokkebi do not like war. Unless they see it as some interesting plaything.

Yet it’s perfectly possible, is it not? I don’t know if there’s a limit as to what they would consider an interesting plaything. But if I ever hear that the world has ended, I shall think, Oh, some Tokkebi with no self-control has finally gone and done it.

Ryun couldn’t help but smile at his friend’s amused tone.

I know a few jokes about the Tokkebi myself, Hwarit. And those jokes are the only things I’ve heard about them. I’ve never heard a nearm as to whether they’re a true threat. Yes, they’re the only ones who can fool our eyes, but at the same time, they are the only infidels who have no interest in war. They can’t be the reason we have to live as creatures with no hearts.

There may be many other enemies we do not know about in this wide world.

Of course. There are always enemies. And with his hate-loaded voice, he shouted, “Right there!”

Hwarit frowned. He was used to his friend’s rudeness and had a high threshold of tolerance for it, but this time, he crossed a line. For one thing, Ryun was pointing directly at the heart tower.

Ryun. Stop using your voice. The heart tower must not be desecrated so.

Ryun lowered his hand and didn’t answer Hwarit’s nearm. Hwarit felt unwelcome. He lightened his tone and tried to change the subject a few times to mundane matters with no response from Ryun. Nothing to it, then, but to confront Ryun’s unspoken threat head-on.

You’re saying you won’t extract your heart?

There was still no reply to his nearm, but the scales around his body bristled, an ominous sound.

Hwarit grew sad. You don’t really mean that, do you?

If I did, what would they do to me?

Hwarit nearmed in despair, That’s impossible.

Answer me. You’re a novice, you ought to know. If a Nhaga were to insist on living and dying with their heart, what would the guardians do? Extract it by force?

No. The guardians do nothing. But I do know a few cases that might be illuminating here. There are Nhaga who have not gone through the extraction ceremony on their twentieth year. Because of circumstances beyond their control.

What happened to them?

The women, of course, waited until the next year under the protection of their houses and successfully extracted their hearts then.

And the men?

They had to stay in hiding until the next year. But none of them survived. They were all killed.

Killed? By whom?

Don’t pretend you don’t know, Ryun. You nearmed to me yourself just a moment ago that the infidels can’t come down below the Line of Limit. But Hwarit added for clarification, They were all murdered by Nhaga.

Ryun’s scales bristled once more.

Hwarit sat down on a chair. On the table before him was the box he had brought. A gift to share with his friend, but he no longer had any appetite.

Hwarit looked into the box before nearming, Ryun. In ten days, the House of Pei can no longer protect you. Because you become a free man. But there is a great difference between free men and free game. A man with an extracted heart will be seen as a man by women, but if you keep your heart, you’re just a bienhaga. You’ll be hunted like game and killed. And . . .

Hwarit turned to Ryun, but his hand hovered over the box. His hand darted into the box, and when it came out again, he held a large rat. The rat squealed desperately, but Hwarit continued to nearm at Ryun.

. . . be eaten.

Ryun Pei stared, stone-faced, as Hwarit brought the rat to his mouth.

With a crunch of bones, the squeaks ceased.

***

ON BAISO MOUNTAIN, IN THE NORTHWESTERN PART OF THE KIJUN range, the air was cold and the wind harsh. The bountiful sun lost its strength in this land and became a listless ball of fire floating in the air. The dark green forest covering the mountains was thick enough to suffocate.

Through those waves of green, a traveler followed the ridgeline of Baiso Mountain. His sturdy walking stick and heavy clothes were the same as that of other travelers, but his hair was cleanly shaved off. A monk, no doubt, but the presence of a monk in the Kijun Mountains was a little incongruous. There was no village near these parts, much less a monastery.

But the monk didn’t seem lost. He walked down into the valley, directly toward a small group of huts that gold-diggers or hunters might have built.

Darkness suddenly fell around him.

Just as the monk wondered if the sun had gone behind a cloud, a gust of wind knocked him off his feet from behind. Thankfully, he fell into a tangle of vines that broke his fall, saving him from a roll down the valley. His heart shrunk to the size of a bean in fear; the monk gasped as he looked out at the sky. He stared, mouth agape.

What had leaped up from behind the mountain was a giant sky ray.

Its vast wingspan stretched beyond his field of vision. Its mouth was large enough to swallow a house, and the thousands of eyes scattered behind it shone brilliantly in all sorts of colors. The monk dared not stare into them as his gaze moved on toward the back, whereupon he gasped. It was there, exactly where they said it would be.

Fallen towers, walls, and columns, and a domed roof aflame in the sunlight. The monk realized it wasn’t as splendorous as people described it, of columns studded with jewels or roofs covered in gold leaf. Such visions were likely the result of the sun on the sky ray’s back combined with the greed of the beholder. The real ruins were just that, ruins. No sparkling rocks or yellow metals—just layers of rock being consumed in the fire of time. The monk wept.

Only a long time after he watched the giant flying fish with the ruins on its back float away in the sky did the commotion below in the valley reach the monk’s ears. He sat up, gathered his wits, and turned his gaze to the bottom of the valley. What he saw startled and disconcerted him.

Three horses stood there, their configuration similar to that for pulling a carriage, with a slight difference: there was a rider mounted on the middle horse, and what was behind them wasn’t a carriage. Long and strong ropes were connected to the reins the man held, with people tied to the other end. Those people, in turn, carried on their backs something he knew very well, but had never seen before.

They were large, oblong kites, except hundreds of times larger than normal kites. The monk realized what the horses were for and groaned.

There must’ve been a signal he couldn’t hear, as the horses suddenly began to run.

They ran against the direction of the valley wind. As the ropes became taut, the kites leaped into the air, five in all. The monk saw how the kites could be flown using horses, but how were the kite riders to control their direction or maintain their flight? But then he saw there were other ropes aside from the ones connecting the kites to the horses, and those were tied to pulleys. Their plan astonished him. The horses were only to bring the kites up into the air. The kites themselves were controlled by the giant spools of the pulley system.

As expected, the kite-riders unsheathed their daggers. They cut the ropes connecting the kites to the horses, which made them fly up, even as they remained tethered to the pulleys that were operated by large, muscular people.

It was a daringly foolish plan to use kites to mount the back of the sky ray. Surely there was no chance of success. Yet the grandeur of the attempt moved him the same, and the monk balled his fists and sent up a wordless cry of encouragement.

But something was wrong with one of the kites.

Unlike the other four, it didn’t soar up as it was supposed to and instead shook violently, still low in the air. Startled, the monk observed that it was still connected to the horses. They had cut the wrong rope, he realized, the one connected to a pulley. People down in the valley cursed and screamed, and the rider on the horses looked enraged as he shouted. The kite threatened to drag the horses up with it. The rider seemed to make a grim decision and drew out his sword. The monk shouted, “No,” but he was too far to be heard.

The rope was cut, and the kite was freed into the air.

The monk got to his feet and stared. The kite, released from all earthly tether, flew this way and that in the wind. His sympathy for the rider drove him to the brink of madness. How terrified they must be.

Slowly, the kite began to drop, and the wind pushed it toward the ridge where the monk stood. He turned his head in the moment of its crash.

A loud crash at that. Heart beating fast, the monk ran toward the kite, jumping over the smashed trees and steeling his heart against the horror that was surely ahead.

But he was met with an incredible sight.

In the middle of a mess of broken branches and falling leaves, someone was ripping roughly at the ropes that tied him down and cursing everything in sight. There were fragments of the kite scattered all around him, and this was difficult to understand. No matter how much he decreased his speed in his fall, the crash itself should’ve been enough to crush every bone in his body.

This rider had barely a scratch.

That’s when he noticed the kite rider was almost three armlengths tall; that the kite had been so large that it had distorted his perception. Which explained a few things, but not all. Still, the monk was in a state from all the excitement, and so he asked in a trembling voice, “Are you . . . are you all right?”

The kite rider whipped his fearsome beak in his direction.

“What! Do you mock me?”

The monk shook with fear. “I—I was passing through when I saw you crash. Are you hurt?”

Only then did the kite rider’s rage seem to abate a bit and his voice settle somewhat.

“I’m not hurt. Damn it, I’m not hurt! Does that reassure you?”

“It’s incredible. To not be hurt after falling from such a great height. If you weren’t a Rekon, you’d have died.”

The Rekon snapped his beak. This is what passed for a scoff in human terms. Unable to hide his awe, the monk observed the Rekon’s feathered limbs, which were soaked in blood in places, but from what looked like minor injuries. He wanted to reach out and touch them. He wondered if the Rekon would even notice if the monk did—he ignored him as he stared up at the other four kites in the sky.

The monk followed his gaze. The kites approached the sky ray, and the Rekon stamped his feet.

He yelled, “Higher! Go higher! In the name of the Goddess Lower Than All, I beg you! More rope, you worthless bastards!”

But luck was far from these adventurers.

One hundred armlengths too far, to be exact.

The ropes ran out that length away from the sky ray. The kites swayed this way and that, but the sky ray blithely passed over their heads. The people in the valley had to make a decision before the kites—and their riders—were in danger.

When the Rekon saw they were reeling in the kites, he shouted, “No!” and clutched his coxcomb.

The monk caught his breath and tried to comfort the devastated Rekon. “It was a brave plan. It looked as if it would almost succeed. If the sky ray had flown just a little lower, I daresay it would’ve been a success.”

His words didn’t reach the Rekon’s ears, however. The Rekon just stared at the tail of the sky ray as it leisurely swam away in the sky, not bothered or changed in the slightest. The fact that it had almost encountered beings from the ground for the first time in its thousands of years of lonely flight did not seem to affect the gigantic creature at all. The sky ray, perfectly oblivious, disappeared beyond the horizon.

Which took a long time, and the monk was too moved at the sight to notice the Rekon getting up and brushing himself off. The Rekon muttered at the shattered kite and suddenly shouted in a rage, “Robs, you bastard, I’ll kill you! A whole hundred armlengths short!”

Who knew who Robs was, but it was clear his days were numbered. The monk tried to hold him back, but the Rekon loped down the mountain, so fast that he almost took flight himself. The monk ran after him.

When he got to the bottom of the valley, out of breath once more, the situation turned out to be not as bad as he’d feared. The Rekon was angry at a hairy human who was presumably the Robs in question, but surprisingly enough, Robs more than held his ground with the Rekon. If anything, he made the giant cower.

“You clumsy fool of a leader, if you hadn’t insisted on getting on a kite, we would’ve had plenty of rope! But I had to give in to your stubbornness, and you end up cutting the wrong rope and destroying the kite!”

The monk was agape. How could a human act like that to a Rekon? Only their own kind could speak to another Rekon that way. But his surprise made him look closer at this Robs man, and he realized what he was.

The Rekon was contrite.

“Damn it. I got all excited. Just the thought of getting on the back of a sky ray made me . . . But even if I’d cut the right rope, wouldn’t we have failed? The other kites didn’t get up high enough either!”

“Which is why you shouldn’t have insisted in the first place! We all tried to stop you! We ran out of rope because of your stubbornness! You, our damned leader, took up the rope that would’ve gone to the others!”

The Rekon huffed like a storm, but he had nothing to say. The people gathered only grinned cynically as if they’d expected this to happen, and none seemed too concerned for Robs’s life.

Robs then noticed the monk. “What’s this? A monk? State your business.”

The monk was hardly angered at the impertinence. Because if his guess was right, Robs, despite his current appearance, wasn’t, in fact, human. The monk brought his hands together in a greeting and bowed.

“My name is Orenol. I have business with the good Rekon here.”

The Rekon blinked in surprise. “What? Didn’t you say you were just passing through?”

“Indeed I was, in order to get here. I seek the leader named Teenahan. I’ve a feeling that’s you.”

“I am Teenahan. What do you want from me?”

“I come from the Great Temple of Hainsha.”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood erect.

Robs glanced around him and quickly said, “Oh, I do see. Please step inside.”

“Have you changed into a human?”

“What?” Robs asked. “Oh no, I’m a Tokkebi now. Would you prefer to talk to a Kim?”

Orenol smiled and nodded. “Whatever is comfortable for you, but as you have human form, a human soul might confuse me less.”

As Orenol had suspected, Robs was a manysoul. Who else but a being with many souls inside them could speak so roughly to a Rekon? The soul that had shouted at Teenahan was almost certainly some Rekon inside of Robs.

As per Orenol’s request, the human soul came to the fore in Robs, and he took the monk and Teenahan to a hut nearby. The others tried to follow, but Robs shooed them away.

Inside, the hut was dim and a mess. Teenahan slipped past them and tidied up a corner of the large table there, bidding Orenol to sit down next to that spot. Robs took out wine and bowls from the cabinets and placed them on the table, but Orenol gently declined. Robs shrugged and put the bowls away. He took a swig of wine from the bottle and handed it to Teenahan.

“We don’t have anything else. Maybe water?”

“It’s all right. I’m fine. I do believe I chose the perfect time to come. That was the most extraordinary sight.”

“You might’ve seen us succeed as well. If Teenahan hadn’t been so stubborn.” Robs shot Teenahan a look. Teenahan snapped his beak, and Orenol smiled. Everyone closed their mouths and beaks. Silence filled the hut.

Because he couldn’t stand it, Teenahan shouted, “All right! Orenol, you said you were? How behind are we?”

“Half a year.”

Flabbergasted, Teenahan looked at Robs, who had turned white as a sheet.

“I, I mean, already? Oh my . . . Where did the time go? We are so sorry. Being here in these far-flung reaches, we hardly can keep track of time. It truly was not our intention to fall so behind.”

“Oh no, there is no one at the Great Temple who would dare doubt your sincerity. We are convinced there’s been a misunderstanding, which is why I was sent here to learn what it might be.” Orenol grinned apologetically. “And I’ve been hoping, just a bit, to catch a glimpse of you succeeding.”

“We could have! You saw it yourself!” Teenahan slammed his hands on the table, and, of course, it collapsed. Orenol and Teenahan stared down at the broken piece of furniture before them, at a loss.

Robs gripped his own hair and groaned, “You’re going to tear the house down.”

Teenahan lowered his head. Robs pushed the table-turned-debris away from them and tried to find his cool as he calmed his voice.

“Let me be honest with you, monk. We are not in a position to make payments on the principal, let alone interest. We should’ve at least offered this table to you, but unfortunately, our illustrious leader just turned it into firewood. But we can succeed. You’ve seen it yourself—I cannot explain it any better than that. Our plan is flawless.”

“Yes, it was quite a spectacle. I must confess that when I left the Great Temple, I could scarcely believe it could be possible. The notion of trying to mount the back of a sky ray seemed ridiculous. But it doesn’t seem so ridiculous now. I can almost believe it. True, it looks incredibly dangerous, but there does seem a fair amount of possibility that you could succeed. But if you had, how were you to come back down?”

“The kite string. Whoever managed to mount the sky ray could use it to come down at any time.”

Were the two before him even capable of rational thought? Descend a two-thousand-armlength height—at the very least—using just a rope? Orenol wouldn’t dare, even if his life depended on it. He shook off the picture his mind was drawing and changed the subject.

“All right, then. But you haven’t succeeded yet?”

“We can succeed!” he said, not quite answering the question. “Please, give us just a little more time. What you just saw was something of a final rehearsal. Yes, that’s all it was. We’re finished with our preparations and practice, and we will succeed on the next attempt!”

“Yes, I certainly hope that you do.”

Robs stared at him. “Are you giving us more time?” Teenahan also leaned forward as he awaited the monk’s verdict.

Orenol took out his prayer beads and thumbed them before saying, “How much time do you need?”

“About six months.”

The bland gaze Orenol gave him in answer made Robs’s face turn red.

“You want us to wait half a year?” Orenol’s voice was low.

“We can absolutely, definitely succeed in half a year. We’ve already studied the movements of the sky rays. One moment—here’s the ledger of our records.”

Robs managed to fish out a thick ledger in a corner of the hut. Its parchment paper had been rifled through so many times that the edges curled. Robs put on a show for Orenol with the numbers and symbols written in that ledger, and while the monk didn’t understand everything that was told to him, he got the gist of it. Seven sky rays were to pass over Baiso Valley in the next six months, and he was confident that at least two of those passes would be low enough for a mount.

“The other five are larger than those two. No one knows why, but the larger the sky ray, the higher they fly. Of course, the large ones have the more spectacular ruins, but they’re harder to reach. Even here, in the Baiso Valley, where the strongest winds blow, it’s impossible to fly up that high. It’s just the little one we saw today—”

Orenol groaned at the word “little.”

“—that flies low enough for us to attempt a kite landing. We need about six months to wait for the next little one.”

“Thank you for this explanation. But I can’t help feeling less certain about your prospects because of it.”

Robs stared determinedly at him. “Less certain? Do you object to any of our careful estimations?”

His attitude suggested the Rekon soul had come to the fore.

Carefully, Orenol said, “How could I object? I’ve never even seen a sky ray with my own eyes until just now. Of course I believe what you say. What worries me isn’t the sky ray but yourselves. You said you cannot pay the interest—what will you live on for the next six months?”

Robs blinked and sighed as he shut the ledger. Teenahan frowned and said, “Damn it all. It’ll be hard. But we’ll get through it. Lots to eat on Baiso Mountain. We can survive another six months. So don’t you worry about that. You just have to extend our loan period.”

“You have many workers. And horses.”

“We can still make it. Since we have horses, we can resort to tilling the fields if we have to.”

“And if six months later you’re all starved or run away, we’ll be out of our money.”

“That will never happen! I shall ride a sky ray even if it kills me!”

Orenol thumbed his prayer beads again. The gesture irked Teenahan, but he wasn’t foolish enough to let on this was so. Robs was terrified that the next words out of this young monk’s mouth would be that their plan was foolish and that he would seize all of their tools.

But Orenol said, “I have a proposal.”

“A proposal?”

“The Great Temple is in need of a Rekon.”

“A Rekon?”

“Yes. And so, the Great Temple wishes you, Teenahan, to do something for us. If you accept, we shall consider all current debts repaid and even issue a new loan to sustain you for the next six months.”

Teenahan and Robs were flabbergasted. Robs was the first to regain his senses and said, “What does he have to do?”

“Are you the human again? I’m sorry, but I can only tell that to the person who is going to do the work. But I can tell you now that we shall need about four months to do it, and it is extremely dangerous.”

Robs thought this last bit was for Teenahan’s benefit. No Rekon would dare run away from something proclaimed to be dangerous.

True to form, Teenahan answered with a scoff. “Huh. How dangerous can it be?”

But Orenol was serious. The look he gave Teenahan was full of concern.

“I don’t know exactly what the appropriate comparison would be, but . . . it would be like drowning.”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood on end.

WHEN THE HUMANS BROUGHT A BIT OF THE DAY INTO THE DARKNESS of the night with their torches and lamps, a fragment of the night lost its place and cowered at the edges of the light. A Tokkebi grabbed that fragment of night and pulled it into the artificial day. By gaining that fragment, he gained the five daughters of the night: Chaos, Seduction, Imprisonment, Concealment, and Dreams. With their help, the Tokkebi built a castle.

There was a reason they did this, a very Tokkebi-like reason. They thought it would amuse them.

Chaos decided the interior of the castle while Seduction decided the exterior. Imprisonment installed various dead ends, mazes, and traps, while Concealment created secret tunnels, hidden doors, and passwords. It was unknown how the fifth daughter contributed to this fortress. Dreams was very different from her sisters. The night wanted to hide and conceal and cover up, but Dreams wanted to uncover, discover, and open, which made her somewhat similar to the day. But she couldn’t be seen during the day and was visible only at night, like the stars.

Even without the prospect of Dreams’s mystery contribution, the fortification of Jumunuri was strange enough.

Only the lord of the castle knew precisely how many floors, rooms, corridors, and stairs Jumunuri had. There were, of course, a few facts known to those who visited the castle often. For example, the fourth floor could be reached only by going up to the seventh first, or turning three corners at any point of the castle would always lead you into the great hall, or if you stood at the top of the eastern tower and turned leftward twice, you’d land on your behind at the lord of the castle’s library. Depending on the taste of whoever was the current lord, they would put a cushion in the landing spot of the library or a bed of iron nails or place a lit candle or two. The candles were a very Tokkebi touch, as a singed posterior would be just the right amount of expected playfulness, but could the nail bed be more than mere rumor? It seemed a touch too harsh for a Tokkebi. But no one was sure of the truth.

But the Jumunuri’s head of the sentries, Sabin Hasu’un, didn’t stare out at the black sky in melancholy because he was afraid of some prickly nails. He did so because he had witnessed the lord of the castle walk by carrying a pail full of beetle feces just now.

The falling-on-one’s-posterior-in-the-library bit was usually undertaken by the lord of the castle’s valet, Byong. But the head of the sentries had a letter he had to hand over himself. He sighed and resigned himself to a stinky fate as he turned twice. His surroundings changed into something else entirely, and he fell on his behind.

What’s this? There was nothing on the landing spot! Sabin dusted off his unharmed posterior as he got up and turned toward the letter-writing table of the lord of the castle.

Bao Moridol, the eleventh lord of Jumunuri, held a spade in his hand as he stared at Sabin. Only when Sabin saw the pail by his feet and the pots by the window did he feel a sense of relief.

“You must’ve had a good dream, my lord. Is what’s in the pail manure?”

“What?”

“I had assumed, my lord, that you wanted to sprinkle it on the floor . . .” Sabin stopped. The lord of the castle’s eyes had flashed with inspiration.

“Hmm . . . !”

Sabin silently apologized to whoever had the lord’s audience after him and at the same time gleefully created a list of people in his head to tell that the lord of the castle wanted to see them at once. Who would be the best Tokkebi for this delightful honor?

As he got lost in this daydream, Bao Moridol, slightly nervous, said, “What is your business?”

“Well, my lord, don’t you think it’s more of a matter of how much sun those plants get, rather than manure? Because Jumunuri is so dim.”

“Your business!”

Sabin grinned. The lord of the castle no doubt wanted to throw him out of the room as quickly as possible to test out this new idea. He decided to cooperate with the lord. From the corner, he dragged a chair closer and sat down.

“A beetle, from those Kims who shave their own heads, brought a message for you.”

“The Kims called monks? But why did you come with it? What is Byong doing?”

Sabin shrugged. “This is what the Kims wanted. You know how they are. How they take care of any business having to do with people they deem important.”

“Remind me how they take care of them again?”

“They want the fewest possible people to know their business.”

“Do they, now?”

“This is only what I think, but the Kims seem to believe that the more important a business, the fewer people who should know of it. A most convoluted way of thinking, is it not? One needs many people to know if they want help.”

“They’re weary of meddlers, I imagine.”

“If it’s truly important business, who would dare meddle?”

“The Kims fill their minds with useless thoughts. But if this is what they want, we can play along for now. It’s just between you and me, then. What is the message?”

“The Kims have asked us to dispatch a Tokkebi.”

“For what?”

“They are assembling a rescue mission to go below the Line of Limit. They want a Tokkebi to be a part of the mission.”

The lord of the castle looked intrigued. He was also aware that his head of the sentries, who respected the lord of the castle very much, liked to prank his lord and spent most of the hours of the day thinking of ways to do it. These pranks were a source of much mirth for Bao. Sabin Hasu’un detected scores of opportunities to prank his lord over the course of a day, barely executing a tenth of them. Which was why the lord enjoyed baiting his head of the sentries, provoking him to act.

However, Sabin seemed serious this time.

Bao said, “The Kims want to bring a Nhaga up north past the Line of Limit? For what?”

“That’s the mystery. They refuse to say. Their tendency toward secrecy, I assume.”

“As are the other members of the mission?”

“Ah, they disclosed that part. The Kims seem to follow an old saying, how ‘Three handles one.’ There’s a Kim and a Rekon in the company as well.”

“How amusing! What are they offering?”

“Two hundred in gold.”

“Astonishing. It makes me want to go myself. What? Why are you making that face?”

“There’s no special reason. Just the expression of a head of the sentries pondering over whom to throw his support behind as the next lord of the castle.”

Bao chuckled enough to satisfy his head of the sentries and said, in a more serious tone, “Then whom shall we send?”

This was surprising. “You want to send someone? That ‘three handles one’ business is just old nonsense. No ragtag band of a rescue mission can withstand the murderous forces of the Kiboren jungle. They’ll be massacred in no time. I do not think there is any hope for them, my lord.”

“Why not?”

“Because of ignorance, mostly. Who knows anything about Kiboren or the Nhaga?”

“That Kim would know.”

“Pardon?”

“That Kim—the one they’re sending on this mission. I’ve a feeling I know who it is. There’s only one who knows enough about Kiboren and the Nhaga to lead such a mission.”

“There is such a Kim?”

“Kagan Draca.”

Sabin knew who this was. A wrestler who had scored a legendary win against a phalanx of Tokkebi champions.

“He’s still alive?”

“Alive and well. He hunts Nhaga for breakfast at the Line of Limit.”

Sabin tried to smile. Surely this was a joke the lord of the castle was making, albeit a cryptic one. But Bao did not look expectant of a smile.

“Hunts them for breakfast?”

“Exactly that. He hunts them. And then eats them.”

Sabin mimed cutting a piece of meat with utensils and eating. The lord of the castle nodded. Sabin’s face turned blue.

“Is he . . . insane?”

“Well, they say he’s an excellent cook.”

“Oh . . . I see.”

The lord of the castle entwined his fingers and placed them on his knee as his face took on a pensive look. “Kagan despises the Nhaga. Enough to hunt them down. That’s why he does what he does. Ambushes them near the Line of Limit. Chops them up. And eats them.”

Sabin gulped. “I think hating someone enough to hunt them down and eat them is less of an example of staying true to one’s principles and more of a symptom of mind sickness.”

“Well. He does have a good reason for doing it. You know very well that Nhaga are difficult to kill, as they have no hearts.”

“Is that why he, ah, chops them up? So they do not regenerate? But still. Isn’t the eating part somewhat . . . excessive?”

“It’s a waste of perfectly good meat otherwise.”

Now Sabin wondered if it was his lord of the castle who was indeed insane. Bao waved his hands at him.

“No, no, that’s what Kagan would say. I’ve asked him the same question, and that was his answer. But there are other reasons. Hmm. One moment.” He opened a drawer, rummaged through it, and took out an old parchment scroll. “A letter Kagan sent me about six years ago. Read it.”

Carefully taking it from him, Sabin started to read.


Peace be unto you, this is Kagan.

We haven’t spoken in a while. As you can imagine, weapons are easier to come across in this wasteland near the Line of Limit than paper would be. A peddler I came across yesterday happened to have some pages of parchment, which is how I am writing to you now.

I thought about what you bade me to do in your last letter. But I’ve concluded that I cannot stop what I am doing now. Yes, I am still eating Nhaga. There’s no need to put terrible words onto paper, but I also find no need to talk around it.

Have you heard of the tiger hunters of Kitaljer? When a tiger hunter in Kitaljer is eaten by a tiger, the dead hunter’s son becomes the son of all the other hunters. They teach that son everything they know. When the son is ready, he goes out to hunt tigers with the other hunters. And when they catch one, they cut it open and feed its liver to the son.

I am the son that survived, my lord.

The Nhaga have swallowed everything that was precious and meaningful to me aside from this worthless body of mine. So I eat them. Maybe someday, I shall be the one eaten by them. I try not to cross the Line of Limit, but in pursuit of another stumbling Nhaga, I sometimes find myself inside their jungle forest. When I realize I’ve given up my one advantage over the Nhaga, it makes me feel the cold of the jungle forest just like them, even as the winds of the jungle sizzle on my skin. I hastily make my way back up north, but just a few days later, I find myself under the line again.

And then, one day, when I can no longer swing my Baragi against my enemies, I shall die. I do not care if you see it as the death of a madman and forget me accordingly.

I do not think there is any other destination for me than insanity.



Beneath these words was not a signature but a strange symbol. When Sabin lifted his head, the lord of the castle said, “It’s the insignia of the Kitaljer hunters. The black lion and the dragon.”

“The black lion and the dragon?”

“‘Kagan’ and ‘draca,’ respectively, in Kitaljer hunter language. Both were killed off by the Nhaga. That’s where he gets his name.”

“Ah. So that’s not his real name?”

“No. But I can’t tell you his real name without his consent.”

Bao took back the letter and returned it to his drawer before he faced his head of the sentries once more.

“So. What do you think?”

“So this . . . wrestler exacts revenge on the Nhaga using the methods of Kitaljer hunters who disappeared hundreds of years ago? Which is to murder and eat their enemies?”

“Rather succinct, but yes.”

“What did they do to that Kim to drive him to such mad revenge?”

“A terrible thing.”

Sabin waited, but the lord of the castle did not elaborate. The lower-ranked Tokkebi was about to nod in unspoken understanding when he happened to glimpse a change in his lord’s face. Bao looked stricken.

“A most terrible thing indeed.”

Sabin couldn’t help but ask. “What deed, my lord?”

Bao sighed and shook his head.

“It’s the same as his real name. I cannot tell you without his consent. In any case, you see how this friend would understand the Nhaga and Kiboren better than anyone else? A predator naturally knows much about their prey.”

“That may be true,” said Sabin uneasily, “but I would much prefer to enter such a place with companions who have their wits about them. What if this Kim gets tired of his regular meals of Nhaga and decides to add some Tokkebi to his diet for variety?”

This was not a joke, but Bao laughed heartily. “Don’t you worry about that. Kagan’s rage is directed exclusively at the Nhaga. He is capable of no other rage at this point.”

“How could you be sure of that?”

“Look at what he’s written. He’s got nothing to lose now. The Nhaga took everything. This may sound like nonsense, but for anyone who isn’t a Nhaga, Kagan may be the safest person to be with in the world. Because he can’t get angry at anyone or anything else.”

“What a sad state that is.”

“Truly. A sad state. And it’s the truth. I can guarantee Kagan is safe for everyone else.”

Sabin found it difficult to agree. But he also couldn’t find it in him to disagree out loud. There were many things one didn’t need to do to the lord of the castle at Jumunuri and one of them was to argue the logic of the lord. Sabin changed the subject back to the matter at hand.

“If the champion Kagan is indeed safe, and at the same time eats Nhaga for breakfast, he is indeed the perfect someone to send someone with into Kiboren. Will you send someone?”

“‘Three handles one.’ And they need a Tokkebi to make three. So I shall send someone.”

“Who?”

He thought on it. “No one has the qualifications for this sort of thing. There isn’t a single Tokkebi who knows anything about the Nhaga or Kiboren. Which means all Tokkebi are equally eligible. There’s no need to think too much about it, then. I shall send whichever Tokkebi enters this room next.”

“. . . The very next Tokkebi?”

“Precisely.”

If they’d been outside Jumunuri’s walls, Sabin Hasu’un would’ve gently ignored the lord of the castle’s words just because the lord of the castle had uttered them, and it wouldn’t have passed for disobedience. Sabin also knew that the lord of the castle wasn’t very wise. Both he and Bao knew this didn’t affect his great respect for his lord. But here, inside these walls, he had to obey the words of the lord of the castle. Sabin didn’t bother to ask any more questions.

He did manage a short complaint, though.

“May I wait with you for that? If I leave here, I’m afraid I may inadvertently become that very Tokkebi.”

The lord of the castle chuckled. And so, the two of them began their wait.

They didn’t have long. Shortly, a very angry Tokkebi appeared in the middle of the room and fell on his behind. At the sight of the head of the sentries, he shouted, “You! Are you trying to steal my work from me? Then from this day forth, I shall be the head of the sentries, by the name of the God That Kills Himself! Do you yield?”

The lord of the castle’s valet Byong Srabble loved his work. Sabin considered it his downfall in this case and shook his head.

Bao grinned. “That won’t do. Because you, Byong, are to be dispatched on a rescue mission.”

Byong blinked as he considered Bao’s words.

“A rescue mission?”

“Yes. You have to go into a place no one has gone into for several hundred years. And rescue someone.”






2 Silver Tears


THE HERO KING SAID, “WHAT? ME, SHED TEARS? LOOK HERE. LET ME GIVE YOU FAIR WARNING. ON THE NEXT CLEAR DAY, YOU SHALL HAVE THOUGHTS THAT ARE QUITE DIFFERENT FROM WHEN IT RAINED.”

—Penzoil’s The Hero King, Neither Hero Nor King



Ryun Pei lay on the cold stone altar.

There was nothing else. Aside from the stone he lay on, he had no other certainty in this world, which made Ryun feel he had become a painting of a figure that had no background.

He shuddered with distaste. The Nhaga did not look at paintings, just like they did not have music. But unlike the case of music, which they did not appreciate because of their bad hearing, they did not indulge in paintings because they had excellent vision. To a Nhaga, who can see heat, even the greatest human masterpiece was just a plain piece of canvas with some paint on it. They could see in a vast range of heat colors, but they did not see paintings because pigments had the same heat.

To think one was the subject of a painting was not natural.

Ryun Pei knew very well how he came to think of himself as a painting. And also how he knew, in similar fashion, why this knowledge was not something he could nearm anyone else. It was a shameful secret. He gave a quick glance around him to make sure no one was around to overhear his nearm.

As if they’d waited for this moment, cold shadows emerged from the darkness.

Ryun could see the even colder daggers in their hands. He screamed, but such sounds had no effect on the Nhaga. They approached the altar without even the slightest of pauses. Ryun desperately tried to nearm, but to his despair, he found he couldn’t.

“Am I not myself?”

Only then did he realize his arms and legs were tied to the altar. As he struggled helplessly, the shadows surrounded the altar. One of them ripped open Ryun’s tunic, the sound of which made him panic and look down at his chest. He could see the heat of his beating heart underneath the hard scales. He looked up at the shadows that surrounded the altar and could see only cold darkness where their hearts should be. They had all extracted their hearts.

And now they were about to extract Ryun’s.

He shouted with all his might, “Wait! I’m not a Nhaga! If you take out my heart, I shall die!”

Even with their bad hearing, they would’ve heard that just now. But they didn’t stop. The one on the right raised his dagger high. The blade flashed with color and heat.

As Ryun tried to scream, the dagger was plunged mercilessly into him.

Ryun could scream no more.

What he saw was not the color red, as infidels put it. The blood that fountained out of him was iridescent in Ryun’s eyes. The air that reacted to his colorful blood in kind made quite a pretty show as the cold air was suddenly assaulted with the heat of his blood. The spectacle made Ryun momentarily forget his pain.

Suddenly, the shadow on the right stretched out an arm and plunged it into the split in his chest. The sight of it knocked the breath out of him. As the arm dug about inside him, rivers of light spilled from his wound. Ryun’s blood, of course.

Presently, the arm brought out something that looked like a jewel as waves of light shone out from it. His heart. So hot and still beating that it lit up the darkness around it. And because of that light, Ryun could see the one who had cut his heart out of him.

It was the face of Ryun Pei.

A RIDICULOUS DREAM, RYUN. THAT’S NOT HOW AN EXTRACTION CEREMONY IS conducted. And the heart you describe is hot like the infidels’. Your Imagination is too much. Well, I do admit it’s entertaining as well.

Hwarit Mahkerow smiled, but Ryun did not. Hwarit retracted his smile and nearmed, I’m sorry. What a dreadful dream. You must be more anxious about the extraction than I thought. But it’s just a fantasy concocted by your anxious mind. Only the Tokkebi believe dreams have meaning or can predict the future.

Humans believe in dreams as well.

They do? I suppose that’s plausible. They’re just as foolish.

I want to believe them.

Hwarit closed his mind and gazed at his friend. He couldn’t think of what to nearm him, so he turned his attention to the table.

It was laid with rats. They were not injured, but they lay there slightly spasming from time to time and did not run away. Thanks to the fine skills of Ryun’s second-eldest sister, Sammo Pei, no doubt.

In Hattengraaj, Sammo Pei was a polarizing figure. The ones who liked her were mostly male. Sammo did not draw them into her bed but was polite to them nonetheless. Hwarit’s eldest sister, Somero Mahkerow, said of Sammo, “If she’s not going to sleep with them, what’s the point of males in the first place? Her kindness is all pretension.” Which was why the ones who hated Sammo were mostly women. Because all the men who didn’t want to be pressured into bed chose to hole up at the Pei household.

Hwarit lifted up a warm rat and wondered if Sammo’s eccentricity was a point of compromise she had found. He decided to use the topic to change the subject.

How many men are staying here now?

Maybe about eight.

Hwarit nodded. There were only two women of childbearing age in the Pei household. With eight men and two women, the chances of a pregnancy were very high. Soon there would be a new generation to bear the Pei name. Their house would prosper. Sammo Pei would lose the joy of childbearing and child-rearing for the sake of her own peace and the care of her family.

Eight men. Your extraction ceremony is going to be quite the affair, Ryun. Not many can have eight men escort them to the heart tower. Sammo Pei is quite clever.

I think so too. Pity I only have nine more days to see her.

Hwarit stared at Ryun in surprise. He realized his friend was in fear of something other than the extraction ceremony.

Ryun stood up. I’ve no appetite. Are you going back after eating?

That was my plan.

I’ll nearm goodbye now, then.

Before Hwarit could nearm anything back, Ryun left the dining room. Hwarit briefly considered going after him but stopped himself. He knew his friend well. There was no point in making a fuss over him now; he would only make a scene.

After his meal, Hwarit went to find his escorts, and the news of two of them deciding to remain in the Pei household made him burst into laughter.

Dusenna, the matriarch of the Mahkerow family, would fly into a rage over this. Hwarit didn’t care that he had fewer escorts, but what he minded was the matriarch’s fury. There were five women of childbearing age in the Mahkerow household, but there were only five men staying with them. They had just lost two of them to the Peis in one fell swoop, and Dusenna Mahkerow would be very angry indeed at her son, who in nine days would have nothing anymore to do with the Mahkerow family.

For a brief moment, Hwarit wondered if he should find shelter in the Pei household as well. It didn’t seem like a bad idea to wait out the extraction ceremony with a friend. The Pei household held no interest for Hwarit because he was to become a guardian—in other words, a monk who had no chance of impregnating women—but they should be happy enough with the two who decided to remain. A small happiness to be sure, as they now had ten men in the house.

But that would mean there would be no Mahkerow men remaining in that house. It would be different altogether if there weren’t five women of childbearing age in their household, but as there were, he could not do such a thing to the house that had raised him for the past twenty-two years.

In the end, Hwarit left with the two remaining men of his household.

Hattengraaj’s streets were quiet, just as they had always been since construction. If he opened his mind, he would hear the countless nearms that went back and forth, but Hwarit wanted to lose himself in his thoughts so he kept his mind closed.

In the still peace, he thought of Sammo Pei.

A most unusual Nhaga in that she wished to remain a virgin. Yet, paradoxically, that virginity promised plenty of progeny for the Pei household. The Nhaga did not really understand homesickness, but they felt something like it in the atmosphere of the Pei household that Sammo Pei created—to be in a house not to impregnate a woman but to prepare for a few months in peace and quiet for the next wandering. Still, the men left behind many progenies in the Pei household before they left.

A sharp nearm dug into Hwarit’s mind.

Do you want to lie with her?

Hwarit looked to his side. One of his escorts stared at him. Annoyed, Hwarit nearmed, Did you look into my mind, Karu?

You are open. Your thoughts on Sammo Pei ran too deep.

Hwarit was embarrassed. Karu looked carefully about him and nearmed, It’s a shame, but three reasons make it impossible for what you desire.

Three? Not just one?

First, you are to become a guardian. You shall become a bridegroom of the Traceless Goddess and can never impregnate a woman.

That’s the reason I was thinking. What are the other two?

Sammo Pei herself would refuse you. You know this already, but her wishes are already accepted by her house. Seeing as she brings many men to her household, they tolerate her virginity.

And the third?

The third is the reason that only we know.

I do know. I haven’t forgotten.

Karu’s skin was flawless for having shed recently. But he was an older Nhaga and his nearms rich with the depths of experience.

Many in the novitiate give up their positions as novices right before the extraction ceremony. Because after the ceremony, they become guardians otherwise, and there is no turning back then. There are those who consider this to be a weakness of will, but I don’t see it that way. It’s natural enough to feel so. But it would be a matter of some consternation should you be dominated by feelings that urge you to give up the position to serve the goddess. You haven’t forgotten your oath, have you?

I would never forget my oath, Karu. Hwarit did not like the fact that he had appeared so weak. I’m ready. But is everything else ready? Is the rescue mission coming together?

Almost.

The thought of the rescue mission composed of different races made him nervous. He was educated in the ways of outsiders as a novice and at least knew more about them than his friend Ryun, but learning and experiencing were two very different things.

Karu nearmed, I wish one of us could take you to the Line of Limit.

No, you all have your tasks. If anything, I have wondered if I should not go to the Line of Limit alone. Why should we make them come into dangerous Kiboren and risk their lives? Wouldn’t it be safer for me to cross the Line of Limit on my own to meet them?

The other escort, Suvachi, nearmed, Hwarit. Do you think the Line of Limit is some fence you can cross, or a clear line drawn in the jungle? Between our northernmost city of Visgraaj and the infidels’ southernmost city of Carabora is where the Line of Limit is the narrowest, and even there it’s two hundred leagues. The Line of Limit is normally five hundred to one thousand leagues otherwise.

How confounding. This is what we call a “line”? A region this wide?

The line is decided by temperature. Temperature does not suddenly change. Rather, it changes slowly across hundreds of leagues. Even Visgraaj would not exist so far up north had the region no gold. Walking hundreds of those harsh leagues makes no sense. Even on a dose of sodrak it’s impossible. But those hot-blooded infidels are not incapacitated when they come down into Kiboren. Of course, they have to come and get you. Do you understand?

I do.

Good. Have you been practicing your singing?

It’s a little awkward. This singing business.

Karu spoke using his voice. “Try it.”

Hwarit, startled, turned to him. They were walking down a wide street in Hattengraaj, with many Nhaga around them and numerous Nhaga in the buildings. Hwarit couldn’t reply in his voice.

Here? Are you out of your mind?

“Hwarit, if you think your song would attract the attention of others, you haven’t even made plans to sing.”

But that’s jungle business. There are birds and animals that make noise, so it’s all right there, but we’re in the middle of Hattengraaj.

“Which is even better. Everyone is too busy nearming to pay attention to sounds. I myself am speaking in a very loud voice right now. But no one pays attention to me.”

Hwarit looked around and had to admit he was right. A Nhaga speaking loudly enough to be heard meant Karu was speaking very voluminously indeed, but the Nhaga around them paid no heed.

But he couldn’t open his mouth so easily. Unfamiliarity, decadence, strangeness, distaste, disgust—these were the emotions Hwarit felt about singing. He had never felt anything good from it. Only when Karu egged him on a few more times could he produce anything close to a song.

And indeed, no one paid him any attention. It shocked him.

Hwarit gathered his courage and sang a little louder, but no one so much as looked at him. He turned to Karu and smiled, and Karu nodded. Hwarit wondered if this was how it felt to wear a Tokkebi’s gamtu. Just as a Tokkebi wearing a gamtu could not be seen by other Tokkebi, the other Nhaga did not hear Hwarit’s song—well, they heard something, but it was too small for them to pay any real attention to. Hwarit became so confident he sang and sang to his heart’s content.

Suvachi and Karu were displeased. They were glad the others could not hear Hwarit’s singing, for more than one reason.

RYUN WAS MESMERIZED AS HE LISTENED TO THE SOUND GROWING farther and farther away. The source of his disbelief wasn’t only the fact that the voice sounded like Hwarit’s. The poorly enunciated words sounded like that of a madman. Rotting limbs? A king? What was that? Something about awakening a soul? Ryun shook his head as he mulled over these words, but it all became more and more mysterious.

That’s when he realized it.

Music . . . That was a song!

Ryun jumped to his feet and grabbed the ledge of the balcony. He leaned forward as far as he dared, but the singing was already far away. Ryun had to stop his body from following Hwarit’s voice. It was dangerous for a Nhaga who was not an adult to go outside without an escort. He could be hunted. The Pei household had plenty of men from other households, but Ryun was sick of them and didn’t want to ask of them any favors. He thought of his sister and aunts but none of them would lift a finger for him.

May I come in, Ryun?

Ryun changed his mind. Maybe one would lift a finger for him. But he couldn’t ask her, could he? Ryun quickly walked to the middle of the room and nearmed, Come in.

The door opened. He had his eyes on the floor and could only see her elegant feet. The feet slowly approached him and stopped before him, and Ryun had to bow his head low as to not look her in the eye.

Look up, Ryun. Your neck must hurt.

With this permission, he slowly looked up. A very familiar expression looked up at him. Eyes that looked very surprised. But lips that seemed to create a distance from the world by keeping a secret. Ryun opened his mind with some difficulty.

Sammo, what brings you here?

I learned Hwarit left a while ago. I thought he’d stay for a while. If he’s just stepped out, should I summon him back?

He almost nearmed that she should.

There’s no need.

Sammo looked at her younger brother with surprised eyes and nodded and sat down. As Ryun waited, still on his feet, Sammo nearmed disconcertedly, Are you going to wait until I ask you to sit?

Of course.

Sit, Ryun Pei.

Ryun sat on a chair. She had managed to make her brother sit, but Sammo seemed at a loss for words. Ryun tried to help her by nearming, I wish you wouldn’t call me Pei.

What? Why not? You’re still a Pei.

Only for nine more days.

Yes. A Pei for nine more days.

Ryun made a gesture to imply he didn’t want to argue with her, at the same time a foolish man’s gesture of capitulation to the wisdom of a woman. Sammo didn’t like the gesture.

I was the one who summoned Hwarit here, Ryun.

Ryun tried a twisted smile. Yes. I congratulate you on succeeding. Two men? Mistress Dusenna must be very displeased.

Momentarily taken aback, Sammo was soon perturbed. Ryun, I didn’t invite Hwarit to steal men.

Dusenna Mahkerow won’t think so.

Whatever Mistress Dusenna thinks, it’s not true. I just thought you looked too nervous about the extraction ceremony and could use the company of a good friend. Hwarit agreed with me, which is why he came. But how could you send him back after just a day? It would’ve been good to have him with you until the day of the ceremony.

Ryun pretended to misunderstand her.

Well, if you’d had him here for a few more days, you could’ve captured the remaining two men. I’m sorry for being so careless. But my hasty thinking considered only possible conflict with the House of Mahkerow—

Ryun Pei!

Ryun closed his mind. The sharp sound of bristling scales came from Sammo’s body. She was enraged, but what he had felt before closing his mind was her sadness more than anger.

Why are you mocking me so? We don’t have much time together as it is. Like you nearmed, it’s only nine days we have left. Why must we waste this time in anger? You don’t want to talk to me, and you spurn the friend we made pains to invite for you. Ryun, nearm me. What should I do?

You don’t need to do anything. Please do not waste your time on someone who will not be part of the Pei household in nine days’ time.

Sammo looked shocked. Her brother was to cut all ties with the household in some act of cruelty. It wasn’t unreasonable of him. He was to lose the name Pei and could never cross the threshold of the house again, which meant their relationship would disappear. Sammo thought they could still remain as good friends and had believed her brother wanted that as well. But here he was, professing the complete opposite of her expectations.

Ryun. Do you want us to become strangers? What’s wrong?

Ryun stared at her and then bowed his head. Sammo.

What is it? Nearm me.

I don’t want to be the substitute for the baby you will not have.

A chair clattered to the floor. Sammo had stood up and stared down at him with fearsome eyes. But Ryun lowered his gaze toward his knees and continued to nearm.

If you want a child, have one of your own. Compete with your aunts and sisters. If you don’t want that, if this competition is too much for you, then give up children. There should be no compromise. A younger brother cannot be a child.

How could you . . . How dare you nearm to me that way!

Sammo’s scales made a harsh sound. No one had ever witnessed Sammo Pei so angry. Ryun dreaded it, but he knew he needed to nearm his mind to the very end.

Any later and it will be too difficult. It’s already very late. There are plenty of women with two or three daughters. You must hurry. Thankfully, there are ten men in this house, and it should not be too difficult to conceive—

He couldn’t continue because he was soundly slapped.

Ryun held his cheek and looked up Sammo. What he saw shocked him.

Silver liquid flowed from Sammo’s eyes. Something the Nhaga almost never showed anyone, and such color that other races were convinced they were magical, but they were only tears. They were not ordinary to Ryun. His hand stopped in mid-rub as he stared at Sammo in surprise.

Sammo herself seemed startled at her own tears. Her fingers trembled as they wiped them. Now her finger shone silver.

Sammo, nearmed Ryun.

Sammo Pei did not accept his nearm. Her mind was completely closed.

Then Sammo whipped her hand to her side.

The glowing tears crossed the room.

Ryun couldn’t take his eyes off them. They arced silver through the air and made little explosions when they landed. To a Nhaga, who could see both the silver and the heat, the splash of her tears looked like explosions. When he came to and looked back at her, she was already gone. Save for some more silvery dots that trailed to the door.

DESPITE HWARIT MAHKEROW COMING BACK WITH TWO ESCORTS when he had left the house with four, Dusenna Mahkerow did not apply any violence to her son, but not because he was her son, nor because they had too little time left to waste it making bad memories. Dusenna was too much of a model Nhaga matriarch to partake in such silly sentimentalities. Even as she poured scorn and curses on Hwarit, she didn’t hit him because he was a novice.

You Tokkebi of a son, listen! Be thankful you can’t make children for other houses. If you’d ruined our plans for progeny and then gone to help some other house increase themselves, you would not be alive right now!

Hwarit was astonished at his mother’s wisdom. Dusenna had admitted she couldn’t touch him because he was to be a guardian, but she had nearmed it in the sense not of submission to a future Nhaga power but because she was the one who was merciful to a man who could never make children. He put the appropriate guilty expression on his face—in other words, pretended to feel remorse at the fact that he was not a woman capable of bearing a child—and managed to calm Dusenna down.

Dusenna was satisfied, but Hwarit’s ordeal was not over yet. His three sisters of childbearing age and two aunts were waiting to breathe fire upon him. Thankfully, Karu and Suvachi nearmed that they would aid him by escorting him on these trials. Somero, his eldest sister, knew enough not to castigate him as hard as the matriarch of the household would. Another sister, Carindol, who treated all men as stunted in growth, simply interpreted the matter as another foolish mistake a man was bound to make and did not bother too much with him.

But that left Vyass Mahkerow. Which was like nearming, That left a dragon.

Can you nearm me how old I am?

Vyass’s nearm, which glowed with hostility, seared itself in Hwarit’s mind and threatened to burn it out completely. Hwarit thought of asserting his status as a novice but thought better of it.

You are thirty-four, he nearmed in a pleasant tone.

Yes. Thirty-four. That makes twelve years of having no children!

It was my mistake, Vyass. Please forgive me.

Forgive? This was my time! I needed to become pregnant! But you lost us two whole men! Do you think this is the kind of thing that can be forgiven?

Saddened, Hwarit wished Karu or Suvachi would accept Vyass’s favor. Vyass Mahkerow, unlike Carindol or Hwarit, was not Dusenna’s daughter by birth. Nor was she the eldest, like Somero. Somero was also not Dusenna’s birth daughter, but she received the requisite benefits from the matriarch as the eldest. Vyass Mahkerow had no leverage in the household, which was why she was desperate to produce a child.

Hwarit thought back to a certain experience that reminded him of just how desperate Vyass was—a terrible experience, and he quickly nearmed to rid himself of indulging in the memory.

There’s nothing to be done. They’re the ones who want to remain in the Pei household; I can’t drag them back here.

This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t gone to that bitch’s house in the first place!

Vyass clearly didn’t mean the Pei matriarch Zikerenne but Sammo Pei.

Vyass—Ryun Pei is my friend. If my friend is feeling anxious about his extraction ceremony, isn’t it my duty to visit and comfort him? That’s my duty as a novice.

And it’s your duty as a Mahkerow to keep those men in line! I know there are only nine days left, but you’re still a Mahkerow. Two whole men—my aunts will never let this go!

And she shall have more sisters than children—Hwarit couldn’t help this unkind thought. More sisters, to a woman who was not the eldest and had no progeny but wanted badly to be the matriarch, was akin to a Tokkebi prank or a curse.

He nearmed, There are those without children who still earn the respect of their family through their virtue.

Vyass looked shocked. Hwarit was even more taken aback as he realized he had mocked her. But he decided to remind her that he was a novice and also about to leave the Mahkerow name behind. Fine, he could do this . . . Hwarit drew a portrait in his mind and opened up a bit.

Vyass nearmed like an angry sky ray, Sammo Pei?

She doesn’t try to have children, but I’ve a feeling if she did, she would not be in the same situation as you.

You piece of rot!

Please do not call me names, Vyass Mahkerow, and do not scold me for what is not my fault. I am a novice before I am your brother. I am a future bridegroom of the Traceless Goddess. I expect treatment that is in line with my position.

Vyass looked ready to lunge at him, but she did not. It was only too obvious whom Dusenna would side with between a son who was to become a guardian and a daughter with no progeny.

Having successfully made his point, Hwarit gave a chill smile and nearmed, And let me give you one last bit of advice as a novice, Vyass. Build your virtue. That’s something you can do without having children or a man.

He waited for her to explode. But Vyass held on to her self-control, even if she looked so livid she resembled a Tokkebi.

How grateful I am for your advice, my little brother. Why don’t I give you some advice in return? “Beware of that.”

Vyass exited in a flourish. Hwarit stood stock-still until she slammed the door behind her. He had never heard her voice before.

But what really surprised him was what she had said. When she’d said it, she had pointed at the heart tower outside. Hwarit couldn’t help but remember his friend had made the same gesture just a day ago. Beware of the heart tower? The fact that his friend and his older sister had both used their rarely used voices to “say” the same thing left a deep impression on him.

So Hwarit decided to think deeper about the heart tower.

SUVACHI TURNED AWAY TO STAVE OFF THE HANDS THAT SHOOK him. He had suffered all night yesterday as he tried to save Hwarit from his aunt’s room. Suvachi tried his best to send a sympathetic mind, but the hands were relentless.

Please spare me, he nearmed mournfully. I have no strength to do that this morning. Last night I—

Suvachi, wake up! It’s me! Whatever “that” is, I have no wish to do “that” with you!

Suvachi rolled back and gave a sigh of relief when he realized the Nhaga who had shaken him awake wasn’t a Mahkerow woman who had come at an early hour to insist he do “that” with her.

Hwarit? You’re alive. Damn it, your aunt almost killed me last night.

Hwarit sat down on the edge of the bed. It’s been a while since she’s borne a child, you see.

I do see. So insistent, she was. I don’t think I want to be in proximity to a woman for years to come. But why are you here?

Suvachi rose, slowly because of his exhaustion and the coldness of dawn. Knowing how tired he must be, Hwarit waited a little until Suvachi felt more like himself again. Some moments later, when Suvachi looked better, Hwarit nearmed, I can’t do the extraction ceremony.

The older Nhaga gave him a look and then glanced at Karu, who was asleep beside him. But Karu was, if anything, more exhausted than he’d been from the night before. He better let Karu sleep a bit more. Suvachi suppressed his pain and readied himself to comfort Hwarit.

It’s because of that friend Ryun, isn’t it? You must’ve caught something from him. But, Hwarit, it is very rare for someone to die during the ceremony.

That’s not my reason.

If you don’t extract your heart, you can never leave Hattengraaj. What I’m trying to nearm is that you can’t fulfill your mission then. Why would you nearm something like that to me?

I made Vyass angry the other day. She threw me a veiled sign. That she was going to have me killed.

Suvachi suddenly felt wide awake. He looked around them and out the door to detect any traces of heat before nearming, Are you sure?

That’s what I think.

Why would Vyass Mahkerow want to kill you?

Because she has failed to have a child for twelve years.

Suvachi gave Hwarit a troubled look.

Hwarit tried to sound calm. My sister Vyass has never had a child. She craves men, but at the same time detests her brother who would never create a child for her. Being angry at me is reason enough for her to do it.

Suvachi sensed a hidden meaning in Hwarit’s nearm, a meaning so dangerous it agitated him.

This is too ridiculous to nearm, but did she ever—

It is exactly as you imagine, Suvachi.

What horror . . . He could not find anything else to nearm, so he repeated himself. Horror . . .

Hwarit smiled sadly and nodded.

Yes, my sister is insane. There’s something obsessive about her.

Did she really . . . ask you for that?

I only managed to fight her off by reminding her that if she touched a novice, she would bring the wrath of the goddess upon her.

Suvachi’s eyes were filled with sympathy.

This is too horrific. All right. What if me and Karu were to visit her in her bedchamber? If she got what she wanted, would she be satisfied and forget her hate toward you?

Can you impregnate her in eight days?

If we take turns every day, I should think it raises the chances.

Vyass herself would not want that, though.

What? What do you mean? I thought she wanted a child?

Yes. But she wants children because she wants to become the matriarch. She is neither the birth daughter of the current matriarch nor the eldest daughter.

Ah. We can only hope she gives birth to a daughter, then.

Exactly. If all she wanted was a child, she wouldn’t have given you over to the aunts so easily. But she has ambitions, and therefore, she won’t do anything to anger the other women of the house. Which means, at best, you can visit her maybe once or twice in the next eight days. I don’t think that’s enough to guarantee her pregnancy.

How do you think she’ll kill you?

She told me to beware of the heart tower. I suspect an accident will occur during the extraction ceremony.

Nonsense. Are you nearming that she can buy off the guardians? That’s impossible.

I’d never suggest such a thing, Suvachi. I know more about the guardians than you do. Because I’m a novice myself. But Vyass is an excellent alchemist. I do not like her, but I trust her skill, which is why I stole her sodrak. She could make some poison that would kill me during the ceremony. She’d feed it to me sometime over the next eight days.

Perturbed, Suvachi repeated his nearm.

Poison that could kill you . . . Can she really do that?

I don’t know. But there’s no other way to interpret her warning to beware of the heart tower. I know something will happen there. During the ceremony.

Fine. Poison, you say. What if you ate nothing from this house?

How?

What if you ate outside the city with us? Karu is a good hunter. You’ve never eaten anything larger than a rat, but you can manage. You have to, once you’re an adult, anyway. What if we went out and killed a big animal that can sustain you for the next eight days?

Do you think I could go out with you after what happened the last time? My amorous aunts would never allow it.

Suvachi sighed and closed his mind. Hwarit was nervous. What could he be thinking? The conclusion was clear. They had to have a change of plan. He had to leave immediately.

Just when Hwarit felt it was taking too long, Suvachi opened his mind again.

Hwarit. I can feel you are anxious, but all you have are guesses.

Hwarit stared. What?

You don’t have any definitive proof that Vyass is going to make an attempt on your life, and you can’t even nearm how she would do it. You have a theory, but I have never learned of any such poison. You’ve no knowledge of such a thing yourself, correct?

Hwarit had to admit he was right. Suvachi seemed to think of something as he quickly put on his clothes.

There’s another theory we can make here without resorting to some fantastical poison.

What’s that?

You may deny it, but I want to nearm you this. Hwarit Mahkerow, could you be feeling what anyone would feel before their extraction ceremony? Don’t answer now. Because your instinct would be to protest that you are a completely rational novice who would never feel anxious about such things.

Indeed, he’d been about to nearm that. Hwarit mumbled in his mind a little.

Suvachi continued.

There’s no such thing as a completely rational living being. Think about it. You are as nervous about your extraction as your friend Ryun, but it’s too shameful to admit it, so you are projecting your nervousness at your sister. Which is why you want to nearm that you want to escape now, right before your ceremony. Isn’t it a little obvious?

Suvachi, I don’t have any fear of—

Wait. Answer this first. If Vyass wanted to kill you, why didn’t she do it in the past twenty-two years? There would’ve been many opportunities.

Hwarit gaped, and Suvachi grinned. Hwarit could just about come up with an answer to that.

It’s not twenty-two years. She probably made up her mind yesterday. Because it was yesterday when I made her angry.

Hmm. So her vague rage against you crystalized into murderous intent yesterday? Fine. There’s always that one drop that makes the goblet overflow. But why would she choose to murder you in front of our highest authorities?

Highest authorities?

The guardians of the heart tower. If there’s an accident during the extraction ceremony, the guardians would examine your body from top to bottom. I don’t know how good Vyass is, but I would not play with fire in front of a Tokkebi, so to speak.

Hwarit had nothing more to nearm. Suvachi moved to the window for some heat.

I will not let you make a fool out of yourself with your fear, Hwarit. You know Vyass better than I do. If there is any danger to you, our mission would be jeopardized. I must confess that you seem a little irrational to me, but let’s do this. Karu and I will visit her in her bedchamber as often as possible. We’ll try to improve her mood and surveil her at the same time. You, in the meantime, should try to find more definitive evidence. And be careful.

Suvachi’s proposal was reasonable. Hwarit felt like a fool. What if he indeed was using his sister as an excuse for his fear of the extraction ceremony? The more he thought about it, the more ashamed he felt. How silly—a poison like that.

Hwarit decided to do as Suvachi suggested. At the same time, he vowed to be as careful as possible.

***

KAGAN LOOKED OUT INTO THE PEUNTEN DESERT.

The sands sizzled whitely while the sky above was closer to dark indigo. It simply was not a blue sky. Such blue would imply humidity, but Kagan sat at a south-facing window and to the south of the desert were the jungles of Kiboren. The sky was blue over there, which contrasted with the demonic white of the desert to make the sky look like a deep bruise.

He heard a knock. Only when the door opened and the footsteps ceased did Kagan turn his head.

“Sir, may I put this on the table?”

Kagan nodded. The Last Tavern’s owner’s young son—Motti, he recalled—put the pot on his table. Without being asked, he added, “Mother didn’t want to touch it. Father either. So I brought it for you.” Motti then stared at him like a puppy that had just fetched a stick.

Instead of praising him, Kagan tilted his head. The longer his stare got, the more worried Motti was.

“Do you . . . need anything else?”

“Nothing, Motti. Leave.”

The young man hesitated and then said, “Oh, Father asked me to ask you, how long do you plan on lodging with us?”

“Not for long. I’m waiting for a Tokkebi and a Rekon. They’ll be here soon.”

Unable to extract more conversation from him, Motti made himself scarce. Left alone, Kagan stared at the pot laid on the table. He thought about Motti’s attitude.

What strange animals humans were. It hadn’t been two days since Kagan had met the tavern owner, but he could tell what kind of man he was. It was simple enough to see what it would take for a man to withstand all the horrors of the desert to keep his establishment intact. He made his wife cook the meat despite what were probably her tearful entreaties and made his young son bring it up to Kagan. Maybe he even cooked it himself. But the one who brought the pot was only a child. Kagan hadn’t wanted to involve such a young one.

He sighed and opened the lid of the pot.

He began to eat the Nhaga meat.

Kagan’s life in Carabora had been much quieter. His hut had a kitchen that was larger than all the other rooms put together. Kagan had all sorts of knives, saws, pliers, hammers, mortars, and iron hooks at the ready, with three large iron pots and a stove to place them on. During the two to four days he traveled south to catch a Nhaga patroller made weak from the cold—or what they considered cold—he would meet nary another soul. There was no tavern owner there to scream at the sight of his prey, no tavern owner’s son to feel awe at a task incomprehensible to his underdeveloped sense of values. Kagan had lived there in peace, chopping up his Nhaga and eating them without much fuss. Days of rich pastoral harvest.

But the Great Temple of Hainsha had sent him a message, and Kagan now awaited two companions at this strange little tavern. The fact made Kagan toss back into the pot the bone he tore from and shield his eyes. Orenol’s letter had mentioned his companions were to be a Tokkebi and a Rekon. Kagan didn’t know how to deal with them. He could barely remember how to deal with humans.

What were the Tokkebi like again?

Searching hard for a memory, he finally came up with his sweeping the wrestling matches twenty years ago. And some other things. They called all humans Kims—he could just about remember that—and Bao Moridol had personally involved himself in the matches to prevent a Kim from a clean sweep. That was long after Kagan had regretted setting himself out to wrestle. But he still hadn’t wanted to lose. Kagan was surprised he remembered how he felt back then. So he had something of a will to win left at the time. It was like looking back at someone else’s life. Had he thrown one out of a ring? Hooked their leg out from under them?

He thought intently for a bit more but soon gave up. Who cared how he won? He did a sweep; that’s what mattered. He stopped thinking about it, as it no longer interested him.

And three hours later, he regretted that decision.

The tavern owner spotted the Tokkebi Byong Srabble from far out. He hadn’t suspected him to be someone who would stay at the tavern, however, for the simple reason that Byong looked like a bird in flight. Only when he was close enough did the tavern owner realize it was a Tokkebi riding a flying beetle.

The beetle kicked up a huge sandstorm as it landed next to the rock, and by the time the dust settled, he was already at the top of the steps. Byong burst into the tavern and gave the owner a glance. The owner, without hesitation, pointed to the floor above.

“First room to the left.”

Byong looked up. The middle of the first-floor ceiling had a cavity stretching up to the top of the building, which made the second-floor rooms visible beyond the circular balcony that connected them. Byong smiled as he looked upon the room the owner pointed at.

“I hope you’ve had pleasant dreams! My beetle can be housed in your stable! You do have a stable?”

The owner nodded, and Byong ran up to the second-floor room and flung open the first door to the left. To the human who stared at him in surprise he shouted, “I hope you’ve had pleasant dreams! How did you pin our lord of the castle in the middle of the sandy arena?”

“I’m Kagan Draca.”

The two of them stared at each other for a moment. Kagan wondered if he’d said something wrong to the Tokkebi. But what? Normally, he would state his name first—did the Tokkebi have different manners?

Byong also felt something was amiss. Thankfully, he realized his mistake and laughed uproariously.

“Ah, oh no, I am sorry. My name is Byong Srabble. I hope you’re not angry with me?”

Kagan had no idea why Byong was smiling apologetically or why he would be angry.

Carefully, he replied, “The Great Temple of Hainsha . . . correct?”

“That’s right! You were waiting for me?”

“Indeed.”

Silence.

“So, how did you pin my lord of the castle onto the sandy arena?”

“I’m sorry, but I do not remember the move.”

“You don’t? You hooked his leg out from under him! All Tokkebi know this fact. I want to know how you could pull off such a move on the lord of the castle when he’s so used to bending his back. But you don’t even remember what you did? How could this be possible? If I’d managed a clean sweep, I would’ve spoken about it until the day I died. You’ve really forgotten? Completely? Utterly? Without a shadow of a doubt?”

“Well. I think so.”

Byong stared at him in disbelief. This was troubling. Did the Tokkebi respect what they did not understand? Kagan couldn’t say. He bit down on his words and stared back at Byong.

Byong shrugged and threw off his rucksack and tossed it on the floor. “I suppose that’s possible. It was twenty years ago and you may not be as enthusiastic about wrestling as we are.”

This reassured Kagan. But Byong’s habit of coming up with new questions unnerved him.

“But how old are you now, exactly?”

Kagan hesitated and pushed a chair toward Byong. By the time the Tokkebi sat down, he had an answer.

“Why do you ask?”

“I was told you made your clean sweep twenty years ago, so I assumed I would be met with an old man. But you don’t look so old. You must’ve been quite young at the time, no?”

“Yes. Very young.”

There were good points to Byong’s way of ending with questions, Kagan thought. All he had to do was go along with it or divert to a different question. Kagan had tried it out, and it worked. He bought more time for himself by handing over Orenol’s letter for Byong to read, and soon he was in deep observation of the Tokkebi, letting his memories of his race revive in his mind.

Byong finished reading, placed the letter on the table, and tilted his head.

“This only says things that I already know. You, me, and the Rekon that isn’t here yet. Ah. Yes. Well, the three of us shall enter Kiboren and follow the Murun River. We shall sing to find the Nhaga who is coming up the river and escort him safely to the Great Temple of Hainsha. Using singing as a signal is quite clever. We would probably be the only ones south of the Line of Limit who could perceive such a signal. And the only Nhaga who can sing is probably him as well. No danger of confusion or exposure. Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

Byong tilted his head from side to side. A gesture that made Kagan weary, but one that didn’t mean anything.

“I’m curious about what’s not in this letter. I think anyone else would be as well. Like—why are the Kims of Hainsha trying to rescue this Nhaga? What is he to them?”

“I know nothing more than you do. And can guess nothing.”

“Then can you explain this? I’ve never heard of the Murun River. Can you find it?”

“I can. The Peldori is a tributary of the Murun.” He thought that would be enough, but as Byong was mid-gape, he added, “Therefore, if we follow the Peldori, we’ll reach the Murun.”

“Where is this Peldori River?”

“A day’s walk from the south of the desert. That’s why the Great Temple decided on this tavern as our meeting place, I assume.”

“Aha! You do know much about what’s south of the Line of Limit!

Kagan nodded. “I’m probably the ‘Pathfinder.’”

“What? You say the word as if it has some special meaning.”

Kagan instantly regretted his words, for they made Byong’s eyes shine. He involuntarily held up both hands against their light. “‘Three handles one’? The old saying?”

“Yes! I know that one. Of the four races, three of them must work together to handle the other. I see how we are of three races, gathered to rescue one of another. Is that what you mean?”

“Yes, but there’s a bit more to that saying. To handle the one, the three need to be a Pathfinder, a Sorcerer, and a Defeater. You must be the Sorcerer.”

“What? When I know no magic?”

“It has more to do with creating strategic chaos, play, that sort of thing. Not magic. And your Tokkebibul fires look plenty magical to most.”

“Then the Pathfinder is not necessarily someone who finds the path?”

“That is so. I think the monks of Hainsha believe I am to be some kind of decider. Because I know much about Kiboren.”

“Then the Rekon who isn’t here yet is the Defeater. What’s the Defeater?”

Kagan nodded. Just as the human was perfect as a decider and a Tokkebi as a distractor, a Rekon would be perfect as the Defeater. Those monks and their old stories they obsessed over so . . .

“Simply put, they destroy anything that comes in our way. Apt for a Rekon.”

THE REKON DESPISED DESERT TRAVEL. THEIR GREAT FEATHERS were excellent armor against both enemies and the cold but were a significant disadvantage in the heat. But in an actual desert journey, they crossed the desert faster than anyone—save for a Tokkebi on a beetle.

Which was why the tavern owner assumed it was the Rekon when he spotted a figure approaching from the horizon at fearsome speed. A cloud of dust rose in his wake. As terrifying a sight as it was, the tavern owner was inured somewhat by the two that had arrived before him. The Rekon, as if the stairs were too much trouble after his run, leaped up the thirty armlengths of the tavern cliff in one go. However, he had to slow down a little when he entered the tavern itself, as anyone holding a seven-armlength-long iron spear would.

The Rekon’s head whipped this way and that, found Kagan and Byong at a table with their dinner, and strode over to them. The center of the tavern went very high up to the top of the building, but the spear still looked like a pillar in comparison, with the three-armlength-tall Rekon not helping to dispel the sudden sense of claustrophobia that surrounded them. The Tokkebi took it in stride, but Kagan wasn’t sure yet how he was to deal with the Rekon. He hid his worry and placidly watched the Rekon stomp toward him.

Thankfully, the newcomer opened his beak first.

“A Tokkebi and a human. This must be the place.”

Kagan was relieved.

Byong answered, “I’m Byong Srabble. This is Kagan Draca. You’ve been commissioned by the Great Temple, am I right?”

“Hmph.”

The Rekon looked around him once more and leaned his spear against the second-floor railing. Byong smiled, and this smile widened as the Rekon—having failed to find a suitable chair for himself—sat down on the floor by the table instead. It amused him that despite sitting on the floor, the Rekon still had to look down on Byong and Kagan, who were on chairs. But what the Rekon said next wiped the smile off his face.

“I’m Teenahan. And I have a bone to pick with the Tokkebi.”

The good thing was that Teenahan did not talk of all the flawed personalities or evil traditions of the Tokebbi race that he so hated. He only had one real complaint: that the Tokkebi did not attempt to approach the sky rays.

Upon Teenahan’s explanation, Byong cried, “You’re him! The archeologist of the sky ray ruins! Am I correct?”

Teenahan opened the lid of the wine jug the tavern owner brought him and said glumly, “The same. And if you Tokkebi had helped us, my feet would’ve stepped forth on a sky ray’s back by now.”

“But the beetles themselves won’t dare to approach the sky rays—we’ve no say in the matter. There are many among us who are curious about those ruins as well. But the beetles won’t listen! Even the most well-trained beetle flees like a rat before a cat in the presence of a sky ray. Did no one tell you?”

“I’ve been told. I couldn’t believe it, so I tried it out myself. They really do run away. Damn it. You can teach your beetles sign language, how could you not teach them that the sky rays aren’t hostile? Huh?”

“If the sky rays aren’t hostile, why would we say things like ‘mad like an angry sky ray’?”

“I’m tired of that stupid expression. Especially as I’ve never seen a sky ray that was actually angry. Surely it’s just a bad rumor. It’s the size of them that intimidates these fools into making up such—”

“Not necessarily.”

Teenahan and Byong turned to Kagan, who’d been quiet until now.

“There are angry sky rays. No one knows what makes them so. Because the kingdom that angered them has disappeared.”

Teenahan tilted his head. “Kingdom? You’re talking about those days when there were kings? An old story, then.”

“The story has been passed down over many years, yes. But it really happened.”

“We can’t believe such old stories. Anyone could’ve made them up.”

“I’m sure the Great Temple of Hainsha can verify it for us. It’s full of records the monks risked their lives to protect. While we’re on the subject of the Great Temple, though, I think we should discuss our mission now.”

To his secret relief, Byong and Teenahan nodded. Kagan spoke the words easiest for him, the ones from rote memory.

“From what I understand, the beetles are large enough for two to ride, not counting a Rekon. And Teenahan, you can run as fast as a beetle can fly. I propose we sleep tomorrow during the day and leave here at sunset. Byong and I will ride the beetle, and Teenahan, you shall run. Then we shall arrive at the southern side of the Peunten Desert by the morning after tomorrow. We can send back the beetle then, rest a little, and enter Kiboren.”

Byong and Teenahan were taken aback. Kagan had used the word “discuss,” but this was more of an order. He had prefaced it with the words “I propose,” but it didn’t sound like there was any room for refusal as the other two did not have as much knowledge of the terrain. Byong sensed this would be an ongoing issue and butted in.

“Sorry to interrupt, Kagan, but I don’t think the two of us should merely nod along to what you say. I don’t know much about the Nhaga aside from their heart extraction when they come of age, and Kiboren is just a huge nothing in my mind aside from some very thick trees. What about you, Teenahan?”

Teenahan’s beak went out of alignment as he nodded.

“Since this is how things are right now,” Byong continued, “I don’t think you need us to agree with you on every point. I think you’re aware of all the facts that we need, so wouldn’t it be easier if you simply ordered us and we followed? You are the Pathfinder, after all.”

“But you need to know what you need to know. What happens if I die in Kiboren?”

“That must never happen, but if it does, I shall set fire to everything around us and run away north as fast as possible. If you die, it’ll be just us two. Two can’t handle one. Only three.”

Kagan sighed. “You do need to listen to me. I don’t think it’s wise to simply use your powers like that. The Nhaga will see what that fire means faster than anyone else. You might scare off a nearby patroller or two, but all the Nhaga in a radius of three days’ travel will be after you. Those tree-lovers will never forgive your burning their sacred trees. They’ll be hopped up on sodrak, and not even Teenahan’s spear would save you.”

Teenahan hated an insult to his weapon more than to his own person, but he was too distracted by the words he didn’t know to be angry. He asked what “see that fire” and “patroller” and “tree-lover” and “sodrak” meant. Byong also looked puzzled.

Kagan was in shock.

It made it clear how long the north and south had been cut off from each other. The hundreds of years of Nhaga rampage and expansion had stopped at the absolute border that was the climate, and the world had irrevocably split in two. The Nhaga took Kiboren, while the realm of the rest had everything else—mountains, plains, deserts, grasslands, forests, and icelands. To the south was only the jungle Kiboren, which covered half the world.

There was an ironic aspect to this, Kagan discovered. Only one person—who lived near Carabora, the closest northern city to the Line of Limit, who butchered and cooked Nhaga daily—was in contact with the Nhaga race, and to everyone else in the north, the Nhaga might as well be the stuff of legend. If the Nhaga would ever need someone to vouch for their assistance, they would be forced to ask the one human they despised above all. The clever monks of the Great Temple knew this.

That was the nature of hate.

“Why are you crying?”

Byong’s worried voice brought Kagan back to the present. He touched the corners of his eyes and felt moisture. Teenahan, who hated water, gave Kagan a dirty look. Kagan wiped the tears away.

“I don’t know.”

“Something bothering you?”

Kagan ignored Teenahan’s question. “The Nhaga have bad hearing, but they have excellent sight. They can see heat, which means they see hot-blooded creatures like us in the dark night. That’s where the saying ‘Only the Nhaga can hunt the Tokkebi,’ comes from. The clever Tokkebi of yore made Tokkebibul shaped like humans and animals to distract them. Using cold Tokkebibul just warm enough to seem like body heat.”

At this story, Byong was distracted from Kagan’s tears like a Nhaga to Tokkebibul. “Wow! Is that true?! Are Nhaga fooled by Tokkebibul?”

“They are. We’ll need your skill in Kiboren. You’re the Sorcerer, right? As for tree-lovers, you’ve both probably guessed what they are. They consider themselves as friends of trees. They aren’t wrong, for they plant trees everywhere. They detest the burning of trees. They may cut a tree or even burn one when they need to, but they hold a funeral for the tree in those cases. Ah, and that’s the second reason the Nhaga hate the Tokkebi. Tokkebibul can fool them and also burn trees.”

Byong made a sigh that was more of an exclamation and nodded eagerly.

Kagan turned to Teenahan. “‘Patrollers’ are the squads that make their rounds through Kiboren. They’re usually women and comprise mostly the more adventurous Nhaga who have been pushed out of their houses in a power struggle. Each Nhaga city has about two to four regiments. They’re on the lookout for infidels—us, in other words. They also look after the trees. They treat their diseases and restore parts of the forest damaged by fire. More the latter, as there is no one who ventures down to Kiboren.”

“And sodrak?” Teenahan asked.

“Sodrak is the secret drug of the Nhaga. The closer they get to the Line of Limit, the slower their movements become because of cold. But sodrak lets them move like they’re in the hottest region of Kiboren for at least a short time. The patrollers around the Line of Limit always have sodrak with them. It’s red. If you ever see them swallow that red medicine during combat, you must retreat. It becomes . . . difficult otherwise. If you could stop them from taking the drug, dealing with the Nhaga in the Line of Limit region wouldn’t be through an absolute disadvantage.”

Kagan’s waterfall of facts made Byong and Teenahan flail. They gave the same look to Kagan, one that asked how the man had ever come across such knowledge in the first place. But Kagan didn’t answer this implied question and instead got up from his chair.

“Where are you going?”

“To go finish crying. I might be reminded of why I cried, so don’t follow me.”

Kagan picked up the double-bladed sword he had parked next to the table and left the tavern. The two who remained stared at each other. Byong then realized the tavern owner gazed surreptitiously at them from afar.

“Does the gentleman have something to say to us?”

The Tokkebi’s polite question gave the tavern owner courage as he seemed to make a decision and leaped into the kitchen. He came out carrying a pot. Setting it down in front of the two on the table, the tavern owner gave a quick glance out the door and said, “Excuse me for eavesdropping a little just now. It sounded like this is the first time you’re meeting the other man. Is this true?”

“The gentleman is correct. Why do you ask?”

“You must keep your distance from him. He’s crazy! He’s not all there!”

Teenahan briefly wondered if he should consider Kagan his ally, because if he did, then he needed to ensure that this rude tavern owner couldn’t walk or even crawl for the next few days. But, barely having made his acquaintance with Kagan, he decided to let it go for now.

Unaware of the danger that had just passed, the tavern owner stared intently into the Tokkebi’s face.

Byong considered it. “Well, I don’t know. He doesn’t drool, nor do his eyeballs roll to the back of his head, nor does he insist he created the world and everything in it—what brought you to this opinion?”

With a grim face, the tavern owner gripped the pot lid and opened it with a flourish. Byong and Teenahan were so impressed by the gesture that they could barely mask their letdown at the contents.

“Well. How dangerous. Leftover beef stew.”

Byong and Teenahan’s suspicious glances made the tavern owner realize his mistake.

“It’s Nhaga meat!”

He was immediately satisfied at their reaction. Byong turned white and moved away from the pot while Teenahan peered closer into it.

“That man, he said he went through Kiboren and then crossed the desert. When I didn’t believe him, he shoved his sack at me and told me to cook it! That he wanted to eat it! Can you believe any of this? The disgust made it impossible. When the body stared at me with its eyes, I’ve never seen such eyes! I want to show you what’s left, but this is it. He ate it all! He ate this!”

“Hmm,” mused Teenahan, skeptical, “was it really Nhaga? Not some other animal? As close as the Peunten is to Kiboren, I doubt you would’ve seen a Nhaga before.”

The tavern owner shook his head.

“I know! Indeed, it was my first time seeing one! But I also knew the moment I saw it. What other animal in this world has scales all over its arms? I took one of those arms out of the sack and almost fainted!”

Teenahan took up his chopsticks. As Byong and the tavern owner made saucer eyes, Teenahan picked through the pot with them and lifted a morsel of meat. He examined the attached bone closely. He put it on the table and stared at it hard, as if to bore a hole with his gaze. Byong also looked, and the moment he saw what was attached to it, he started to dry retch.

There was no question. Attached to the faint scales was a fingernail. The wide kind, unseen on animals.

KAGAN SAT ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF AND STARED UP AT THE messy night sky.

The blur of starlight and the pale moon that was shaped like the tummy of a fish. The sky of the desert at night that seemed to be an advertisement for how messy light truly was. Under the blurry lights, the desert rested in clean, dark silence.

A gigantic hand appeared in the sky before him.

Kagan looked at it. There was a piece of meat on the hand. Meat with a fingernail.

“Damn it. It’s no monkey. Because of the scales. It really is Nhaga.”

Kagan slowly turned his head and in the dimness could just about make out Teenahan’s face, and very much below that, Byong’s. He turned his head back to the horizon.

“If you want to talk, sit down. You’re too high.”

The two sat down on the edge of the cliff, flanking him. Even sitting down, their heads were much higher than Kagan’s. Teenahan stared at the piece of meat in his hand before throwing it into the desert below.

“Hmph. Explain yourself.”

“It’s a piece of a patroller I met on the way to this tavern. If I’d left the body behind it would’ve regenerated, so I chopped it up and brought back with me some key parts. Including a hand, as you saw.”

Kagan’s tone was calm. Teenahan couldn’t shout at him.

“Are they really that adept at regenerating?”

“I’ve only seen it once, but I did witness a Nhaga’s head regenerating.”

Teenahan’s cockscomb stood on end. “The, the head?”

“The head. When I felled her, I was exhausted and I couldn’t buy any more time. So I just cut her head off and tossed the rest into the jungle. I boiled the head and ate it. Two years later, I met her again. How glad she was to see me. It had taken her two years to regenerate her head, and she’d come looking for me immediately after.”

“Damn the . . . So what happened?”

Kagan looked at him and turned back to the desert.

“I don’t think I’ll see her ever again.”

Teenahan decided not to ask for more details. Instead, he asked, “So this means you’ve been on this rampage for at least two years?”

“A lot longer than that.”

“You ambush Nhaga and boil their bodies?”

“I roast them sometimes. But what is it you want from me?”

“What—”

“Tell me what it is you want,” Kagan said matter-of-factly. “To admonish me? Or you want to taste Nhaga yourself and require a recipe? Or you’re just a busybody who likes to ask people questions?”

Teenahan was at a loss. He didn’t know what he was really after either.

Byong, who had kept his mouth shut, suddenly burst out with, “I admonish you! I admonish and admonish and admonish you! All right?”

Kagan looked at him.

Byong shook his fist in the air. “The Nhaga are people too, just like you! How could you eat a person? What excuse can you possibly make for that?”

“I make no excuse.”

This flummoxed Byong. He floundered for a moment before saying, “Then do you admit what you’re doing is wrong? Completely and utterly and irrevocably wrong?”

“If that’s what you want, I admit it. It has nothing to do with me.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“To make it as simple as possible, whatever you say has nothing to do with me. If you want to curse me, curse me: pour all the scorn you want to pour.”

“That is not what I want! I want you to admit this is wrong and to stop doing it! That’s what I want. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Then do you repent and vow to stop?”

“I do not and will not.”

Byong stared. “Then can you make me understand? Yes! Explain to me why you would do such a thing!”

“I will not explain.”

It was like shouting at a tree. What threw Byong off the most was how not-evil Kagan seemed. He had no evil laughter, nor did his eyes flash with hate. He was dry but not impolite and spoke with a level tone.

Just as Byong felt the compulsion to scream into the night, Kagan said, “If what I do bothers you so, I’m afraid there’s only one thing I can give you, Byong. I can give you the right that I give every Nhaga in the world.”

“Right? What right?”

“The right to try to kill me.”

Byong flinched. Kagan slowly stood up and turned to him. His eyes were calm.

“That’s the only way to stop this person-eating-person business that repulses you so, Byong. Kill me. But I must warn you that any such attempt may compromise your own safety.”

“So you would kill me if I try to kill you?”

“If that’s what it comes down to.”

Byong quickly got to his feet. “Then that means you don’t want to die! The Nhaga feel the same. Why do you want to do to others what you do not want done to yourself?”

“Because they don’t want it done to them.”

“What?”

Kagan slowly raised his right arm. Only then did Byong notice the double-sword. Kagan had held it all along, but his manner of movement, the shadows, and the darkness had concealed it from Byong’s eyes—the Tokkebi could scarcely believe such a large object could’ve been hidden in plain sight. Kagan slowly raised the sword and hung it on the hook behind his shoulder.

“Because,” Kagan repeated, “they don’t want it done to them.”

Kagan walked back inside the tavern.

***

THE NHAGA DID NOT HAVE ANY ART TO SPEAK OF THAT COULD translate to other races, but they weren’t completely without art. Because of their superior sight they had no paintings, and their near deafness they had no music, but they had excellent bodies that could move. They could, in effect, dance.

To feel joy in movement was the purpose of Nhaga dance, which made it not very different from the dance of other races. But their appreciation of dance was a bit different. They enjoyed the flow and rhythm of the dancer’s movement, of course, but also the flow of the air that moved about them.

The Nhaga danced with a particular prop, a long iron rod with a wooden handle, that a human might call a soldering iron. Called a dance-spear, it was forged in fire like the soldering iron and indeed was designed from that tool. But its use was completely different.

With no dance-spear at hand they may use a torch, but torches give off too much heat for a satisfying effect. What was perfect was a hot iron rod, two shining beams of light. The dancers could then caress the air with it and make it vibrate and leap. And only the Nhaga can see this feast of color that swirls about the dancer.

The women of the Pei household and the ten men lodging there were enraptured by Sammo Pei’s fantastical movement.

She walked, she crouched, she leaped, and she spun, seamlessly and with grace. The light she released into the air danced with her. At the end of every gesture, she returned to being a Nhaga, but in movement, she was pure dancing light. No one in the audience could take their eyes off her.

The dance ended.

The men placed their hands in the bowls of water before them and sprinkled water on the surface of the forge. And because the dancer was Sammo, they freely expressed their admiration. Sammo nodded lightly, pierced her dance-spear into the forge, and retreated from the stage. The women who didn’t want to follow in her wake and be compared to her kept their seats while two of the men jumped up at the same time before exchanging sheepish looks. As they went through these motions of modesty and deference, Sammo slipped out of the circular amphitheater.

She passed a pillar, and a hand reached out.

Sammo stared at it in surprise. The hand held a goblet of water. She followed the hand up the arm to Ryun Pei’s face. Sammo awkwardly accepted the goblet.

A wonderful dance. The forge is cooled.

Sammo smiled. The audience had been so eager to show their appreciation by sprinkling water that the heat changes from the bouncing droplets were brighter than flashes to Nhaga eyes. It was a most satisfying form of approval. To nearm that the forge was cooled was the ultimate compliment to one’s talent.

Sammo took a sip and nearmed, You didn’t sprinkle any, I’ve noticed.

I didn’t want to be seen. I’m quite sick of all the jokes and encouragement that surround the extraction ceremony, even if I know it’s done with good intent. Ryun lowered his head. I clapped instead. Did you hear me?

Clapped? What’s that? Hear what?

Infidels are good at hearing. When they praise a performance, the smash their hands together and make a sound.

Ryun demonstrated. Sammo had to pay attention to her brother’s hands to hear it. She scoffed.

How monstrous. I don’t see any praise in that. But why do you know this? Did Hwarit tell you?

No. Someone else.

Someone else?

Yes.

A silence flowed between them. The outer passage lined with columns abutted a garden. Sammo walked to the center of the garden and Ryun followed until they came to the central circle, where the stone benches were nicely warmed by the sun.

Sammo sat down and nearmed, Sit, Ryun.

Ryun, who had already been about to sit, froze in an awkward position and looked at her. Sammo grinned, and Ryun grinned back, albeit sheepishly. He sat down at the other end of the bench.

Sammo couldn’t help teasing him. Your manners are so proper that you can only sit if a woman nearms you to.

I hope you can forgive me for the other day, Sammo.

Ah, such impeccable manners; such a polite apology that it makes me embarrassed to be apologized to.

Ryun didn’t know what to say.

Sammo gently nearmed, I didn’t show my best side the other day either, did I? I’m sorry. It must’ve disconcerted you much. I didn’t know I would cry.

I didn’t pay attention.

Which means you must’ve paid a lot of attention.

Ryun was embarrassed again. Sammo leaned back a little and stared up at the sky.

This is too much to ask you, but don’t pay it any more attention.

Ryun sat nearmlessly for a while. Sammo turned her eyes to him.

You can’t be my child, but you can be my friend, right? What I want is simple enough. For us to exchange silly letters, and for us to have a conversation every time you pass by Hattengraaj every few years, and sometimes for me to travel to see you. Is that so distasteful?

Sammo, I . . .

He trailed off and closed his mind. Sammo waited a little before she nearmed, I’m not so arrogant as to use people for substitutions. But if my behavior reflected that badly on you, then something about me must’ve invited it. I’ll do better. Please take what I nearm now as my most sincere intention. What I want isn’t a child, but a friend.

Ryun shook his head. You have many friends.

There are things in this world you can’t have too many of, like good jokes and nearms of gratitude. Good friends as well.

But Ryun knew she had plenty of friends. Yet she still tried to keep a connection alive with him and was proposing to stand at her end of that connecting thread if he would only stand at his.

Ryun realized how much he loved Sammo Pei. To lose his heart meant to lose the Pei name, and the loss of that name meant losing his thread with her. He would not be her brother, nor could he enter her bedchamber—he would be nothing to her. But here she was, trying to keep a line with him open, a line called friendship. Despite how he had hurt her to the point of silver tears.

Ryun nodded. Sammo beamed.

Wonderful. Well, why don’t we go back inside and dance?

I’ll stay here just a bit longer.

All right.

Sammo stood up. Before she turned away, she stretched her hand across the bench and lightly tapped the back of his hand. Then she nearmed the words he had wanted to nearm.

Thank you, Ryun.

She left without an answer from him.

As he sat there, lost, moments that could’ve had a thousand meanings came and went. He looked at nothing in particular but soon found his eyes focusing on a single object.

The heart tower.

Two hundred armlengths high, the tower could be seen anywhere in the city. As he stared, he was surprised with himself. Lately, whenever the heart tower came into view, his vision had clouded with rage. But now, he stared at the heart tower without any anger. Ryun wondered why he had felt such anger.

The answer was simple. The heart tower was where hearts were stolen, where the people who would take him from Sammo Pei lay in wait. But just a moment ago, Sammo had given Ryun something they could never take from him.

Ryun gathered his hands on his forehead.

He burst into sudden, violent tears.

His rage was gone, but it was replaced by a fear so intense that his scales fell off his hands.

It had always been there, only pressed down by the rage. Ryun was grateful to Sammo and at the same time, resented her. When he was enraged, he could blame the heart tower. But now, as silver tears drenched his face and hands, he could do nothing. Eleven years had passed, but a part of Ryun was still tied to his eleven-year-old boyhood self.

Eleven years ago, when a hand inside the heart tower very lightly executed a death, the sight of a man spraying blood as he fell had turned into a permanent nightmare for Ryun.

That man’s name was Yosby.

Ryun’s father.

THE STAR OF SHANAGA FINALLY HID BEHIND THE MOON. HWARIT Mahkerow was distraught.

Karu and Suvachi had not found any definitive evidence that Vyass had made a poison. But that made no difference, as Vyass could’ve made such a potion right in front of their eyes and as long as she didn’t write “Poison” on the label, neither Karu nor Suvachi would’ve known what it was. The two men admitted to this, but Karu reiterated that Vyass was unlikely to compromise her ambitions toward becoming matriarch that way.

If someone died during the extraction ceremony, it would make significant waves. Even if the one who died was a man, the aftermath would be harsh. A thorough investigation would be conducted, and Vyass, renowned alchemist as she is, would be the first to be suspected. Vyass would not want such attention. Also, hating you is not enough reason to do such a thing. She has no rational reason to kill you. You do agree she is a reasonable Nhaga, do you not?

Of course he did. Who could be more reasonable than Vyass, who had failed to have a child for twelve years but still managed to hold on to complete control of herself? Hwarit decided to believe in what Karu nearmed.

But as he put on the ceremonial robes, the last gift of his family to him, Hwarit could not feel the joy of it.

The Mahkerow household made preparations for his departure fit for a house of its caliber. Several sets of clean clothes, some gold, and a sharp dagger. The sight of a dance-spear made him smile. Hwarit had no aptitude for dance, and the inclusion had been made just to keep up the form of a great house sending off its son.

Hwarit stuffed all of this into a rucksack, also prepared by the house, and said goodbye to the women.

Dusenna and Somero Mahkerow each demonstrated perfect form. They gave him some advice—listen to your elders, don’t forget your manners—and pretended some regret at never seeing him again. Hwarit in turn expressed his gratitude for raising him for the past twenty-two years and vowed to never forget their kindness. It was all meaningless nearming, of course. Once Hwarit stepped beyond the threshold of this house for the last time, there would be nothing connecting him to them anymore.

But Carindol Mahkerow surprised him. Expecting harshness, he thought he would faint when she suddenly gathered him into an embrace.

Now I shall truly be on my own.

Hwarit understood what she was nearming. Carindol and he were both birth children of the matriarch Dusenna. But the next in line for the highest position of the household was Somero, who was, of course, deserving of the role in dignity and rank, but the birth daughter of the previous matriarch could only but feel discomfort at this future prospect. As a man, there was little Hwarit could do for Carindol, but seeing him leave had made her sentimental in the moment.

Hwarit hesitated before nearming, Sister, Somero is virtuous.

Carindol shot him a look.

You’re a fool. But you’re right. Somero has only virtue. It would’ve been better if she had ambition and treachery.

Hwarit was taken aback, but Carindol did not elaborate.

He realized what she meant only when he was about to enter Vyass’s room. The surprise in this realization made him stop in his tracks.

Carindol was worried that Somero would have her birthright stolen by Vyass because Somero lacked “ambition and treachery,” and Carindol was afraid of what that would mean for herself. Somero was indeed virtuous and would not have had her half sister endure more than slight discomfort. But if Vyass were to become matriarch, Carindol’s discomfort would be more than just slight.

Could Vyass really supersede Somero in the succession somehow and become matriarch? What had Carindol seen to think that?

He was so lost in thought that it was only a moment later when he saw the “Do Not Disturb” sign on Vyass’s door. She was deep in some experiment, no doubt. He hadn’t wanted to see her anyway, and so he hastily turned around without a shred of regret over not nearming goodbye.

Karu and Suvachi awaited him at the gate, armed. He could tell from their faces that they were concerned for him.

Hwarit nearmed cheerfully, Let’s go extract this heart!

AT THE PEI HOUSE, RYUN PEI PREPARED FOR HIS EXTRACTION CEREMONY. Unlike his friend, who received gifts that were expected but not given with care, Ryun’s gifts had been lovingly and carefully prepared. But Ryun was unhappy.

Men need weapons, Ryun. Who knows what you’ll run into in the jungle all alone.

Ryun stared at Sammo’s weapons locker and was flabbergasted. Dance was related to the art of combat, and Sammo was as adept a fighter as she was a dancer, and she did have the finest of weapons, but she also had perhaps too many of them, and she now bid him to try out each one.

He went about it reluctantly until a syker hanging on the wall caught his eye.

The syker was a traditional sword of the Nhaga and so sharp that it was nearmed that if one couldn’t slice through ten layers of parchment at once, it was not a true syker. This one was of especially excellent quality. Ryun didn’t realize this, as he was didn’t know much about swords, but he liked the wave patterns engraved in the blade.

He unmounted it from the wall and took a few swings. When he turned to Sammo, her eerie expression surprised him.

I’m sorry, sister. Surely it’s a precious possession of yours.

He was about to put it back on the wall when Sammo’s hand touched his arm.

No, it’s fine. It’s not a weapon I use. I was just surprised you picked it up right away.

Is it a special kind of syker?

Yes. It is. She hesitated for a moment. This syker. It used to be his.

Ryun was taken aback. He looked at her and then down at the syker in his hand.

Him?

Yes.

Didn’t . . . You got rid of everything he owned. Didn’t you?

I should have.

She smiled. Ryun felt his hand tremble, and, afraid he would drop it, he gripped the hilt with both hands. It seemed to squirm in his grip, which made him jump. It was, of course, just his hands trembling.

He brought the blade closer to his eyes and saw something had been erased at the base of the blade. Precisely nearming, it hadn’t been erased but overwritten by new engraving so the old disappeared into the pattern. One had to know where to look, and Ryun knew. It was a name.

How did you keep it hidden?

I sacrificed a different syker of mine. You can have this one. I don’t think he would object.

Sammo opened a cabinet, took out a sheath that would fit, and handed it to him. Awkwardly, Ryun managed to tie it to his belt. As he was about to thank her, he found himself nearming instead, I didn’t think there would be anything of his left, so I gave up hoping. But I wanted something of his. Of my father’s.

Sammo stared at him. Father?

Ryun cringed. I mean, what I mean is—

I know what “father” means. An infidel’s superstition.

Superstition?

Sammo smiled uneasily. She didn’t want to argue with him. But Ryun wasn’t about to let it go.

Yes. Superstition. There’s no such thing as fathers.

Then why did you keep this syker all this time? Isn’t it because you are my father’s child as well?

Sammo stared again. You knew that? All right. He was my mother’s mate. But I didn’t keep that because of some ridiculous superstition. Yosby was my teacher in the art of combat. I kept it only in the memory of the one who taught me.

The indifference in Sammo’s reply agitated him.

Sammo took another step forward and looked him in the eye.

Ryun—you and me, we’re not only made of what that man gave us. If you really want to use silly words like “father,” you have to call every animal your mother ate and every drop of water she drank your father as well. It makes no sense, right?

I know. I know very well.

I know you know. Which is why I want you to take back what you nearmed to me earlier.

What was that?

About fathers. Take it back. And promise me you’ll never use that word again. You won’t be able to think straight if you’re caught up in such superstitions.

Ryun laughed inwardly. How could he ever promise that? The only way that was possible was for him to unremember what had happened eleven years ago.

But Ryun nodded. He didn’t want to disappoint the only Pei he loved, right before he was about to lose the name.

I promise.

He finished his goodbyes and stepped out the gate. The ten men lodged with them waited for him there.

What gave him a little shock was that they wore simple clothing.

In many cases, such escorts to the heart tower normally moved on to other homes with virgin women who had just had their hearts extracted. But their attire signaled they would return to the Pei household after their duties to Ryun. Ten men, all in simple clothing. Being escorted by them through Hattengraaj would make him the subject of great envy and criticism. Ryun asked the nearest man to him, Are you all coming back?

Yes, Ryun.

The name Pei had already been dropped.

Ryun said carefully, There will be many virgins who have just become adults at the heart tower.

The man grinned.

I like it here. And so do the others. Those virgins can seduce other youths who have become adults today, like you.

Ryun felt a stab of jealousy. These men could return, but Ryun, despite having spent his whole life so far in this house, never would.

***

TEENAHAN MADE HIS SITUATION PLAIN TO BYONG. HE TOLD OF HIS contract with the Great Temple, and declared that Kagan’s eccentricity would not be an obstacle to completing the mission. There was a Rekon-like clarity about his thinking.

“There’s only one thing I need to consider in doing this mission with him: that’s if he’s a help or a burden. Kagan is the foremost expert on the Nhaga and Kiboren. Huh. He eats them, which is as expert as it gets. I shall go with him.”

“But, Teenahan, is that a good attitude? To not care about what happens to those around you?”

“It may be the wrong attitude. But what’s worse is putting one’s beak into other people’s business when it has nothing to do with me. And this really has nothing to do with me. Why should I care about a race that insists on taking up half the world for themselves? I don’t. He can roast them or fry them.”

Not all individualists were Rekon, but the inverse seemed true at this point. Byong felt pained.

“Are the Nhaga people?”

“Are the Duoksini people?”

That shut Byong up. He couldn’t say yes to that.

Teenahan rubbed his beak. “Are all people who are born people people? You’ve got to act like people to be people. The Nhaga don’t act like people. So I don’t care about those bastards. And Kagan is fair. He isn’t like some foolish coward.”

“Foolish coward?”

“A foolish coward would say, ‘I can curse you and beat you and kill you but you can’t do that to me. That’s unimaginable.’ Kagan doesn’t say that. He says all Nhaga have the right to try to kill him. It makes sense, but it’s not something that’s easy to actually say.”

“That’s all very well and good, but aren’t we putting targets on our backs by letting a cannibal into our midst?

“Cannibals are people who eat people.”

That was the crux of it. And because of Teenahan’s rationales, Byong had to wonder if the Nhaga could be seen as people. This was where Byong discovered a personal reason to accept this mission: he needed to learn more about the Nhaga in order to judge Kagan Draca’s monstrous behavior.

When Byong and Teenahan accepted the mission, Kagan nodded and showed no other reaction. Instead, he began to outline their strategies and preparations, and the other two were relegated to the unpleasant task of passively listening. Kagan didn’t treat them like inferiors—if anything he was deferential. But the two could not help but feel that Kagan’s deference was only just enough to get the job done and no more.

For example, Kagan would convey orders that went against common sense: wear more clothes the hotter it got; if there’s Nhaga around, make as much sound as possible; when tracked, get away as slowly as possible; if you’re still being followed, climb up an exposed rock.

To their perplexed faces, he explained patiently.

The hotter it got, the likelier they would encounter Nhaga, which meant they should cover their body heat with clothes. The Nhaga were hard of hearing, so if any were suspected to be nearby, it was useful to scare the animals into a frenzy so the Nhaga would be confused by the heat of their fleeing bodies. Moving quickly made one hotter and attracted attention, which was why they needed to slow down during a pursuit. Rocks in the jungle during the day were very hot, which meant climbing one made them essentially invisible to the Nhaga.

Byong and Teenahan were impressed and waited to express it. If Kagan had ended each lesson by saying, “Fascinating, right?” they would’ve smiled in agreement and had a pleasant conversation about it. But Kagan did not joke or smile as he laid down one directive after another. It disconcerted the other two.

That was Kagan’s deference. When he sensed it was necessary, he patiently explained something until it was clear everyone understood. But he never added any humor to his explanations. When after two hours he said, “Is everything clear?” the two nodded vigorously despite all the knowledge they’d just been given jumbling in their heads.

“Clear as crystal.”

AT DUSK THE NEXT DAY, THEY TURNED THEIR BACKS TO THE DISGUSTED yet relieved face of the tavern owner and headed for the south of the Peunten Desert. Byong and Kagan mounted the beetle, and Teenahan ran after them.

When Byong realized Kagan was used to the beetle, he felt let down. He’d been looking forward to explaining how it worked. But Kagan climbed on the beetle like an old hand and seemed to know exactly what to touch and what to leave alone. He gave Byong a funny look as the Tokkebi attempted to find something he could call him out on. But Kagan’s posture on the beetle was flawless, so Byong hastily sat down in front of him and set off.

The three crossed the desert night.

Had a traveler witnessed them from afar, their loudness and grandeur would’ve astonished. The wings of the beetle deafened, and the Rekon created a sandstorm in his wake. They looked like a mythical beast of yore had risen from the desert, with a beetle for a head and sand for a body.

But the actual three travelers, as ostentatious as they were, kept silent. Kagan and Byong could not hear each other over the sound of the wings flapping right next to their ears, and Teenahan was obviously out of earshot. They were the loudest, and the quietest, travelers of the Peunten Desert.

And in that loud silence, they ran toward Kiboren.

***

THE COLD CITY OF HATTENGRAAJ WAS LOUD IN ITS SILENCE.

This day—as any day in Hattengraaj since its founding—the streets were quiet. There was no speech, no screams, and no song. But if one could hear the language of the mind employed by the Nhaga, they would be numbed by the cacophony of nearms that filled the streets, buildings, alleys, and squares of the city. The excited young Nhaga had opened their minds a little too widely, and their escorts, instead of reining them in, encouraged them to do so. Even people who used their voices could be understood in this situation that was akin to a battleground, where there were so many people shouting that it was the quiet ones who felt out of place as they couldn’t partake in the heightened emotions around them. Because the Nhaga were sensitive to such dynamics, it was extremely difficult to keep one’s mind closed when everyone around were losing their control.

Ryun Pei ended up on his knees—he who kept his mind shut until that moment.

Ryun’s escorts didn’t know what to do. They looked around at the crowd headed to the heart tower for the extraction ceremony. People gave them glances, but an old Nhaga among the escorts managed to regain his calm and had the others lift Ryun up so he could sit on the steps of a nearby building. The old Nhaga, named Soba, made the others stand in a screen around him to block the sight of him from the crowds. He carefully attended to Ryun.

“Ryun? Wake up, are you all right? It’s Soba.”

Ryun’s eyes regarded Soba but he acted like he couldn’t see anything. Soba realized Ryun’s lips were moving. He was taken aback by Ryun using his voice, but he tried to listen more carefully. It had been so long since he used his hearing that it was only with great effort he could make out any words.

“No . . . I can’t go, I can’t . . .”

Soba could guess why Ryun acted this way. There were young Nhaga in his memory who showed similar discomfort on the days of the extraction ceremony. None of them, however, were as serious as Ryun.

Get ahold of yourself, Ryun! Nothing is going to happen.

“I don’t want to die . . . I don’t want to die!”

It’s not death. They’re only extracting your heart. It’s a way of avoiding death, if anything. Calm down, Ryun.

“No, it’s a death. I will die. Me as well. Me, as well!”

Me as well? Was there someone in the Pei household who met your fate?

Soba looked around at the faces of the escorts but no one answered him. Men were not the best to ask about a house’s history, after all. When Soba turned back to Ryun, he noticed Ryun gripped the hilt of a syker hitched at his side. Afraid Ryun would go on a madness-induced rampage, Soba gripped Ryun’s shoulders hard.

You will not die. Absolutely, you will not. Ryun. Get up. If you don’t go through with this ceremony, you will die! Your hot blood will lead you to be hunted!

“No! No! That won’t happen. No one may take my heart! Go back, go back to the house!”

Soba didn’t know what to do. As he looked around for help, a young man caught his eye, and Soba shot him a sharp nearm.

Hwarit! Novice Hwarit!

Hwarit stopped so abruptly in his tracks at the sharpness of the nearm directed at him that Karu and Suvachi automatically reached for their swords. The three looked around them and saw a group of Nhaga gathered in a curious fashion. Hwarit could just about make out his friend sitting in the middle of them.

Ryun?

Hwarit tried to run to them, but Suvachi grabbed his arm and shot him a tight nearm.

It could be a trap.

Hwarit tried to calm himself enough to concentrate his mind. A trap?

They may have found out our plans.

Ryun has nothing to do with any of that! Wouldn’t they think it more suspicious if I didn’t go?

Suvachi wanted to shake his head. There were too many Nhaga around Ryun Pei. But Hwarit strode away, and Suvachi and Karu were forced to follow. Only when Soba greeted them gladly could they let go of their suspicions.

You’re a friend of Ryun’s, correct? Can you help him? I think he’s afraid of extraction. We don’t know enough about him to know for sure.

Hwarit nodded and sat down next to Ryun on the steps. Ryun stared at the sky and paid him no attention as he mouthed silent words.

He’s using his voice.

Soba’s explanation made him realize this, so he listened carefully to what he was saying. He could hear sobs in Ryun’s voice.

“Go back home, no! Not home. I can’t go home. I have nowhere to go. I’m going to die. I’m . . .”

This was more serious than he thought. Hwarit grabbed Ryun’s shoulders and made his concentration as sharp and narrow as an awl.

Dideuceryuno Largande Pei!

The Nhaga could not hear his piercing nearm. But everyone could see there was a change in Ryun’s attitude. Ryun blinked and looked up at Hwarit. His pupils came into focus.

Azhwarital Sepharvil Mahkerow?

Ryun’s nearm wasn’t concentrated and was perceived by the others. They looked at each other at the strangeness of their names, and the gesture made them sure they weren’t mistaken. Karu and Suvachi flinched. Hwarit grabbed Ryun’s shoulders and nearmed to Ryun directly.

All right, Ryun. Pull yourself together. Can you stand? No, forget nearming. Maybe just sit there for a bit.

Ryun finally managed to grasp the fact that Hwarit had nearmed him privately. He followed suit.

What happened to me? Where am I?

Hwarit quickly looked about him. At the gate of some house. I’m the one who should ask what happened to you. Hwarit did not mention any fear of heart extraction. What were you thinking?

Thinking?

Ryun looked like he didn’t want to think at all. As Hwarit thought of a change of subject, he noticed the syker in Ryun’s hand and tipped his chin at it.

A present from your house? Incredible. All I got was a dagger you might use to cut string.

Ryun didn’t look like he understood what Hwarit was saying. His sight was fixed on his syker. He grimaced.

A little while later, when Ryun reopened his mind, his nearm was shaky but stable enough.

I’ve made a fool of myself. Thank you for helping me, Hwarit.

What? Oh yes. Can you stand?

If these hands pushing down on my shoulders can go. They hurt.

Hwarit managed a bitter grin as he removed his hands, and Ryun slowly got up as if nothing had happened, as if all he’d done was stumble over a stone on the street. But Ryun froze once more. Hwarit followed his gaze to the heart tower.

He tapped Ryun’s shoulder. Ryun looked back at him with groggy eyes. Hwarit was at a loss.

Come on, Ryun. We have to go.

What? Oh yes. We have to go.

But Ryun could not lift his feet. Hwarit wanted to stay behind with his friend a little more, but Suvachi and Karu stared at him with such tense faces that he could not ignore them any longer.

I’ll see you at the heart tower, then. All right?

Of course.

There was nothing “of course” about it, but Ryun repeated himself.

Of course. I can make it.

Ryun’s escorts did not think it strange that Hwarit didn’t go with them. It would’ve been a different issue if the number of escorts were the same, but when they were so imbalanced like this, it would look like Hwarit was trying to lean on the clout of another house. A dignified house would never behave that way. If onlookers had thought it through more, they would’ve assumed Hwarit didn’t care how he reflected on a house he would have nothing to do with now, but onlookers are seldom so imaginative, which is why Ryun’s escorts thanked Hwarit and set forth with Ryun in the lead.

Left behind, Hwarit sadly watched his friend walk away. His emotions urged him to help his friend in his time of need and walk with him, but his rational mind told him to stay with his companions.

Karu came up to him, shaking his head. I don’t think your visit ten days ago had much effect on him, Hwarit. I’ve heard of such anxieties about heart extraction but never so serious a case. He won’t cause a commotion in the heart tower, I hope.

The guardians shall handle him.

One can only hope. He has a big sword too. A commotion could turn deadly.

Hwarit didn’t want to talk about Ryun anymore. He began to walk, and changed the subject.

Let’s continue. So how do I recognize the Murun River?

Don’t worry about that. There’s no river like it. Keep going north until you meet a river so large you can’t see the cliffs on the other side of it. That’s the Murun. You can’t miss it.

I could come across a lake or a sea.

You can taste the water to be sure it’s not the ocean, and feel the current to determine whether it’s a river or a lake. Very simple.

Suvachi and Karu told him other things then. That for a Nhaga to starve in Kiboren was almost impossible, but until one became adept enough at hunting, there was still a humiliating chance of such a death. To always be daring, because a Nhaga without a heart can never die of an accident. Karu’s hard-to-believe story of his own first hunt—where he’d been dragged away by a boar but still managed to strangle it to death—so enraptured Hwarit that he felt dizzy. If Hwarit had actually seen a boar before this story, he would’ve realized how impossible it was to strangle such a thick neck and burst into laughter instead.

Thank you.

Karu, who had been deep into his tale of a boar as dangerous as a dragon, came out of his self-induced trance to blink at Hwarit, who thanked him again.

Thank you.

Karu tried to ask him what he meant. But he changed his mind and grinned instead.

Let’s get that heart extracted.

Suvachi smiled as well. Hwarit, nearming no more, followed the footsteps of his friend.

BY THE TIME HIS ESCORTS LEFT HIM AND HE STEPPED INTO THE heart tower, Ryun Pei had made a decision. He was going to run.

But a point to consider was that this wasn’t the first time he’d made this decision. That would be when he was eleven years old—and the second he was inside the heart tower, the eleven years that had passed since melted away like a pile of sand in a rainstorm and he was back to being that child again. Ryun didn’t know this and believed he was acting like a twenty-two-year-old with a twenty-two-year-old brain. But it was doubtful whether standing in the reception hall without meeting anyone’s eye and then running down a random corridor was the action of an adult. At least seven Nhaga witnessed him run off, much to their surprise.

To leave the area when the guardians would come for them any minute was inexcusable behavior. But Ryun was gone before the others could stop him. They were perturbed, but as no one wanted to be where they weren’t supposed to be, they decided to wait. After some nearms were exchanged about extraction anxiety, they forgot about Ryun.

Ryun, meanwhile, had only one thought as he ran through the corridors. He had to find an exit. He couldn’t go out the front entrance. Who knew what would happen to him if he came out of there as a Nhaga with a heart. There were no more escorts. The escorts of the Pei household, none of whom were interested in virgins, would’ve gone back. Even if they had stayed behind, they wouldn’t have protected Ryun.

The thought of his heart made him stop running.

He gripped his chest and felt his heart beating hard. Ryun’s emotions plunged into fear. Of course, even if the guardians found him now, they would only assume he’d gotten lost and think no more of it. But he would also be taken back to get his heart taken out, and this would be intolerable for Ryun.

Thankfully, he was well aware of the structure of the heart tower. Not perfectly, but enough to guess where he might be. He looked around him as he thought back to his memory from long before and determined he was close to the eastern stairs. Going up those stairs would lead to the exhibition hall, the warehouse, and the reading room—none of which had to do with the extraction ceremony, he thought with an inward cheer. The guardians in the tower would be too preoccupied with the ceremony today. Having decided, Ryun quickly found the stairs.

But at the second-floor exhibition hall, he was thwarted. The guardians, busy with the ceremony, had locked everything. A reasonable measure, but Ryun feared it was because they knew he would run. As he went up to the third floor, he tried to press down on his dread. The reading room on that floor was always open, and there was always an archivist sitting there.

Yet the archivist was not sitting there today. Ryun had almost flung open the door and froze mid-action when he thought too late that the archivist would be on the other side. But there was no one.

He quickly slammed the door behind him. Ryun, even in that moment a true Nhaga, did not pay attention to the fearsome sound the door made as it smashed against the doorframe.

HWARIT, IN THE CROWD OF NHAGA INITIATES, FELT A NEAR PANIC in the murmuring. For twenty-two years he had only gone back and forth between his house, the heart tower, and his friends’ houses, and so it was understandable he found it disconcerting to see so many Nhaga gathered in one place. There were crowds on the streets, of course, but there he’d always had escorts. But here, he was on his own.

With some difficulty, he realized the other Nhaga felt the same as he did, which allowed him to feel a kind of superiority. To the novice Hwarit, the heart tower was at least a familiar building. The others, if anything, were probably more anxious than he was.

But looking around the hall, he realized he was wrong. The virgin Nhaga women were too busy extracting promises of visits from the men to care about the interior of the heart tower. The men also shied away from the women in groups and were sharing news on which houses were too full of fertile women and which were good for lingering in for a long time.

None of this had anything to do with him, the novice guardian, so he walked through the hall, not joining them. The name “Pei” was mentioned over and over, which made him smile bitterly. None of these young men would dare to darken the Pei threshold, which was always bursting with visitors, where a youth who had just had his heart taken out would only be treated like unripe fruit. Many of them would realize the rumored sense of loss after the heart extraction ceremony would be true and leave Hattengraaj to begin their wandering. The virgins’ clamor for the young men was mostly in vain. Hwarit decided to not partake in this business and look for Ryun instead.

Hwarit Mahkerow.

He turned his head to where someone had called him and was startled. He had been nearmed to by a guardian standing in the shadow of a corridor. But a guardian would not call out to Hwarit like this? Thinking it odd, Hwarit nevertheless acknowledged the call.

Follow me.

The guardian, who wore a head covering low over the face, spoke in excessively simple terms stripped of tone and personality. Nearms could be made thus, although it was rarely done because it tended to obfuscate who was nearming. Hwarit felt a little insulted, but he answered politely.

I must apologize, for I am awaiting the heart extraction ceremony.

Nearm simply. Don’t attract attention. Ryun Pei ran away before you came here.

Hwarit hid his surprise as he switched to simpler nearming.

Ran away?

He has locked himself in the reading room. Extraction anxiety. You must come and persuade him.

Their nearm was too simple to attract the attention of those around them. Realizing this was the guardian’s intent, Hwarit slowly began to walk toward him, in the opposite manner of how Ryun had run out a little while ago. As soon as he entered the shadow of the corridor, the guardian quickly led him to the eastern stairs.

Did Ryun hurt anyone?

Not yet. But who knows what will happen if we’re too late.

RYUN STARED AT THE DEAD BODY LYING BEFORE HIM AND THOUGHT he would lose his mind.

A Nhaga without a heart generally could not die of an accident. The Nhaga never got sick, and even if they lost a limb, it would quickly regenerate.

But they could not be said to be immortal either, because a body chopped into more than ten pieces could never regenerate—such as the body that lay before him.

That body, however, still had some life left in it, as Ryun discovered on his trembling knees among the scattered body parts.

What did you say?

He could just barely hear the nearming.

Turn . . . me.

Ryun, with his violently shaking hands, touched the decapitated head lying beside him. It wobbled but did not turn upright. Ryun gritted his teeth and gingerly picked up the head and set it down at the base of its neck.

One of its eyes was shattered and the other swollen, but it could look Ryun in the face now. Just as Ryun was about to faint in fear, the head sent forth a weak nearm.

Largande . . . ?

The mention of his name jolted Ryun. As horrifying as the face was, Ryun tried to see whom they had been and remember their name.

Yubex? The archivist Yubex?

Yubex tried to nod, which, of course, he could not, as he had no neck to make the gesture. When he realized this with some disconcertion, Yubex went back to his barely perceptible nearming.

But . . . you, why are you here?

The, the heart extraction ceremony . . .

The reading room . . . you’re here? I, the archivist . . . did not permit . . .

Possibly due to the decapitation, Yubex did not seem to think clearly. His nearming grew weaker and weaker. It would be too much to expect it to continue in this state of being dead and not dead at the same time.

Desperate, Ryun almost grabbed the head to shake it back awake, but he stopped himself in time.

Who did this to you, Archivist?

Yubex stared at him blankly before realization dawned in his eyes.

I was . . . attacked . . . Largande. Am . . . I dead?

Who did this? Who did this to you?

Yubex didn’t answer, not in nearm or expression. Ryun thought the archivist had finally died. But just as he was about to get up, the faintest of nearms came from Yubex’s head.

Mahkerow . . .

The name was like a slap to his face. Mahkerow? But why would Hwarit dismember the archivist and hide the pieces in the back of the reading room? Ryun concentrated as hard as he could on the head of the archivist before him.

There was a mind flow. His gladness to have found Yubex still there turned to something else when he realized the flow came from another direction.

Someone was running toward the reading room.

His fear resurged.

Ryun’s eyes were on the dismembered parts of the archivist, but what he saw were Yosby’s remains. Ryun instinctively hid behind the shelves where Yubex’s body lay. Few people ventured this far back after all, and if it hadn’t been for Yubex’s weak nearm, Ryun wouldn’t have found the body in the first place. As soon as Ryun tucked himself away in a shadowy corner, the library door burst open with a loud sound.

And Ryun heard an all-too-familiar nearming.

Ryun! Ryun Pei!

Hwarit. The desperation in his friend’s tone almost made him stand up. But he was a runaway now, and there was also the matter of Yubex’s final nearm. He crouched tighter and pushed a book slightly to make a gap in the shelves to see toward the door.

The sight of his friend’s face made him want to get up again, but a guardian appeared behind Hwarit, which made Ryun freeze. The guardian had their head covering down too low for Ryun to recognize their face, but the robes alone were enough to stoke his terror. Ryun slammed his mind shut so hard he wondered if he could ever nearm again.

Which was when Ryun saw something strange.

The guardian who had followed Hwarit into the room approached one of the shelves and felt about the top of it. Soon, a bloody syker was in the guardian’s hand. Ryun, frozen in confusion and fear, could only watch the guardian stealthily walk up to Hwarit from the back.

The guardian brought down the syker, hard, on Ryun’s unsuspecting friend.

Ryun screamed. But his scream only echoed inside him. Ryun didn’t realize this, but his mind was still closed and locked.

The syker’s fearful sharpness gave Hwarit a second of confusion—what just happened? But then he keeled over with a moan. Blood jetted from his back. He still had his heart, which meant the blood exited his body with violent strength.

The guardian stepped aside to avoid the blood.

Why . . . ? nearmed Hwarit, face down. The guardian smiled and kicked Hwarit so he would lie face up. So Hwarit could see, the guardian slowly lifted their head covering and revealed themselves.

Ryun and Hwarit shouted the same name.

Vyass Mahkerow!

A cruel smile crossed her lips.

Yes, my foolish brother.

I thought you would poison me . . . instead of this simple . . .

The simple ways are usually the best. Try to adopt it as a life philosophy. In the very short time you have left, at least.

She seemed to enjoy the sight of Hwarit’s coursing blood for a moment before she added, I guess I don’t have to hack at you like I did with that other bastard.

Hwarit shuddered. Ryun? Are you going to—

No. That stuffy little archivist they have here, Yubex: I asked him for some alchemy books and he gladly took me to a back shelf.

And Ryun?

It’s true Ryun Pei ran away. I saw him escape while I waited for you in the hall. I’m sure he’s somewhere in the tower, wandering.

Vyass’s replies were almost polite. She felt about the top of a shelf again, found a large roll of sheepskin, and rolled up her syker in it. She then took off her guardian robe and turned it inside out. It turned into a robe that a scholar might wear.

She put it on again and picked up the sheepskin—instantly, she looked like a respectable alchemist. To Ryun’s eye, it was almost like magic. Hwarit also stared up in awe as Vyass smiled down at him.

You have such beautiful blood, Hwarit. I’ll never forget it.

You . . . are not normal, Vyass.

Well. You’re the one bleeding on the floor. Who’s more normal now, do you think?

She suddenly bent over, low. Ryun groaned with his voice, but Vyass did not hear him as she kissed Hwarit’s lips.

Hwarit grimaced and nearmed, Stop that!

But Vyass detached her lips only an interminable moment after. She stood up straight, licked her lips, and gave him an elegant smile.

Goodbye, brother.

And with that, Vyass opened the door and left.

HWARIT CURSED VYASS FOR NOT FINISHING THE JOB. SHE PROBABLY did that on purpose. She wanted him to lie there in a pool of his own blood and wait for his final moment in pain. He’d joked she was crazy all his life, but now he could state it with utmost sincerity. Vyass was crazy.

I don’t want to die . . . please . . . someone help me!

He couldn’t concentrate, for the pain. His nearm wasn’t loud enough to be heard in his immediate vicinity, let alone by the others in the tower. He thought of his voice, but that was even more useless. He hadn’t the strength to shout, and the Nhaga were indifferent to sound. He had to concentrate harder.

Help me, please! Save me! I’m dying, help me!

All it did was make his pain worse. He could feel his consciousness slip away.

And then someone’s mind approached his.

Hwarit tried to see with his eyes, but it was hard. He realized he was crying. The silver tears of the Nhaga were different from the clear tears of the infidels, as they blinded the crier. Hwarit nearmed forcefully into the silver obscurity, Is anyone there? Please, save me!

Hwarit, it’s me. Ryun.

Ryun? It’s Ryun?

A shaky finger brushed his face. The silvery dimness disappeared, and he saw Ryun’s grimace as his friend leaned over him.

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. My mind-closing was too long. I couldn’t move. I just—I only just managed to move again. I couldn’t stop her. And I could’ve stopped her. I’m sorry. I did this stupid, stupid deed. I didn’t stop her!

Hwarit didn’t know what he was nearming about, but he didn’t need to ask. Ryun’s suppressed mind, now released, poured into Hwarit’s mind like a waterfall. Ryun was wide open now, even in places that could not be consciously opened. Hwarit took deep breaths.

Hwarit could see everything. Not nearms or images but pure understanding itself.

Why Ryun ran. What Ryun had seen and heard. Guilt filled Ryun for the mind suppression that had paralyzed him from aiding Hwarit, and once Hwarit understood this, he couldn’t blame Ryun.

Hwarit understood other things as well. Ryun was too scared and confused to comprehend what had just happened, but Hwarit could figure out how his sister had planned his murder. Hwarit could recall Yubex’s remains as if he had seen the dismembered corpse himself, and Vyass’s cruelty made him shudder once more.

Hwarit felt strange that he understood everything about Ryun, that he could even see from Ryun’s perspective. Seeing through Ryun’s eyes shocked him. But instead of falling into a panic, he became calmer. It was an effect of having directly experienced Ryun’s mind, which had siphoned off his fear. Instead, Hwarit used Ryun’s perspective to determine he did not have long to live, and even then, he felt no terror. In the coldness of this reason, he decided what he needed to do.

Ryun, heed my nearm.

Hwarit, I’m sorry, I did wrong, I should’ve stopped her, I couldn’t move because—

Dideuceryuno Largande Pei!

Ryun snapped out of his hysterics. He felt a sharp sense of fear. A sense of Hwarit both staring at him and out of himself.

The barriers between their selves broke down, and even to the Nhaga, who are used to complex mechanisms of the mind, it was a difficult moment, one of pure terror. But Hwarit took a firm hold of Ryun’s mind and forcefully imposed his control over it.

To dominate another individual’s mind is the stuff of magic, but they were Nhaga, and also Ryun’s mind was completely open, which made what Hwarit did somewhat possible. Hwarit’s control manifested in a splitting headache. He groaned.

What’s happening . . .

I didn’t know it was possible either. But now is not the time for theories. Listen to me, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei.

Hwarit deliberately used Ryun’s most formal, authoritative name.

I won’t be for much longer. You don’t have to feel responsible for my death. I shall repeat that.

And Hwarit did an incredible thing. He continued to repeat what he had just said while nearming to him a different matter at the same time. Ryun, spellbound, took in both streams of nearms.


You are not responsible for my death, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei. There was nothing you could’ve done. It was beyond your control. You wanted to help me and that’s enough for me. I am only grateful that you are here. You are not the one who killed me. That was Vyass Mahkerow. You are not responsible. You are not responsible.




Heed my nearm, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei. There is something I had to do. I had a mission. Vyass merely thinks she killed a brother she hated, but she has also compromised my mission. Though Vyass has stolen my life, she must not steal my purpose. So I beg you, my friend. Carry out my mission for me. It’s my dying wish to you.



Hwarit did not want his friend to suffer for the rest of his life from the guilt that he had neglected to save Hwarit from death. Ryun was overwhelmed, but he could not close his mind.

What is . . . your dying wish?

Confident he had suppressed Ryun’s guilt, Hwarit concentrated his nearm into one stream again.

Go north; keep going north. You will meet a very large river. The Murun. You will meet three infidels there.

Infidels!

Yes. A Tokkebi, a human, and a Rekon. They will guide you. You must sing.

Hwarit divided his mind into two again and nearmed him the song on one stream while continuing his explanation in the other.

This song is the signal. The infidels will take you over the Line of Limit. Take my bag with you. It contains what you will need. Meet the Great Abbot of Hainsha—his name is Jutagi. That human will tell you what to do.

This nearm shocked Ryun so much he could only stare back at Hwarit. Hwarit smiled wanly.

Yes, the loyal and old-fashioned and always ethical novice Hwarit was a conspirator all this time. How was my acting?

What . . . the humans? Why?

I beg you, Ryun. This is for the Nhaga. I don’t have time to explain, so I’ll keep it simple. You said there were no enemies south of the Line of Limit, correct? That the enemy was in the heart tower? You were talking about Yosby at the time.

He had seen into every crevasse of Ryun’s mind and knew about Yosby.

You intuited the truth in that moment. The enemy of the Nhaga are in the heart tower.

The enemy of the Nhaga . . . ?

Yes. You must join forces with the humans and vanquish them. Only you can do that now.

Only me? Why?

Hwarit recalled Ryun’s divine-name once again.

Because you are Dideuceryuno Largande Pei.

Perhaps from the pain, Hwarit’s eyes flowed with silver tears again. But those eyes were smiling.

This is something only a guardian or a novice can do. Only the bridegrooms of the Traceless Goddess. Don’t nearm you’re not a novice, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei. I was always curious why you gave up your novice status. I see it now. It was because of Yosby.

Ryun did not have it in him to be shocked by anything anymore. His judgment had become completely impaired.

My father was killed by . . . the guardians.

Yes. And you couldn’t continue even as a novice here.

You are correct. I couldn’t bear it.

I know. But you had the calling. You know the name of the Traceless Goddess. Your goddess is Largande. You can call the goddess if you call Largande. It doesn’t matter if you are a novice or not. The goddess gave you a name, not a rank. Only the name matters.

Is that true?

Yes. If you had stayed here longer, you would’ve learned that. You can call the goddess. Because the goddess gave you a name. The reason you have to go to the Great Temple of Hainsha has to do with that. You have what it takes. And also . . .

Hwarit managed a painful smile.

You are my friend. That even in this dire situation, I can find someone as good and trustworthy as you . . . I’m so lucky.

Silver obscured Ryun’s vision. He reached out to Hwarit to wipe them away, but he realized they were his own tears.

Exhausted, Hwarit nearmed, Go.

Hwarit, get up, you can heal. I’ll get someone.

No.

Hwarit had meant there was no hope for him to heal, but Ryun understood it as a refusal to be helped. Ryun’s mind was still open and Hwarit could sense Ryun’s misunderstanding. But Hwarit let it stand. He was too tired. There was nothing more that he wanted.

With his last ounce of strength, Hwarit pressed down on his control over Ryun’s mind.

Go, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei!

Ryun fled.

Alone, Hwarit sighed deeply. He felt no more pain from his back. A coldness seeped into him from all around, but there was a softness to this cold.

Hwarit knew he had used Ryun. The importance of the mission no longer mattered to him. Even if Ryun failed, he would not regret it. Hwarit would not even be around to see it succeed or fail.

What Hwarit had really wanted was to imbue his death with some kind of meaning. That he could feel he did everything that he could. This was how he could keep his dignity in the face of this death.

He could call his goddess with a clear heart.

Sepharvil, my goddess.

From the corner of his vision, something stirred. It shimmered but was completely dark at the same time. Were silver tears covering his vision again?

But Hwarit had a feeling that wasn’t it.

Toward the shining and dark shimmer that came down from above, Hwarit smiled.

DEEP—NO, HIGH UP IN THE HEART TOWER.

Hidden places are usually underground or somewhere low. But in a structure two hundred armlengths high, the higher the room, the more secretive it is. No one simply walked up the thousands of steps of a heart tower just on a whim. Therefore, the three people in a room on the fifty-fifth floor of the heart tower could only be gathered there in secret. There would be no other reason to walk up fifty-five floors otherwise.

Such sacrifice, however, pertained to only two of the three there. As for the third, that room on the fifty-fifth floor belonged to him. It required no exhaustive knowledge of Nhaga traditions to guess at this point that the man who could get others to climb up fifty-five floors for him was a very powerful man indeed.

The owner of that room, the guardian Serisma, was the highest ranked of all the guardians. As the most respected guardian of all the guardians of the cold city of Hattengraaj, deserving of the fifty-fifth floor, he hadn’t left his place in the tower in decades. He drank from the plentiful rainwater and subsisted otherwise on the goats, sheep, calves, or deer an unlucky novice would deliver every month, the novice himself almost half-dead from his climb. He was of the age where irregular meals were easier to endure, but this fact did not take away one bit from the reputation of his grandeur.

But that visage of famed grandeur was most displeased at the two visitors before him.

The visitors did not look any happier than Serisma. Of course, having just made the climb to this particular floor, even those who possess the most cheerful of dispositions would find it difficult to present a happy face. But aside from such barriers to joviality, the three men had even greater, more urgent barriers to contend with at the moment as one of the visitors, namely Suvachi, continued his shameful report.

They’ve discovered clothes and books in the forest. The investigators note both show traces of water. The young murderer put a soaked book in front of his heart and wet clothes and exited with the other Nhaga who had just finished their extractions. This was how he escaped without his heart being detected.

The guardian Serisma glared at Suvachi and nearmed, Then why do you look as if you’ve done something wrong?

It’s just too strange. Karu and I both could clearly see that Ryun Pei had excessive anxiety over the extraction ceremony. But this . . . It’s just oddly inconsistent.

Karu nodded as well. Serisma considered these words.

Explain.

Let’s look at what happened in the order of how it happened. First, Ryun Pei ran away from the reception hall. He looked frightened out of his mind. There are many witnesses. A little while later, Hwarit Mahkerow arrived and slipped away before anyone noticed him gone. After the extraction ceremony, his and the archivist Yubex’s bodies were discovered in the reading room. The guardians concluded that Ryun Pei fell into a panic over the extraction ceremony, hid there, and escaped by mixing in with the others. That there was nothing too strange up to that part, that it happens on occasion, when initiates were told too many scary stories about extraction ceremonies. But what makes this incident different from the others is that Ryun actually succeeded in running away, and that he has cruelly murdered the people who discovered him along the way.

As I am also a guardian; you do not have to explain to me what the guardians think.

I apologize. But each part of that chronology deserves scrutiny. First, as much as we understand he was under great anxiety, the normal reaction to being discovered would be to burst into tears or at worst enter a seizure. Dismembering a guardian and slicing open the back of one’s closest friend is very irregular.

Frightened people are capable of all sorts of irrational behavior.

Even so, how does this explain Ryun Pei’s rational behavior in his escape from the heart tower? It doesn’t seem in keeping with a youth gone out of his mind to so calmly find a way to cover his heart.

Even the insane are on occasion guilty of cunning foresight.

But the question remains of why Hwarit Mahkerow went to the reading room in the first place. Why did he go there to be murdered with a syker instead of staying with the other initiates in the reception hall?

Maybe he was nearmed that Ryun ran away and went to find him.

No, that’s not true either. No one has stated they nearmed to Hwarit since he walked into the reception hall. He wouldn’t have known Ryun ran away.

So what is your conclusion?

Suvachi was grim, but firm.

That our plans had been found out. That Ryun Pei was an assassin, planted there early on. That whole business with his extraction anxiety was a cover to make it look as if an insane Nhaga did this. He hid, secretly nearmed Hwarit to call him away from the others, and Hwarit complied to help a friend in need. Then, Ryun Pei murdered him in the reading room.

The guardian Serisma entwined his fingers and bowed his head a little.

Then why kill poor old Yubex?

To create a plausible semblance of insanity, that he was so upset he could kill anyone in his path. Killing only Hwarit would make things suspicious for him, especially when he was Ryun’s closest friend. But killing Yubex as well makes it look like he’s on a rampage.

Then why this whole playacting business? If they knew our plans, why not just attack us forthwith? Why kill Hwarit Mahkerow in such a complicated manner?

It’s probably a warning. Maybe they don’t know everything, and they were exercising an abundance of caution. If that is the case, we still have hope.

Serisma shook his head.

No. It’s a charming hypothesis, but there is one piece of information you are ignorant of. I know these two young men very well. Because—

Ryun Pei was once a novice?

The guardian Serisma was almost impressed. How did you know?

By accident. Ryun had a panic attack on the streets that day, and Hwarit helped him. Ryun called Hwarit “Azhwarital Sepharvil Mahkerow.” I assume this is Hwarit’s divine-name.

Serisma nodded and Suvachi continued.

Judging from Hwarit’s attitude, I assume he also called Ryun Pei by his divine-name. I didn’t hear him do so, but that’s unimportant. The fact that they know each other’s divine-names means they were once novices together. Ryun Pei, I assume, left in the middle of it.

They became novices at the age of seven together. Ryun didn’t finish, but their friendship continued. For fifteen years. How could such a friend kill Hwarit?

There are many ways of making a man a murderer. Even had Ryun stayed in his house after giving up the novitiate, there would’ve been a way. Because the Pei household is always filled with men coming and going. There would’ve been continuous indoctrination over the years.

Serisma was very uncomfortable. Karu, silent until now, nearmed for the first time.

There is something else that bothers me.

Suvachi and Serisma turned to him. Karu continued.

Before Hwarit died, he nearmed that he would be murdered. He told us the name of the murderer as well.

This definitely piqued the interest of Serisma, who then raised an eyebrow at Suvachi. But Suvachi was annoyed.

That foolish story? That was only Hwarit’s own twisted extraction anxiety. You thought so too.

Wait, the great guardian nearmed. I don’t seem to have heard this part.

Suvachi frowned. Hwarit thought his older sister, Vyass Mahkerow, intended to kill him. But this was only Hwarit’s fear of his heart extraction, his hatred and dread toward his sister, and Vyass’s talents as an alchemist that created this narrative in his head. Hwarit believed Vyass would kill him with poison. But Hwarit was killed with a syker. We all saw the one Ryun Pei carried.

Did Vyass Mahkerow have a reason to kill Hwarit?

Upon Serisma’s question, Suvachi and Karu glanced at each other. The guardian thought it a strange gesture, but he waited for them to nearm.

Karu carefully chose his words.

Well, this is not our theory but Hwarit’s . . . Vyass Mahkerow wants a child. All women do, of course, but Vyass was willing to use unimaginable means to attain what she wanted. Vyass made a certain proposal to Hwarit, and Hwarit seems to have turned her down.

Serisma did not look shocked but thoughtful, and a little sad. He nodded.

I see.

Does it not surprise you?

Vyass Mahkerow can’t be the first woman to have had that idea and will not be the last.

Karu and Suvachi didn’t know what to nearm.

Serisma mused, What do women think of men, really? They pretend to think of us and care for us, but what they really want is to lay us in bed and squeeze out our fluids. They would prefer us to be animals with no intellect, and they already treat us as such. Men are wandering animals. It would hurt one’s pride to be rejected by an animal.

Karu and Suvachi had no choice but to agree.

Serisma frowned and shook his head. Is there any evidence to support Hwarit’s concern?

She was in her room that day, working on medicines. But no one actually saw her because of that.

Well, we can’t call her a murderer just because no one saw her.

No, we can’t. But she is a renowned alchemist and therefore has a pass to the reading room. She could’ve slipped out of the house unseen and entered the heart tower under cover of all the bustle of that day. She would’ve had to kill Yubex to keep the reading room open and available, and draw her brother into it.

Vyass Mahkerow indeed has a pass to the reading room. But Yubex is dead, which means we can’t confirm if she was there. So aside from the motive of her hate toward her brother, we have no real evidence? As potent a motive as hate can be, of course.

Karu was about to speak, but Serisma waved his words away.

Hwarit Mahkerow is dead. Yes, we should find his killer and make them pay for what they’ve done. But that won’t bring him back, and neither can our plans. We have to pick a new candidate from the novitiate now.

Suvachi frustratedly gripped the hilt of his sword and let it go.

Wait one more year? Will they give us so much time?

We have no other choice. This is what we discussed. Only a novice may do this, and a Nhaga has to have gone through heart extraction if he wants to cross Kiboren safely. We can only wait for the next extraction ceremony.

Serisma considered this the end of the matter until he happened to glance at Karu’s thoughtful face.

Karu nearmed carefully, We may not have to wait as much as a whole year.

What are you talking about? Is there a novice we’ve overlooked? I know a few haven’t begun on their wandering and remain in Hattengraaj, but is there a suitable candidate among them?

There is. He’s an odd sort of candidate, but he was once a novice and has an excellent reason to escape into Kiboren.

The other two stared at him for a moment before Suvachi made the incredulous realization.

Ryun Pei! That murderer?

Karu was adamant. If Hwarit’s feeling was correct, the murderer here is Vyass Mahkerow and not Ryun Pei. Ryun has a reason to run away beyond the Line of Limit—he still has his heart in him. And he was a novice after all; he has the divine-name to prove it. Karu looked Serisma in the eye. Allow us to track down Ryun Pei, guardian Serisma. If he is not the murderer, he may help us. He may help his friend.

Serisma frowned. And if he is indeed the murderer?

Well, then. Karu gripped his sword. We shall avenge the deaths of Yubex and Hwarit.

WE DEMAND THE RIGHT OF REVENGE.

The Assembly of the Houses became quiet. The Nhaga were always quiet, of course, but this should be understood in their context as the minds of all of the representatives of each Nhaga house closing at once. They turned toward the Chair.

The Chair of the Assembly, Latto Sen, was an old Nhaga with fragments of shedding on her skin called “age shedding.” As the old no longer shed completely, traces of half-shed skin were a distinguished sign of experience and wisdom. But even Latto Sen, with all her years of experience, was disturbed by the demand made on the floor just now.

Did you nearm the right of revenge, Vyass Mahkerow?

I did.

The representatives sitting in the semicircular hall sent barely perceptible nearms, politely muted but indignant. Well, Latto Sen could hardly blame them, and she could barely hide her rage at Somnani Pei, the eldest Pei daughter.

Inside the semicircle of the Assembly were two desks pushed up against each other. There sat the representatives from the house of Pei and the house of Mahkerow, the two families implicated in this incident. Somnani sat on her side and looked confused at what Vyass had just nearmed. Well aware she would hear accusations of impartiality over this, Latto Sen tried to buy more time.

Your house, then, wish to be granted the right to exact revenge on the Pei household?

We do.

Latto Sen wanted to scream. Somnani Pei still sat there with her stupid expression. Chair Sen wondered if she even knew what the right of revenge meant. Wait—indeed she didn’t! Sen quickly strategized accordingly.

You ask for a most . . . classical right, Vyass Mahkerow.

But it is a just right.

I am aware. But there are many here who do not know the implications of precedence in our Assembly, so I shall make an aside to explain.

Latto Sen did not like what she was about to do, but she needed to avoid or delay a dispute in the Assembly for as long as possible, and this embarrassment was a necessary tool. As Vyass was about to object, Latto Sen cut her down with a withering stare.

Sit, Vyass Mahkerow. I know what you were about to nearm. But I will not tolerate insulting accusations of partiality. The right of revenge is not an oft-used expression of the right in question. The fact that you used such a rare expression can in itself be taken as contempt, so I advise caution on your part.

Vyass grumbled as she sat down. Realization seemed to dawn over Somnani Pei, as her face eloquently suggested. That Latto Sen, with risk to damaging her impartiality, was about to explain what this right was before she could nearm her acceptance or denial. Somnani sent a grateful look to Latto Sen, but the Chair looked displeased.

The right of revenge refers to Shojainteshiktol.

Somnani leaped to her feet. That’s absurd!

Sit down, Somnani Pei! You do not have the floor!

Somnani quickly sat down. There was no need to antagonize the Chair, who was really doing her a favor. But that didn’t stop her from glaring at Vyass Mahkerow. On the Chair’s part, she glared in anger at both of them.

Others refer to it as the right to name an assassin. There are many names for this right, Vyass Mahkerow.

Vyass lowered her head at this pointed remark. The Chair continued.

Simply put, the house Mahkerow has the right to designate someone from the house Pei as the assassin to avenge Hwarit Mahkerow’s death.

Sharp nearms erupted from those among the assembled who could not keep their minds closed. They quickly shut them again, but not before Latto Pei gave them all a good glare.

I see that everyone understands us now. Somnani Pei. What nearm you.

Somnani nearmed, Thank you, but her stare was fixed on Vyass. She got up and clenched her fists. I swear to the Traceless Goddess that this is the most absurd of proposals ever considered. How could they designate an assassin? Hwarit Mahkerow was a man! Our house rejects this farce!

Vyass requested the floor.

Somnani Pei. You do not have the right to reject the Shojainteshiktol.

But he was a man! Somnani shouted despite not having the floor, but Latto Sen did not have the strength to be angry anymore. She waited.

Vyass smiled.

He was a Mahkerow before he was a man. Hwarit died before his heart was extracted, which means he was a Mahkerow when he died. Therefore, we have the right to demand a Shojainteshiktol.

Somnani took the floor.

Hwarit died after he entered the heart tower. Your house escorted him to the gates. They brought a clearly alive Hwarit there, and the second he stepped foot in the tower, Hwarit was no longer a Mahkerow. How could someone unescorted by their house be said to be a part of it? It makes no sense. If Hwarit had died during the extraction ceremony, would you have designated an assassin from the guardians of the heart tower?

Somnani’s defense made sense, and the Chair detected the Assembly leaning in her favor. Vyass chose to answer as if it hadn’t been a rhetorical question.

A ridiculous notion, Somnani Pei. You are the one who doesn’t make sense. My brother Hwarit visited your house often. When he stayed at the Pei house, was Hwarit protected by our house’s escorts?

Somnani could only growl at Vyass, but she couldn’t answer. Vyass’s grin was closer to a sneer.

I take it by your silence that he wasn’t. According to your logic, Hwarit was not being escorted, and therefore, he was not a Mahkerow then. Does that indeed make sense to you?

Somnani was livid.

Ryun is also a man! He is not part of our house! To designate an assassin from our house because of something he did—

This was a mistake so terrible that even Latto Sen sighed. Somnani should’ve made more of an issue with this “escort” business.

Vyass moved in for the kill.

No, his name is still Ryun Pei. He committed his deed before he got his heart extracted. This is something we have confirmed. Therefore, this is a crime committed against the house of Mahkerow by the house of Pei. It meets the conditions for a Shojainteshiktol.

The Assembly members now seemed moved by Vyass’s explanation. Even those who found it preposterous that the Shojainteshiktol should be invoked for a male-on-male crime opened their minds to Vyass. Somnani could read this shift in opinion and fell into momentary despair. At the same time, she could not understand what Vyass’s intentions were.

What was that woman doing? All she needed was to collect the settlement, which they had already made an offer on—too much money for a mere man. It would’ve been smarter to accept it. Why did she want to designate an assassin? Again, it was only a man. If it had been a woman—

A chill ran down Somnani’s spine. She had suddenly understood what Vyass intended. She stared at Vyass in wonder and could barely nearm the words.

Then, then the one you want to designate is . . .

Vyass smiled. She looked almost joyous.

Your house has someone who is a master of every art and tradition, who has the respect of everyone here. The house Mahkerow, in the spirit of respect and trust, designates Sammo Pei as Ryun Pei’s assassin.

SOMNANI PEI EXPLODED WITH KNIFE-SHARP NEARMS. THEY hardly met with the standards of decorum of the Assembly, but Latto decided to overlook this.

After heaping scorn on Vyass, who was not even in the room with them, Somnani directed her ire to the Chair of the Assembly.

How could you allow this to happen?

Quiet, Somnani. You know the Assembly members were about to all vote yes. What do you think would’ve happened there if I’d rejected Vyass’s petition? That would buy some time, but Vyass would’ve then moved for a vote. And won. Or are you nearming that I should’ve sacrificed myself for the sake of your house?

Somnani calmed down a little.

I shall not forget how you helped us, Chair. I should’ve expected this when that bitch turned down the settlement. But I never would’ve imagined she would invoke a Shojain over a man.

Don’t call it that; it takes on another meaning. Without the “shiktol,” I mean.

Somnani was thinking the Chair was being pedantic when she realized her meaning. The Chair was staring at a bundle she had placed on the table before her. Somnani very reluctantly pointed at it, as if she could not bear to point at it.

A shiktol?

Indeed.

Somnani took a step back.

I can’t possibly take that to Sammo!

But you must. It’s already been decided. You know as well as I do that Sammo Pei now has three days to get her affairs in order and write a will. She must take this shiktol and leave in three days. And until she brings back the head of Ryun Pei, she cannot stop, nor rest, nor return.

You don’t have to nearm all that—

Shut up and listen! And tell this to her: there is no compromise, no trickery, and no loose ends! Until Ryun is dead or the assassin dies in the attempt, the Shojainteshiktol will not end. One of the two must die for Hwarit Mahkerow’s death to be avenged. Do you understand?

But the house Mahkerow isn’t doing this to avenge Hwarit; they just want to banish Sammo from Hattengraaj!

I know. And that’s why the representatives are taking Vyass’s side. Did you never realize Sammo’s behavior would’ve been seen as great arrogance by the other houses? To not have any children, but to take all the men? If Sammo had a child, there would be less rancor. Because that would mean defeat in an actual contest. But Sammo steals rats she doesn’t eat to just throw them into the river. Do you not understand how despicable this looks to others?

That is not Sammo’s intention at all!

I know that! But your house should’ve known better. It was your mistake in the end. Making Ryun Pei an idiotic murderer and putting a target on Sammo Pei’s back. You only enjoyed her as a lucky relation and not a threat to your house. And now you must pay the price, else your house will be banished from Hattengraaj!

Somnani glared at Latto Sen. Her expression was rebellious, but the Chair knew she was ready to accept the truth. Exhausted, the old woman leaned back on her chair and regarded the shiktol before her.

It was an assassin’s sword, used only for assassinations. It was made of the hardest metal because it needed to last long journeys—to the ends of the world if need be—in carrying out assassination missions. It was also extraordinarily sharp to minimize pain. Rekon warriors especially desired this blade, but the shiktol had never been passed to another race. Because after every assassination, the shiktol was shattered by the assassin.

Latto Sen recalled a line from the old texts that referred to the shiktol. A terrifying monster created to drink the blood of kin. She mustered the strength to nearm.

Be grateful for this opportunity, Somnani. Because if Sammo brings back Ryun’s head, the hate other houses feel for her will lessen somewhat. All you need to do is to kill a male who is useless for your house anyway. Don’t you think this is luck, in the end?

AT THAT VERY HOUR, IN THE MAHKEROW HOUSEHOLD, VYASS WAS trying not to let all the praise from her family get to her head. Dusenna could hardly believe what her daughter had achieved.

Great work! It’s like bringing down a dragon with a narrow-arrow. And we get to see that Tokkebi-like bitch leave Hattengraaj!

It’s all thanks to Ryun Pei.

Astonishing how a stupid man could do something useful. And the one killed was our idiot son! His heart hadn’t been extracted, which makes him a Mahkerow? Excellent point. Catching a large fish with throwaway bait, what talent! I thought you only had talent in alchemy. Which is in itself a very good skill. I never would’ve imagined you capable of this!

Vyass was tense. Dusenna loved to heap praise while preparing traps at the same time. If Vyass made awkward attempts at modesty here, she would be branded as an ambitious upstart. It wasn’t enough to challenge the line of succession with just one achievement. Should she choose arrogance instead? The matriarch might take this as a sign of confidence. But that had its own dangers. In one brief second, Vyass came up with the perfect answer.

I only thought Hwarit’s death was so pointless. To die so easily because it had been before his heart extraction. And the fact that it wasn’t meant he was still our responsibility.

Dusenna smiled. How logical. Is that your academic opinion?

We were lucky that it was the Pei family on the other end.

Dusenna seemed pleased with this. Vyass respectfully asked to be excused and retreated. The house Mahkerow was in a festive mood. Probably every house in Hattengraaj was the same because of what Vyass had done. She was praised by Somero and her two aunts as well, and the reception hall of their home was inundated with letters of thanks and presents. The most impressive of the gifts was a gilded narrow-arrow. Vyass burst into laughter at that one.

Feeling good about herself, she opened the door to her room when her smile was wiped off her face by the sight of Carindol sitting right in the center of it.

How did you get inside?

The room door was locked. Vyass stared menacingly at Carindol, but her sister gave no excuse or even so much as smiled. She only stared back, expressionless. Almost rude, considering Vyass was being praised all over the city.

Why are you looking at me like that?

What’s all that? Carindol pointed at the letters and gifts Vyass held in her arms.

Just some presents from here and there.

Carindol’s eyes fell on the house Sen’s gift of the narrow-arrow. She looked amused.

What wit. Who sent that one?

Radiol Sen.

Not the matriarch, Latto Sen, or the eldest, Suishin Sen. What a great house they are. To give an impressive gift but to leave an opening for an excuse. Everyone knows Radiol is an idiot.

She ruined Vyass’s mood.

I didn’t know you enjoyed insulting the gifts of others so much. I thought you only did that with men.

Oh, I think that’s still better than enjoying the murdering of men.

Vyass was taken aback. Carindol stared directly into her eyes as she stood up. She walked past Vyass to the table and picked up one of the presents laid there, an ornament. It was a beautiful piece, made of copper that absorbed heat well.

Thank you for this.

Vyass was aghast.

What? What are—

You lost your room key a few years ago, didn’t you?

Vyass shut her mind. So that was how Carindol entered her room. Vyass realized Carindol’s expressionless face was a mask to hide her terrifying intentions.

I came to see you that day.

That day?

The day of the heart extraction. The day Hwarit was killed.

Vyass flinched and glanced at the bed beside her.

Carindol nearmed darkly, Was there something under the bed?

Fear gripped Vyass. Did she know? If Carindol had discovered the syker she hid there, everything was at an end. Vyass gritted her teeth and readied herself for an attack.

But she stopped herself when Carindol started to put on the ornament.

It wouldn’t make sense to ask Vyass for the ornament if she was going to tell on her. A word came up in Vyass’s mind: transaction. She quickly thought back to everything Carindol had nearmed to her since she came into her room. To give an impressive gift but to leave an opening . . .

A smile appeared on Vyass’s lips.

Carindol, the ornament fastened on her body, turned to the wall and nearmed, About that day.

That day?

Thank you for explaining things to me. Alchemy is so difficult. I can only be glad that we have such a talented alchemist in the family.

Vyass was relieved. Let me know if you ever have any more questions.

Of course.

Carindol left the room.

Alone, Vyass pondered over who had won and who had gained the most. Carindol, of course, had gained more than she had. Carindol knew she was not in her room that day, and she had the murder weapon—the syker. Vyass checked under the bed and confirmed it was gone. And, a minor point, Carindol also took an ornament.

But it wasn’t clear who’d won. Carindol probably thought Vyass was more likely to become matriarch over Somero. Which was why she chose to lord over her instead of turning her in. This transaction she’d proposed was a dangerous one, but as long as Carindol has become her accomplice, they had both won, in a way.

Except then Vyass recalled how often it was they lost keys or had broken locks in the house. How many keys did Carindol have at hand? Vyass felt a frisson of fear.

Had Carindol—who was also not the eldest, but also not as ambitious as Vyass—collected keys to survive? Vyass decided she should keep an eye on Carindol.

She should also change the locks on her room.

SOMNANI PEI LOOKED LIKE A PERSON WHO WAS CURIOUS AS TO whether her limbs were still on properly. As she fidgeted, Sammo Pei examined the shiktol, upon which Somnani finally looked directly at Sammo and opened her mind.

You understand what I’m nearming, right?

Sammo nearmed the affirmative. It was similar to a nod, but it left a complicated aftertaste. Sammo meant, she was not sure she had understood—but there was no point in saying she hadn’t. As if to reprimand this vague nearm, Somnani turned firm and clear.

Track down Ryun and kill him. Then bring his head. We need proof that the Shojainteshiktol was completed.

Sammo continued to examine the shiktol.

Or my head, at least?

Don’t be facetious!

But it should be the assassinated or the assassin’s head, correct?

It has to be Ryun who dies. Go kill him. It’ll be hard, but you can do it. That fool ran away with his heart intact. If you can’t catch him, the patrollers will. He can’t run for long. You can just pretend to pursue him for a while and then come back.

Somnani discovered an odd stain in Sammo’s mind. She concentrated on it. Something like a strong will—or, she realized, emotional resistance. What it meant made Somnani shudder.

She grabbed Sammo’s hand.

Startled, Sammo stared back at the eldest Pei daughter. Somnani poured out her mind as if trying to fuse it to her sister’s.

No.

Somnani—

You don’t have to die. Think this through! Ryun can’t live. How will a Nhaga with a heart survive in Kiboren? And he killed a guardian and a novice. Even if men are fools, no man is that foolish. He doesn’t deserve your sympathy! He doesn’t even deserve the mercy of being killed by you!

Somnani felt hatred toward Vyass again. This was an incredible insult to them. To designate as assassin the most respected woman in the Pei family? But Somnani remembered what Latto Sen had nearmed her, about this being a kind of luck in the end. She sent these memories to Sammo so she would also know what Latto Sen had said. Sammo lowered her head.

All right. The women take responsibility.

Sammo abruptly grabbed the shiktol. Somnani’s mind slammed shut in surprise. Slowly, Sammo drew the shiktol from its sheath.

It looked similar to a syker. Quite often a proud human or Tokkebi or Rekon would claim they had a shiktol in their hands and present a syker. But a shiktol had never been taken outside Kiboren. Sammo herself found it hard to tell whether what she held was a syker or a shiktol. She stared at it for a while and turned her head to the stone table next to her.

As Somnani stared, Sammo raised the shiktol up high.

She brought down the blade.

With a shower of sparks, a corner of the stone table fell off. Astonished at the power of the blade, Somnani looked fearfully at her sister. Sammo dispassionately examined the blade.

Not a chip.

A true shiktol. You know how to shatter it, right?

Rub it with hichamma leaves and smash it against a rock.

Good. You know. Prepare it.

I will.

Somnani left. Alone, Sammo continued to examine the blade. Decorated with wavelike engravings like the syker, it distorted the reflection of her face. Sammo stared at the piece of rock on the floor. She felt nauseated and sat down on a chair next to her. Memories of her conversations with Ryun surfaced in her mind.

I don’t want to be the substitute for the baby you will not have.

You can’t be my child, but you can be my friend, right?

Sammo smiled listlessly. With no child of her own and no friend by her side, the only thing left for her was an assassination mission.

She lifted the shiktol and placed it on her left arm.

She pulled.

The sharpness of the shiktol was truly surprising. She felt almost no pain, to the point where she doubted she’d been cut at all. But there was blood on the blade. Sammo wiped away the blood. Now the shiktol would seek out the one who had similar blood. To test it, Sammo held the blade to different places in the room, and as expected, the hilt warmed up because they were inside the Pei household. Once outside, she would be able to track Ryun to the ends of the world. A sword attuned to the blood of kin, that only needed a taste of kin’s blood to hunt down its target.

The next day, Sammo left Hattengraaj.

THE TEMPERATURE SLOWLY ROSE. THE HEAT ABSORBED IN HIS bared skin flowed through his blood to the parts that were clothed. When the heat reached his eyes and head, Ryun opened his eyelids.

The sun rose.

Ryun realized where he was and cursed himself. He was exposed, right underneath a tree. For four days he had starved until eating an armadillo—and immediately regretted it. The Nhaga were not adept at catching them, as their hard shells absorbed heat. But the armadillo in question had made the mistake of rolling up into a ball instead of making a run for it. Even an inexperienced hunter like Ryun, if he tripped over one, would be able to catch it. The armadillo’s armor was nothing against the sharpness of a syker, and the feast after days of starvation had put him into a deep sleep.

He must never make such a mistake again. But Ryun continued to lie under the tree and stare up at the branches.

It was hard to tell which branch belonged to which tree. The groves here had never known an ax, and the trees were more like fossils than living beings. Their entangled branches reminded Ryun of blood vessels. The leaves were bursts of green blood.

Like the blood that had fountained from Hwarit’s body.

Ryun bolted upright.

In his heart of hearts, he resented Hwarit. Their friendship had enabled Hwarit to create a strong knot in his mind, a knot in his guilt that Ryun couldn’t find a way to undo. Ryun felt he should feel guilt over Hwarit’s death, but that was only his rational mind, and his feelings were somewhat different. It made him wonder if he had ever loved Hwarit.

Why had Hwarit made it impossible to mourn him properly?!

As Ryun raged, he thought of Yosby to counter the sadness he felt for Hwarit. But emotions do not redistribute so easily. One cannot trim off a little excess here to off-load there.

Instead, the fear he felt from his father’s death deluged him once more. His last sight of Yosby superimposed over Yubex, and over Hwarit. Ryun shook with fear and got to his feet.

He didn’t have time for this.

The dew on the tree next to him was about to evaporate. Carefully, Ryun shook the leaf nearest him, but the runoff that resulted at the bottom of the leaf was barely enough to quench his thirst. Nevertheless, he sipped it up and wiped his mouth.

The direction of the sun told him where northward lay.

His stomach was full, and he felt discomfort. A Nhaga who hasn’t chewed his food properly will have slow digestion. Ryun had never eaten anything larger than a rat before, and he felt very out of sorts in this state. The thought of the chunks of meat rolling around inside him in almost their original state made him queasy.

“I’ve got to get used to it. Men eat like this until the day they die, after all.”

The sound of his own voice made him jump. It took time for him to understand the idea of talking to oneself. What was also unexpected was how he himself paid more attention to sound.

And the Kiboren jungle was rich with sound.

Not all the sounds of the jungle were audible to him, and while he knew he had very limited hearing, what he could hear nevertheless overwhelmed him. They were sounds he had never encountered before, sounds he was only beginning to tell were real sounds and not hallucinations.

As he listened to the forest wake from sleep, Ryun made his way northward. There was no time to mourn his friend, and the only thing he could do for Hwarit was to carry out his mission in his stead.

He didn’t notice as silver threads of light sparkled thinly where he had lain.






3 Death That Flows Like Tears

THE NHAGA AND THE REKON HAVE IN COMMON AN AVERSION TO WATER. BUT THE REKON HATE WATER FOR THEIR INABILITY TO SWIM AND PROPENSITY TO SINK LIKE STONES, WHEREAS NHAGA HATE WATER BECAUSE IT IS COLD. THE NHAGA AND HUMANS HAVE IN COMMON THE FACT THAT THEY TAKE ON THEIR ANCESTRAL NAMES. BUT HUMANS TAKE THE NAMES OF THEIR FATHERS WHILE THE NHAGA THEIR MOTHERS. THE NHAGA AND THE TOKKEBI HAVE IN COMMON THEIR LACK OF FEAR OF DEATH. BUT WHILE TOKKEBI DO NOT FEAR DEATH FOR THEY SURVIVE BEYOND IT, THE NHAGA HAVE REMOVED THEIR HEARTS TO MAKE THEMSELVES INDESTRUCTIBLE AND DO NOT HAVE TRUE IMMORTALITY. [ . . . ] BECAUSE THERE IS NO INTERDEPENDENCE BETWEEN THE BODY AND SOUL FOR THE TOKKEBI, THEIR RACE IS THE ONE CONSIDERED CLOSEST TO DIVINITY. BUT THIS IS A MISUNDERSTANDING. BOTH THE BODY AND SOUL OF TOKKEBI ARE BORN AT THE SAME TIME, AND WHILE THE SOUL OF THE TOKKEBI LIVES ON BEYOND DEATH, THIS IS POSSIBLE ONLY WHEN THESE SOULS ARE PROXIMATE TO THE BODIES OF OTHER TOKKEBI—IN OTHER WORDS, A COMMUNITY. IF A TOKKEBI DIES ALONE AND ISOLATED, THE SOUL OF THAT TOKKEBI ARMS ITSELF WITH A FEARSOME FIRE AND ROARS OFF IN SEARCH OF OTHER TOKKEBI. SOMETIMES ONE COMES ACROSS TOKKEBIBUL IN FAR-FLUNG PLACES WHERE THERE AREN’T ANY TOKKEBI. THESE ARE THE SOULS OF LOST TOKKEBI. [ . . . ] IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO ENRAGE AN ESSENTIALLY IMMORTAL TOKKEBI WITH BODILY THREAT, BUT IF ONE SHOULD EVER MAKE THE MISTAKE OF OVERSTEPPING ON THEIR GOOD-HUMORED NATURE AND OFFEND THEM, A CATASTROPHE SHALL BEFALL THEM. THAT WAS THE MISTAKE MADE BY THE WAR-HUNGRY ISLE OF PERSIRON.

—Gyner Kashinep, Thinking Animals

Morning. A dewdrop rolled down a leaf and stopped at the bottom edge. The swollen drop of water, containing the world except upside down, hung suspended for a moment before it dropped. As it hit a blade of grass below, a green fragrance spread out into the air.

Kagan looked up from his examination of the forest floor.

He was inside Kiboren.

Gigantic roots spread around him like a screen, dew-fed moss growing in their little crevices. Within the mess of entangled shadows that was this primordial jungle, Kagan was a little speck of sentient dust.

Kagan picked a flower soaked with dew and put it in his mouth. Sliding the flower out between his lips, he tasted the dew left in his mouth and closed his eyes. A quiet morning, and a forest he could never come to love, but this moment of calm silence was to be held on to as long as possible, just the same.

He tossed the flower and turned around.

Through the tunnel of trees and vines, he returned to their camp to find Teenahan had awoken. Byong, however, was still asleep with his head leaned against the beetle.

Teenahan ruffled his feathers and said, “How stiff . . . Where were you?”

“Looking around. Found traces of Nhaga patrollers.”

Teenahan tensed up and gripped his spear.

Kagan shook his head. “They’re from ten days ago.”

“Ten days? And these traces persist?”

“They leave quite a mess of a trail behind them. No need to think about sound, you see. Broken branches and stems, trampled mud, everything you can think of.”

There were eight patrollers in all, with directions that diverged from theirs so there was little chance of running into them. But their behavior did tend to be unpredictable, which kept Kagan on his toes. They did not have encampments or forts or other settlements, which meant a patroller could go for as long as five years in continuous patrol. Other races would find this impossible, but the Nhaga of Kiboren treated the jungle like a marketplace laden with free food. Of all the dangers a Kiboren mission presented to Kagan, one thing he did not worry about was starvation. Aside from the traces left behind by the patrollers, he had also noted various animal tracks.

“But staying in one place too long is a foolish gamble. Let’s wake up Byong and set off.”

Kiboren in the daytime was still dark and heavy with dampness.

The human, Tokkebi, and Rekon wore thick clothes that covered their limbs against the heat-gaze of the Nhaga patrollers. The company’s attention was on edge as they kept alert, but they could not afford to block out the assault on their senses that was the Kiboren jungle. The relentless arrows of the sun ahead could not pierce through the canopy to the forest floor below. Byong and Teenahan were convinced there were patches of forest floor that had not seen sunlight in thousands of years.

The company followed the Peldori River down south. Branches stretched out with their thick leaves and rudely slapped their faces, and moss-covered roots stealthily tripped them underfoot. The trees, completely oblivious to travelers and map drawers, grew however they wanted to grow and thought nothing of the fact that others may have to travel around them for hundreds of armlengths to advance just a few steps in one direction. Would the next step greet them with firm ground, a puddle where dead trees floated, a cliff, or something that looked like part of the forest from a distance but up close was a rock face covered with vines and moss and leaves that would necessitate another long detour? The company lost sight of the Peldori several times. Without Kagan calmly leading them through or around every obstacle, they would’ve lost their way a long time ago.

Byong, however, was buoyant.

As he didn’t have to care about noise, he could talk and laugh and even sing to his beetle, which followed them to his heart’s content. Byong seemed to enjoy the journey and would look at Kagan as if to wonder why Kiboren had such a bad reputation. Kagan was unbothered, knowing the Tokkebi’s first encounter with the Nhaga patrollers would immediately dissuade him of his sunny notions. Nor did he care about the beetle that made a louder sound than a boar.

Kagan had been against the beetle at first. His initial plan was to send it back once they made it into the forest, but Byong reasoned the beetle did not give off that much heat because it was cold-blooded anyway, which would not attract the attention of the patrollers.

At the end of Byong’s entreaties, Kagan pointed at the thing and simply replied, “It’s too big.”

No matter how little heat it gave off, traveling with a six-armlength animal in tow could only attract attention. Byong retorted that Teenahan’s spear was longer, if anything, and they could always climb on its back in case there was danger and fly away. Kagan had to admit the latter option was persuasive.

“But doesn’t it eat bark and flowers? The state it’ll leave trees will invite the ire of the tree-lovers. They are very sensitive to what happens to those trees.”

“There are wild beetles in the forest, are there not? And we can control how much it eats. Nani isn’t a big eater, anyway. Surprising considering how big it is, no?”

Nani. Kagan and Teenahan separately noted how ridiculous it was that this giant monster with the huge antlers and hard armor had such a cute name. Kagan, as Pathfinder, decided to allow the beetle to accompany them. And as befitted his position as the responsible leader of the company, he observed how the beetle made loud noises day and night and proved to be a big eater after all. Byong took care not to let it harm the trees too much, but it did seem to be constantly eating. Teenahan occasionally wondered which creature made more noise: Nani or its Tokkebi master?

But they had finally come to the point where both would need to be quiet. Kagan determined they needed to stop for dinner and eyed a monkey overhead as a fine candidate.

“Teenahan? We are in your hands.”

Teenahan nodded and picked up a rock. He tactfully waited until Byong covered his eyes before throwing it up to the canopy. To a Rekon it was a mere pebble, but to a monkey it might as well have been a boulder. It killed the monkey instantly and sent down a shower of leaves and twigs along with the animal.

As Byong kept his eyes covered, Nani dug a pit, and Kagan and Teenahan prepared the monkey, wrapped it in large leaves, and buried it. Then, finally, Byong got to work.

When Kagan learned a Tokkebi was part of the mission, he thought long and hard about how to convince them to give up cooking with fire. Kagan had crossed the Line of Limit many times and preferred to eat meat raw instead of risking detection by Nhaga patrollers, which was why he worried about a member of the group coming from a race that insisted on cooking even fruit with fire before eating it.

But Byong had a most Tokkebi-like solution. Teenahan, still skeptical, touched the ground they had just dug, which made Byong laugh out loud. The ground was cold. But when they dug up the monkey a little while later, it was excellently cooked. Byong had cooked the food with Tokkebibul inside the ground. It made Kagan wonder if the legends of Tokkebibul that burned underwater were indeed true.

And he was also disconcerted to discover some good feelings may remain in him after all.

Kagan felt no special affinity toward Kiboren. His feelings toward the forest arose from a simple course of logic: Kagan hated the Nhaga, the Nhaga loved the jungle, and therefore, Kagan hated the jungle. Given the choice to burn all the forests of the world or all the Nhaga, he would unhesitatingly pick the former. Burning the Nhaga to death would be too easy. Burning the forest would give the Nhaga considerable pain and suffering.

But when the setting sun stretched out its last rays into the world, and the forest sang its evening song to the sunset, and the orange light that filtered in from above looked cut from divine fabric, and the Tokkebi petting his beetle looked back at him and smiled mischievously, Kagan was unexpectedly caught up in an old feeling, that the unknown of tomorrow may be filled with wonderous things. After their meal, he gave in to Byong’s cajoling for the story of how Kagan had come into possession of the double-sword, and Kagan inwardly marveled at how he capitulated to it at all.

“A long time ago, there was a Rekon swordsmaster dissatisfied with single-blade swords. He thought, because his shoes were a pair and his gloves were a pair, he ought to have a pair of matching swords as well. He went to what was called the Final Forge and made himself two beautiful swords.”

Teenahan grinned and nodded. Byong leaned on his large beetle and gazed at Kagan. The setting sun threw the forest into red shadows and briefly rid the world around them of all depth.

“The swords were named Haebaragi and Dalbaragi, sun-gazer and moon-gazer. The Rekon vanquished his enemies with those swords and accomplished many things. He slayed many Rekon, took many beautiful Rekon wives, and fought against the most fearsome of the Duoksini. He became a king, and that was the first and last kingdom of the Rekon. The Rekon king was not unaware of his responsibilities, and so he sheathed Haebaragi and Dalbaragi and ruled over the kingdom. Even the Rekon king, however, came under the rule of time, and the Nhaga came to covet his land. The Nhaga tried to make a forest in the land of the old king. They’d known of his prowess when he was young, but the Nhaga still believed what they wanted to do was possible. The old king had no prince, you see. Not because he couldn’t have a son. He just didn’t have any sons left around him.”

Teenahan knew what he meant. Only the Nhaga and humans passed on their names to their children. When it came to the Rekon . . . “They all went to look for brides, I suspect?”

“Exactly so. And that’s why the Rekon race do not sustain kingdoms. And why you have to hear this story from a human like me.”

“But he must’ve had courtiers? What about . . . Ah. I see.”

“Indeed. Humans and Tokkebi. They liked the king, but they were not as strong as he was. The king’s enemies, on the other hand, were the near-immortal Nhaga. So the old king set out himself to defend what was his. His courtiers could hardly tell this king he was too old and weak to fight. But the Nhaga defeat that ensued would be talked about for the ages to come. Those adept at excuses would say it was too cold for the Nhaga to maneuver properly, but the inadequacy of such excuses only brings out the absolute superiority of the old king in battle. He did, however, lose a hand. Legend has it that a brave Nhaga swallowed his fist, and the king sliced off his hand while slicing off the Nhaga’s head.”

Byong imagined this scene and made a little gasp.

Kagan continued. “So the king could no longer use his two swords, but the old king couldn’t bring himself to choose one sword over the other. Those swords were as precious to him as his own life. He was a Rekon. Perhaps the most Rekon of all Rekon that ever lived. The two swords were proof of his life. More than any of the beautiful women he bedded, those swords were his true companions to the end.”

Teenahan, gazing at his spear, nodded. “And so . . .”

“Yes. The king took his swords to the Final Forge once more. Teenahan, you know how the Final Forge will make you a weapon only once. There is no second time. But the king’s request was not for a new weapon but for his two weapons to be made into one. The blacksmith at the Final Forge agreed to this. The completed sword had two blades but one hilt and could be used with one hand. The satisfied king named the sword Baragi. That’s this sword. The pride of a king.”

There was an old saying that three good storytellers could kill a Tokkebi. Byong, completely enraptured by Kagan’s words, gulped and asked, “And what happened to this king?”

“He grew old and died. Everyone expected the kingdom to shatter into a thousand pieces, but that didn’t happen. One of his courtiers succeeded his rule, and the kingdom continued unexpectedly for years afterward. But they were eventually felled by a sudden Nhaga invasion. The kingdom has disappeared into the undergrowth of the forest, and finding even a trace of it is difficult. All that’s left of the Hero King who knew no retreat and feared nothing in this world are a few dedicated songs and this Baragi.”

Byong widened his eyes at the familiar title.

“The Hero King! This Rekon was the Hero King—then this is the Hero King’s sword?”

“It is.”

“Then it’s at least 1,500 years old! How have you kept it in such pristine condition?”

Teenahan answered this for him. “The Final Forge creates weapons that can be used almost forever when taken good care of. This is why they make only one weapon for each swordsmaster. It’s more than enough for a lifetime.”

The Tokkebi nodded. Then froze. Kagan was leaning against a tree, a weak ray of light slanting against his chin and chest. Kagan seemed to look down at his feet, but it also felt like the gaze of a man who could no longer look up to the sky.

Byong was swept up in a feeling he could not quite describe.

“Who are you?”

Kagan lifted his head. He returned to the world-weary vagabond who got by in a harsh world with a few modest but well-worn skills.

“I am Kagan Draca.”

It couldn’t be that simple. And Byong’s suspicions were confirmed at dawn the next day. That was when Teenahan and Byong saw a Nhaga for the first time.

***

NIGHT FELL UPON THE GREAT TEMPLE OF HAINSHA.

The Great Abbot Jutagi, unable to see the writing on the bamboo slats anymore, sighed and grumbled as he finally took out the lamp. He pinched the wick and rubbed it quickly until it sparked and a flame burned. When the room was bright enough again, the Great Abbot looked down once more at the slats on his low table.

The slats, perfectly preserved through mysterious ancient skills, were a source of great anxiety to the monks as they had lost the secret to the miraculous old methods. The monks were far from lazy or incompetent and left many copies of ancient writings on different slats, but the particular slats the Great Abbot handled now were too precious to be subjected to even this work. Jutagi’s hands trembled as he handled them.

A low voice issued from outside the door.

“Great Abbot, it is Orenol.”

“Enter.”

The sliding door opened and Orenol carefully stepped inside. The young monk was a genius of great virtue and sophisticated practice, but he kept himself as low as a novice in the presence of the Great Abbot, which made Jutangi smile. There was a large jar in Orenol’s hands, however, which made the older man nervous. Orenol put the jar down and knelt.

“The snakes are in a frenzy,” Orenol said.

“Wait a little.”

The Great Abbot carefully rolled up the bamboo slats and moved his table to one side. He was ready. Orenol opened the jar and spilled its contents on the floor between them.

It was a tangle of poisonous snakes, writhing and slithering and even biting one another. In a frenzy, as Orenol had described.

When they began to crawl toward Jutangi and Orenol, the Great Abbot quickly said, “Reveal.”

The snakes shivered and slid across the floor, their stomachs making whispering sounds against the floor. They formed a pattern. It kept shifting and disconnecting, but to those who knew what to look for, the pattern was clear. Orenol, long versed in reading snakespeak, stared up at the Great Abbot in surprise.

“Their novice was killed!”

“Gather your snakes.”

The snakes, exhausted, lay listlessly on the floor. Orenol tipped the mouth of the jar to the floor and the snakes crawled into it. The young monk closed the lid and turned to the Great Abbot. Jutagi stared at the floor with a pained expression.

“We thought we were prepared for every contingency, but . . . fear of heart extraction? How ridiculous.”

“Could it be a lie? Maybe they became scared—”

“Highly unlikely. Serisma was the one who proposed this endeavor to begin with. And it’s so bewilderingly absurd that it has the hint of truth to it, if anything.”

“Then what are we to do? Can we really wait another year?”

Jutagi frowned and picked up his beads. The beads were engraved with prayers to the God of Nowhere, with each passing of a bead meant to be a prayer sent. Jutagi passed the beads in his hand and sighed heavily.

“The more urgent matter is that the rescue mission has already left for the meeting point. There is no way of contacting them in the jungle.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about that. Didn’t Kagan Draca go with them?”

He nodded in confirmation. “Well. Who could’ve foreseen that novice would’ve died in the heart tower, of all places? That the source of the Nhaga’s immortality should be his grave—fate is too full of mischief for words. I’m almost afraid we might lose Kagan, if this keeps up. And . . . there is also a change in situation.”

“A change?”

“The patrols will be strengthened. They say the novice’s murderer escaped into Kiboren.”

Orenol’s expression darkened and he nodded.

Jutagi audibly mumbled, “They say the Baragi’s two blades protect the bearer’s hands from the Nhaga and Duoksini. Such legends express our hopes more than facts. I hope I am wrong in this. I hope the Hero King’s sword shall protect its bearer against the Nhaga.”

“There’s also a Tokkebi with them, so it ought to be all right, Great Abbot,” said Orenol brightly in reassurance. “They do say it’s only the Tokkebi who can best the Nhaga. He’s the Sorcerer here, they will be safe.”

But the Great Abbot was still troubled.

“If that Tokkebi starts a fire like that on Persiron Island, the Nhaga patrollers will see it. It’s not just the Nhaga that Kagan needs to keep an eye on.”

***

KAGAN WAS WORRIED MUCH LESS ABOUT THE NHAGA PATROLLERS than Byong or Teenahan. They asked him why. “The eyes see only what’s before me, but my ears listen to all around me,” he said. And he proved it.

No one had a bigger advantage in the dark of night than the Nhaga. The other three races could not even see a Nhaga that passed right in front of their noses, but a Nhaga could see them from leagues away. The situation was a little different here in Kiboren, as the dense trees shrank their visual range to just a few armlengths, which meant the Nhaga was in the same situation as the other races. But the trees didn’t conceal sound, which was how Kagan, who was on watch duty, heard the Nhaga patrollers when they came within a hundred armlengths of them. He quickly woke up the other two. Surprisingly, with a shout.

“Wake up, both of you! The Nhaga are coming!”

The other two were startled awake.

“Move slowly!” he continued shouting. “No need to raise your body heat with excitement!” This warning registered only much later, and they realized then, as well, why Kagan hadn’t made an effort to lower his voice.

In the meantime, Teenahan was in a panic. “Damn! Where are they coming from?”

“What did you say? You’re whispering. I can’t hear you.”

“I asked where they were coming from.” Teenahan had raised his voice a little, but it was still far lower than his normal talking voice. It was too dark to gesture, so Kagan took Teenahan’s hand and drew it toward a certain direction.

“Follow me. Byong, get your beetle.”

Kagan took the lead. Teenahan, still nervous, almost trampled over Kagan’s back in his haste to follow. Anger would’ve been understandable, but Kagan said in his usual emotionless way, “Slower, Teenahan.”

Teenahan, blushing in his wattles, slowed his pace. Byong and the beetle followed.

For the next hour, Teenahan, Byong, and Nani experienced things that made their skin crawl.

Kagan, to use Byong’s expression, moved like he was about to fight with a snail to the death. Even taking into consideration that the Nhaga patrollers were in close proximity, they walked frustratingly slow. Teenahan and Byong could hardly bear it. But Kagan insisted on this speed as he cited the facts that they were near danger, it was too dark to see, and they were in the forest, which meant the possibility of their body temperatures rising was much higher than usual.

On top of this, Kagan started to kick the trees around him. When he first did it, Teenahan almost jumped out of his feathers and hissed, “Watch it!”

But it hadn’t been a mistake, as Kagan soon kicked another tree. Teenahan, three times his size as his feathers stood on end in surprise, grabbed Kagan’s shoulder before him and hissed again, “What are you doing!”

“What did you say? Don’t whisper, Teenahan,” he reminded the Rekon.

“Are you out of your mind? Why do you keep kicking the trees?!”

“I’m scaring away the night animals. Their heat will distract the Nhaga.” Kagan had told him this several times before, but he said it again in a calm tone. “Will you let go of my shoulder?”

Teenahan’s coxcomb turned crimson red again as he let go of Kagan’s shoulder. Kagan called out to Byong, who walked behind them, that he could sing a song if he wished. Byong didn’t dare. Kagan kicked the trees alone and clapped to make noise, and every time he did that, Teenahan, Byong, and even Nani felt years of their lives ahead falling away.

Just when the company was about to faint with accumulated tension, Kagan paused their loud and slow escape. The sunrise was imminent as they could see a bit better, and Teenahan and Byong saw they stood at the bottom of a high cliff. Teenahan’s feathers were a mess, and Byong had trouble breathing.

But Kagan looked up the cliff and simply said, “Problem.”

Teenahan and Byong stared at him, their hearts in their stomachs. Kagan looked up and down the cliff and to either side. He chose the right side and started to walk.

Teenahan couldn’t help himself. “What’s a problem? Have we been discovered?”

“No. They haven’t discovered us. But I chose the wrong direction. Those Nhaga had been headed to this cliff. We happened to be between it and them.”

“Headed to the cliff? Why?”

“You’ll see why.” Kagan seemed to listen for what was behind them. “Let’s make haste. They’re near.”

Byong and Teenahan could also hear several people walking toward them. Teenahan gripped his spear, but Kagan did not speed up. He continued to walk as slowly as ever until they came to a little alcove cut into the cave and sat down.

“Sit down, both of you. The Nhaga will turn left where we were.”

Byong glanced back. “To the left? Why?”

“It’s the only way up the cliff. And it’s east. They probably intended to climb up that cliff. They can’t see us from above if we’re in here. Sit down.”

But the two hesitated. The kept looking at Kagan’s tense face, the forest, and the top of the cliff. Kagan watched them do so but said nothing more.

When the forest had turned brighter, Teenahan saw them.

He almost slammed his body against the cliff as he looked up. Byong followed his gaze before he also plastered himself against the cliff.

Byong gulped and whispered, “So that’s a Nhaga?”

No one gave him an answer. Kagan felt no need to provide one, and Teenahan dared not open his beak.

On top of the cliff, six Nhaga stood and looked out at the eastern sky.

Byong and Teenahan had never seen Nhaga before. They were smaller than Tokkebi or Rekon, closer to humans. Their scaled skin was covered under exotic clothing. As warm clothes were meaningless to cold-blooded Nhaga, their robes seemed strange and complicated to Teenahan and Byong. Other races also had elaborate clothing, but there wasn’t much variation beyond tunics and trousers—there was none of this left-wear and right-wear or front-wear and back-wear. To the Tokkebi and Rekon, the six people on top of the cliff looked less like people and more like six profoundly abstract symbols.

They were hardly fifty armlengths away from each other. Even amidst their fear, Byong and Teenahan realized why Kagan had led them westward. The Nhaga stared toward the eastern sky and showed their backs. All they had to do was turn around to discover them, but none of them so much as took a backward glance.

As Byong and Teenahan stared up at them, entranced, Kagan said abruptly, “They’re taking in the sun.”

The sound of his voice almost made Byong and Teenahan faint. But the Nhaga atop the cliff didn’t look back. Kagan stood and stared up at the Nhaga with them.

“They’re trying to heat up their bodies.”

Byong gasped in realization. It made sense now, why they would greet the sun atop a cliff. Byong turned to Kagan to confirm this fact, but the sight of his face stopped him cold.

This wasn’t the face he was used to, the patient face Kagan showed when he had to explain the same fact for the hundredth time to his companions. There was only one way to describe this new face. It was the face of a predator in sight of its prey.

A face that made it clear to Byong that Kagan was a flesh-eating beast.

A little moment later, Kagan withdrew the murderous thrall in his eyes and quietly turned. Byong and Teenahan hesitantly followed. They looked back in nervousness from time to time, but the Nhaga continued to stare up at the sky and didn’t notice them at all.

Kagan didn’t talk for the rest of that day.

KIBOREN WAS A LAND MAINTAINED BY THE NHAGA AND FOR THE Nhaga, to the extent that a Nhaga who had never stepped into it before could more than survive within it. As he walked north, Ryun, with a little trial and error, knew enough about what was palatable in the jungle and how to survive the days this sustenance provided for him.

When he had to eat an anteater, Ryun was hesitant—but despite his fear of the patrollers on his tail and the pressure of Hwarit’s final request, the anteater was too big of a temptation to pass on. The animal’s small mouth made Ryun assume it was unlikely to be a dangerous animal.

It was a dangerous animal.

To be fair, the large insect-eating animal did not attempt to bite Ryun, as it had no teeth. But its sharp claws proved to be as fearsome a weapon as the teeth of any beast. Ryun almost got his leg torn open before he managed to slay the animal with his syker.

The death of the anteater taught him his second lesson of the day in that not only was this animal known among the animals of the forest for its amusing appearance, but it also had the most disgusting stench.

Hunger compelled him to make a daring decision. Ryun began to swallow the limp anteater whole. In doing so, he almost ripped his jaw off, and the stiff hairs of the anteater prickled his throat. The smell almost made him faint. But Ryun, in the end, managed to do it. His body swelled up in mass to the point it was difficult to move at first, but the large meal gave Ryun the energy to walk for six days without any more food. It was six days he spent in eerie fear.

As he had comprehended how he too could be swallowed whole.

Cold-blooded animals change body temperatures depending on their surroundings, but their body temperatures are not an exact match with the air around them. Rigorous movement makes their bodies hotter, and their beating hearts give off heat. Ryun still had his heart and was also walking, and in his Nhaga eyes he gave off a shining light like a beacon. When his heart beat too fast he instinctively covered it with his hands, and whenever he passed a muddy ditch, he obsessively covered himself with the clay. Blood, moss, and mud clumped about his mouth attracted flies, but Ryun dared not wash off this cover.

Predators, however, came at him in an unexpected way.

When the monkeys started to follow him, he was puzzled. Most wild animals tended to avoid the carnivorous Nhaga. When he saw the first couple of monkeys leer down at him from overhead, he assumed he had entered their territory and thought no more of it. But they moved wherever he moved. The first two became five, and in a few hours, there was a mass of them overhead that he could no longer ignore. A few of them became more daring as they increased in numbers and came down from the trees to the forest floor. Ryun brandished his syker, but the monkeys simply jumped back without retreating entirely and waited from a distance. As Ryun started to walk again, so did they.

Ryun finally came to a stop and shouted abuse at them. It was then when he realized something was terribly wrong.

The monkeys gave no response.

He stared at them in a panic. The monkeys stared back at him with cold, threatening eyes. None of them tried to flee or looked afraid. Ryun realized there was only one possible explanation for this. Which was why, when the Nhaga patrollers appeared out of the thick of the jungle, Ryun felt fear but not surprise.

There were five of them. Ryun transferred his syker to his left and turned his back on the monkeys as he faced the astonished patrollers.

A Nhaga? But with a heart?

Ryun had to grit his teeth to stop himself from running. The patrollers looked completely different from the Nhaga in the city. The women did not seem to have the cold demeanor that was the hallmark of the Nhaga, but one look in their eyes made him change his mind—the icy cunning that glinted there was like a finely sharpened tool.

Without any nearm among them, the patrollers simultaneously drew out their swords. But they didn’t charge at him immediately, perhaps because Ryun’s exit was blocked by the monkeys. They did seem amused, however, judging by their nearmed chatter.

A bienhaga. Practically deformed.

He’s cute, though.

You find that cute? You must find every man cute, then.

It was almost leisurely how the women teased each other as they continued to observe him. Ryun closed his mind off as much as he could and desperately tried to determine who was the suppressor.

The women continued with their jokes until their leader nearmed, Shut up, everyone. Wandering the forests has made all of you lose your minds. What would you possibly do with this deformity?

We can still play with him, no? Hey! Look here. Can you nearm?

Ryun squeezed his grip on his syker uneasily and nearmed, I can.

The women exulted.

Amazing, he nearmed! I guess he’s not completely and utterly deformed?

The leader, however, was not impressed. He’s clearly insane. Kill him.

But it’s such a waste! We haven’t even seen a man for three moltings now. So what if he’s a little insane? I mean—and here the one nearming pointed to her head—it’s not like we need this part. It’s the parts below that are useful. And you do know what they say about men who’re emptier in the head?

The women burst into mirthful nearms, and even the leader had to grin. Ryun, infuriated, brandished the syker in his left hand.

I won’t let you do that to me!

The women hardly blinked. They seemed to find his protestations adorable if anything. But the leader sneered as she turned her head to one of the women, That’s going to sting a bit, Sudi. You better make him get rid of it before you have your way with—

That’s when Ryun began to act.

When he had distracted the women by brandishing his syker with his left hand, he had sneaked his right to take out a pill from his rucksack. The moment the leader had turned away to look at Sudi, he had instinctively felt she was the suppressor and brought his right hand to his mouth. Even as he swallowed the pill, the women had mistaken him for trying to hold back his sobs and grinned savagely.

Those grins were wiped off their faces when Ryun leaped into the air.

Ryun was likewise astonished at the effect of the sodrak. As his subjective time sped up to an alarming degree, the movement of the women before him seemed very slow as he dove into their midst. He was too fast for their perception, and they were indefensible when he jumped into the middle of them amidst their shouts of surprise in objective time, which were weirdly slowed down in Ryun’s ears. Sudi hardly had time to turn, even as Ryun sliced the leader’s legs and then slammed the hilt of his syker against the back of Sudi’s head. Even then, he had already sheathed his syker and fled a hundred armlengths away from the scene by the time she finally fell to the ground.

And in a full faint at that, as Ryun had hit her in the state of accelerated movement. What happened next was what he had hoped. The monkeys, freed from mental suppression, went into a frenzy.

They ran off in every which direction, and Ryun followed, hiding his body heat among theirs and eluding the patrollers. Even if they had managed to isolate his heat from the monkeys’, they would’ve had a hard time catching up to him. Ryun ran as long as the sodrak lasted, until he finally collapsed at least twenty leagues away—almost exactly seventeen minutes later. He violently threw up.

The aftereffects of the sodrak and his exertions had raised his body temperature to a great degree. The air around him heated up, which made the forest around him glow in strange colors to his Nhaga eyes. It shone in a kind of pink haze, blotting and splattering and covered in shadows. The trees burned violet and orange. His vomit was a whirl of ridiculous colors.

The stench of his vomit was such that he almost thought the anteater had somehow managed to come out of him intact. Ryun turned his head and looked around him.

And the most astonishing landscape met his eyes.

This land ahead of him was flat and smooth like marble, perhaps as hard as that stone as well. But Ryun got the feeling that the land moved. There wasn’t a single tree, for one thing. Instead, he saw some dull sparks flashing just beneath the surface of that land. Ryun sat up and stared down at it. But it was difficult to focus on the black land, and even more difficult to focus on the sparks under the surface. He wondered if he had stumbled upon some unknown realm of the gods or forbidden magic as he carefully stood up on his shaky legs. The acceleration effect of the sodrak had exhausted his body. Only by taking one cautious step followed by another could he stand right in front of the mysterious black land.

His eyes still failed to focus on it despite being right in front of it. Ryun knelt and, wondering if he was doing a foolish thing, touched the land.

He sighed with relief when he realized what he was staring at.

It was the Murun River. Ryun was looking at a large body of water and the fish swimming inside it.

Smiling, Ryun fainted.

KAGAN, STARING INTO THE DAPPLED LIGHT OF THE RIVER BEFORE him, mumbled aloud, “Water swallows heat. To the Nhaga, the Murun River will look like a large darkness.”

Byong tilted his head. “Like a river at night?”

“Similar. But not the same.”

“How not the same?”

“You and I can’t see the wind. But the wind doesn’t appear dark before us. We can see the things behind the wind. But the Nhaga can’t see the water too clearly, and the deep water covers what’s beneath it. Think of the difference between these two things.”

Byong nodded in comprehension.

The company had arrived at the Murun River after many days of travel. They had a few more encounters with Nhaga patrollers. But Kagan always discovered them before they could be discovered first and made themselves scarce accordingly. There were no dangerous incidents, save one.

It happened while Teenahan was on watch duty. Kagan had ordered Teenahan to tightly wrap his spear in vines. Teenahan did so, but as the other two slept, he decided to unwrap his spear and sharpen it for a bit. Which was very much something a Rekon would do. The problem stemmed from the fact that it happened in the early evening. Simply put, the spear, which had absorbed the heat of the sun all day, might as well have been emitting rays of light in the eyes of the Nhaga. There are few things in nature that are perfectly straight for seven armlengths, which makes such an object even more noticeable in the wild.

By the time Teenahan woke the other two, the Nhaga were already running toward them with the spear in sight. As practiced, the company fled as slowly as possible. But Kagan sensed the footsteps coming toward them were too quick—only when he saw Teenahan’s spear in his hand was unwrapped did he understand the situation.

“We’ve been seen. They’ll catch up to us.”

Startled, Byong wailed, “Then do we run?”

“Make a qilin out of Tokkebibul.”

“Excuse me?”

“A qilin. Make a qilin out of Tokkebi fire.”

Confused, Byong nevertheless did as Kagan ordered. The sight of what Byong came up with made Kagan sigh.

“That’s very pretty. But I meant a qilin that is as large as one would be in life, not one that fits in your hand. As hot as a real one’s body heat.”

Byong finally understood and immediately conjured up a qilin that was exactly to task. The qilin that appeared in the jungle was six feet tall and quite an extraordinary sight. It was far from realistic, however. Byong was not an expert in animals, which meant his Tokkebibul was as anemic as a child’s drawing. But Kagan nodded and ordered the company to take cover under some vines.

Just as they did, the Nhaga burst into the clearing. Kagan nudged Byong and said, “Make it run.”

Byong grumbled about Kagan’s loud voice—the Nhaga were a mere ten armlengths away—but made his fiery qilin run.

And what Byong saw next made him desperately cover his own mouth to prevent the escape of his laughter. A human or a Tokkebi would never mistake the stick-figure qilin as the real thing. But the Nhaga, upon sight of a Tokkebibul that was about the same temperature as a real qilin, were completely fooled.

When the Nhaga had fled far enough away, Kagan said to a suffering Byong, “You can laugh out loud if you want. They can’t hear you.”

Byong rolled round and round on the forest floor, convulsed in laughter. Teenahan let go of his tight grip on his spear for a bit and asked why Kagan had chosen a qilin. The answer was that there were only two animals that were about as long as the spear, and those were a snake or qilin, and only the qilin was warm-blooded. This made Teenahan finally understand the attack had been his own fault, and he flinched in anticipation of Kagan’s admonishment. But Kagan wasn’t even annoyed with him, much less angry.

“If you want to unwrap the vines from your spear, it’s best to do it in the middle of the night, after it has cooled, Teenahan.”

“. . . I’ll keep that in mind.”

From then on, Byong and Teenahan began to fear making mistakes. No one likes to make mistakes, of course, but the fact that Kagan, who should’ve been enraged at their foolish deeds, never got angry at them gave the Tokkebi and Rekon a terrible feeling. Here they were, doing everything Kagan had repeatedly warned them against before they set off, but Kagan never said an angry word to them. He only repeated his cautions in a low and calm voice. Somehow, this was more discomfiting than shouts and insults.

Byong was also faced with a mystery. To him, there could only be one of two reasons Kagan never got angry. One was that Kagan was uninterested in the other two; the other was that he was an extraordinarily generous person. Byong thought it unlikely to be the first case. If Kagan was uninterested, his actions should’ve borne the hallmark of such uninterest, but Kagan only acted in terms of having thought deeply about the other two people in the company.

For example, there was the way Kagan had acted when they came across a wild banana grove. When Byong and Teenahan suggested they rest for a while and eat as there was food, Kagan glanced back at the beetle, Nani, and said, “It’s too difficult to eat the bark of banana trees. Let’s pick some and move on a little more. We shall rest where there is better food for the beetle.”

His words convinced Byong that Kagan was always thinking of the company as a whole.

But if it were the other case, then Byong could not understand the hate Kagan harbored for the Nhaga. How could such a generous person not extend that sentiment to the Nhaga? It was commonly understood that the more one knew about something, the less they could hate that something. Then how could Kagan, who knew more about the Nhaga than anyone else, hate them so much? Byong could not imagine what the reason might be.

And he still had not managed to imagine it by the time they reached the Murun River. Kagan turned his gaze from the river to Teenahan, but the Rekon looked so stricken that it was clear he did not want to talk to anyone. An appropriate reaction, for his race, upon the sight of such a large river. Kagan decided to let him be and turned to Byong instead.

“It is too much of a large darkness to be missed. We shall follow it downstream and keep listening for the song.”

“All right. Let’s go, then.”

“Before we do, I have a favor to ask.”

“You do? Only name it!”

“Please don’t sing so much for now. Because we need to listen for the Nhaga’s song.”

Byong grinned and nodded. But not even two hours had lapsed when he drowned under the intensity of Kagan’s stare. “Oh, sorry, I forgot not to sing!”

Over the river water flew flocks of cranes.

The tangle of roots and vines reaching into the water made it hard to determine where land ended and river began. On sandbars in the middle of the river dozed hippopotamuses, and little schools of fish darted about in the places with clearer water. But for the most part, the river had a depth commensurate with its great width and absorbed much of the sunlight that reached the surface. A snake swam elegantly across it, keeping its head above the water as the sunlight struck its green scales into a shimmer of beryl. An eagle swooped down to snap up a crocodile in its claws, a sight that astonished the company.

Byong was perhaps more awed by the eagle than the others. There were no large raptors like that in the colder north, and he seemed to think the animal was a dragon.

“Did you see that? A dragon! That was a dragon, right?”

Kagan taught him that it was a great eagle and that dragons were long extinct, but Byong refused to believe him.

“Well. A great eagle, you say? But we are not absolutely sure there are no more dragons, are we? They do say seeds are the hardiest of all, and dragons grow from seeds. And there are so many trees about us. Would not one be a surviving dragon?”

“The Nhaga, who are the ones living here, despise the draca.”

Kagan caught the curious looks Byong and Teenahan gave him then. He realized his mistake.

“‘Draca’ is the Kitaljer hunting word for dragon.”

“But it’s your name as well. Is that where it comes from? And does ‘Kagan’ also mean something?”

“‘Kagan’ means black lion. Also a Kitaljer hunting word.”

“The black lion and the dragon . . . black lion and dragon . . . Ah! They were both made extinct by the Nhaga!”

Before Kagan could answer, Teenahan shouted, “Aha! The way of the Kitaljer hunters!”

Byong was nonplussed. Teenahan slapped his leg and said to Kagan, “Yes, I remember now. I’ve heard of this before. The way of the Kitaljer hunters, they kill their mortal enemies and rip out their livers to eat as revenge. Am I correct?”

Kagan nodded wordlessly.

Byong looked frightened. “What in the names of the gods did the Nhaga do to you, Kagan?”

“Why do you think they did anything to me?”

“It’s so obvious! Your names are the animals the Nhaga made extinct from our world, and you act in the ways of a people who were destroyed by them! You said you . . . hunted them and ate them. What did the Nhaga do to you that you . . . Why do you follow these ways?”

Teenahan, also interested in the answer to Byong’s question, turned to Kagan. Which was when he noticed something Byong was too agitated to notice himself. But a quick glance at Kagan’s hands, feet, and the angle of his back immediately made things apparent to Teenahan.

Kagan’s face was neutral, but his body looked as if it was about to draw out Baragi and plunge it into Byong’s back.

Teenahan gripped his spear. But Kagan didn’t do what Teenahan feared. He looked away from the Tokkebi and calmly said, “What the Nhaga did to me has nothing to do with our mission.”

“But you can still answer me, can you not?”

“I will not answer.”

Byong, still agitated, nevertheless shook his head. “Kagan, you never go back on your word, so there is no point in me asking you again. I shall not. But,” he added, “there is one more thing. I understand why the Nhaga made dragons extinct. But why the black lion? Can you tell me that much?”

A hint of relief passed over Kagan’s eyes. A very faint hint, but there, nevertheless.

“The black lion’s hide creates heat. Even when it has been taken off the lion’s back.”

“Gives off heat? The hide?”

“Yes. Think of what that would mean for the Nhaga.”

Byong thought. “They could come up north! If they wore the hide. Is it that?”

“Yes. At the end of their War of Great Expansion, one of their many attempts to cross the Line of Limit involved hunting every black lion in existence for their hides. A foolish deed. They killed thousands of black lions to dress one regiment, so of course they went extinct. Black lions do not have large litters.”

“They didn’t think the lions would go extinct?”

“Those tree-lovers have no real understanding of animals. Their sense of protection didn’t extend that far.”

“How regretful. They must’ve been quite a sight. Are you sure they’re extinct?”

“It is surely so for the black lion.”

Byong blanched. “What? Then there still may be dragons . . . ?”

“Just as you said, seeds are strong. Kiboren is wide. But as I countered, the owners of this land despise the dragon, and the likelihood is low.”

Kagan was about to add some more explanations to reinforce the negatives, but the sight of Byong looking around to see if there were any dragons made him clam up.

Byong wasn’t the only one who believed in the possibility of dragons. One of the strange things the Great Temple of Hainsha had done was to offer a reward for the capture of a dragon. But no one came to collect it, and this became the reason people were convinced dragons were extinct. Still, the monks of Hainsha believed dragons survived—precisely because of what Byong said about seeds being strong.

But Kagan could not believe any dragon had managed to take root in the land of the Nhaga. There was no way these protectors of trees would’ve allowed such a weed to flourish.

***

JUST AS RYUN WAS ABOUT TO PUT HIS FOOT DOWN ON IT, HE REALIZED what an incredible thing he was looking at. He knelt and peered at the flower before him. After a count of the petals and noting its shape and color, he was convinced his first impression hadn’t been wrong.

What Ryun looked upon in awe was the dragon flower.

It was unimaginable as to how it could bloom here. The seeds could last hundreds of years in wait and sprout only when they detected there was no danger about them. But the dragon flower in bloom now was certainly not in a safe place. The waters of the Murun lapped here, which attracted countless beasts to approach and drink. Even if the animals hadn’t eaten the dragon flower, the patrollers would’ve spotted it easily.

Ryun pondered this mystery for a moment until he noticed a dried-up blot on the ground nearby and realized what had happened. A story stretching back perhaps centuries bloomed in his mind.

A long time ago, a dragon spored its seeds, one of which floated down the Murun River until it ended up here. It was, however, a hostile land for dragons, and the seed had to wait for its time.

Meanwhile, south of the Line of Limit, dragon flowers were mercilessly rooted out. The rare ones that bloomed on the northern side of the Line of Limit were greedily foraged out of existence for their potent roots.

But right here, in the heart of Nhaga territory, was a seed that hadn’t sprouted, which survived when none of its podmates had.

And after an unfathomable amount of time had passed, a Nhaga had happened to vomit on top of it. The dragon seed never would’ve sprouted in the presence of a Nhaga, had there not been a special element inside the vomit.

Sodrak.

It had made the seed bloom. For the hours Ryun had slept, the dragon seed had explosively germinated into a flower. Ryun was surprised at himself for having made a dragon flower bloom. He also regretted that he had to cut it.

Dragons were too dangerous. The Nhaga’s biggest enemies, the Tokkebi, had a fear of blood and therefore of warfare. Their favorite sport was the bloodless activity of wrestling. Dragons had no such fears. They could create even larger fires than Tokkebi could. They were the worst thing a tree could encounter. And the enemy of trees were the enemy of the Nhaga.

Regretfully, Ryun stretched out a hand.

But then, all of a sudden, he started to dig around the flower.

He dug, not understanding why he dug. The dragon root soon revealed itself. It looked more or less like a dragon. Its tail was as deep as a dandelion root, and it had a pair of folded wings. On the head part, connecting to the stem, there were already thorny spikes and eyes. Its eyelids were shut tight. Bravely, Ryun shook the dirt off the dragon root and half-heartedly nearmed, The Nhaga will try to kill you too. Like they will with me.

Hearing his own nearm made him realize they had something in common. A Nhaga with a heart and a fire-breathing dragon were both not allowed to exist in this world. Grimly, Ryun ripped the stem off the dragon.

He went to the water.

Ryun tore off a piece of his coat and soaked it. He gathered moss, made a bed with it on the blanket, and carefully laid the dragon root inside it. From his rucksack, he brought out more sodrak and crushed it in his hands, sprinkling it on the dragon root. He wrapped the root in the cloth and nearmed to it, I made you bloom. So I’ll keep you safe. Azhwarital.

A jolt ran through him at the mention of Hwarit’s name. But Ryun quickly recovered and placed the bundle in his rucksack.

Azhwarital. I name you Azhwarital.

He began walking up the Murun River.

THE COMPANY WALKED FOR ABOUT TEN DAYS DOWN THE MURUN. The longer the journey beside the river got, the more on edge Teenahan became. He was showing admirable restraint considering the circumstances, but the thought that Teenahan, one of the strongest people in the world and who was carrying a long iron spear at that, was on edge made his companions wary. What worried them the most was that Teenahan refused to sleep. Byong asked him why, and Teenahan hesitated before refusing to reply. After two more days of this, Kagan took out his dagger and cut some vines. He wove a strong rope out of it and handed it to Teenahan. The sight piqued Byong’s imagination.

“Are you giving him that so he can hang himself to assuage his suffering?”

“No. I’m suggesting he tie his ankle to a tree so he can sleep.”

Indeed, Teenahan was finally able to go to sleep. Byong realized then Teenahan had been worried he would fall into the water and drown. Even when their camp was tens of armlengths away from the bank, the Rekon was that much afraid of water. Curious, Byong untied the rope one night while Teenahan was asleep.

The result was satisfactory. Byong almost died the next day by way of an enraged Teenahan.

Kagan heard the singing around the time Byong joke-screamed at Teenahan, “Don’t come any closer or I’ll spit on you!”


I fear the counting of my remaining years

My rotting limbs I no longer care for

I sit underneath the loneliest tree

And think of those who shone before



Kagan turned his head and raised his hand. Teenahan, who was busy outlining his exhaustive anatomical knowledge to Byong, did not see the hand, so Kagan shook his hand roughly. Only when Teenahan shut his beak could they hear the song coming clearer from the other side of the river.


My beloved king, my lord,

Who gave me glory not even jealous fate could steal

My flesh my mother and father gave rots here

While the soul awoken by the king lives forever



***

RYUN, AS HE SANG THE SONG, ACTUALLY LISTENED TO IT FOR THE first time. Hwarit had planted it into his mind as a memory, and this was the first time Ryun sang it out loud. It startled him how forceful the lines were. But that was as far as he could make out the meaning of it. Ryun knew what a king was, but that was like knowing what an iceberg was. Just as a Nhaga born and raised in the heat could never fathom the full fearsomeness of an iceberg, he couldn’t jibe with the idea of a devotional ballad to a monarch. But the object of the song’s praise soon moved on to others. Ryun continued listening to the song he sang.


My beautiful friend, my brother.

By my side when living, inside me when dead.

Spring returned but I cannot greet the flowers without you

Spring is no longer spring to me



***

KAGAN FELT THE WORLD TREMBLE BEFORE HIM. HE TOUCHED THE tree next to him. Its hardness grounded him, and Kagan managed to hold on to his wits.

Byong said with hope in his voice, “Song! It must be the Nhaga!”

“I think so.”

“But he’s on the other side. How can we call to him? Shall we shout?”

“He’s a Nhaga; he won’t hear us. Even if he sings . . . we must go across.”

Teenahan, terrified, stared at the water.

Kagan shook his head. “No, Teenahan, you stay here. Byong and I will ride the beetle across the water and bring the Nhaga back with us.”

Teenahan sighed in relief. Byong called Nani, and quickly mounted the beetle when it trotted up to him. Kagan, however, kept listening to the song across the water. He looked in thrall.

Byong shouted at him, “What are you doing, Kagan?”

“Ah” was all he said in answer.

Kagan dragged himself onto the back of the beetle. Byong tapped its back, and Nani opened its outer wings and leaped into the air and soon, the forest zoomed past below them. Byong gave another signal that made Nani fly over the water. He looked back at Kagan. He wanted to say something, but the buzzing of the wings made it impossible. Instead, he gave Kagan a questioning look, but the human ignored it.

Rather, as he looked down at the river water, Kagan gritted his teeth. Of all the songs the Great Temple could’ve taught that Nhaga, it had to be that one. He had to admit it was a clear enough signal, a thought that allowed him to relax a little. Byong tapped his shoulder. Byong said, emphasizing each syllable so he could be heard, “I see him!”

Kagan leaned to the side and looked toward where Byong pointed. There was a Nhaga walking. Kagan nodded, and Byong steered the beetle toward the Nhaga.

The Nhaga grew larger. He was looking around him but did not look toward the beetle that approached him amidst a fearful racket.

Kagan could not believe his eyes.

“Yosby?”

For the Nhaga looked exactly like Yosby. He had Yosby’s walk and Yosby’s hand gestures. But more than that, he had Yosby’s syker on his side.

Kagan shouted, almost screamed, “Yosby!”

The sound of the wings drowned out his voice. Kagan shook Byong’s shoulder, but Byong was reluctant to land the beetle. The shore was full of trees stretching their roots out into the water, and there was no clear place to land. Byong had to turn the beetle. Kagan, correctly guessing the issue, bit his lip and tried to calm himself. Still, he couldn’t take his eyes off the Nhaga.

That’s when Byong tapped Kagan’s shoulder again. With surprised eyes, he indicated toward something on the ground, and Kagan looked—it was a Nhaga woman. A large sword in hand, she approached the singing Nhaga from the back. The way she hacked at the jungle before him ought to have made a loud sound, but the Nhaga in front seemed to hear nothing.

Kagan desperately shouted, “We must descend!”

“What?”

“Descend! Yosby is in danger!”

Byong read Kagan’s lips—he had no clue who Yosby was—and shook his head. There was only thick jungle beneath them.

Kagan realized this and said, “Open the outer wings and glide! I’ll jump off!”

Byong was genuinely impressed he knew of such things, but Kagan was too desperate to pay attention to the effect of his words. Byong quickly gave the signal to the beetle.

Nani flew up, and when it got to a high point, it retracted its inner wings.

The loud sound subsided.

With just the outer wings spread, Nani slid through the air. When the inner wings were active, the rider couldn’t jump to the side as they could get caught in the frenzied beating of the wings. But gliding on just the outer wings gave the rider the ability to jump. Byong and Nani used all of their skills to fly by the Nhaga duo as closely as possible.

The female Nhaga with the sword had almost reached the male Nhaga when the male Nhaga turned. Had he heard a nearm? Regardless, he was clearly shocked, and the man stared at the woman even as the woman raised her sword.

Kagan roared as he leaped off the beetle, “Stop! Or I shall eat you!”

Byong knew this was no idle threat.

***

HE COULDN’T HEAR THE SPLASH OF THE WATER, BUT HE COULD feel the splatter as it touched his cheek. But Ryun’s eyes did not turn to the river. They stared at Sammo Pei instead. His head replayed the nearm Sammo had sent him, a nearm he refused to accept.

Shojainteshiktol?

Unlike Ryun, who was in shock, Sammo had taken a step back and looked out at the shore. It was an unbelievable sight. The thing that had dropped from the sky and created a huge splash was, surprisingly enough, a human. Her surprise turned to terror as the human came up out of the water and onto the shore.

The Nhaga Butcher?

The Nhaga had long talked of a monster who would appear with the cold near the Line of Limit, wielding a double-bladed sword called Baragi. He was said to eat frozen Nhaga like crushing ice between his teeth. Sammo had always thought of him as an imagined figure that symbolized the cold of the north. But here he was, the monster that fit his mythical description, his face a terrifying mask as he ran toward her, simply too real to be a nightmare.

His challenging roar was formidable, and his attack like an angered sky ray.

Sammo managed to raise her shiktol just in time. She had to suffer the indignity of parrying off five more blows. The six attacks of the double-bladed sword were so swift, they felt like one. The shiktol and Baragi clashed with a terrible sound and tossed off sparks in every direction.

At the sixth attack, Sammo could just about find a gap. She plunged her shiktol into it with all her might, but the Nhaga Butcher must’ve predicted it as he jumped beyond her reach. No, he hadn’t predicted it—his body was finely trained to fight Nhaga. Sammo was astonished at his skill and was made tense by it.

Kagan was also surprised. The move she had attempted just now was pure Yosby. He took a closer look at her and discovered Yosby’s skill in the positioning of her hands and the angle of her feet. Kagan, not taking his eyes off her, shouted behind him, “Yosby! This woman—is she your apprentice?”

There was no answer. Kagan wanted to turn to look at Yosby, but he dared not take his eyes off the woman. This was not one of the slowed-down Nhaga near the Line of Limit. The woman before him acted as swiftly as a Nhaga on sodrak. If she truly was Yosby’s apprentice, this would not be an easy fight—he twisted his wrists and made Baragi move in a semicircle.

Sammo was puzzled at this movement. Which was clearly the point, because when Kagan attacked, she was caught off guard at his power. And like any true master of the sword, she understood very quickly what had happened.

Baragi’s two blades had different weights.

Even with ordinary swords, there was a practice in which the center of the weight was made a little askew on purpose, and the syker and shiktol were examples of this. They were not easy to handle, but in the hands of a master swordsperson, such “twisted swords” were capable of massive destruction. Baragi, with its blades of two different centers of gravity, worked in tandem as a twisted blade. There was one key difference with other swords, however: by changing the direction of the blade, he could switch techniques. If the string of previous attacks relied on speed, this attack relied on power, which was now greater than the sum of two blades, and Sammo could only barely withstand it.

When she jumped back, Kagan lay Baragi slightly to its side and shouted, “Are you Yosby’s apprentice?”

Sammo could tell by his mouth that he was talking. She increased attention to her hearing and said, “What did you say?”

“Are you Yosby’s apprentice?”

This shocked her.

“How did you know? Who are you?”

“They call me the Nhaga Butcher in these parts.” Kagan shouted behind him, “Hey! Why is this woman attacking you?”

Did he know Ryun as well? Sammo tried to overcome her surprise as she spoke through her mouth again. “Nhaga Butcher. How do you know Yosby? No, tell me this later. Move aside.”

“Why?”

“This is a Shojainteshiktol. Do you know what that is?”

Indeed, he did. It would be hard to forget such a horrifying ritual of commissioning the murder of one’s own family to exact revenge for a crime.

Kagan nodded but did not move, and Sammo held her sword out in front of her.

“This is a shiktol. It’s a sword that must be shattered after killing a single person. And that single person is not you. Move aside.”

Kagan was in a bind—that meant the woman was Yosby’s blood. But he then recalled that Nhaga men had no family.

“A Shojainteshiktol against a man who has left his family?”

“You know much about us. But I have no desire to extend your knowledge. Move aside!”

Instead of moving aside, Kagan swept back his drenched hair, which twisted strangely before settling on his shoulders and face. Now looking like a Duoksini, he said, “I’ll eat you.”

Kagan pulled his sword toward him and leaned forward as if to balance himself against the weight of the sword. Sammo was intrigued. What technique in the world called for the swordfighter to bow forward? Maybe if he were to walk backward, as it would only hinder him moving forward? Perhaps it was because of Baragi. With such an unusual sword, a strange posture may be warranted . . .

Tensed up at this odd sight, Sammo held her shiktol at an angle and waited.

That’s what Kagan wanted.

He turned and ran.

Sammo was too taken aback at the sight to react. Ryun as well, which was why he was defenseless when Kagan wrapped his free arm around the Nhaga’s waist and plunged with him into the water.

Kagan and Ryun, creating a violent whirl, sank into the river.

RYUN NEARMED IN FEAR. BUT WHEN HE REALIZED KAGAN WAS A human, he screamed instead.

“I’m a Nhaga!”

This only made him swallow river water, as that was what happened when one screamed underwater. As the water rushed into his mouth, he felt a panic. He had never even imagined what swimming was like, but here he was, kicking his legs instinctively. But the cold of the water made his body cool quickly and his movements slow down, which made him even more terrified.

As Ryun’s body stiffened, Kagan could handle him a little easier. He hugged Ryun’s waist against Baragi with one arm and swam up toward the surface with the other. Only a Rekon would have a body heavier than water, and while the cold makes Nhaga reluctant to enter the water, they are of similar weight to a Tokkebi or a human. Ryun also made it easy for Kagan by not struggling, and Kagan soon had their heads above the surface.

Kagan gasped for breath and looked around him, and then locked eyes with Sammo on the shore. She gripped her shiktol hard and gave him a murderous look. But she did not jump into the water, which is what he had counted on. Kagan turned away from her stare and swam, on his back, as he looked for Byong.

Byong circled the air, looking down on him worriedly. Kagan waved and gestured for him to descend, as ferrying even a stiff Nhaga across the river was too much. But Byong shook his head.

“It won’t fly with three passengers! And how would you even do it?”

Kagan read Byong’s expression and conveyed his own intentions through gestures.

“Come on down here and take the Nhaga. Nani can drag him to shore by a claw. I can swim across on my own.”

Byong understood him immediately and carefully piloted the beetle downward.

The wind from the wings kicked up as he approached and hit Kagan’s face. The surface of the river water fantailed away from the beetle, and Kagan and Ryun bobbed up and down in the wake. Frightened by the waves and the splashes of water, the beetle indicated through its antennae that it did not want to descend any further. Byong stroked its back, coaxing it, and this worked. Kagan, in the turbulent water, kept an eye on the descending leg of the beetle.

He concentrated so hard on it that the approaching danger was seen by Teenahan on the other shore first. He drew air into his mighty chest and shouted, “Byong—! Careful—!”

The special avian frequency of Rekon shouting—said to physically fell those who dared stand nearby—made all the birds within earshot rise up to the sky at once. Byong looked up in surprise across the river, and Teenahan shouted once more, “Fly—up—!”

Without hesitation, Byong flew up. Kagan, confused, watched the beetle ascend, and only then did he notice the danger that approached.

He cursed. “That damn mind-suppressor!”

For there was Sammo Pei, riding on the back of a great eagle, one hand gripping its neck feathers and the other the hilt of her shiktol, diving toward them.

***

BYONG HAD MANAGED TO ESCAPE, EVEN WITHOUT KNOWING IN THE moment what the danger Teenahan had warned him was. Nani, on the other hand, had the eyes to see danger coming from above, and the beetle had ascended so quickly that Byong almost lost his grip and dropped into the water. Nani righted itself only about a hundred armlengths of elevation later, and Byong finally saw the great eagle below.

It zoomed through the spot where Nani had been. Kagan closed his eyes as it passed, and the eagle’s claws just barely missed him as the raptor flew on toward the other shore, where Teenahan stood, coxcomb erect, spear at the ready. But the eagle swooped upward to avoid crashing into the forest, flapping its wings just over the canopy, where the wind created a storm of flapping leaves, looking like Kiboren reached up with a thousand hands to try to grab the eagle’s claws. The great eagle, however, blithely shook off these attempts and spiraled up into the sky.

As it flew over the water once more, Sammo shouted, “Go back to the shore! If you do not, I will kill you!”

Teenahan glared at her with pure hatred, which didn’t help his situation. The eagle, unlike the beetle, was a good enough hunter to grab crocodiles out of the water, and Sammo was perfectly capable of doing so to them if Kagan didn’t comply. This dire situation made him resent the company—three shall handle one? When the Defeater stood all alone on the other shore?

But Teenahan did not long disappoint Kagan nor the monks of the Great Temple of Hainsha.

“Out of my sight, you overgrown chick!”

This hearty shout was accompanied by a large tree in flight. A whole one, with roots, trunk, branches, and leaves. Not an object normally known to fly, but Sammo saw with fear in her own eyes how it soared through the spot she had just occupied.

As soon as that tree hit the water, another followed, the second one planting itself upside down on the other shore as the first one was still letting up a volcano of water. Sammo made the eagle turn around and saw the Rekon grab the trunk of another tree on the other shore. The absurdity of the situation gave way to her anger. The Nhaga, after all, loved trees.

“Stop that at once! Leave the trees alone!”

Teenahan snapped his beak and let go of the tree. Sammo was relieved, but soon became disappointed, enraged, and stupefied. Teenahan had grabbed a tree in each hand, bowed, and then pushed on either side as he unbent his back. The trees, each four armlengths high, shook as Sammo screamed, “Stop that!”

Teenahan didn’t listen. He bowed and unbowed once more, and the roots of the trees were drawn out of the earth. Like they were spears, he threw them into the air, one after another. Sammo had no choice but to make her eagle ascend higher. Despite his—there was no other word for it—heroic effort, Teenahan was deeply displeased.

“Damn it! I can’t hit that sparrow at all!”

BOBBING IN THE CURRENT, KAGAN THOUGHT OF HOW EVEN THE monks who had chosen the Rekon for this mission would not have predicted how effective he had been in this moment. Teenahan could’ve thrown a boulder and not been more successful. While it was true that boulders were heavier than trees, a tree gave a stronger impression of being rooted to the earth compared to a boulder. But Teenahan, who dealt daily with wondrous sky rays, after all, had found no inclination to accept that trees could not fly.

A true Defeater, Kagan thought.

With that, he swam to the shore, where Teenahan stood. Ryun was as stiff as a plank on his arm, which helped Kagan cross the water easier, as Ryun’s lungs were full of air that made him float—a drowning man drowns because water fills his lungs. Kagan made sure Ryun didn’t take in any water by keeping his face upward at all times. The river was hundreds of armlengths wide, but he was confident in Teenahan’s power to keep him safe as he made the crossing.

But Kagan, Teenahan, and Sammo Pei had forgotten about someone.

“Three handles one, you say?”

No one heard this shout because of the flapping of the beetle wings. Overcome by a sudden dread, Sammo looked up—and the breath left her body as she saw scores of giant beetles flying directly toward her.

***

BYONG HAD NO INKLING AS TO WHETHER A NHAGA COULD SEE THE heat of a beetle. Instead of pondering on the matter for too long, he created Tokkebibul in all sorts of temperatures, which then resulted in something those who know the Tokkebi well would expect. He got a little too excited with making them.

He was so busy creating beetles of every kind—and some that did not exist in this world—that only Teenahan’s cry brought him back from the world of art to the world of the living, and like any artist confronted with the cold light of day, he perceived that the situation was dire. Byong made an apology to Teenahan in his mind as he made all of his creations attack Sammo at once.

Nothing makes sense on the Murun River today, Kagan thought as he stared up at the cloud of giant beetles made of fireworks that loomed above him. The sight almost blinded him, but he could still pick out Byong easily enough. He knew, however, that for the Nhaga on the eagle, it would be impossible to spot the Tokkebi.

What was worse for Sammo was that Teenahan was faithfully carrying out the very deed one would expect from a humiliated warrior: that of altering the landscape of the forest around them. Teenahan took out his rage on the trees as he ripped them out of the ground and threw them into the air. Aside from the danger it posed to herself, Sammo found it unbearable that the trees would have to suffer so.

In the mind of the great eagle, Sammo projected strong impressions of flight.

The great eagle rode an air current up higher. The horizon dropped low, and when the ground looked more like a map than actual land, Sammo turned her head and looked down at the serpentine form of the Murun. From this height, the beetles that flew above it looked like a school of fish swimming in formation.

Sammo didn’t know whether to be angry at her failed assassination attempt or relieved.

Ryun.

As she called her brother’s name, Sammo remembered the other name the Nhaga Butcher had spoken. Its owner, she was relieved to recall, was long dead. Relieved, because she wouldn’t have to kill him. That was all she felt about that man, and the only other emotion she had toward him was the surprise she felt at the mention of his name.

Yosby. Why did his name keep coming up?

AFTER A LONG WHILE OF HIS BODY DRYING OUT IN THE SUNLIGHT, Ryun opened his eyes. He immediately regretted doing so.

What he first saw were the faces of three infidels. A human face, as slippery as a fish, and a Tokkebi face, red and bumpy like a bushel of fruit, and a Rekon face, covered in feathers. As his eyes filled with fear, the Tokkebi moved his mouth. Ryun screamed.

Help! Don’t eat me!

Ryun could hardly be blamed. As often as he broke the taboo of speech among the Nhaga, he didn’t yet associate an open mouth with speech. He quickly reached for his syker, but it was gone. The human then waved at him with his hand to get Ryun’s attention and gestured to his ears and mouth. Ryun finally understood. He concentrated, and heard them talk.

“Can you hear this? If you can, answer. In speech, not nearms.”

“I can hear you.”

The Tokkebi exclaimed, “And what a lovely voice you have! A waste not to use it!”

“Well, it’s just that we can nearm . . . Are you going to kill me now?”

The human and Tokkebi looked at each other. Suspicion in his eyes, the human said, “Weren’t you the one singing?”

Ryun finally recalled what Hwarit had said. Relieved, Ryun slowly sat up. “You three are the infidels, then. The ones who will escort me to the Great Temple.”

He had been laid on a rock by the river where there was plenty of sun. One of them must know something about the Nhaga.

The Tokkebi squirmed with joy. “Ha! A voice so beautiful it gives me chills. I’m Byong Srabble. But what did you mean by ‘nearming’?”

“It’s what we nearm, I mean, call when we communicate.” He gave a weak smile.

The human held out something. Ryun recognized his syker and raised his hand to take it when the human drew it back. When Ryun looked at him in surprise, the human said in a low voice, “I’m Kagan Draca. Who are you?”

“What?”

“I asked who you are. Why do you have Yosby’s syker?”

Kagan had realized, as they laid the unconscious Ryun onto the sunny boulder, that the Nhaga was not the Yosby he’d known. Confused, he’d taken a closer look at the syker, and found himself even more confused. It was indeed Yosby’s weapon.

Ryun was as confused as he was. He had never heard Yosby’s name spoken out loud until now.

“My name is Ryun Pei. And that syker is my father’s, all right? My father is . . .” Just before he spoke the name, Ryun’s eyes grew wide. He stared at Kagan, incredulous. “Yosby! His name is Yosby! Yes, that’s how it’s spoken! Amazing. I’ve never spoken it before.”

Kagan shook his head, and not because he couldn’t believe he’d never spoken it before. It was the other word that he found hard to believe.

“Father? The Nhaga have no father. What do you mean by it?”

“You know much about us, don’t you?”

“Answer the question. What do you mean by ‘father’?”

“It’s exactly what it means to you. He is the man who made me.”

“The Nhaga don’t believe in fathers. Your women don’t keep track of their mating partners, and what men give women is nothing more than just another ingredient, like the food and water your mothers take in. You Nhaga only recognize your mothers. Do I err, Ryun Pei?”

Ryun shook his head, taken aback. “Everything you say is correct. Absolutely correct.”

Teenahan and Byong looked impressed, but Kagan did not gloat or even crack the smallest of smiles.

“Then explain,” he said in a cold voice, “why you used the word ‘father’ just now.”

“Before we do so, can you explain how you know Yosby?”

“I once shared in eating his left arm.”

Ryun was aghast. Teenahan and Byong were equally startled as they stared at Kagan.

Ryun’s voice was barely above a whisper. “What did you . . . say?”

“Yosby’s left arm. I ate some of it. He cut it off, and I cooked it.”

Ryun screamed and fainted.

Kagan looked down at him in disdain. After an awkward silence, Byong asked in a voice shriveled in fear, “What was all that just now?”

“This must be the son of a Nhaga I once knew. But I don’t understand. Fatherhood is not something the Nhaga recognize. They know such a relationship exists, but only as among the ignorant infidels, a superstition. I find it difficult to believe this young man.”

“No, not that, what does it mean to have . . . shared a left arm?”

Kagan looked at Byong and then at Teenahan. Instead of answering the question, he changed the subject.

“I’m afraid we don’t have time to linger here long. The Nhaga have seen the fire and will swarm here. Teenahan, if you can, please carry this Nhaga on your back.”

Byong was disgruntled at Kagan’s avoidance of his question, but Kagan was right. The many beetles he made out of Tokkebibul were bound to have been visible for scores of leagues. Teenahan slung the unconscious Ryun on his shoulder. The company began to walk north.

The sun began to set not long after, but Kagan did not let them rest once he saw it was a full moon. He was sure the mind-suppressor they had chased away would return. The Nhaga had mentioned Shojainteshiktol, and from what he understood of it, the Shojainteshiktol did not stop until the shiktol found Ryun. He wanted to put as much distance as possible between them and the Nhaga while their movement was slowed by the cold of night. When Kagan explained this, the other two sighed and agreed to soldier on.

It was an eerie night.

The steam that condensed into droplets on the jungle’s leaves was the cold sweat of the jungle. The full moon didn’t so much as light their way as make them feel more on edge. The moonlight that came through the tangle of vines looked almost like heavy white sand spilling through the gaps. It altered their perspective and made close things far and faraway things close. There was ground beneath their feet, then leaves, then swamp. Frenetic lights that hovered over the swampland became even more frenzied at the sound of the company passing through. Plodding sounds, out-of-breath sounds, urgent footsteps. Sometimes, a rock ricocheting off their feet and hitting a tree made a fearful sound that firm trees of the north did not make, a kind of scream.

Ryun regained consciousness around dawn. He was disoriented at first, as the world around him moved oddly and he was in an odd position. It was a while before he realized he was slung over the shoulder of a Rekon.

Ryun desperately called out to be let down, but Teenahan was oblivious. Remembering that the Rekon could not nearm, Ryun said, “Please put me down.”

Teenahan heard him. Byong, Nani, and Kagan, who walked before him, also heard him. Kagan looked around and gestured for the company to stop. Much of his waking confusion dissipated as Ryun found his feet back on the ground, and he could, at this point, give them a grateful smile for rescuing him, but his smile immediately faltered at the sight of Kagan’s impassive face. Teenahan and Byong tensed up as they looked at Kagan and Ryun staring at each other.

“Kagan Draca, you said?”

“Yes, Ryun Pei. Are you truly Yosby’s son? How can you prove this?”

This made him angry. “My syker is proof. The one who had the syker said I was his son.”

“Yosby nearmed this himself?”

“He did.”

Kagan shook his head. “That’s not the Yosby I knew. He was a most logical Nhaga. Logical enough to cut off his own left arm when I was in danger of death.”

Ryun’s eyes grew wide. Byong and Teenahan flinched, but they became spellbound by Kagan’s words that followed.

“Sensitive fools might call this some holy act of mercy or sacred sacrifice, but that would’ve angered Yosby. He cut off his left arm for the most logical of reasons. There were three. He was right-handed, he needed both legs to walk, and his arm would grow back eventually. That was enough for Yosby, and he cut off his arm without hesitation. That was the kind of man he was. Even if my arm could regenerate, I don’t know if I could’ve done the same for him.”

Ryun doubted it himself.

“It’s unlikely Yosby would’ve nearmed such an illogical superstition himself,” continued Kagan. “Ryun Pei, to a Nhaga, fathers are superstitions.”

“But that’s what he nearmed. And I believe him.”

“Impossible.” Kagan shook his head.

Enraged, Ryun shouted, “Then explain how such a logical man came to cut off his arm for a worthless human like you! Isn’t that superstitious and illogical? Who were you to my father? And who was he to you?”

Kagan frowned back at him. His lips were shut. They moved not at all.

After a long pause, Kagan drew out the syker hitched on his side. He held it out to Ryun and Ryun took it from him.

In a tired voice, Kagan said, “I have no duty to tell.”

“What?”

“I have no duty to tell. Forget everything I said. You don’t have to tell me either. I still can’t believe Yosby would recognize a father-son relationship. Which means it makes no difference to me whether he’s your father or not.”

“Wait! You may want to leave it at that, but I don’t! What was my father to you!”

“Ask someone else.” Kagan turned away.

“There’s no one else!” shouted Ryun desperately. “You’re the only person who can tell me about him! The only other person who knew my father is trying to kill . . .”

Kagan had been walking away when he got a strange feeling and turned back toward Ryun. What he saw astonished him. Ryun was convulsing.

“Ryun! What’s wrong!”

Byong and Teenahan quickly came to his side. But Ryun could only continue to shake without a reply. Kagan took a firm grip of his shoulders and waited. Byong and Teenahan looked worried, but Ryun could not form the words with his mouth. He screamed in nearm.

My sister is trying to kill me! My sister is trying to kill me!

Kagan only stared at him uncomprehendingly, and the Tokkebi and Rekon by his side seemed equally perplexed. Ryun swallowed his rage as he continued to scream, but the three faces did not show any response.

At the edge of his sanity, he managed to open his mouth.

“. . . is trying . . . to kill . . . me . . .”

“Trying to kill you? That mind-suppressor? Ah. I was going to ask you about her. But invoking a Shojainteshiktol on a man? Was there some misunderstanding?”

Ryun nearm-screamed, Damn it all, that’s not what this is! Not some little misunderstanding we can laugh off! Sammo Pei is trying to kill me!

But his fervent nearming made no difference to the other three who continued to stare at him, waiting for an explanation. Ryun roughly pushed away the deaf human, who frowned once more. “What is going on?”

Ryun finally managed to speak. “The woman is my sister!”

“What? Your sister is trying to kill you?” Byong was astounded, and Teenahan’s shoulder feathers also stood on end in surprise.

Kagan was unmoved. “Yes, in a Shojainteshiktol, the bearer of the shiktol would be your blood relation. But you’re a man. Once your heart has been extracted, she is no longer your sister. You can’t even visit her, which makes you even more strangers to each other than strangers. But what could the misunderstanding—”

“I didn’t get my heart extracted.”

“What?”

Ryun placed a hand over his heart. “My heart is still inside me.”

Kagan finally joined the others in befuddlement. When he spoke next, his voice shook from incredulity.

“You didn’t extract your heart?”

“I did not. I ran away from the ceremony. Before I ran away—”

Kagan roughly waved away his words before Ryun could mention Hwarit. “You didn’t extract your heart?” he asked again.

Ryun, bewildered, nodded. Why was Kagan so perturbed by the fact that he still had his heart? But Kagan soon explained.

“I thought you must’ve had no heart, which was why I threw you into the water without hesitation. Because I thought you couldn’t drown.”

“Oh . . . I definitely could’ve died.”

Kagan turned to Byong. “Byong, you must take Ryun at once and fly to the Great Temple.”

“What?”

“Take this young man on your beetle and fly him to Hainsha. We cannot afford to walk slowly with him. I wasn’t worried about him; I thought at worst we could save his head and torso and the rest of him would eventually regrow. The advantages of having a Nhaga be the one you need to rescue.”

Byong was scandalized, and Teenahan’s lower beak dropped.

“But as long as his heart is still in him,” Kagan continued, unfazed by their reactions, “we can’t use those methods. There’s also an assassin after him ready to hunt him to the ends of the world. We can’t afford to dawdle.”

“But what about you? And Teenahan?”

“We can follow slowly. Ryun’s the one who is important, not us.”

Byong thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No. It’s impossible. Three handles one, remember?”

“This is not the time for old tales, Byong.”

“But it’s the reason why the monks of the Great Temple chose us. And the choosing has proven wise so far; it’s how we got all the way here. So it must be that the three of us should bring the young man to the Great Temple. If I could’ve done it on my own, why not just have me fly here by myself in the first place? Don’t you think so? It would’ve been simpler to come in on a beetle, pick up Ryun, and fly out.”

Kagan tried to ignore Byong’s reasoning. But Byong’s next point made it impossible to do so.

“And besides, that plan is dangerous. There can’t be just one Nhaga who can suppress the mind of a great eagle, surely? What if another one happened to see me flying by on my beetle with Ryun?”

Kagan had to admit he was right.

Ryun nodded, confirming Byong’s words. “And my sister’s powers of suppression are weak. Almost anyone can do what she did.”

“Weak!” shouted Teenahan. “Damn it, you call her handling of that great eagle ‘weak’?”

“Riding an eagle is more of a matter of reflexes and muscle strength. If it’s that strength that astonishes you, then yes. My sister’s physical prowess is enough to cool the largest forge. But the mind-suppression aspect itself was not impressive. To suppress a monkey might be impressive, but an eagle is closer to a rat.”

“A rat?”

“My sister suppresses the minds of rats to paralyze them for the dinner table. As weak as her ability is, she uses it elegantly.”

Talking about Sammo brought an ache to his chest. Unlike the animal guardians of other households, which cut the tendons of animals to ready them for meals, Sammo used a light form of mind-suppression to enable a less fussy way of eating them. He was so absorbed in his memory of her fine skill that he didn’t notice Byong and Teenahan looked nauseous.

Kagan, who had no such reaction, had another observation. “You like your sister.”

“I sincerely love her.”

“‘Sincerely,’ you say.”

“What?”

Kagan turned his head away from Ryun. “Your father didn’t use words like ‘sincerely.’ He would’ve found it ridiculous coming from a heartless Nhaga.”

Ryun looked disconcerted, but Kagan added, “Perhaps it’s not so ridiculous since you still have your heart.”

Ryun rubbed his sternum again as he stared at Kagan. Kagan briskly turned back to him. “If you can’t fly, then you must walk. But not now. We walked much last night, let’s rest a bit for now. I’ll take the first watch.”

As Ryun was about to say something, Kagan looked directly at him and warned, “No more questions. I shall not answer.”

***

VYASS MAHKEROW OPENED HER EYES. HER BED WAS LIKE A WET pile of laundry.

She raised her heavy head and sat up in bed. She stared out the window. The air outside was surprisingly cold, and through the darkness streaked even darker lines. Rain.

Water swallows heat. To a Nhaga, rivers, oceans, and falling rain looked like melancholy darkness. Vyass realized she had left the window open and grumbled. She had wanted to air out her room after an alchemical experiment, and now the room was cold. She had to close the window but didn’t want to get out of bed. The cold air in her room was faintly hostile.

Suddenly, a strong wave assaulted her mind.

Vyass flinched and focused on it. A sneer on her lips, she side-eyed a wall. A nearm from Carindol Mahkerow. More of a strong burst of emotion than anything as civil as a nearm.

Clearly she was pressing down on some man.

Vyass’s scales bristled. She had been the one to banish the common enemy of all the fertile women of Hattengraaj, but here she was all alone in her room on this distasteful, rainy night, with Carindol deliberately shooting her pleasure through the walls to mock her.

Maybe she’d even seduced a man just to irritate her.

Vyass couldn’t help thinking this, as Carindol had never wanted a man before. But that evening, Carindol had astounded Vyass and the other Mahkerow women when a visitor had come to call.

Somero, Vyass, and two of their aunts were too distracted in their own seduction attempts to notice Carindol had entered the room until she brazenly plopped herself down next to one of the men. Before their surprised stares, Carindol and grabbed the man by his waist and pulled him close to her as she nearmed, This is a cute one.

And she took him to her room. The others were still getting over the shock of Carindol expressing an interest in any man that they’d been unable to respond in the moment. Only Somero, the eldest, managed something of a weak smile as she watched Carindol leave the room. Vyass detected a hint of sympathy in the smile and shot Somero an inquiring look.

Somero softly nearmed, She needed something in place of Hwarit.

How can a man replace Hwarit when she hates all—

Not a man, a child.

Ah.

The aunts shared in Vyass’s realization. Somero, in a dignified manner, tied up the fall of her sleeves as she nearmed, Yes, Carindol wants a child because her only full-blood relation is gone now. So don’t resent her too much, Vyass.

Vyass agreed with Somero’s reasoning, but on this rainy night, it was difficult to ascertain whether Carindol had taken a man because she wanted a child or because she wanted to annoy Vyass. She could almost interpret the squeals of emotion coming from the other room as, Even when you’ve eliminated Sammo Pei, you can have no man. Because she’s not the real reason you’ve never been able to have a child. The real reason is yourself. Think of how Hwarit refused you. Do you really want to nearm that Sammo came in between you two?

It was all made up in her own mind, Vyass knew. While Carindol probably kept more thoughts to herself than she let on, it was improbable that she would know anything of what had happened between herself and Hwarit. But the hate she felt made reason impossible.

Her scales rustled, a sound that would’ve inspired fear in those of other races, not that Vyass could hear herself in the moment. But how she felt to herself was quite clear nevertheless. She felt like she could murder Carindol.

Murder Carindol?

The idea took her by surprise. Vyass looked about the room, collecting her thoughts. Would that even be possible? Killing a grown woman was not the same as killing a man who still had his heart. But she couldn’t help considering the advantages of Carindol being dead. Carindol was, after all, the only other person alive who knew Vyass had killed Hwarit. Her sister had implied she would keep her secret, but how long could Vyass depend on her to do so? There was also the added incentive of having one fewer rival. Vyass was taken with the idea.

The real reason is yourself.

Who nearmed that? It was a voice inside her, one she couldn’t tell was her own or someone else’s.

Shut up! Everyone knows that Sammo was blocking all the men!

No, you sorry bitch, the reason was you. The reason was Vyass Mahkerow.

The voice disappeared. Vyass stared into the melancholy dark as she gritted her teeth.

The man she’d hoped would impregnate her was dead, and the woman who had stolen her men effectively exiled from Hattengraaj. Vyass had accomplished this. What hope did Carindol have?

The murderer inside Vyass whispered, She has hope.

What hope?

Unlike Hwarit, Carindol has no heart. Unless you can freeze her like the Nhaga Butcher of legend, how do you propose you kill a heartless Nhaga?

Vyass was silent. But the silence wasn’t long, and she found herself asking the same question, in the smallest inner voice possible.

How do I propose to kill a heartless Nhaga?

LIKE ALL NHAGA MEN, KARU WAS A SEASONED VAGABOND. THE Rekon, who are true wanderers, would argue that the Nhaga never have to wander through hostile territory, which meant they were not real vagabonds. “You’re south of the Line of Limit,” they would say. “You might as well be at home.” They ate only live things, which meant they didn’t need to cook, did not need meals to be regular in terms of amount or timing, did not need to carry with them quilts or coats against the cold—a Rekon or even a human would hardly call that wandering.

But the true mark of a vagabond wasn’t the strength or wisdom to overcome bad weather, nor the kind of reflexes or skills required in a dance or competition. What was most important in wandering the world with ease was the ability to withstand absolute loneliness.

Karu, in that sense, was an excellent vagabond. He knew exactly what to do and how to do it in any situation, such as now, in pleading for his life.

Please, would it be possible to remove the blade pointed at my neck?

The threatening woman who had appeared before him in the blink of an eye calmly nearmed back, I’m an assassin.

I know. Sammo Pei, I presume? I just left Hattengraaj myself. My blood on this blade would interfere with its tracking ability.

Sammo tilted her head. Which makes me more reluctant to let you live.

Excuse me?

You’ve been watching me. For the past two days.

Karu felt cracks appearing in his pride as a vagabond.

I thought at first you were just a curious busybody, Sammo continued, and was ready to chase you off. But now I see you knew what I’m trying to do and were following me deliberately. It makes no sense that you’re here to protect me, which means you’re here to interfere with me. I don’t know if you know this, but a shiktol is hard because it needs to overcome all the obstacles to a Shojainteshiktol. Now, prove to me you’re not trying to interfere in my sacred mission.

What if I can’t? As I nearmed, if my blood taints the blade—

I’ll wipe it off and wet it again with my blood, then. That’s what makes the Shojainteshiktol so convenient. It tracks the same bloodline, which makes obtaining a supply of kin’s blood easy enough.

It was the deep sadness in her nearm being so carelessly handled that terrified Karu.

I see. What are you going to do to me?

I don’t know. I haven’t thought of anything special. I think, for now, I can cut off your feet. By the time they grow back, you won’t have the need to follow me anymore.

Karu made an exaggeratedly sad face.

Please, don’t. Do you want me to walk on my knees for a year?

Shall I stab your eyes, then? That’ll only cost you a few months, though I do think it’ll be more inconvenient for you.

Karu would’ve gladly continued to trade pleasantries with the most famous woman of Hattengraaj, but he changed his mind as the tip of the shiktol came up to his eye. He quickly summoned the magic spell that could briefly stop the threat of any Nhaga, human, Tokkebi, or even Rekon.

Don’t you remember me?

The shiktol paused midair. Sammo stared hard at him.

She nearmed, uncertainly, Were you a visitor at the House of Pei? I don’t pay much attention to the men, so I don’t remember.

I was a visitor at the Mahkerow household. I visited your home to escort Hwarit.

Ah! I remember. Suvachi?

Suvachi was with me. I am Karu.

Sammo nodded.

Fine, Karu. But I think you’re still leaving something out.

Karu presented the answer he’d thought up during their previous banter.

First, I need to nearm you something that may seem unrelated. You and Ryun Pei are unusually close, are you not?

Sammo’s gaze held steady. If I admit to that, what happens next?

Then I can express my condolences at the currently unfolding tragedy.

The shiktol began to move upward again. Karu hurriedly added, But more than that, you could be suspected of finding the current mission difficult for yourself.

A most insulting suspicion. One you are free to have, I suppose. And?

The House of Mahkerow will have that suspicion, as they more than anyone else are aware you are being sent to kill a beloved brother.

And you’ve been hired to see to it that I accomplish my mission?

I did not nearm that.

Sammo nodded. It would be too great of an insult if he had. That’s what Karu had hoped she’d see. And indeed, he had nothing to do with the House of Mahkerow.

Karu had cleverly managed to mislead Sammo without having to admit anything. But that brought him to face what happened next.

I can’t help thinking, Karu . . .

Thinking what?

That I might cut your head off and take it back with me. Then I can save my “beloved brother,” as you say, repay the ransom put on my house, and eliminate the spy on my tail, all at the same time.

How would my head—

I can slice off the face so you’re unrecognizable. What do you think?

Cursing himself, Karu was about to nearm that he had nothing to do with the House of Mahkerow, but Sammo sheathed her shiktol before he could.

You don’t think it would be pleasant, do you?

Indeed, no.

If you want to surveil me, Karu, fine. I’m sure you were promised some payment to do so. A waste of money on their part.

Karu sighed in relief. Carefully, he nearmed, You really will kill your brother?

Isn’t that what the House of Mahkerow wants?

It’s what I myself am genuinely curious of. Do you not indeed love him?

Sammo unsheathed her shiktol so quickly that the friction caused a bright light to appear before Karu’s eyes, a light that dissipated in the next moment for Karu to find the tip of a blade once more precariously close to his left eye.

I allowed you to surveil me, not to question me. You can do your job with just one eye, right?

Please—

This is my second warning. I don’t give a third. Keep that in mind.

The shiktol returned to the sheath. Only when his fear abated could Karu marvel at how smooth and elegant her every motion had been.

Sammo picked up her rucksack and disappeared without another nearm. Karu followed cautiously and rejoiced inwardly that she allowed him to.

There was no easier way to find Ryun than by trailing an assassin. The shiktol was bound to find Ryun, and with Ryun likelier than ever to become a substitute for Hwarit, he needed to stay close to the assassin. But after this latest demonstration of her prowess, he doubted if he could be a match for this woman. He decided he must share with her his suspicion that Hwarit was not murdered by Ryun and make her see his reasoning behind this.

But he dared not nearm her just yet—not for at least a couple of days.

***

RYUN SLOWLY CAME TO KNOW THE OTHER PEOPLE IN THE COMPANY. Slowly, not because he was a careful and observant person, but because their ways of communication were so different.

Ryun had never thought of himself as a wit, but he had always thought himself capable of a good joke once in a while, and he was miffed when no one responded. Whenever he remembered it was because the others could not nearm, it was always after the opportunity for humor had passed. Byong, a natural jokester, had the same frustrations with Ryun, as the young Nhaga kept forgetting to open his ears, but the clever Tokkebi quickly learned to make Ryun laugh through exaggerated gestures and expressions instead.

While Ryun learned something new about the Tokkebi and the Rekon every day and reveled in it, the human was always a vague spot in the company. Kagan’s extensive knowledge always astonished Byong and Teenahan but annoyed Ryun. Kagan’s particular form of courtesy, which had so thrown Teenahan and Byong in the beginning, only infuriated Ryun. When Teenahan asked Kagan the same question three times in five days and Kagan answered each time as if he had never answered this question before, Ryun exploded.

He demanded Kagan tell him everything he knew about Yosby, that he had the right to know about his father. Yet Kagan refused. He was so adamant that even Byong and Teenahan were taken aback. For this was Kagan, who normally answered every question with ease and even politeness. This specific refusal was downright mysterious.

Was he ashamed of something?

Byong wondered what that could be—of being helped by a Nhaga in his time of need? This was a man who claimed to dismember Nhaga and eat them precisely because the Nhaga did not want him to. Yosby, however, had asked him to eat his left arm when Kagan’s life was under threat. A trite story of a man ashamed of being beholden to his enemy, but sometimes, Byong thought, a story was trite because it was true. It would certainly explain why he didn’t want to talk about Yosby—what else could it possibly be?

Byong, in his direct, Tokkebi way, bluntly presented this theory to Kagan, who displayed a completely unexpected reaction—this despite Byong having expected a myriad of possible reactions.

“Am I wrong?”

“Well . . . I don’t know. We should set off.”

And then Kagan made them walk for a day and a half. Even Teenahan grumbled at this punishing endeavor, but Byong didn’t think Kagan made them do that out of anger. On the second day, as they lay exhausted in their camp, Kagan came up to Byong and said in a low voice, “I don’t know, Byong. But I don’t think it’s that.”

Byong had to catch his breath, and not only from all the walking. “The next time it takes a day and a half to answer my question,” he said between pants, “please just forget the question. All right?”

“I shall.”

“Were you . . . really thinking of it all this time?”

“I was.”

For Ryun’s part, he eventually gave up pestering Kagan about Yosby. Not even by accident did Kagan mention Yosby, and Ryun began to think it wasn’t right to keep asking, that it was hard to demand something from someone who clearly did not want to give it and was at the same time so willing to help them in everything else. And Kagan otherwise would always act in the best interests of the other three. Without him, they would instantly be in peril.

This became ever more apparent on the fifteenth day of their voyage north, when the company opened their eyes to the sight of rain.

Teenahan swung his fists and created a cave. That’s how Byong described it, and Ryun felt it was an entirely appropriate turn of phrase. The cave itself wasn’t delicately sculpted or particularly elegant, but it was impressively composed of five different boulders—one of them weighing seven tons—and so swift to appear that the company barely had time to feel awe. There was enough space inside for five Rekon, and as the only member of the company that came close to a second Rekon in size was Nani, there was plenty of room. Teenahan plopped himself down in the deepest part of the cave and gloomily grumbled about the world. A truly pathetic sight.

“I thought all that talk of the Rekon smashing boulders and flying in the sky was exaggeration,” said Byong with a cackle as he kindled a fire. “Not the driest of descriptions!”

At the mouth of the cave, Kagan stared out at the rain and sighed. Ryun, who sat close to Teenahan deep in the cave, was still getting used to the fact that the cave he was leaning on was not eons old but created out of rocks in the blink of an eye by a Rekon who really, really hated water.

He wasn’t the only one, because the pouring rain was cold enough to make a Nhaga freeze. And even as Kagan warned Teenahan that they would leave him behind if he did such a foolish thing, he let the Rekon make the shelter because of Ryun. An ordinary human could walk in light rain without threat to their health, but to a Nhaga, it could turn them into statues.

Kagan sighed once more. Ryun felt guilty watching the white vapor of his sigh and said, “Kagan, I have some sodrak. If I take it—”

“It’ll work for seventeen minutes. You’d have to take scores of it to last a day, which would kill you. Don’t. It’s prudent to rest from time to time.” He stood up. “I’m going to look for food. The rains won’t make it easy, but it’s better to look now, when we have some time.”

Byong looked up. “Should I go with you?”

“No. You stay here and guard the rest. The patrollers won’t be out in this weather, but there may be other dangerous animals running into this place to avoid the rain.”

Ryun, by the fire, meekly raised a hand. “Ah, I’m sorry, Kagan, but—”

“I know. You want something alive.”

“I’m sorry for making things difficult.”

Ryun would’ve jumped for joy if all Kagan came back with had been a live rat. Those who have never hunted a day in their lives assume the forest is full of animals eager to be caught, but those who know a little of hunting understand that an excellent hunter may kill fewer than a hundred deer over their entire lifetime. The Nhaga being natural-born hunters, Ryun knew at least that much.

Which was why he was astounded when Kagan returned a half day later with two living deer, three rabbits, two cassowaries, two bunches of bananas, and a variety of edible greens. To catch deer alive was already an incredible notion, and as for a cassowary, it would sooner hunt the hunter. But it was the three rabbits that were the biggest mystery—catching rabbits on a rainy day was impossible. Byong, Teenahan, and Ryun could not imagine how Kagan had managed to catch them when they were probably holed up in their warrens.

There was only one problem in the face of so much food.

Byong went outside. After dawdling about in the rain for half an hour, he came back to the cave and was relieved the meat had been neatly prepared. It fascinated him how the deer had disappeared and Ryun’s belly was very enlarged. Ryun was out of breath but looked happy. Teenahan, as he buried the meat wrapped in banana leaves, gave Byong a quizzical look. But not before yelling at him to stop dripping all over the cave floor.

“If you hate the sight of”—Teenahan stopped himself from mentioning blood—“that so much, who prepares the meat in your lands?”

“Nothing doing but to burn them alive,” said Byong, his face stricken.

Teenahan, likewise, looked down at the ground as he nodded. “How regretful.”

“That’s why we don’t hunt or kill often. It’s not a good sight . . . They say that if the human Kim hadn’t taught us to grow grains, the Tokkebi would’ve been too starved to build Jumunuri. The legend of Jumunuri happened after the arrival of Kim to the Tokkebi, and we honor this man, lost to history save his name and deed, by calling all humans Kim.”

Kagan, Teenahan, and Byong filled themselves up with mostly plants and decided to smoke the rest of the meat. With the continuing rain making movement difficult, Kagan had decided they should make the best of the situation and create provisions for the days ahead. They didn’t have the right tools with them, but the Tokkebi’s skill was enough to make the meat passably smoked. Ryun was fascinated by the process, and as Teenahan and Byong carried on, Kagan went out to hunt once more to get what he had forgotten—a large tree trunk, vines and all. Nani was finally happy.

The rain didn’t abate for four days.

The cave had grown to be a comfortable enclave that rivaled the coziest of hunters’ lodges. Kagan brought in a mountain of food every day, and the others marveled at how such a harvest could be possible with only Baragi by his side. Kagan did not regale them with hunting tales, which made Byong and Teenahan resort to jokes.

“Maybe he shouts, ‘Gather round!’ and all the animals come running up to his feet and fall dead. How about that?” said Byong.

“Wait, surely he only says one word, ‘Come!’” said Teenahan. “Or at most, ‘Come here!’”

“Ah! I do like ‘Come here!’ Well, Kagan, which is it?”

“I’ll try it tomorrow and tell you how it goes,” answered Kagan evenly as he warmed his hands over the Tokkebibul.

The cave Teenahan had fashioned was indeed cozy. His main concern had been to prevent rainwater from leaking, and Byong conjured up a special Tokkebibul to seal the cracks. Kagan, however, insisted on sitting in the coldest spot, which was the entrance of the cave. He looked ready to bolt outside at a moment’s notice, or on the lookout for potential threats. Despite his long hours of work during the day, he always took the longest watch at night and distracted Teenahan from his anxieties about the falling water with talk of their travels ahead and old stories he knew.

In the patter of the rain, Teenahan, Byong, and Ryun listened to Kagan’s calm voice relate the amusing story of the dragon Quidoburita, which had—somewhat foolishly—fallen in love with a sky ray, or the great tiger Starveil, which had been hunted for three generations of Kitaljer hunters. Kagan seemingly chose his stories at random, which was how the others came to hear the tale of the cruelest warriors in history, the Arajit, in the same calm, almost monotonous tone.

“They killed the women and raped the men.”

Byong and Teenahan were too surprised to answer. Ryun said, “Don’t you mean it the other way?”

“No. It may sound odd, but there was a reason, of sorts. The Arajit were not allowed to make children without the consent of their king. So that’s what they did. Raping men doesn’t produce children.”

The other three groaned.

Kagan continued to provide the others with food, safety, and stories. They came to count on him to a degree they would not have even imagined. One might call this love, trust, or dependence. Or all of those things.

Which is why, when on the evening of the fifth day Kagan did not return until very late, the three were beset with dread.

***

KAGAN SLICKED BACK HIS DRENCHED HAIR AND SIGHED. THE STEAM of his breath scattered into the falling rain. The droplets that ran down his face quivered at his chin before leaping to his chest.

Kagan knew the other three would be worrying about him. His body, however, refused to move from the boulder.

He looked down at the blood on his hands and murmured, “I don’t remember.”

Rainwater mingled with the blood before disappearing into the crevices between his fingers. Raindrops continued to fatten at the ends of the strands of his hair that screened his eyes.

Kagan kicked a stone by his foot. It bounced off the ground with a splash and hit the head in front of him. The head raised its scales in a rage, but Kagan didn’t care. What interested him more was the head lying next to it that moved its lips as if to say something. It looked very disconcerted.

He shook his head. “It’s like this with all of you.”

The head looked back, questioning.

“You can’t make a sound if you’ve been decapitated,” Kagan explained. “You have a mouth and throat but no lungs to push air through.”

The head stared at him in fury and frustration. Kagan, mutely, gazed at the three heads before him. He had placed them upright, side by side, in a bloody puddle, and they looked like three Nhaga immersed in water up to their necks.

Kagan brushed away the strands of hair from his face and said, “I might be able to read your lips. Talk.”

Why did you kill us?

Kagan didn’t answer. No answer was necessary. But the “us” here felt different from what he had thought “us” might’ve referred to a moment ago.

My child, why, my child?

“You have a child.”

Eyes that burned with hatred looked up at him. Kagan gazed back and looked around him. The clearing was littered with Nhaga body parts drenched in the rain. Kagan was aware there was nothing heroic about what he had done. The three Nhaga had been debilitated from the cold of the rain and couldn’t put up much of a fight, and he had easily subdued and dismembered them.

His observant eyes found among the massacre what he was looking for. A pale egg that faintly reflected the dim light, protruding from a sliced waist.

Slowly, he got to his feet. He picked up the Nhaga head. It was heavy with the locks soaked in rain. He turned it so it faced the sky and said into the cross section of the sliced neck, “Talk.”

Then he breathed into the severed head.

“. . . doing to me . . . !”

The Nhaga’s beautiful voice had briefly exploded forth and surprised even the Nhaga in question. Kagan detached his lips, which were now covered in blood.

“I’ll be your lungs for a bit. If you’ve got something to say, say it, Nhaga.”

He put his lips to the windpipe dangling from the head once more. The other two heads stared up at the horrifying sight of Kagan’s breath turning into the Nhaga’s mellifluous voice. The smell of wet jungle mixed with blood, and the Nhaga’s voice was like a lone sad thread woven through the falling threads of silver rain.

“I can’t die like this. I never imagined this would be so. Just a few days, and I would’ve arrived in Simograaj . . . just a few days more. And in the arms of my family . . . I would’ve had a child. My child . . . But how can this happen!”

Kagan had no answer. There was nothing to answer, and he would have to detach his lips to do so. He continued to breathe air into the head. The Nhaga stared up at the rain and continued to cry out.

“Why! Why do I have to die! This should not be happening. I had my heart extracted! Under the protection of the guardians! Why must I die? With that poor thing still in its egg . . . Oh Goddess, why!”

The Nhaga’s silver tears flowed down and wet Kagan’s hand that held the head. Kagan’s red hands turned silver. A piteous, terrifying, and beautiful instrument, the only one of its kind in the world.

The player of this instrument took his lips off the mouthpiece.

Kagan brought the head’s ear to his lips. His bloody mouth whispered, “You’ve borrowed my breath, so now I borrow your head, Nhaga.”

The Nhaga asked what he meant by that, but as she had no breath to do it, her words were silent. Kagan put the head on the boulder and walked through the clearing of scattered remains. He slid his hands into the sliced torso and pulled out the egg.

The egg was whole. Carefully, Kagan brought it to the boulder and placed it next to the Nhaga head, using mud to secure it so it stood upright. The falling rain washed the blood off the shell, and the egg glowed like a white jewel atop the boulder.

Kagan picked up the Nhaga head once again.

“I assume you want to meet your child in the egg.”

He held the egg high above his head. The Nhaga realized what he was about to do and screamed. A silent scream. But the two Nhaga heads on the ground could hear, very clearly, the cries that were nearmed. They closed their eyes and refused to see what would happen next.

Kagan smashed the egg against the head.

The egg shattered, splattering fluid, blood, and bits of flesh into the rain. Kagan lifted the head this time and smashed it against the boulder. He did it again and again and again, until the skull plates gave way.

Kagan stared at the face. The Nhaga’s skull was split in half, the face twisted, blood and brains everywhere. Kagan tossed the remains on the ground and wiped his face of splatter.

“I wonder what you think.”

The heads gave no answer. Kagan hadn’t expected any.

“It’s interesting to think about. Did her head worry about her own head being smashed? Or was she worried about the egg?”

This horrific question seemed to repulse even the rain. The two remaining Nhaga heads glared up at him with hate in their eyes. Kagan gave a small sigh and sat on the boulder once more.

Until now, Kagan had been the Pathfinder. He’d been reluctant to take on any other role. When Ryun demanded him to tell him about Yosby and insisted Kagan was his father’s friend and himself a son of Kagan’s friend, Kagan refused these roles. There was too much in conflict with them and his Pathfinder role. But after this chance encounter with the three Nhaga, Kagan could not go back to his old role of Pathfinder anymore. He could not rejoin the company.

Now, as the Nhaga Butcher, Kagan hadn’t the slightest doubt that he would murder Ryun on sight.

***

THERE ARE MANY GOOD EXPLANATIONS AS TO WHY BYONG AND Teenahan would run out of their cave at dawn when they heard a sharp scream that cut through the quiet. The best explanation was because they were anxious of Kagan’s absence. When Ryun ran out with them in confusion, Teenahan informed him of the scream, which made Ryun listen harder. That’s when the scream repeated.

Byong and Teenahan reacted first and ran toward it. As Ryun followed with Nani, he asked uncertainly, “Is it Kagan?”

“A Nhaga would not make such a sound, and it’s not an animal. It has to be Kagan. He needs our help. It must be why he hasn’t come back yet.”

Teenahan’s voice was firm. The rain had stopped, and he ran as if to expel his pent-up rage at having to sit still for five days. Byong and Nani followed right behind him, and Ryun straggled along behind. The screams, oddly enough, grew farther away. Too nervous to remember Kagan’s warning not to raise their body heat, the three ran through the jungle.

Until the jungle disappeared.

The company stopped in their tracks. Before them was a gigantic city, glowing faintly in the moonlight.

“A . . . a Nhaga city?” said Byong in a hushed voice.

“But what city has no lights?” growled Teenahan.

“Nhaga cities have no fire,” said Ryun between pants, having arrived last. “We can see at night. But this is not our city. There’s no heart tower.”

“Heart tower?”

“Yes. All Nhaga cities must have heart towers. If this were truly a Nhaga city, we would’ve spotted the heart tower from far away. This is just some ruins.”

Teenahan and Byong stared at the city once more. Ryun was right.

It was a sprawl of a city. The three were somehow aware this was only a part of it. Everything that met the eye had crumbled or was cracked, with flagstones that once lay neatly next to one another scattered messily on the ground, looking like bits of meat and vegetables in stew. Weeds grew in abundance, the unkempt beards of the city.

But it was still a grand sight. The architects had obviously intended it to be the city to end all cities. There were giant structures and pyramids, rows of pillars, memorials, staircases that now went up into fragments of sky. What wasn’t illuminated by the moon lay in thick shadow.

As they stared, speechless, Teenahan spotted something moving at the tip of a large pyramid. He gave a shout and pointed at it, and Ryun also shouted, “It’s a hot, living thing!”

Ryun had seen heat in the shape of a person. It slipped into the pyramid. The three began to run toward it.

As they ran, Byong said, “Did you get a good look? Was it Kagan?”

“It was shaped like a human,” said Ryun, “and it was hot and alive. The heat means it’s not a Nhaga. It has to be Kagan.”

Up close, they could see just how tall the pyramid was. It wasn’t made from stacked rocks but stacked buildings, about a hundred armlengths high, but so wide it hadn’t looked that tall from afar. Each of its nine levels had roads along the horizontal sides and windows and doors along its vertical sides. It looked like buildings built into a mountain, but it wasn’t. It was a completely artificial pyramid. The three of them were astonished by this city within a city.

Byong judged that climbing it would be too arduous and put Ryun on Nani. Teenahan bounded up each level, which was ten armlengths tall, like he was climbing up stairs. After eight leaps, he was at the top, where Byong and Ryun arrived on Nani.

The very top was a large single residence. Against the dark violet sky, it shone eerily in the moonlight. The three of them had the uneasy feeling that they did not want to enter, and in a moment of hesitation, they realized this feeling was shared.

Teenahan especially looked perturbed. “Kagan!” he shouted.

The dark house seemed to swallow up his shout. The three of them looked at each other, uncertain of what to do.

A scream issued from inside the house.

They ran inside.

***

WHEN SAMMO SAW TWO HOT BODIES RUN THROUGH THE FOREST, she regretted the fact that it was night and it had rained until a moment ago. These two conditions made it very uncomfortable for Nhaga to run. Sammo and Karu almost lost them twice.

When they leaped into the spot where the hot bodies had disappeared a third time, they discovered the city.

Sammo could not believe her eyes. She too realized it wasn’t a Nhaga city by the absence of a heart tower. But how could such a city of outsiders exist south of the Line of Limit? Upon closer inspection, the city revealed itself to be ruins, but even so, the mystery remained.

The Nhaga did not allow even ruins to remain of their enemies. During the War of Great Expansion, the cities of all the infidels south of the Line of Limit were destroyed, their buildings and art dismantled to be made into building material for Nhaga cities. They removed every foundation stone and planted trees instead. It took a lot of effort, but with the help of the voracious forest, the cities of infidels succumbed to oblivion. A ruin such as the one she saw before her could not possibly exist.

It was Karu who solved the mystery. He stared at the city and nearmed, What horrors! They’ve entered the city of the Duoksini!

The city of Duoksini? Are you nearming about patients with Duoksini Disease?

No. I mean real Duoksini. The disease does not really have anything to do with Duoksini themselves. It’s only because the patients are so disfigured, is all. This city, however, has real Duoksini. This city remains because of them.

Sammo could not understand. You mean those arrogant fools who lost their own god? How could they still be alive without their god?

They live having forgotten the forms and behaviors decided for them by their gods. They eat their young, women become pregnant by women, men become pregnant by men—

What? Women and men pregnant by their own sex?

Worse, some have children on their own without having lain with another. They eat those children or mate with them to make more children. Their lives are any such length. Some live for centuries, some a handful of days. Some have their heads on their asses, some have five hearts, some become younger as they grow older . . . They have no set forms, no rules. Because they’ve lost their god. It is how they remain now.

What horrors indeed. But how do you know this place?

I’m a man. In my wanderings, I have often stepped foot in places one must never step foot in. The patrollers will also know this place well.

Sammo nodded. I see.

She took a step. Karu turned to her startled. He could not believe his eyes.

Wait! Where are you going?

Where do you think? You nearmed they’d gone inside?

I also nearmed there were Duoksini inside! They cannot be killed!

You’re nearming they’re immortal? You mentioned something about centuries or a handful of days a moment ago.

What I meant is that there is no such thing as any rules of dealing with the Duoksini. Some die at the touch of a feather, others refuse to die even after tearing them into two. Still others come back to life after death. We are hard to kill, but they are outright impossible. Again, they have no rules.

How annoying. I still have a mission.

Ryun will die! He has a heart; he cannot—

Or he may survive and pass through that city unharmed. You nearmed yourself they have no rules?

Karu had nothing to nearm. Sammo was right.

Sammo smiled sweetly. I have to make sure. And this is my concern, not yours. Thank you for nearming me what you nearmed me. My surveillant.

Sammo swiftly walked off. Karu did not stop her. Like Sammo said, there was a chance that the Duoksini, unpredictable as they were, would leave Ryun’s party alone. Still, Karu also had to be sure.

But the true reason he followed Sammo into the city was because he craved to see her smile one more time.

A FEW HOURS LATER, RYUN, BYONG, TEENAHAN, AND NANI WERE in the exact situation Karu had been worried about. In fact, a little too exactly.

Inside the house on top of the pyramid, they had found a path that led to the lower levels. The interior of the pyramid was large and complicated. There were countless stairs and a network of passages that were like a maze. After five hours of wandering inside, the three lost all sense of direction or where they might be.

Or how deep down they were.

They had begun to realize there was also an upside-down pyramid going underground from the ground level. The cross section of the structure would form a diamond shape, which meant the pyramid was twice as large as how it appeared on the outside. It was enough to set off feelings of panic, which the leagues and leagues of passageways and stairs inside made worse.

And in this maze were countless Duoksini.

“Damn it! How many of these bastards are in this thing?”

This was what Teenahan had to say as a five-legged Duoksini ran toward him. It was more accurate to say it had five appendages it was using as legs. Teenahan’s attempts to wound said appendages were so ineffective that he was less disgusted and more perplexed by the thing.

The Duoksini squealed as it leaped toward him.

“Torn white sky pus-filled frog conscience!”

“Likewise,” answered Teenahan—for what else was there to say—and instead of taking another jab with his spear, he cast it aside and body-slammed the creature, which bounced off the Rekon and shot across the passageway like a stone released from a sling. The blow must’ve damaged it internally as it wriggled all five appendages in the air and screamed, “My foot soles enjoy! Blue! Hand! Night! Nine right foam!”

Ryun, who could ignore sound, did not pay attention to the strange words the Duoksini kept spouting, but Byong felt dizzy. It was said that three good storytellers could kill a Tokkebi. All Byong had to do was ignore the Duoksini, but he couldn’t help trying to create meaning out of their words. There was no meaning in them, however, only headache.

At least neither the Duoksini’s attacks nor their confusing words had any effect on Teenahan. The passageways seethed with Duoksini, but Teenahan easily created a path through them as he made it impossible for any of them to block him for long. Teenahan pierced, slay, hit, kicked, pecked, and trampled. He couldn’t shout in the avian frequency as the passageways would echo too much, but he could use every other mode of attack with ease as if he ran through a wide battlefield and not a narrow corridor. It was all Byong, Ryun, and Nani could do to keep up with him.

But it was Teenahan’s spear that couldn’t keep up with its owner. Piercing another Duoksini leg, Teenahan discovered its leg bones were at least three layers deep—he’d thought it was a little thick, but who knew bones could nest inside bones inside another bone—which made the spearhead stick inside the femur. Enraged, Teenahan roared as he pulled at the spear, resulting in the Duoksini losing its leg, its joints having weakened from supporting the movement of so many bones.

The Duoksini screamed, “In the bored rose nostril—!”

Teenahan kicked it aside before it could finish this nonthought and paused for a moment to remove the leg from his spear. Byong and Ryun stopped themselves from running into his back at the last moment.

Panting, Byong managed to say, “I’m going to turn out the lights! Are you all ready?”

They were all covered in unheated Tokkebibul as a measure of illumination through the dark passageways of the pyramid, but Byong had realized that said illumination was attracting the Duoksini.

Teenahan glared at the Duoksini that swarmed toward them and said, “Damn it all, yes! Do it now!”

The light faded from their bodies. Teenahan watched its last remnants fade from the outlines of the approaching Duoksini and felt his coxcomb stand on end. What could be more distressing than to know the enemy approached but to not be able to see them? His fingers gripped his spear so hard they could’ve cramped.

But Byong did not disappoint him this time either.

At the other end of the passageway, at a distance from them, a Tokkebibul specter resembling a Rekon, a Tokkebi, a Nhaga, and a beetle appeared. Byong flicked his hand, and the specters began running away from them. Screaming and wailing, the Duoksini followed the specters.

When the light disappeared and they were in complete darkness, it became quiet again. Teenahan leaned against the passageway and sighed.

An exhausted Tokkebi voice spoke in the dark. “Just how many hours have we been wandering in here?”

“Speak lower. I saw one that had four ears.”

“Yes,” said Ryun, “I noticed that one too.”

Byong sighed. “They were all on its right side. It can’t tell where a sound comes from.”

Teenahan scoffed and felt along his spear. There was still a bit of wet Duoksini leg hanging on it. He removed it and wiped his bloodied hand against a wall. “Damn. I think we’re going in circles.”

“We keep losing our direction because of the Duoksini,” said Byong. “But at least we know one thing now.”

“What?”

“That Kagan isn’t in here. What we saw must’ve been a Duoksini, correct?”

Teenahan answered with a deep sigh. Byong turned to Ryun. The dark made it impossible to for Byong to see anything, but he knew Ryun could see him. “Are you all right, Ryun?”

Byong was actually facing the wrong way, but Ryun, guarding the rear with his syker, nevertheless answered, “I’m fine.”

The vines wrapped around Teenahan’s spear were all ragged now. Teenahan ripped them off and tossed them aside.

“Look, Ryun, this place we’re in doesn’t exactly remind me of home, so enlighten me here. Why are there so many Duoksini in this place?”

“I first left my own city only a month ago. Kiboren is my home, but I hardly know anything about it.”

Teenahan grumbled to himself. They were in a bind. Without light, they couldn’t find their way through this giant maze. But illumination would attract Duoksini.

Byong could think of only one solution. “What if I killed myself?”

“What!”

“If I die, I can pass through walls easily. Duoksini could not touch me. Wouldn’t that be easier for me to find a way out?”

Teenahan managed to calm himself down enough to remember that the soul of Tokkebi persisted after the death of their bodies.

“It’s too drastic a measure, Byong,” he growled with uncertainty.

“But there’s no other way.”

“We don’t know that yet. We can still find a way out of here by chance. Besides, even if we do succeed, you would be immediately summoned to Jumunuri, would you not? Then there would be one fewer of us. The monks at Hainsha were adamant that three races handle one.”

“We still have three races. Have you forgotten Ryun?”

“He’s not a rescuer. He is being rescued. And also,” Teenahan said, raising his voice, “don’t talk about dying, damn it! You speak of it like it’s nothing, but it’s not nothing to us! It makes fools of us.”

“Fools?”

“I do not appreciate all this talk of death when we’re trying so hard to stay alive! Stop that!”

Byong became quiet.

Then Ryun said, “Someone is calling for us.”

***

RYUN HADN’T BEEN PAYING ATTENTION TO TEENAHAN AND BYONG’S conversation, as that would interrupt his rest, and he really wanted to rest. He’d been sitting in the calm darkness, oblivious to their argument.

But this calm was pierced by a nearm.

It startled him as he thought, at first, that Sammo had charged into the pyramid after him. But the nearm wasn’t like a Nhaga’s nearm. It was crude, rough around the edges, but its meaning was as clear as any scream or laughter.

“I think they want us to come. They’re nearming for us to come.”

Teenahan became tense. “Who’s nearming to you?”

“I don’t know. There are so many kinds of Duoksini, maybe some of them can nearm.”

Teenahan understood. The only thing they could say for sure about the Duoksini was that there was nothing they could say for sure about the Duoksini.

Byong exhibited a most Tokkebi-like sense of optimism. “Well, they’re asking us to come, so why don’t we go? Ryun, can you tell what direction a nearm comes from?”

“I can, but it’s a bit different from sound. You know how if someone tells you to go left, you turn to your own left, regardless of where the voice is coming from? If someone nearms, ‘Come here,’ I can tell where ‘here’ is.”

“How interesting. Shall we go?”

Teenahan nervously clicked his beak. “Go? You want us to walk into someone’s maw just because they asked us to?”

Ryun said, “Would you be surprised if I told you there was something more important than that?”

“I would oblige to be surprised. What is this more important something?”

“I don’t know if I’m being spoken—I mean, nearmed—to by a Duoksini or not, but this is the first person whose words I’ve understood. Isn’t that surprising?”

Teenahan was indeed surprised, as it was an important point. If it was someone they could understand and be understood by, they could joke with them, curse them, or discuss philosophy with them, but more urgently, they could ask for help. And they really needed help in that moment.

Teenahan gripped his spear. “Fine. Let’s go. Wait . . . No. There are no Duoksini here. Light us up.”

Their bodies duly glowed with Tokkebibul once more. Because they themselves were a light source, they cast no shadow, which felt more ominous than comforting when they were surrounded by such darkness.

As he had said, Ryun could tell where the nearm came from. He did not hesitate for a moment at stairs, corners, or passageways that split in two. Teenahan was pleased at their speed but a little nervous.

“How strange. Where did all of those critters go?”

For not a single Duoksini crossed their path. The memory of the past five hours was still vivid in their minds, which made the current silence unnerving.

The ceiling disappeared.

Then the floor.

Where they came to a stop was a platform that jutted out of a vertical, cylindrical space that was like a well. The upper end of the well was so high their Tokkebi light did not touch it, and it was similarly deep on the other end. The width of the well was also so wide they could not see the other end clearly.

Ryun pointed at the other side. “The nearm is coming from there. I can see lots of hot something, but I don’t know what it is. It looks like it’s crawling on the walls.”

“I hear sound,” said Teenahan.

“What?”

“You might not hear it, but I do. There’s something moving over there. The something that’s crawling, no doubt. Byong, throw them a Tokkebibul. Can you make it float in the air?”

Byong could. The Tokkebibul he threw hovered in the middle of the well and threw light around its walls.

What they saw made them freeze.

Slowly sliding down the black stone walls were various arms, legs, torsos, and heads.

Brains with the spines still dangling, organs, broken bones and torn muscles, eyeballs so swollen they were barely recognizable, jaws, and limbs with flaps of flesh—all creeping down the walls of the vast well. The reason for the slowness was all the blood and pus and other, unknown body liquids congealing like glue. It was like a flow of body parts in hot wax, or bits of bloody flesh slithering down a soldier’s shield in battle.

Byong bent over and vomited. Teenahan was also about to let out a volley of curses but had to grab Byong by the waist so he didn’t fall in. Ryun rustled his scales madly before saying out loud, “Look . . . look down.”

The horrifying flow accumulated at the bottom and slowly grew more solid. From this morass emerged forms, forms that used what limbs they had to pull themselves out of the pit. Duoksini. These fitfully assembled creatures separated themselves and slouched out the many holes along the pit.

“If this is where they make themselves . . . Byong! Hey, Byong! Pull yourself together and raise the Tokkebibul a little.”

Byong, still doubled over, flicked a finger. The hovering Tokkebibul rose higher, and Teenahan and Ryun raised their heads to follow it.

Scores of armlengths ahead was a large mouth. The flow came down from it. They were at the wrong angle to see down the mouth, but Teenahan and Ryun could tell there were Duoksini being dismembered somewhere up there.

Correct.

Ryun almost jumped out of his skin. He nearmed his reply, which neither Teenahan nor Byong noticed.

What did you just say?

You are correct. There are Duoksini being torn apart above.

Who are you? Where are you?

Here.

Ryun could tell where that was.

The flow! Is this flow of corpses you?

Correct.

***

TEENAHAN AND BYONG WERE PERTURBED WITH THE NEWS THAT the flow was a conscious being in itself. Ryun tried to explain it as best he could, but it was difficult as he himself found it hard to comprehend.

Was there such a thing as a collective unconscious? What about shared consciousness? Ryun knew nothing of such things. What he could convey was only what the flow of flesh and bones had told him.

Above the mouth of the flow was a large clearing. Sometime in the past, a Duoksini had died there. It had a fearsome venom, and even after death, the corpse continued to leak it. Any Duoksini passing by would succumb to the venom and die. The leak eventually abated, but in the meantime, that empty clearing was filled with a mountain of bodies.

The river of decay from the bodies had sunk through a hole in the ground, which was how the flow was born. At first a trickle, the flow had suddenly gained consciousness. But how could that happen?

“There’s some kind of mysterious power in this pyramid structure, it seems. I suppose it’s how it makes such a strange building possible. Think of how unimaginably large an endeavor it would’ve been to build a double pyramid like this. This well is what goes through the center of both pyramids, and its mysterious power flows up and down through it. That power must’ve worked on the Duoksini corpses.”

“Something like . . . magic?” said Byong.

“I think so.”

For a long time, the trickle contemplated its own existence. Just as life is not blood itself but the flow of blood, the flow of the trickle was its true self, and the liquid pooling at the bottom meant nothing to it. The trickle had other concerns, such as how the corpses stacked on top were disappearing.

And so the trickle tested its power. It “desired.”

Duoksini that were near death crowded to the trickle from all over. It was as if they simply had to die there, and they did. The corpses were replenished, and the trickle was saved from extinction. It was also, from that point on, something more. A trickle that could desire.

Many do not understand this, but while desires may disappear, they are never satisfied. Fire always desires more kindling, but fires are not satisfied once more kindling is provided. It simply becomes larger, and greedier for more kindling. Desires are the same.

The trickle’s desire became larger. It didn’t take long for the trickle to become a flow of body parts. Determining that the pile of bodies below might accumulate beyond the height of the flow—which would mean oblivion for the nascent consciousness—the bodies below were converted to new Duoksini, which allowed the flow to continue.

But its desire was not satisfied, which is why the flow began to think.

That it did so was a miracle. Thought is impossible without language, and no one taught the flow of bodies language. But the memories in the body parts of the Duoksini and the pyramid gave the flow the ability to think. The flow knew nothing of haste or boredom. For a thousand years, it simply thought.

And now, for the first time in a thousand years, its call for Duoksini to die by its side had brought forth some unlikely candidates. The flow stopped its thoughts for a moment, intrigued by this novelty.

Even Byong had to press down on his curses. “You’re saying that’s us?”

“Yes. The reason we met no Duoksini on the way here is because this flow of remains made it so. The flow is also why there are so many Duoksini in the pyramid. It’s to maintain its own flow with the many Duoksini. It’s like a manysoul.”

Teenahan, thinking of Robs, shook his head. “I know a little of manysouls. I work with one. A manysoul contains many souls in one body. This is many bodies that create one soul.”

“You’re right. It’s not a manysoul. More like a manybody.”

“That seems more appropriate. In any case, can you ask that horrendous thing how we might get out of here?”

Nervously, Ryun stared directly into the flow as Teenahan and Byong looked on with apprehension. After a tedious amount of time, Ryun tilted his head and said, “The flow’s nearming is getting much more sophisticated very quickly. It was awkward at first, but I suppose it already knew many words, it just needed to learn how to put them together.”

“Words?” said Byong. “Ah, the Duoksini and all their nonsense words. Yes. Well, is it going to help us?”

“Yes. It will nearm us the way out, but it has a request. Not a repayment or anything. I don’t think it understands what a repayment is. But if we leave, we can’t fulfill its request, so it wants us to fulfill it before we leave.”

Teenahan crossed his arms. “Well? What is it?”

“There’s something he’s been pondering for a thousand years but never managed to find an answer to. But it’s a bit of a tricky question.”

“So what’s the question?”

Ryun frowned. “How did the Duoksini lose their god?”

***

SAMMO GRIPPED HER SHIKTOL, BUT THE DUOKSINI SHE THOUGHT was running toward her grew smaller and smaller instead. She realized that the creature’s upper and lower body were facing different directions. It had growled menacingly at her, but in its attempt to charge at her, it had ended up running in the opposite direction.

How pathetic.

I can relate, mumble-nearmed Karu, but Sammo perceived him loud and clear.

I don’t think we’re in the position to nearm so, not in front of such tragic beings for whom happiness is so out of reach.

Those creatures do not know how pathetic they are. But I know how pathetic I am. Or should I nearm, I feel the danger of knowing it.

Sammo turned and looked at him. Karu drooped his shoulders exaggeratedly. But Sammo expressed not a hint of sympathy.

That rucksack should be much lighter by now.

Karu’s rucksack was indeed lighter. But that was why Karu was worried. He brought out a stone from its inside.

Look, Pei. It’s cooled down considerably.

I can still see the traces.

Yes. But isn’t it too risky? Think of the time it would take to get back.

Once they stepped into the pyramid, Sammo and Karu knew exactly what path Ryun and the company took through the city as they left clear heat traces all over the ruins. But unlike Ryun and his companions, who had bolted into the pyramid under concern for their friend, Sammo and Karu had hesitated before the great structure. They had no ability to create Tokkebibul, and the coldness of the pyramid was a large invisible nothing in their Nhaga eyes. They had no way of feeling their way through it.

Nearmlessly, Sammo sat down before the entrance of the pyramid until some hours after the sun rose. When Karu urged her at the end of his patience, she slowly rose and gave him a strange order: to fill up his rucksacks with stones. Karu thought she wanted to throw them at Duoksini. But Sammo had him place those stones at regular intervals. The sight of them shining in the dark having absorbed the heat of the sun for some hours made Karu marvel at Sammo’s cleverness. They were as bright as any torchlight to Nhaga eyes.

But the pyramid intimidated them with its size inside. Karu’s rucksack was light, but there was no telling how much deeper they needed to go, and he was getting nervous. Especially as how he could see how much dimmer the stones in his backpack looked.

Our way back cools. We may become stranded in the dark.

Sammo could not admit that what Karu was nearming was right. But she didn’t answer as she stared into the darkness before her.

Karu became agitated. Pei, before the stones cool—

Why did they lose their god?

Her sudden question startled Karu.

What? Because of their arrogance, was it not?

I know that much. But what kind of arrogance?

Well. Maybe they thought they didn’t need gods? Or that they were better than gods.

Sammo stared around her at the walls and ceiling and floor of the passageway and shook her head.

Could such arrogance build such a thing?

What are you nearming?

Sammo looked lost in thought as she nearmed a strange thing. They covered the windows that looked out to their neighbors with expensive bead screens, and in the dark they lost themselves. In this foolishness, they called themselves wise. O, those arrogant Duoksini.

Who nearmed that?

It’s from a song.

A . . . song?

Yes. The part I just sang is the middle, and it begins something like this. It fills them with fear to count the days that remain, they’ve given up caring for their rotting limbs. They sit under the loneliest old tree in the world . . . What’s the matter?

Rotting . . . I suppose that means this isn’t about the Nhaga? Because our limbs don’t rot?

Sammo felt irritated. Of course it’s not about us. We don’t sing. This was sung by the Arajit warriors. Human song.

But how do you know it?

The man who taught me how to swordfight sang it to me. His name was Yosby. He knew all sorts of odd traditions from north of the Line of Limit. His excessive interest in them did not end well for him. I learned the song from him.

Karu made an effort not to let his scales bristle. The shock of hearing, in this of all places, the song he taught Hwarit had been considerable. Damn it all . . . of course it was possible that a human could’ve taught this Yosby this song. Especially if this Yosby had always been interested in humans.

Thankfully, Sammo assumed his surprise came from the fact that she had mentioned a song at all, and not this particular song.

I seem to have distressed you. I’m sorry. But that’s the most detailed explanation I’ve ever received about how the Duoksini lost their god. Everyone states it was because the Duoksini were arrogant. As if that were explanation enough. But how were they arrogant? The song explains it. In a very short and unsatisfactory way, but it explains it.

So what the song explains is that the Duoksini lost interest in the people around them and in themselves?

And arrogantly considered such loss of interest to be most rational and intellectual. Sammo gestured to the walls around them. But can such arrogant people build a structure like this?

This? Ants can make structures like this. An anthill is shaped like a pyramid and is empty inside.

An ant that doesn’t know its neighbors and has lost itself cannot build an anthill.

Karu nodded in agreement. But he needed to remind her of the danger at hand.

I understand what you’re nearming. But can we finish this thought outside, Pei? The stones cool.

Sammo sighed. Do you feel nothing?

What? What should I be feeling?

That somewhere inside here, someone wonders why the Duoksini lost their god. I can feel them pondering it. That’s why I mentioned it.

TEENAHAN STARED AT RYUN IN CONFUSION. “WHY THE DUOKSINI lost their god? Wasn’t it because of arrogance?”

“That’s what I nearmed it. But it’s asking what kind of arrogance.”

Teenahan gave Byong a disconcerted look.

Byong shrugged. “Kagan might know. He knows much old lore like that.”

Kagan’s absence was once more keenly felt. Teenahan stroked his wattle and said, “We’ve no choice, then. Tell it we don’t know either.”

Ryun turned back to the flow of dismembered corpses and nearmed, We do not know exactly what kind of arrogance led the Duoksini to lose their god. It was so long ago.

The Corpsefall was silent for a moment. It then nearmed, And you have not lost your gods?

We have not.

How do they make their will known?

For we Nhaga, the guardians who uphold rituals for the Traceless Goddess realize her will in this world. As proof of this, the goddess gives us our names. The humans have monks who undertake rituals for the God of Nowhere. They follow only the will of their god and cut all ties with others, which is why they shave the hair from their heads. I am told the Tokkebi have elders, in other words, the dead Tokkebi, who do rituals for the God That Kills Himself. As for the Rekon . . .

Ryun paused and turned to Teenahan.

Teenahan tilted his head. “What is it?”

“How do the Rekon worship the Goddess Lower Than All? What rituals do you have?”

“None. We don’t even have temples.”

“You don’t not have temples.”

“Do you know where they are? No one does. We might as well not have any.”

Ryun conveyed this. The Corpsefall’s next question perturbed him.

“Well . . . the Corpsefall asks whether the Rekon have lost their god as well.”

Now the Rekon was perturbed. Teenahan was always grateful to the Goddess Lower Than All for his good fortunes and resentful to her for his bad. But he had never really thought of the Goddess Lower Than All more than that until now. This was how most Rekon felt about their religion.

Teenahan shook his head. “I don’t think so. All of you, do you think the Rekon have lost our goddess?”

Byong and Ryun could scarcely make that claim. Ryun conveyed the message. It does not seem as if the Rekon have lost their god.

The Corpsefall was silent. Its nearms, when it started again, were full of fury.

I see worship takes many forms, even neglect.

Ryun stared into the Corpsefall. Even its anger was elegantly nearmed now, so much of its nearming had improved. It felt as if Ryun were nearming with a Nhaga.

But you are nearming that you have not lost your gods. That only the Duoksini did. Because of some arrogance no one remembers anymore. How could you nearm this to me? Behold!

What?

Behold me! I, who stand before you, and see the parts of me that roam this pyramid. Is it possible to imagine a worse fate than losing one’s god? This is the very death of a race! How can such a thing be forgotten? Unless you find nothing amiss with the Duoksini—it makes no sense that the reason for their downfall is forgotten!

The Corpsefall was right. Why had they forgotten such an important thing?

The Corpsefall declared, I can only think you are trying to fool me!

No, we are not. Why would we try to trick you?

Do not lie! Tell me the truth. Why did the Duoksini lose their god?

I do not know. I truly do not know. I don’t understand exactly what, but their arrogance—

Enough! Stop these lies. Not when I see through them!

What? What are you nearming?

The Duoksini did not lose their god. Their god was murdered. You have killed their god! And now you talk nonsense of some arrogance!

Taken aback by the sudden roughness of its tone, Ryun took a step back, and only then did he fully realize what the Corpsefall had nearmed to him. Byong and Teenahan looked at him worriedly, but Ryun had to nearm something in reply.

That in itself makes no sense. How can anyone murder a god? It’s not possible.

Stop with your lies! I have read your mind. You have a plan to kill a god. To have such a plan means you have done it before. You have killed the Duoksini’s god!

Had the Corpsefall gone mad? A plan to kill a god? Ryun, who had never even dreamed deicide were a possible thing, could not understand where the Corpsefall had received that impression.

It then occurred to him that if the Corpsefall could read his mind, he could read its mind as well. He tried and succeeded.

“Run!”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood erect, and his hands gripped his spear and his eyes narrowed, but he did not follow Ryun’s order. “What is it? What’s wrong, Ryun?”

Ryun stepped backward and shouted, “That flow wants to make us a part of it! It wants to swallow us!”

Teenahan, his whole body tensed up, strode up to the flow. He looked down and tilted his head, quizzical.

Byong also looked down. “But how?”

“How what?” Ryun said.

“How will it swallow us? Does it flow upward as well?”

It began to flow upward.

Under the incredulous stare of the company, the flow twisted monstrously as the bottom part of the flow rose upward and clashed with the parts coming from above. At the point of clashing, the two flows began to build up into two piles that soon formed themselves into two arms. The hand of one of these arms had five fingers, the other seven. The lengths of the fingers were all different, but they had one thing in common. The tips of all the fingers were made of hundreds of eyeballs, like bunched grapes. Ryun’s scales rustled loudly as a fearsome nearm entered his mind.

I will not allow another monstrosity like me to be! I shall kill you and your deicide conspiracy in one crushing grip. You shall become a part of me! You shall know the pain I feel!

Teenahan was the first to break out of the spell and not a moment too soon. The horrifying hands were almost upon them.

There were hundreds of Teenahans reflected in the eyeballs of the giant hands’ fingertips. Teenahan drew breath and gave a shout—in the avian frequency.

The hundreds of Teenahans shattered.

The unimaginably intense sound was enough to burst the eyeballs and thus the fingertips of the hands. Ryun and Byong thought they would faint as the eyeballs splattered all over them, but they just managed to hold on to their consciousness. The Corpsefall made a sound that could never be made by a living being.

The giant arms, enraged at having lost their fingertips, writhed in agony before twisting together to form a monstrous serpent as thick as several armlengths, made of limbs, torsos, heads, and organs all twisted together.

It opened its mouth and hissed loudly. The broken bones that served as its fangs gave off an unholy light.

Teenahan tilted his spear and cried, “Of all the rotten—run!”

“We can’t! The way is blocked!”

Teenahan turned and saw the Duoksini had gathered to block the way out. As he tried to think of what to do, the serpent gave a terrifying roar as it attacked. Teenahan had run out of time to think.

“Make us an exit!” he shouted and charged at the serpent with his spear.

Byong didn’t know what to do. Behind him, Teenahan engaged in battle with the serpent, the spear so heavy and the Rekon so strong that every time the spear tip hit the serpent, the monster shed parts. But the flow was endless and the serpent made from remains kept reconstituting and attacking again. Teenahan was fighting a flow.

Ryun, who also looked from Teenahan’s battle to the Duoksini and back, shouted, “Byong! Set them on fire!”

Byong snapped back to attention as Ryun pointed desperately at the Duoksini crowding their exit.

But the Tokkebi shook his head. “I cannot. How can I set a living thing on fire?”

“Those are not living things!”

“But they’re not dead either!”

Ryun’s scales were raised as he glared at Byong. Even after everything they had been through in the past five hours, Byong refused to kill the Duoksini. As Ryun tried to persuade him, the Duoksini shrieked and began to charge.

“Hard cutoff hammer smear!”

“When the heavy sun ages is born the forsythia laughs!”

“Fine, I guess it’s up to me, then!” Ryun quickly got out a red pill from his waistband. As Byong’s eyes widened in realization, Ryun swallowed the sodrak.

Holding his syker with both hands, Ryun stormed toward the charging, nonsense-spewing Duoksini. But Ryun at the last second ran up the wall and kicked off the ceiling onto a Duoksini’s head.

For the next few minutes, Ryun’s feet never once touched the floor, and he stayed mostly upside down. He stepped on the shoulders, heads, or other appendages of the Duoksini to leap back into the air, and he was so quick he looked as if he fought suspended upside down.

But despite this awesome sight, Ryun did not make much progress down the exit passageway, for like the serpent that kept reconstituting itself, there was an endless supply of Duoksini to replace the slain ones. Ten minutes in, and Ryun had barely cleared ten armlengths. Having spent half the sodrak’s time, Ryun began to feel nervous.

Teenahan was worried as well. The serpent may have been a giant one, but Teenahan fought it with gusto. The problem was that he had very little space to move as he had to fight from the hole in the wall. There was no way for him to attack from the sides or behind; he always had to do it from the front. The serpent made good use of this advantage. It had to retreat with every attack, but it had an endless supply of corpses to replenish itself and came back every time slightly larger than before. As if to test how big it needed to be to fell Teenahan.

Byong didn’t want to look in either direction. Covering his face, he leaned on Nani and trembled.

“Why must we keep doing this!” shouted Teenahan.

“Byong! Set them on fire!” shouted Ryun.

Byong looked up at Ryun. The sodrak made him oblivious to it, but the young man was covered in wounds. The sight of a large spiderlike Duoksini with claws clinging to Ryun’s back made a shock run through his body. Ryun was a Nhaga with a heart—he could not regenerate like other Nhaga.

Making a decision, Byong raised his arms. He had a duty to transport Ryun Pei to the Great Temple of Hainsha. Three handles one. If he did not act, there would be no three. He brought his hands together to create the last thing the villains of Persiron Island had beheld with their own eyes, the very horror that had devastated Akinsrow Valley.

That’s when Byong glimpsed a face of a Duoksini.

It was a hideous face. Its right eye was almost down to its twisted nose, and its left eye was up almost all the way to its forehead. It had no upper lip, and its crooked upper teeth were exposed, and its lower lip was thick but split in several places. It acted dehydrated, and the reason was no mystery—its face was continuously drenched in tears.

It seemed to lack control over its tears. But nowhere in this face did it have any expression of suffering. As it tried to get its claws—six in all, counting both hands—into Ryun’s body, all it communicated from its gestures was focused rage.

But a couple of those meaningless tears dropped on the great catastrophe forming in Byong’s hands and put it out.

Byong’s hands shook. Once the sodrak wore off, Ryun would die. Teenahan as well. Byong did not dread his own death, as death was largely meaningless to the Tokkebi. The thought that calmly occurred to him in that moment had to do with Kagan Draca.

“Why do you kill them, and why do you eat them?”

HIS BODY WAS AT ITS LIMIT, AS HE COULD FEEL HIS MUSCLES BUCKLING inside him, and the syker tip was so unfocused it might as well be in triplicate, but Ryun gritted his teeth and stepped up once more. The arm that held the weapon felt like it would pop off. He was sure if he had to stab one more time, it really would. But the Duoksini were unrelenting. The effects of the sodrak were already dissipating, and he had to consider whether to swallow another one.

I will not die like Yosby! I will not die like Hwarit! No one can have my heart!

Ryun killed the Duoksini before him like Yosby had been killed, like Hwarit had been killed. Every Duoksini heart his blade impaled made him feel that much more alive.

THE SERPENT MADE OF DEATH REARED ITS HEAD ONCE MORE. Teenahan cursed up a storm as he swung his spear. With every rigorous gesture, feathers fell from him and gusted about in the air. Not once since the first time he picked up his spear at the Final Forge had he ever thought his spear heavy, but he felt its weight now. Bits of flesh clung to it along with a few feathers, but these weren’t what made the spear heavy.

The serpent approached once more, and just as Teenahan raised his spear to strike, he realized with a sinking heart it would be difficult to complete the motion. The serpent was still gathering parts, but it would be here any second. Teenahan cried out in the avian frequency. The serpent flinched and retreated. It enraged Teenahan that he had resorted to it. He stamped his feet and gripped the spear once more.

“Strike, damn you! Strike, you dead nor living monster! I can fight you for ten days more! What, you gather parts again? More corpses so you may live? Damn it, how does that make sense? You ludicrous bastard, strike!”

“Rekon?”

Teenahan almost dropped his spear. “You, you talk? What a lovely voice you have too. Do you think I will forgive you for it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rekon. Who are you arguing with?”

Thinking it strange, Teenahan raised his head to the other side, toward the hole the dismembered corpses flowed from. At the entrance of that hole, standing on the tail of the serpent, was a Nhaga woman.

“Assassin!”

At Teenahan’s exclamation, the serpent turned its head to see behind it. On either side of its head made of limbs and liver were two decapitated heads for eyes that now stared at Sammo Pei. Sammo, who’d been under the impression she was stepping on a pile of corpses, drew back in shock.

My Goddess, what is—

With a loud hiss, the limbs on the serpent’s body stood up like hairs. It was a gruesome sight. Arms and legs all over the serpent rose from the body and went into agonized seizures. Behind Sammo, a terrified Karu stepped back. But Sammo raised her scales and swiftly unsheathed her shiktol.

And she plunged it into the serpent’s body.

The serpent cried out loudly enough to shake the pyramid. Sammo extracted her blade and nearmed, Is it really alive?

The serpent leaped into the hole it originated from, blocking it—Teenahan could no more see Sammo Pei. He snapped his beak once and quickly turned around.

“Get up! Byong, Nani!”

Teenahan rushed past them to where Ryun fought off the Duoksini alone. With a roar and just three jabs of his spear, he instantly cleared as much ground as Ryun had in the past ten minutes. It was an astounding feat. Ryun realized the only reason Teenahan had taken so long to take care of the serpent was because he had been limited in how much he could move. He knelt onto one knee and wanted to ask Teenahan how he had destroyed the serpent. But Teenahan was too busy taking care of the Duoksini to partake in conversation just then. More than that, Ryun barely had the strength to open his mouth. The sodrak had finally worn off. He was tired enough to faint, and his whole body ached as if he’d been tortured. He panted roughly as he leaned on the syker like a walking cane.

Byong came up from behind him and supported his other side. Ryun smiled wanly at him.

But Byong did not smile. The big Tokkebi looked as if he was near tears but was forcing himself to look calm as he supported his friend.

“Ryun. Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

The Duoksini, who had seemed so relentless and impenetrable to Ryun, were like a wall made of straw before Teenahan, who hacked away at them like jungle vines. Thanks to this, Ryun, Byong, and Nani only had to walk over a path of dismembered Duoksini parts.

Ryun, supported by Byong, saw the Tokkebi do a strange thing. Byong, a sad expression on his face, placed Tokkebibul on his feet. The fire did not harm Byong or Ryun, but wherever he stepped, it burned away the dismembered remains.

TEENAHAN’S ONE AND ONLY THOUGHT AT FIRST WAS THAT THEY needed to get as far away as possible from where they had just been. But once he caught his breath and hit his stride, he began to feel a little uncomfortable with the fact that he was running. The answer as to why became clear. Teenahan didn’t know where he was going.

“Damn it all. Where are we supposed to go? We can’t wander around these passageways forever!”

Ryun had thought this himself, how they were running every which way just like when they had first come into the pyramid. It would be impossible to find their way out now.

That was when Byong, who’d been walking silently for a while, noticed something. “There’s something rather interesting on the floor. What is it?” He picked up a large pebble.

Teenahan stared at it and said, “It’s just a stone. What about it?”

“Look at it. It’s all smooth; it’s been worn down. There’s no reason for a stone like this to be in these corridors. I think it came from the outside.”

“And it’s warm.”

Teenahan and Byong turned to Ryun when he said this. Ryun could hardly believe his eyes as he pointed down the passageway.

“There’s another one over there. These are stones that have been out in the sun. They’re still visible to me, which means they must’ve been put here just a few hours ago.”

Teenahan and Byong had the same thought. The only race who could see hot stones in the dark were the Nhaga.

Teenahan rubbed his lower beak and said, “Your sister placed them here, then. Clever.”

“She followed us all the way here already?”

“What? You didn’t hear her? Ah, I suppose you didn’t. You were too busy to be listening closely.”

“What are you saying?”

Teenahan was about to point in the direction of the serpent, but it was impossible to know where that was after all the running. He pointed to just any direction and said, “I saw your sister just now.”

“What? You saw her?”

“Yes. She appeared in the hole where the Corpsefall poured from. She created a distraction, which allowed us to escape.”

Ryun stared at Teenahan before he turned and made to run, but Teenahan was quicker and grabbed his shoulder. Ryun tried to push his hand away.

“Let go! We need to help my sister! We can’t leave her to that monster!”

“Enough of that! You want to help her? Or do you want to die by her sword?”

Ryun flinched at these words. Teenahan pressed down firmly on Ryun’s shoulder.

“You don’t want her to kill you, correct?”

“But . . . but—”

“Your sister will be fine. If she’s good enough to find us in this place, getting herself out of here won’t be much trouble. Right now, we need to save ourselves. Those stones aren’t going to stay warm forever.”

Ryun, unable to speak, nodded. Teenahan suppressed the urge to drag him out of there, as he needed Ryun’s help in seeing the stones. But before he could try more persuasion, Byong butted in.

“Ryun. Do you know the way back to the flow?”

Byong looked as if he were near tears. Teenahan couldn’t make out where they were a moment ago. Ryun himself, of course, did not know. He lowered his head.

Teenahan gripped his coxcomb in agitation and said, “Ryun, I’m sorry, but the stones will cool.”

Only after more of Teenahan’s pleading did Ryun began to walk leftward. Teenahan sighed in relief and followed him. Byong and Nani took the rear without making a sound.

They followed the heated stones.

The floor was cold and the way dark. There were strange sounds in the distance, loud enough to conduct themselves in tremors for Ryun to detect and halt over. Teenahan coaxed him to walk on whenever this happened, and Ryun complied. Oddly enough, the Duoksini that had bothered them so did not appear.

Not long after, they came out under the eastern sky, where darkness descended but to them seemed as bright as midday.

FOR A WHILE AFTER THEY MADE THEIR ESCAPE, TEENAHAN DIDN’T know what to do.

He wanted to share in the joy of their escape with Byong, Ryun, and Nani. They had wandered through darkness for almost ten hours; they deserved a bit of celebration in this moment.

But Byong, as soon as they were out of the pyramid, left him and Ryun behind to sit on a rock a little bit away from them and stared up at the sky. Nani followed suit, crawling up to Byong’s feet and laying itself down to rest. Perhaps Byong was exhausted from using Tokkebibul. With this thought, Teenahan turned to Ryun to pat his back, but he too turned in the opposite direction of Byong and walked away from them. Teenahan was at a loss. He decided that Ryun needed comforting first and went up to him.

“Ryun. Your sister will be fine. Those corpses could stay alive because there was some kind of magic in that central pit, wasn’t it? They can’t move that far away from the pit, then. Your sister only needs to run as fast as she can, and she’ll be safe.”

Ryun turned around to face him. “Do you think so? But if the Duoksini came and stopped her—”

“No, the Duoksini swarmed around us to block us. I didn’t see any on the other side. It’s probably why your sister made her way all the way there in the first place.”

“Thank you, Teenahan.”

Teenahan smiled and did not share his less optimistic thoughts. That there were no Duoksini stopping them on the way out, which meant the Duoksini may have chosen to swarm to the assassin instead. Sammo could be fighting them right now in the pitch dark.

Ryun cocked his head and said, “But . . . there is one more thing.”

Teenahan gave a start. “What? What thing?”

“There’s something the Corpsefall nearmed that’s been bothering me.”

Teenahan hid his relief as Ryun turned to the pyramid.

“The Corpsefall said something about a conspiracy toward a deicide. It said the plan for it was inside my memories. I didn’t know what that meant. But if I wasn’t the only Nhaga there, maybe what the Corpsefall read wasn’t my memory but my sister’s? Because the Corpsefall and the serpent were a collective.”

“A collective?”

“Yes. The serpent was made of a collection of Duoksini bodies, many made into one mind. Maybe it is incapable of distinguishing between individual Nhaga.”

Teenahan’s head ached from all this talk of what was unimaginable to him. Ryun explained several times, and only then could he just about understand.

“Then your sister had a plan to kill a god in mind? And the Corpsefall read this in your mind and thought it was your memory? Because it can’t distinguish between Nhaga? But that doesn’t make sense. Your sister isn’t a storyteller, is she?”

Ryun shook his head. “My sister is not one for fanciful stories. She wouldn’t give such a ridiculous tale a second thought. Maybe she heard the story somewhere and its sheer absurdity left an impression on her, enough to make her remember it. But that’s all I can think of happening.”

Teenahan nodded, but the gesture was only for Ryun’s benefit. He was barely paying attention to Ryun’s reasoning. How was one to kill a god? Even thinking about it made Teenahan uncomfortable. But there was nothing to be gained from getting angry at Ryun, who was being hunted by his own sister, which made Teenahan transfer his frustration to Byong.

He walked up to Byong, who sat a little away from them. Nani felt Teenahan approach and held out an antenna, but Byong continued to gaze up at the sky. Teenahan lifted his spear and brought it down to the ground hard, and only then did Byong turn his head to Teenahan.

“Look here. Why didn’t you blast your heavier Tokkebibul back there?”

“In the pyramid?”

“Yes. We were lucky the assassin appeared when she did, otherwise we would all be dead. Or be part of that flow.”

Byong turned his gaze away from Teenahan and back at the sky. His lack of an answer pushed Teenahan over the edge.

“Look, you bastard!”

“Excuse me?”

“Why didn’t you use your fire?! Give me an answer I can understand! I fought and so did Ryun! But why didn’t you? You don’t care if you die, is that it?”

“I don’t care?”

“Because you don’t die when you die! Is that why you don’t care?”

“Don’t you feel sorry for them?”

Teenahan couldn’t believe his ears. “What? Feel sorry? For the things that tried to kill us?”

“To have gained sentience after ten million years only for us invaders to resent and try to destroy those who gave it existence, isn’t that something to feel sorry for?”

Teenahan shook his head so vigorously that his wattles bounced against his face. “Not at all, the Corpsefall was ungrateful if anything! Wait, are you saying that its ingratitude is what makes it something to feel sorry for?”

Byong glanced at Teenahan’s wattles and turned his head away again. The Tokkebi’s mouth seemed to close forever. Teenahan waited a little before he decided to take a more placating tone.

“Look, Byong. I know you Tokkebi have the trick of living beyond death. But Kagan and I do not have this trick. Ryun still has his heart, so he’s in the same situation. If we die because you didn’t help us, it’ll be exactly the same as you killing us. So I beg you. Next time, just use your fire. There won’t be many occasions where you’ll need to. I can take care of most things. Or Kagan will. But there may come a time when you need to make a decision. When it does, I beg you, Byong, please, just make the fire. I know the Great Temple did not put you on this rescue mission just so you can watch us die. Damn it, if the choice is ever between bleeding or being bled upon, you’ve got to choose being bled upon!”

The mention of blood made the Tokkebi wince. Byong glared at Teenahan in what could almost be described as anger. The Rekon realized his mistake and quickly waved his hands in front of him.

“Ah, I’m sorry, I got a little excited there. But you understand what I’m saying, right?”

Byong emphatically turned away from him. Having spoken to a Tokkebi the one thing he must not speak of, Teenahan, embarrassed, turned away himself. He then sat on a crumbling wall and grumbled complaints about the Tokkebi, that he must never entrust his life with one or think one could ever be a true trustworthy friend. He stared up at the pyramid.

The assassin he’d forgotten about had made an indelible mark this time. Their reunion had brought them luck this time, but there was no guarantee that the next time would be just as felicitous. In this dangerous journey where they were obliged to take Ryun Pei over the Line of Limit, Teenahan swore to himself he would not rely on Byong in any way. What could he possibly expect from a coward who shrivels at the mention of blood? Teenahan suddenly missed Kagan—and by the way, where was the man? He began to worry about him.

“Are you here for sightseeing?”

Teenahan turned. Byong and Ryun turned as well.

Kagan walked toward them from the forest.

“I was hunting some animals and lost track of time. None of you were there in the cave. Teenahan dropped a lot of feathers so I could track you here. But how did you know about these ruins?”

The answer wasn’t what he expected, and Kagan was taken aback when Teenahan leaped to him and embraced him.

As they walked back to their cave, Teenahan provided a vivid description of everything that had happened to them in the past ten hours. Kagan listened with a slight frown and was silent when Teenahan was finished. A little while later, he glanced up at the sky and said, “If the assassin followed you here, we have no time to lose. I understand you all must be tired, but we have to leave this place as soon as possible. I’m sorry, but we shall have to walk all night.”

Teenahan groaned. “Is that necessary? The stones will have cooled by now. The only way that assassin could find a way out is . . .” His words trailed off. He remembered the assassin’s blood relation walked right next to them, the brother who also happened to be her target. Teenahan had a headache.

And Ryun, of course, spoke up in a listless voice.

“Yes, Teenahan is right. It won’t be easy for my sister to escape.”

Kagan gave him a look. “That’s good news, then.”

“But she’s my sister.”

“You don’t want her to escape and cut off your head with her shiktol, do you?”

Ryun’s scales stood on end as he hissed, “If you want to mock me, go ahead. But I hope she escapes from there unscathed.”

Kagan barely seemed to listen to him as he stepped into their cave. As he emerged again with his packed things, he said, “Then you’ll be glad.”

“What?”

“It doesn’t matter if the stones have cooled. There’s a way out. I would hope your sister doesn’t realize this, but that’s too much to hope for when a woman as clever as one who uses hot stones is involved. So don’t look so happy, go inside and pack. What you need to worry about now isn’t your sister but yourself. Like I said, we need to walk all night.”

He walked past Ryun, who in turn spun around and said to the human’s back, “I see that I am not as clever as my sister, but I don’t understand what you just said. What is the way out?”

Kagan glanced back at him and held up his arm and pointed toward the pyramid.

When Ryun saw what he pointed to, he gasped.

KARU SAT AND LEANED AGAINST THE WALL AS HE CAUGHT HIS breath. Across from him stood Sammo, who also leaned on the wall as she cleaned her shiktol of waste.

It wouldn’t have made Karu feel better to know that just a few hours before them, some other adventurers had gone through what he’d just gone through. Escaping the serpent of remains wasn’t difficult. It stretched its body as far as it could, but it couldn’t separate itself wholly from the central pit. But that was when Duoksini appeared from every direction, and Karu and Sammo found themselves in exactly the same situation Ryun and his company had been up against.

Even in his despair, Karu was awestruck at Sammo’s skill. Even as he could barely witness it.

For her movements were almost invisible. True, he’d been busy trying to avoid being killed by the Duoksini, but Sammo had moved with such speed that he could barely follow her with his eyes. But thanks to Sammo’s excellence as a swordfighter and the fact that Nhaga could see better in the dark, they were able to fight off the Duoksini.

But Karu couldn’t be happy about it. He took out the stones from his rucksack and looked at them in sadness. The stones were cold.

He tossed one to the side and nearmed, What shall we do, Pei?

Sammo didn’t answer. She finished cleaning her shiktol and sheathed it. Then she crossed her arms and thought for a moment. Karu waited a little before nearming, Pei? What are you thinking now? I hope you’re finding a way out of this horrid place.

I’m thinking of what that monster said.

What?

What it nearmed to us when it could no longer follow us.

I must apologize, but I was too scared then to listen. What did it nearm?

You didn’t sense it? It nearmed that it would not allow us to kill another god. It makes no sense.

Karu almost screamed in his mind, but he caught himself just in time. Sammo had nearmed before of a presence here that was wondering why the Duoksini had lost their god. That presence was the monster they then encountered. And the monster had read his mind before he realized it.

Nervously, he looked at Sammo, who uncrossed her arms and nearmed, Those infidels must’ve told Ryun some sick story.

What?

They must’ve told Ryun about one of their superstitions. And the monster read Ryun’s memories. How absurd, even for a superstition. The murder of a god.

Karu felt relieved.

Truly. What could it have possibly meant by that nearm?

I suppose we’ll know once we catch those infidels. Let’s go, Karu.

Sammo nearmed as if they could leave the pyramid at any moment. Karu looked around for the stone he had just tossed away, but he couldn’t see it. He took out another stone from his rucksack, but before he could nearm anything, Sammo interjected, If you’re going to nearm about the stones cooling or whatnot, spare me. I’m not interested in those stones.

She started walking down the corridor. Karu dropped the stone in his hands and ran after her.

If you’re not interested in the stones, how do you propose to get out of here?

By following the heat.

What? But, Pei, the stones have cooled. There is no more heat.

Why don’t you look up once in a while?

Karu looked up. He was astonished by what he saw.

Heat flowed along the ceiling, fist-sized clumps of it as if to make it easier for them to see its movement.

Karu looked back at Sammo. You . . . expected this?

It’ll be evening soon; let’s get out of here. There are things we need to do.

Karu was so fascinated by the flying heat that he didn’t ask her what those things were. He shook his head and thought, this woman really was different.

There was no way for them to have known from the darkness, but instinctively, the bats had known evening was coming, and were flying out of the pyramid one by one over their heads.






4 The Monster That Eats Kings


AN ARAJIT WARRIOR WHO LOST A HOST OF YUT GAMES TO A KITALJER HUNTER SHOUTED, “YOU RAT BASTARD, BE GRATEFUL FOR THE KING’S MERCY THAT YOUR PEOPLE STILL LIVE! IF HE HAD ORDERED IT, YOU WOULD BE DEAD NOW!”

THE KITALJER HUNTER PICKED UP THE YUT DICE STICKS AND CALMLY REPLIED, “YOU MUST LOVE YOUR KING VERY MUCH. THEN BE THANKFUL. YOU STILL HAVE YOUR KING BECAUSE I HAVEN’T HUNTED HIM YET.”

THE ARAJIT WARRIOR BURST INTO LAUGHTER AND THREW THE YUT DICE AGAIN. AND LOST AGAIN.

—from an old folktale of the Fechirin region



When Vyass Mahkerow got into a rough argument with Carindol Mahkerow, the Mahkerow women cringed but were not surprised. They’d awaited this storm for a long time, and now it was here.

Carindol Mahkerow’s behavior not only disconcerted the Mahkerow women but all the women of Hattengraaj. She had been as infamous as Sammo in her disinterest in men—albeit disinterested for different reasons—but the affections she displayed for men in the past month was the talk of the city. Carindol tried to bed every man who visited, and when this wasn’t enough, she went outside to woo potential bedfellows. Such distasteful behavior drew the ire of the other houses, and the Mahkerow women could not hide their consternation. It all came to a head when Vyass’s seething resentment exploded in anger.

Vyass pointed out that not even Sammo Pei had gone out to the streets to scare helpless men into coming to bed with her, and that coercing men to do so was an insult to their house. But Carindol only smiled coldly and replied such a nearm was as ludicrous to her as the fantasy of fatherhood.

Oh, Vyass, I beg of you—please do not pretend to be so enlightened as to believe that men can give consent. Men are like dice. You don’t ask dice for their consent to roll a one or a six. If women want to play with dice, let them. It’s your choice as to whether you’ll play or not.

If I don’t want to play, you should at least not steal the dice away from me! Why would you do that?

Because I want the dice.

Then play the game, Carindol!

There are ways to get what I want without having to play that stupid game. And I am using those ways. If anything, it’s me who should nearm the other women that they don’t need to be so afraid of men.

What was this now? Vyass nearmed, Afraid of men?

Why do you think women wait at home waiting for men? They’re worried that if they go out into the streets and compete over men, the men would get high-minded ideas about themselves. Like infidel men have. It’s a silly worry. Men are too hopeless.

It would’ve been fine if the argument ended there, but Carindol had to administer another jab.

We could also take a more sophisticated view. Maybe this practice of staying at home is some kind of special deference to the more unfortunate women. Because once the competition heats up, they’ll never even get to see a man.

Carindol then conjured up in her mind the face of Vyass Mahkerow as if by accident. Understandably, Vyass did not react graciously to this. The term “serious argument” among the Nhaga tends to mean something slightly different than with other races, as the expression often covers the dismemberment of limbs. Somero had to step in before that happened as she roundly scolded the both of them until they both relented. Not because they were afraid of Somero but because if they did not heed their eldest sister, they would be made to heed the matriarch Dusenna.

This wasn’t a genuine truce, of course, and they both knew it. Vyass, in her seething rage, stepped up in earnest her research efforts into killing a Nhaga that had their heart extracted.

Aren’t you worried?

Worried? I am.

You are?

I’m worried that her tiny little mind will find it difficult to find a way to kill me and that she’ll give up.

Carindol’s reply made the man freeze. They lay naked against each other, which made his freezing very obvious to Carindol. She smiled and stroked his hair.

Why are you afraid?

How could I not be? You nearmed that so casually.

I shouldn’t be afraid she’d do something I’m goading her into.

You are trying to anger Vyass? Why are you putting yourself in danger?

Because that’s how she’ll make a big mistake. There’s nothing to be gained in a woman’s world without a little danger, Suvachi.

This typically cocky women’s tone made Suvachi smile.

You don’t fool me. There’s no way to kill a Nhaga; is that why you’re not worried?

No way to kill a Nhaga, you said? Someone killed my brother.

Hwarit? But he hadn’t had his heart extracted. That’s why he was killed so easily.

And a Nhaga who had their heart extracted is hard to kill?

Isn’t that how it is?

Carindol closed her mind for a moment before nearming, Not necessarily.

What do you mean?

Well, Suvachi. Those who have tied the knot can untie it, so to nearm.

What? I don’t know what you’re nearming about.

I’m nearming that our deaths, taken away by the heart tower, can be given back to us by the heart tower.

Suvachin froze again. He turned his head to look at Carindol’s profile.

Heart . . . destruction?

Hmm? Were you a novice, by any chance?

Suvachi realized too late he’d made a mistake. He tried to find a way out of it and decided to change the subject to her instead.

Yes. I was. But what about you—how do you know about it?

You gave up becoming a guardian, I see.

Carindol avoided his question. Suvachi was glad, as that meant he could avoid having to make up lies about himself to conceal his true identity. He looked at her directly and nearmed, Yes. I gave that up. But how did you . . . Did Hwarit tell you?

You should know if you were once a novice. That’s not a secret he could ever divulge with me. Have you ever nearmed it?

No. Never. But if it wasn’t Hwarit who nearmed you, how do you know? Answer me! This is important.

Carindol looked annoyed, but she seemed to understand that Suvachi wasn’t going to let this go. With a bitter expression on her face, she nearmed, Something happened in the Pei household once.

Here?

Yes. You know how Hwarit and Ryun were close friends? They visited each other’s houses a lot. I felt protective of Hwarit as we shared a mother. So when Hwarit told me he wanted to visit the house of Pei, I would escort him. You understand why, don’t you?

Suvachi understood. A house’s women would not look with relish upon a little boy taking visiting men to another household. It risked the loss of their male visitors. Carindol had escorted him instead, which helped him get approval for his visits. Hwarit would’ve been most grateful to her, his third eldest sister. Even if to Carindol Hwarit was just an annoying younger brother she helped out of obligation to her mother.

And then one day, when I was visiting the house of Pei with Hwarit like on so many other days, I saw a man who was a visitor in their house being killed. Hwarit was not there. But Ryun was. He saw a man killed in front of him. How do you think he felt about that? His mind just opened wide in that moment.

And you read it!

Carindol cackled. I did. I kept hearing that funny word. “Father.”

Father?

That man must’ve been his mother’s mate. But I read some other things too. Ryun was a novice, you see.

Suvachi saw what had happened—Carindol sent a mental nod and continued to nearm.

Yes. Exactly. I learned about all that in a single moment. That the man had been punished. That the punishment had been heart destruction. And the most important thing—that this secretive and terrifying method of deathly punishment was to destroy the heart stored in the heart tower.

Suvachi found it hard to breathe, and not because of the shock of revelation. A syker was pressing down on his neck.

As Carindol wriggled the blade into position between his scales, she slowly nearmed, So now that I know all the secrets of you guardians, what do you plan to do with me?

Suvachi trembled. If you’ve read it all, Mahkerow, you know why it’s kept a secret, do you not?

I do. If the secret gets out, idiots who are afraid of death will refuse to have their hearts extracted. The Nhaga would lose an important strategic advantage, and our great civilization would fall under the horse hooves of the grain-eating infidels.

So if you understand—

And there are other women who know this secret, correct? But they know the reasons for the heart towers existing make sense, which is why they haven’t burned all the guardians at the stake and smashed the towers. They let you all continue as you do. Only men can become the bridegroom of the goddess; we have no other choice. And you guardians don’t use the heart destruction method too liberally because—

If the women angry at having men hold their lives in their hands should burn all the guardians and destroy the heart towers, the Nhaga may lose their connection with the goddess and become like the Duoksini.

Are you going to report me to the guardians in the heart tower?

I shall not. Because I’ve come to realize you are different from other women. Heart destruction is kept secret for the benefit of women who are incapable of rational thought.

That’s wise.

The syker was removed. Suvachi rubbed his neck and counted the number of scales that had fallen off. He also thought about how he hadn’t seen a syker in this room before. Had she hidden it under her bed?

Are you really not angry, Mahkerow?

Angry?

I’ve never seen a case myself, but when I was a novice, I heard of such things from my teacher. That women, when they learn of the secret, become enraged. That having once thought themselves invincible, the notion of this vulnerability, which is in the hands of men, no less, drives them to madness. But you seem very calm.

Haven’t you been listening? Heart extraction is crucial to the Nhaga. If the guardians get to have a bit of power as a result of this essential protection, it’s just something we have to accept. And the guardians know better than anyone else what an abuse of such power would entail. You don’t have to worry about me.

But no one can be that rational all the time.

Suvachi. I first came to know of this eleven years ago. And I still went to get my heart extracted five years later. I have no fear of it.

Suvachi was at a loss. Even when they thought heart extraction meant immortality, there were quite a few Nhaga who feared the ritual. But Carindol, despite realizing it meant putting her life directly into someone else’s hands, did not seem like she feared the prospect at all.

You are a true woman through and through. Courageous.

Spare me. Men nearm that when they want women to do their bidding. Still, Carindol smiled. Her tone lightened a bit with her next nearm. I wonder why that man had his heart destroyed.

What man?

The one who died in the Pei household. Maybe you know, if you were a novice back then. Why did they have to resort to heart destruction? Was he so dangerous?

What was his name?

I don’t quite remember. Yos . . . Yosbay or Yosby, something like that.

***

IT’S YOSBY. RYUN PEI LEFT THE NOVITIATE OVER THIS INCIDENT.

Serisma’s answer had Suvachi nodding. His legs ached from climbing up to the fifty-fifth floor of the heart tower. He pounded his sore muscles with his fists as he asked, So that Yosby was Ryun’s father? I see why Ryun Pei developed a fear of heart extraction.

Indeed. He saw that happening right in front of him.

But why was the man sentenced to heart destruction? Was he so dangerous?

What do you know about heart destruction?

I know enough.

No. You do not. There’s a difference between knowing what something is and what it implies. As Carindol Mahkerow guessed, it is a very dangerous instrument. So dangerous that we keep it a secret as much as we can, Suvachi. Then shouldn’t it follow that whatever instance we decide to use it against is even more dangerous than the instrument itself? I’m sorry, but I cannot nearm you any more than that.

Suvachi didn’t object. He wasn’t too interested in the why.

Serisma smiled approvingly at his indifference. So, have you found out who killed Hwarit? Is it Vyass, as you suspected?

I haven’t found any decisive evidence yet. Perhaps it would’ve been better to approach her from the start. I still think this roundabout way is better, but Carindol hasn’t given me the slightest of hints. And the animosity between them makes it difficult for me to approach Vyass.

Then our plan walks a very precarious line indeed.

Serisma and Suvachi briefly indulged in a silent moment of shared gloom.

I do not need to emphasize yet again the importance of this plan. You or Karu need to uncover Hwarit’s true murderer. Only then can we be sure whom to send to the Great Temple and whom not to. I know it’s difficult, but I need you to make it happen, Suvachi.

Suvachi gave a grim nod. Nothing was more important than the plan.

***

SO, ARE YOU GOING TO NEARM ME WHAT THE PLAN IS?

Karu, leaning against the stone of the pyramid as he caught his breath, looked up at Sammo in surprise. Sammo stared up at the sky, not moving. Reluctantly, he opened his mind.

Plan? What are you nearming about?

They were in the middle level of the pyramid, and the bats that had led them outside shone like blazes of fire in the sunset over the forest beyond. Sammo turned her head from them to look down at Karu.

It must be quite the important plan. Let me help you decide what to nearm me a little quicker. Why were there infidels waiting in Kiboren Forest for my brother? I cannot fathom how three whole infidels could just appear in Kiboren. There’s only one possible explanation for that. They’re here for one thing. To meet someone. And that someone, my brother, is part of their company.

Karu had thought it odd himself. The Pathfinder would’ve been told by now that Ryun wasn’t Hwarit—why had he taken him in? Had Ryun asked to accompany them so he could escape?

Sammo continued. That means they’re here for the very purpose of taking my brother. And you. You’re here to make sure they took my brother.

It’s the house of Mahkerow that—

You knew so much about the Duoksini, Karu. But if your purpose was only to make sure I properly accomplished my mission, you wouldn’t have followed me into that awful pyramid. You would’ve gone back to Hattengraaj and told everyone that they were eaten by Duoksini. Or given up the money. But you followed me inside. Why? Because you’re not here on orders from the house of Mahkerow. Which means you’re here on a different plan.

Karu, still seated, tried to back away from her. Sammo, however, didn’t seem to care if he ran or not as she stared silently at him. Karu eventually had to accept that the wall behind him made retreat impossible. The dread he felt made the world around him seem heightened and unreal.

Sammo didn’t move a muscle.

What else can I nearm? That there must be some kind of conspiracy between certain Nhaga and the infidels beyond the Line of Limit? That the plan, for whatever reason, involves bringing my brother over the Line to the north?

There was no sword or dagger in Sammo’s hands. All she had was the sharpness of her stare and the calm tone of her nearms. She didn’t even stand up. It was this attitude where she didn’t seem to care if he ran off that prevented him from running. Because he didn’t know why Sammo took this tactic.

Karu, you have to nearm me. I need to know. What is this plan, and why did my brother have to kill his closest friend to see it through?

Ryun might not be the murderer.

What?

Sammo’s penetrating look turned to one of surprise. Karu cursed himself for letting that nearm slip.

What are you nearming about? That Ryun . . . He might not be Hwarit’s murderer?

He might not be. I came here to make sure.

If Ryun didn’t kill Hwarit, then who?

Karu gave up. It’s my thinking that Vyass Mahkerow killed Hwarit.

Sammo was aghast. Did you just nearm me that Vyass Mahkerow killed her own brother? Do you really think I will believe such a thing?

Is it so absurd to think so? You’re trying to do the same.

Immediately, Karu regretted his retort. Sammo looked stricken as she turned away from him.

I apologize, Pei.

Sammo did not meet his eye. Nearm me . . . nearm me why you suspect Vyass.

Vyass’s whereabouts on that day are unknown. But she has a special pass to the reading room, where Hwarit was found. She also despises her brother. Hwarit told me this himself when he was alive. He was even worried that his sister would try to kill him.

Sammo sighed deeply. Vyass. It was Vyass all along. Vyass killed her own younger brother. How perfectly awful. She looked up at the sky. I knew from the start that Ryun did not kill Hwarit.

Karu was astounded. Really?

Because Hwarit wasn’t hit from the front.

What?

Hwarit was hit from behind. Near the entrance of the reading room. But he couldn’t have been hit as he was exiting the room. Because if he had looked around the reading room, he would’ve found the killer.

But maybe he found the killer and was killed while running away?

To run away means you are sure the other person is about to kill you. Could Hwarit have imagined his friend Ryun killing him? I doubt it. Also, it is exceedingly difficult to strike the back of a person who is running away. Hwarit got hit after walking into the room in an ambush. If Ryun had been hiding deep in the reading room, how could he have done such a thing at the entrance?

If Ryun had arrived later than Hwarit—

If Ryun had arrived later than Hwarit, the archivist Yubex would be alive, and Yubex would’ve warned Hwarit that Ryun was behind him ready to strike. Hwarit would’ve turned around and been attacked from the front. If Ryun killed Yubex first, wouldn’t Hwarit, again, have turned around when Yubex nearmed he was being attacked and get his front slashed, not his back? I think both situations are unlikely.

I see!

Yes. The murderer had to have arrived before Hwarit and killed Yubex first. They chopped him into bits and hid him away. Then they came to the reception hall and lured Hwarit to the reading room. They followed Hwarit into the room and slayed him from the back. This is not something a Nhaga half out of his mind from fear of heart extraction is capable of. This had to be planned and carefully executed.

Karu was overwhelmed by this insight. But then he recalled Suvachi’s hypothesis.

What you nearm is true, but could Ryun have planned Hwarit’s death beforehand and pretended to fear heart extraction as a cover?

Sammo gave him a long look. I see that the one you wanted to send wasn’t Ryun but Hwarit. Seeing as you suspect Ryun as some kind of hired assassin.

Karu decided to be completely truthful. Sammo was simply impervious to lies.

You are correct. Hwarit was the one we wanted to send over the Line of Limit. But Hwarit died, and I needed to confirm whether the murderer was Ryun or Vyass. You proved that Ryun could not have killed Hwarit just now. But what if Ryun really was pretending?

Then why is Ryun acting with the infidels? When Hwarit was the one you wanted to send.

Well . . . Maybe he’s pretending to be Hwarit.

Sammo shook her head.

You’ve thought a lot about this, I see. But I don’t think that’s it. I know Ryun. I know that isn’t an acceptable explanation to you, so why don’t I present you with something more objective. First, if his purpose was to switch places with Hwarit, he wouldn’t have made such a mess of Hwarit’s murder. Maybe circumstances conspired so that he had no other choice, but that would leave one very strange discrepancy in that narrative. The fact that there was no attack against me.

What do you mean?

Think. If Ryun was trying to switch himself in for Hwarit, there would’ve been others helping him do so. Surely you wouldn’t claim Ryun would plan such a thing on his own? If such people exist, they would be as determined as you and your friends in your trying to send Hwarit over the Line of Limit. I would become an obstacle, then. Which is why someone should’ve tried to attack me by now. But there hasn’t been a single attempt.

Karu gave out an exclamation in his mind. Sammo was right.

Therefore, there was no conspiracy to switch them. Your plan, whatever it is, was not exposed, Karu. What happened was probably much simpler than that.

Simpler?

Why don’t I make it easier for you. First, Vyass Mahkerow killed Hwarit. I don’t know why, but Hwarit himself thought she would, and I’m going to respect his thinking. As Hwarit died, Ryun, running from his fear of heart extraction, stumbled upon him. To see such a horrifying . . . Before Hwarit died, he passed on your plan to Ryun. And now Ryun is acting in Hwarit’s stead. It was his friend’s dying request, and he wanted to run away anyway; there was no reason for him to refuse. That’s the simplest explanation. The one that best fits the current situation.

Karu was utterly defeated. You are right! You must be. Ryun isn’t the murderer! And you knew this the whole time?

I knew that Ryun wasn’t the real murderer, at least.

Then why didn’t you nearm so before?

What?

When the Shojainteshiktol was imposed on your household! Why didn’t you nearm them what you just nearmed to me now? You would’ve cleared your brother’s name, and you wouldn’t be out here trying to kill him!

Sammo nearmed bitterly, My brother didn’t kill his friend, Karu. But he committed another sin.

Another sin?

He didn’t get his heart extracted. My brother cannot be allowed to live.

Karu’s scales stood on end. Then . . . you would rather . . . by your own hand?

In distress, Karu closed his mind. But he could not keep it closed for long—Sammo’s motives were simply unacceptable. He reopened his mind and nearmed, But we need Ryun!

Because Ryun is acting in Hwarit’s stead? What is it that Hwarit was tasked with that you need Ryun so much?

I cannot nearm why. But Ryun is indeed on a very important mission. And he’s undertaking this endeavor without us ever having persuaded him. I beg you not to interfere, Pei. You know already Ryun is not Hwarit’s murderer. Then wouldn’t the Shojainteshiktol be invalid? I understand that you would rather he die by your hand than someone else’s. But once he is over the Line of Limit, he will never be killed by another Nhaga’s hand! And Ryun is guaranteed his survival!

In contrast to his fervor, Sammo looked upon him with cold fury. Karu was taken aback by her anger.

Isn’t . . . isn’t that so, Pei? You don’t have to worry about other Nhaga. As long as you don’t interfere, the very excellent Pathfinder they have will help him over the Line of Limit. What Nhaga would kill Ryun then?

Karu.

Yes?

There are two things you should know. First, my brother is a Nhaga. Second, the Line of Limit of the north means Nhaga can’t survive beyond it. Think of what these two facts would mean when put together.

Karu was confused for a moment—but then his scales bristled when he realized what she meant.

Sammo nodded. Exactly. My brother cannot survive in the north. You were going to send Hwarit after he had his heart extracted. But my brother still has his heart, which means he can’t return to the Nhaga. He will die in that cold place. It’s a cruel land where even a Nhaga without a heart could barely survive. It will only be worse for my brother, many times worse . . . No! I refuse to let that happen to him! That’s worse than letting him die by the hand of another Nhaga.

Karu, staring at Sammo, felt something bubble up from inside of him. He gripped the pyramid behind him. The stone was warm from a whole day in the sun. It glimmered in the eyes of the Nhaga.

Please, I beg you . . . allow him the worse death, Pei . . .

Sammo didn’t answer. Karu bowed his head and sobbed. The tears fell upon the stone and became bursts of light before they cooled to black.

Pei. I know you can never forgive me for nearming that. Yes, I realize that. It would be a terrible death for Ryun. But his mission is too important. This mission Hwarit was tasked with—and now Ryun—is more important than any other endeavor in this world. Ryun knows its importance, and that’s why he took it on from Hwarit, don’t you see? Please let your brother go. I understand what you are trying to do is to give your brother a comfortable death. That it is your final gift to him as his sister. But please let him do what he needs to do, even if it means a painful death for him. I beg you.

Sammo nearmed nothing. The quiet filled him with even more sadness. It would’ve been better if Sammo had cursed him or hit him, rather than this silence.

He finally looked up at her.

Sammo was gone.

Karu quickly stood up and frantically looked around him until he spotted Sammo Pei walking away from him at a lower level of the pyramid. There wasn’t a trace of the sadness she showed a moment before in her straight back and her precise, efficient walk.

Karu stared after her and nearmed, over and over, Forgive me, Pei. But please, let your brother go.

***

THE DARKNESS OF KIBOREN, A DARKNESS THAT CLEANSED ITSELF with the dew that dripped down the hard bark of its trees and beseeched the sun from its refuge in the roots of the musky-scented grass, was a bastard child raised by the earth that had covered itself with thick jungle in refusal of all light from above. To the company, whose shadows moved from west to east as they made their way from south to north, the only indication they were nearing the Line of Limit was the cold. Ryun grew noticeably slower.

With the assassin right on their heels, Kagan did not find this slowness to his liking.

He ended up proposing that Ryun take another dose of sodrak. But because of his concerns regarding side effects, Kagan limited Ryun’s intake to one dose a day. Ryun was to run for the seventeen minutes the sodrak was effective, and the rest were to follow. Teenahan, the only other member of their company who could run at that speed, was to accompany him so he wouldn’t be alone and vulnerable in his exhaustion.

Their journey took on an odd form. At sunrise, Ryun would warm up his body as best he could with the sodrak, and he would run northward at fearsome speed trailed closely by Teenahan. After seventeen minutes, Ryun would’ve completed his journeying for the day, and the two would wait for the rest of the company. In the afternoon, Kagan, Byong, and Nani caught up to them. They would spend the night there and do the same the next day. Byong was fascinated by the effects of the sodrak and wanted to try it himself.

Kagan shook his head. “It’s useless for the hot-blooded. It only works for the Nhaga and plants.”

“Plants?”

“I understand it as a medicine that was first made for plants. It just happened to be useful for the Nhaga as well.”

Kagan’s plan allowed them to move at a more or less satisfactory speed through the jungle, but the farther north they got, the slower Ryun became. Eventually, it only took until noon for Kagan’s group to catch up to Ryun’s group.

Kagan explained once more to Teenahan and Byong, “At the Line of Limit, sodrak will enable any Nhaga to be as active as they normally would be back home. We’re very close to the north now. It’s still a little hot for us, but for Ryun, he’s never been so cold.”

“What if I took sodrak twice? Once in the morning, once in the afternoon.”

“That’s unnecessary. The assassin is slowed down as well. And if we ever run into a patroller, you might have to take sodrak thrice in one day. That’s too dangerous.”

Teenahan suggested, “Why don’t I carry him on my back?”

“He might freeze to death. He still has his heart; it would be too risky.” But Kagan thought for a moment. “Actually, Teenahan, maybe you’re right. Your feathers and heat would help Ryun against the cold. But don’t run, just walk with us. And not even that if it raises your heat too much. Let us know the moment you feel hot.”

Byong and Teenahan had come to understand the jungle as Kagan understood it. The most important thing to remember was heat, and no one needed to care too much about sound. They could make as many rustling and crunching sounds as possible as they moved through Kiboren, but they had to avoid any clearing or path, as the patrollers would also use those paths. They could leave footprints in dirt or grass but had to be careful on rocks and stones where their feet could leave heat imprints. But hot stones exposed to sunlight were all right . . .

Kagan’s sudden declaration then, when both Rekon and Tokkebi had finally learned to navigate the rules of the Nhaga forest, came as a shock.

“We have crossed the Line of Limit.”

Teenahan blinked and looked about him. The forest today looked the same as the forest the day before. The trees were equally tall, and the heat was just as irritating.

But Kagan spoke with the calm conviction of someone who was absolutely sure.

“You have all come a long way.”

Teenahan didn’t understand what he meant by this, but Byong was taken aback. As much as Kagan never scolded the company, no matter how many foolish mistakes they made during their journey, he was never one to give praise either. Kagan caught Byong’s astonishment and made an odd face, much like his own face when he was caught in a mistake in front of his lord of the castle, Bao. But the expression then vanished, and Kagan’s voice returned to his usual calm and polite tone.

“The Line of Limit is not etched in stone, but I believe there is little chance we will run into patrollers now. There are bandits who roam about these parts, but none of them would dare attack a company with a Rekon, if they have any sense. We can let down our guard a little.

“Byong, please set Ryun on fire.”

The calm of his words delayed the shock Ryun and Byong felt when they realized what he had just said.

“What?” they both screamed at the same time.

It took them a bit to understand Kagan was not proposing they roast Ryun in celebration of crossing the Line of Limit. Rather, Byong, following Kagan’s more precise orders, created a Tokkebibul that was lightless but warm to cover Ryun’s body. Once done, Ryun felt more himself and could walk on his own two feet again. Teenahan mused aloud why they hadn’t done that before now.

Ryun answered before Kagan did. “The fire that covers me now is similar to the heat that emanates from your body.”

“Exactly. Which means you would look the same as us. They can see us anyway, so what difference does it make if they see one more—”

“You don’t understand. You’re covered by your clothes, but my entire body—clothes and all—is heated. I would look as bright as a blaze of fire to a Nhaga right now.”

Teenahan understood and once more was impressed with Kagan’s thinking. Ryun could see heat and immediately understand why they couldn’t do before what they did now, but Kagan would’ve had to think deeper, and he had.

Byong would’ve fussed about how impressed he was at this point, but he simply stared at Kagan with his mouth shut. Kagan sensed something in his gaze and looked back at him. Byong looked away and stroked one of Nani’s horns. Kagan decided to wait. And Byong could sense that Kagan waited for him.

The night they crossed the Line of Limit, when Teenahan and Ryun had fallen into their first really deep sleep in a long while, Byong approached Kagan, who sat by the fire, and Kagan gazed wordlessly back at him. It was only when the constellation that resembled the fifth daughter of night had crossed the night sky that Byong spoke.

“I want to express my gratitude to you for bringing us safely across the Line of Limit. You have suffered much for our sake.”

“Not at all.”

“I’ve watched you for about three months now, and you truly have gained much knowledge from those you have preyed on and eaten. I suppose the old saying is true: that the wolf knows the sheep better than the shepherd does.”

“The sheep likely holds the shepherd’s knowledge in higher esteem.”

“And the wolf cares less about having its knowledge judged and more about using its knowledge, do you agree?”

“I do.”

Byong whipped his hand out, and the fire Kagan had made flared up into a pyre, too large to have been made from mere kindling found in the woods. Kagan only stared at it impassively.

The fire was not hot. Byong stared at Kagan.

“You don’t even flinch. Did you suspect I only wanted to see your face better? Or do you not care if I burn your face off or not?”

“Just say what you want to say, Byong.”

“Answer the question I just asked first.”

“The former.”

“The former?”

“Yes. If you’d wanted to burn me, you would’ve set me on fire.”

Byong, triumphant, shouted, “You—you would never eat a Tokkebi. Correct?”

“I would not. What of it?”

“You understood a Tokkebi’s action exactly just now. It means you are good at understanding others, correct? You are a Kim, but you understand Tokkebi because you know their ways. Then the reason you know about Nhaga is not because you eat Nhaga but . . .” Byong stopped himself and glanced at Ryun.

Kagan was calm. “Don’t worry. He won’t wake. He doesn’t hear you.”

“Ah . . . exactly! You know how to think like the Nhaga. Yes, there’s even something you said when I first met you. That you know they do not want to die. Do you remember?”

“I do.”

Byong pounded his chest. “I did as well!”

“What?”

“The Duoksini! You heard from Teenahan, yes?”

“I heard. He was angry you didn’t set them on fire.”

“I couldn’t set them on fire for the same reason as you. I could feel their sadness from having lost their god. I could feel their sadness and rage; how could I make them burn?”

“You would die.”

“What?”

Kagan cocked his head a little as he looked at Byong. His right hand suddenly appeared before them. Kagan slowly made the pyre Byong had wrought die down a little. As he did so, the shadows on Kagan’s face spread and deepened.

“If you felt the sadness of others,” Kagan said from the dark, “you would die.”

A chill overtook Byong. What he had worried over since they escaped the pyramid of the Duoksini, what he could not quite fit into words—it took solid form in his mind.

“Correct?” Kagan said, mimicking Byong.

Indeed, correct. That’s what had almost happened in the pyramid. Byong had seen beyond the Duoksini’s single-minded rage into the sadness that lay underneath.

Byong lowered his head.

Kagan spoke. “I see why the God That Kills Himself gave you life beyond death.”

Byong raised his head. “The God That Kills Himself . . . ?”

“Get some rest, Byong. The night is deep.”

The next morning, Teenahan opened his eyes and wondered if he was still in his dreams. The scene around him was more unreal than a fantasy of a mad manysoul.

The trees were all on fire. To be precise, there was fire on the trees, but they did not burn. Iridescent light haloed around the trees and made them sparkle like jewels. Through the branches shone plumes of light, and the air was full of little beetles of all shapes and colors that rode these plumes, no two alike, each with a different rider. The riders were Tokkebi, human, Rekon, and Nhaga, but many were more fantastical, like star-filled jars, spinning lightning rods, and birds with stag antlers. The most spectacular beetle of all was a large one that carried a city on its back, each building the size of a fingernail or smaller. It reminded Teenahan of the sky rays, and he was deeply awed. He spotted Byong in the midst of these creatures of light, intent on the hands that he held clasped before him. When he unclasped his hands, a small beetle flew up from the inside. The beetle carried a flower in a vase on its back.

As Teenahan stared in wonder, Ryun’s astonished voice came from behind him.

“The forge must be cold!”

Ryun looked around him, dazed. Not only had Byong varied the color, he had varied the temperature as well, which meant the sight he beheld was different from what Teenahan saw but was no less surreal.

Byong sensed their presence and turned his head to them. He smiled and said, “Sweet dreams?”

“I feel like I’m dreaming now,” said Teenahan. “What in the world is all this?”

Byong cackled. “I wanted a drink, but there was no liquor. What do you think? Doesn’t this make you feel drunk?”

Teenahan tilted his head and wanted to ask why he felt like having a drink, but before he could, Ryun butted in.

“What’s liquor?”

“Like a cold fire,” answered Byong, much to Ryun’s confusion. “Spiked with a little moonlight. You do not have liquor?”

“We do not,” Ryun said. “I can’t even imagine what that word means.”

Byong grinned. “Well. I think now you can.”

***

AFTER THEIR MORNING MEAL, AS THEY PREPARED THEMSELVES TO move on, Kagan asked for their attention.

“Byong, you should take Ryun on Nani and fly to the Great Temple.”

The others didn’t know what to say. Except Teenahan.

“Is that, ah, necessary?”

“We traveled on foot when we were south of the Line of Limit to avoid the patrollers, but there is no reason to dawdle now that we’ve made it up north. The only one of us the Great Temple truly needs is Ryun. Teenahan, you can afford to arrive a little later, although if you really want to, you can run at your great speed and join Ryun not long after he lands.”

“Huh? What about you?”

“I am not going.”

Byong’s eyes grew wide. “You’re not going?”

“I am not. Once you take Ryun into the sky, there is no more use for me. My mission was to take you into Kiboren and bring you out alive. It’s time for me to go home.”

“But you must come to the Great Temple and be compensated!”

“Compensated?”

“Yes, Jumunuri is to receive two hundred gold ingots for sending me. And you, Teenahan, you will receive support for your excavation of the sky ray ruins, yes?”

Teenahan nodded, not taking his eyes off Kagan.

Kagan said, “I didn’t do this because of any compensation. I did it because no one knew more about the Nhaga than me, except the Nhaga themselves. I also owe something of a debt to the Great Temple. That’s why I did this. There is no other compensation awaiting me.”

“But, but,” said Byong, “isn’t part of your mission to ensure Ryun arrives safely at the Great Temple? This is not the Great Temple!”

“Only two can ride the beetle.”

Flummoxed, Byong turned to Teenahan, but the Rekon was silent. What Kagan had just said to them was exactly as he had said everything else in the past three months—completely unobjectionable. That the fastest and safest way to escort Ryun now was indeed to ride the beetle. And that Kagan was no longer needed there.

As if he understood there could be no more objections, Kagan picked up his load and hoisted it onto his back. Once he hung Baragi on its hook, he turned to look each member of the company in the eyes, one by one. The last member his gaze fell on was Byong.

After a small sigh, Kagan said, “I want to tell you a story before we part, Byong. An old story from the Kitaljer hunters.”

“What? A story?”

“Imagine four birds, brothers from the same clutch. They each quench their thirst on different things. A bird that drinks water, a bird that drinks blood, a bird that drinks poison, and a bird that drinks tears. The bird that lives the longest is the bird that drinks blood. Which, do you think, is the bird that dies the fastest?”

“The bird that drank poison!” Teenahan shouted. Everyone looked at him, and Teenahan gave a satisfied smile.

Kagan shook his head. “The bird that drinks tears.”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood erect, and Ryun smiled slightly.

Byong, still shuddering from the mention of blood, said tentatively, “Do people die from drinking the tears of others?”

“They do. The reason the bird that drinks blood lives the longest is because it drinks that which the body wants to keep and never let flow outside of it. Tears, however, are discarded by the body. How harmful must they be that the body refuses them? It stands to reason that drinking such a thing leads to early death. However . . .”

“However?”

“They say the bird that drinks tears sings the most beautiful song in the world.”

Ryun and Teenahan looked at each other in confusion. But Byong smiled broadly. The sight of his smile pushed Kagan into hurrying his goodbye.

“Be safe.”

As the company stood there incredulous, Kagan turned on his heels and left them. It happened in a single moment. By the time they had thought of the right farewell, Kagan was far enough for his steps to not be heard. As Byong looked on the sight of Kagan walking over a hillock, he laughed and nodded his head.

Teenahan grumbled, “He acts like he’s finally rid himself of a nuisance. Not even looking back once!”

But neither Ryun nor Byong agreed with him, and Teenahan himself did not mean what he’d just said. Not for a single moment in the past three months did Kagan act as if they’d been a nuisance to him. No man could possibly fake such patience for so long; he truly must’ve been tolerant of them.

“Still,” Teenahan continued, “I do think we shall miss him. We’ve become so dependent on him in Kiboren, it makes me more nervous than when we were in the jungle that he’s not with us anymore.”

Byong smiled and gestured to Nani. “Surely we’ll see him again someday?”

“Surely we shall.”

Teenahan genuinely believed it. And the more he thought about it, the more he believed it would be so.

ONLY WHEN KAGAN WAS AT LEAST A HILLOCK AWAY FROM THE others did he slow his rapid pace.

The task was finished. No one could satisfyingly explain all of the strange things Hainsha Temple insisted on undertaking, and Kagan would never ask for an explanation. When on occasion the monks requested Kagan’s assistance, Kagan would accept, not because they explained their purposes so thoroughly but because they gave him tasks they knew that only he could accomplish.

And while this latest task had added a new chapter to the long history of his assistance, Kagan felt no sense of satisfaction. There was no need, for him, to revel in a task he did not understand the purpose for. Until the monks would call upon him again, Kagan would retire to his hut in Carabora and continue his peaceful life of cooking Nhaga.

His peaceful, butchering life.

Kagan looked around him. The scene did not move. He looked down at his feet and realized he had stopped walking. He stood there and stared at his feet.

The wind blew.

“The bird that drinks blood is the one that lives the longest. It drinks that which is precious, what must not be given up. But the smell of blood keeps everyone away.”

Kagan lowered his stance and gripped the hilt of Baragi. He stared out with the vein-thick eyes of a hunter in concentration until he realized the voice he heard just now was his own. The absurdity of it . . . Kagan stood up straight, let go of his sword, and covered his face with his hands.

“I shouldn’t have told that story to that Tokkebi.”

What was the Tokkebi’s name?

Kagan wasn’t bothered by the fact that he couldn’t remember the names of the Tokkebi and the Rekon. What truly bothered him was that he could still remember Ryun’s name. It was because of Yosby.

He’d claimed to be Yosby’s son. Insane!

“I am Yosby’s son, you bastard! All you got from Yosby were a few drops of liquid that were taken from him. You dare call him ‘father’? I ate his left arm!”

Kagan began to walk in a rage as if that would make it easier for him to forget Ryun’s name. But the name persisted in his memory. Kagan felt like drawing Baragi and cutting off the part of his head that knew Ryun’s name. “I am Yosby’s son! My fathers are . . .”

Kagan drew Baragi, but the strength was already leaving his knees. He tried to use his sword as a cane, but it slipped to the side and he fell on his knee and then his chin, and Baragi clanged down next to him.

He lay with his cheek on the ground and stared at Baragi. His cheek hurt, but he ignored it. A little while later, he scoffed. His breath kicked up dust.

“Kagan, you idiot. Kagan, you fool. Kagan . . .”

What was my name . . .

“Kagan? What are you doing?”

Kagan opened his eyes. Only then did he realize he must’ve fainted. He sat up and looked toward the direction of the voice.

A Tokkebi walked toward him. Byong Srabble—the name came to him, and the rising memories were too much. Something about a beetle named Nani. Kagan tried to get up, but he sat back down again. Damn it, had he not forgotten? What about everything else . . . ? He felt panic.

“Kagan, are you all right?”

He was speaking to him as if he were really concerned. Kagan frowned. But he also looked as if he was enjoying this. Worried, but amused. Was he mocking Kagan? No. Maybe he was just happy to see him again?

Byong said, “You look hurt. I don’t know whether to be happy or worried.”

“I’m not hurt. But why should you be happy?”

Byong beamed. “Because I caught up with you before you got too far. And now you shall ask me why I followed you.”

“I shall.”

Byong spread his arms and said with dramatic exasperation, “Nani refuses to let Ryun ride! What are we to do?”

But Byong looked overjoyed nonetheless.

***

RYUN TOOK A STEP TOWARD NANI, WHO TURNED AWAY FROM THE bark it nibbled on and threateningly presented its antlers. Ryun, scared, looked at Byong but Byong gestured at him not to worry and to approach. Ryun breathed deeply and took another step.

Nani gave up the bark and took a step back. Kagan wasn’t surprised, as this was the third time they had demonstrated this to him. A little irritably, he said to Byong, “Ask it in your gesture language why it’s refusing Ryun.”

“I already did before you came. It won’t answer.”

“Try again.”

Byong shrugged and went up to Nani. His hands gestured rapidly. Kagan stared at the antennae. Normally, the beetle would communicate through waving their antennae, but Nani’s refused to move at all. Kagan, as he rested his hand on his chin, turned from the beetle to Byong, his eyes demanding an explanation, but Byong was unfortunately unable to comply.

Byong said uncertainly, “Well, ah, its reaction is similar to when it’s seen a sky ray. You do know how beetles refuse to go near sky rays?”

Teenahan couldn’t stand it anymore. “We know! It’s why I’ve yet to climb onto a sky ray’s back! But Ryun is not a sky ray.”

“I’m just saying, it’s the same reaction. When we ask beetles why they won’t fly when sky rays are about, they say nothing. Like now.”

“We’ve traveled together for a month,” said Kagan, “so it can’t be because it’s not used to the Nhaga. Baffling.” He sighed.

The others waited for him to continue, but they all had the same thought, that Kagan would never complain about or scold the beetle. They were right.

“We shall walk,” Kagan declared. “The Great Temple will have to wait a little longer.”

Teenahan looked satisfied. “Then we are traveling together once more, Kagan?”

“If you are walking, you will need me.”

A look of relief was shared between the others.

“You’re making us all late,” said Byong to Nani. “Why are you behaving like this?” But again there was a smile on his face.

Ryun’s smile was a little different, however. Only Kagan could read a Nhaga’s face properly, and he happened to face a different direction and miss the smile. While the others tried to determine why Nani had behaved so unexpectedly, Ryun’s hand snuck to the bottom of the rucksack on his back, where he stroked the material and felt the contents within.

Could it all be because of this?

The thing inside the rucksack moved. He gave a shout. Thankfully, it was a nearmed shout, and no one heard him. Ryun gave a quick glance at the others and touched the bottom of his rucksack again.

Nothing.

How strange. He could’ve sworn . . . ?

***

WHEN LOOKED UPON FROM FARUM PLAINS, HAINSHA ON FARUM Mountain did not look like one temple. Rather, the Great Temple sprawled over the fifth to eighth ridges of the mountain, and there was not much uniformity of architectural style among the buildings. There were valleys, forests, and peaks in between the buildings, which further detracted from a sense of unity. Hainsha, therefore, looked more like a city constructed on the mountain than a traditional temple. But it was very much a single, and singular, entity.

This haphazard layout made even monks moving between buildings feel as if they were going on a journey of a great distance, and exaggerated jokes abounded about the need to recognize death-in-exile status for those who died on a ridge different from their residence. But it was true the child monks would feel lost in the mountain on their way to another part of the temple. Even if they did lose this feeling once they felt the weight of years of temple life on their shoulders.

The strange appearance of the Great Temple of Hainsha is impossible to understand without knowing its long and surprise-studded history. Orenol, the youngest “Father” Hainsha has ever had, knew all of Hainsha’s history, from the laying of its first foundation stone until the present day by heart, and often asserted that the monks should feel proud of how complex and complicated Hainsha had grown thanks to this storied past. But Orenol, as he made his way up to the Great Temple’s hermitage completely out of breath, felt not even a sliver of said pride at the moment. He wondered if he would really make it to the hermitage to report to the Great Abbot Jutagi before he collapsed in exhaustion.

Whether it was by the grace of the God of Nowhere or his legs well trained from a temple childhood, Orenol managed to make his report without fainting at the feet of the Great Abbot.

“A dragon, its eyes, open!”

Jutagi, who’d been tending the little vegetable patch of the hermitage, dropped the rake in his hands.

“What did you just say? A dragon?”

“Yes! A dragon has opened its eyes!”

Jutagi’s long beard trembled. The Great Abbot took a deep breath and picked up the rake. “First, you must drink some water.”

He went behind the hermitage, leaned the rake against the wall, and fetched a gourd of water from the small kitchen, which Orenol gratefully accepted and hurriedly brought to his lips. The Great Abbot wiped his face with a towel as he waited for Orenol to give him back the gourd. After taking a sip from it himself, he said, “Now explain.”

“We have a manysoul among the meditation practitioners.”

“And how was that allowed?”

“They had a reference from Cassida Temple. But during their meditation they realized there was a dragoner among them.”

“Realized?”

“The manysoul had no idea this was the case until that moment. The dragoner had been a part of the manysoul for a long while and had been asleep all this time. But they awoke and began to shout in Arajit about a dragon root opening its eyes. Terrifying the other meditators.”

As surprising as it was, such an incident was far from unheard-of at Hainsha. Some manysouls would discover souls that had been asleep for thousands of years living among them and react with similar disconcertion. But this was usually the case with younger souls than that. Very old souls rarely woke up, for even becoming part of a manysoul did not guarantee immortality. Then how had this dragoner been awakened?

“Is the dragoner fully awake?”

“No. They shouted that and went back to sleep. The manysoul tried many times but couldn’t find the dragoner inside them anymore. They think the deep meditation briefly allowed the sleeping soul to rise.”

Jutagi forced calm upon himself and tried to think logically. Meditation was about losing oneself. A manysoul would have many selves to lose, and as the younger selves fell away, the older selves might’ve emerged from the depths. The young monk’s theory made sense.

“But you said they spoke in Arajit?”

“Yes. None of the selves of the manysoul knew what the dragoner was saying.”

“Then how do you know yourself?”

“Great Monk Dehora was overlooking the meditation, and he told me in secret.”

The Great Abbot slapped his own knee. Monk Dehora was famed for his knowledge of ancient languages.

“According to Monk Dehora, the manysoul and the other practitioners calmed down and seemed to forget about it. That lots of people shout strange things in meditation.”

Jutagi felt relieved. “Then only you and Monk Dehora know?”

“And any dragoners that still survive.”

“Where would such people be now? One must partake in the dragon root to become a dragoner. But the Nhaga have destroyed all dragon flowers that dare to bloom.”

“There are rumors that dragon roots are still found in the wild. And hasn’t a dragon root opened its eyes just now? That means there must’ve been at least one dragon flower that remains viable. If one remains, wouldn’t that mean there might be others? Someone might’ve eaten one.”

Jutagi had to concede the possibility. He had taken out his prayer beads out of habit and was passing them in his hand.

Orenol couldn’t keep quiet for long. “If a dragon root has been discovered, and it has grown and flowered and opened its eyes, it will become a dragon soon. We have to find it before people find it. Otherwise, the ignorant shall damage it and it will grow into a monster. There are many in the profane world who want to become kings even if it means turning a dragon into a weapon.”

“How would we find it? Only a dragoner can detect a dragon. But you just said the only dragoner we know has fallen back into a deep sleep. Even if we found another dragoner, they would only try to eat the dragon root and we could not be helped by them.”

The young monk became angry. “This is where having Kagan Draca with us would be most helpful . . . but he’s in the jungle waiting for a Nhaga who will never come—it is all very frustrating!”

“Kagan is a man of unique talents, but even he can’t crack a boiled egg and pull out a live chick from within. How could someone who is not a dragoner possibly find a dragon in this world? But you are right in that if a dragon root has opened its eyes, we must find it. Orenol, tell Monk Jota to prepare missives to be sent to each temple.”

“What should they say?”

Jutagi’s beads paused in his hand. The Great Abbot stared up at the summit of Farum—it looked very close to the hermitage—and said, “I had a dream.”

“A dream?”

“Yes. A dream where I was visited by the God of Nowhere. The god told me he would be reborn as a dragon to save the world that has fallen in peril.”

Orenol gaped.

The Great Abbot smiled, crinkling the edges of his eyes. “What I’m saying is, spread a silly rumor.”

“A silly rumor?”

“Yes. We must first try to prevent those who would abuse the dragon toward their own ends. Maybe, if we’re lucky, whoever finds the dragon will alert their nearest temple.”

Orenol gasped. But then he frowned. “But . . . Great Abbot. That would be lying.”

“And it would go against my oath?”

“Without a doubt. Before we can even discuss the right or wrong of it, however, the monks will balk. How can they go around lying to everyone?”

“Ah, that part is easy. Tell them as if it were true. Then I’m the only one committing the blasphemy.”

“But, Great Abbot, that’s . . . that would be impossible.” He shook his head violently.

Jutagi tried to coax him but then gave up and shouted, “You young fool! I have already committed every sin known to the world, and I am merely adding one more sin—what is all this back talk? Now pick up that behind of yours this instant!”

The Great Abbot grabbed his rake, but before he could brandish it in the air, the young monk blanched and ran off down the mountain.

***

UPON THE SORROWFUL PLAIN WHERE EVEN A BLADE OF GRASS WAS precious, the tower stood like a thwarted dream.

Lying inside the tower, Ryun looked up. The upper part of the tower had been destroyed, which allowed him to see the round sky. It was not a complete circle. There was slightly more sky in a part near his feet. That’s because the tower was more broken there, about four armlengths’ worth. The tallest part of the tower wasn’t more than six armlengths.

There were about ten balls of Tokkebibul placed around Ryun. Kagan, who knelt on one knee just outside the circle of Tokkebibul, said in a low voice, “All right, then. I’m leaving.”

Ryun didn’t say a word but answered him through his eyes. Eyes that implored him not to go, but at the same time, that said he wished he would go now. Kagan understood. He stood up and approached the western doorway, where his cloak hung in lieu of a door. Kagan lifted it and looked back at Ryun.

Ryun stared up at the sky and shivered.

Outside the tower, a strong easterly wind slammed into Kagan. The cloak twitched and rose, but Kagan grabbed it in time. He secured it over the doorway from the outside to make sure no light or heat escaped.

A deeply concerned Byong, who sat on Nani, was the first to speak. “How is he doing?”

“Fine.”

The easterly wind thrashed over the plains like an angry sky ray. It rippled through Teenahan’s feathers and made them look like fields of barley in the wind. Teenahan stroked his wattle. “I’m glad something like this exists. But why did the old ones build a tower in a wasteland where all you can see is horizon?”

Kagan sat down by the doorway, his back to the wall next to the opening. Despite the wind being easterly, the winds were actually stronger by the westward door because of the eddy.

“It is a high winds tower.”

“What?”

“Not long after the Hero King’s ascension to his throne, he ordered a tower to be built here. It was to keep an eye on the Nhaga. The Nhaga at the time knew nothing of heart extractions and were just a small tribe confined to the jungle because they could only eat what was alive. The King’s men were convinced the Nhaga, who did not eat grains, would never leave their hot lands. But the king was wary of the Nhaga. Eventually, as a compromise between him and his courtiers, they built surveillance towers instead of forts. They were called high winds towers, ‘high winds’ being another name for easterly winds. And here we are, countless years later, living in the world the Hero King warned us would come. Whether we call this the wisdom of the Hero King or the cunning instinct of the Rekon is up to you.”

Teenahan seemed proud of the mention of cunning instinct among his people. Byong gave him a smile and looked at the tower once more.

“Surely, the Hero King would allow just our one Nhaga to use this place. But how long will this take?”

“It’s hard to say. I think it will take a long time. From what I understand, it normally ends after about half a day for women in their own homes because they feel safest there. Men when they’re molting will visit any household as well; they just take a little longer than women. Ryun is a man, and this is no Nhaga house. This situation, to him, is most uncomfortable. This may be the longest molting in the history of the Nhaga. We can only hope the Tokkebibul will be of help. But until he steps out of that tower on his own accord, we have no choice but to wait here.”

Humans washed with water, Tokkebi with fire. Rekon shed their older feathers. Nhaga sloughed off their old skin and were reborn with a new one. Kagan had known this day would come, and as much as Ryun was used to the company now, he would still feel uncomfortable about molting in front of them.

Thankfully, Byong had managed to spot this lonely tower that stood in the middle of the vast plain. As soon as they arrived there, Kagan had Byong make the Tokkebibul and kicked them all out of the tower. Byong was driven into a frenzy because of his natural Tokkebi curiosity, but he was powerless before Kagan’s adamant refusal to let him take a peek. No doubt Kagan sat by the doorway so that Byong wouldn’t peep.

“I shall tell you what we need to do. As soon as Ryun finishes molting, whenever that may be, he must eat. Things that are alive. A lot of things that are alive.”

Teenahan looked about them dubiously. “A lot, you say?”

“At least something as large as a deer.”

“Damn. I couldn’t have imagined how he could swallow an entire deer! Shouldn’t he explode? It makes me think the Nhaga have no bones or flesh underneath their skin. Anyway, how are we to find such a large animal here?”

Kagan turned to Byong. Byong looked back quizzically but then was aghast. “Nani? You think just because Nani refuses to carry Ryun—”

“I didn’t say that, Byong. Nor can Nani be eaten. Easily.”

This did nothing to assuage his fears. Instead, it made Byong think that Kagan would feed Nani to Ryun if he could.

“I meant you should fly up with Teenahan and look for places any large animal may live in, like a forest. And try to catch such a large animal. I shall keep watch here.”

Teenahan scratched the back of his head. “Look, Kagan. I’ve never lost trust in my spear since the day I picked it up in the Final Forge, but it’s not exactly a hunting tool.”

Kagan gazed at Teenahan. Remembering how Kagan, armed only with Baragi, would bring to their cave a farm’s worth of animals in one hunting trip, Teenahan’s coxcomb blushed. He quickly turned the blame on Byong.

“And Byong cannot hunt. I think the best course of action would be for you to go, like back in Kiboren.” It occurred to Teenahan that without Kagan, the company’s greatest enemy would’ve been hunger.

Kagan glanced at the tower. “I think it’s best for me to stay close to Ryun. Are you so confident you cannot hunt?”

“Look, I can spear a tiger if you ask me to. But Ryun requires the animal to be alive.”

Kagan thought for a moment and stood up. “Fine. Teenahan, you keep watch here. This may take some time, as all I can see are flatlands from here. Meanwhile, never enter the tower, even if Ryun begs you for help.”

“What? Even if he begs me?”

“Even then. The pain will make him say anything and everything. A pain that is like flesh tearing. But no matter how piteously he begs, you must not enter. There is nothing you can do for him anyway.”

“Ah. All right.”

“Let’s go, Byong.”

Nani, so adamantly against Ryun even touching it, let Kagan on its back like he were nothing. Byong thought this was worth a joke or two, but Kagan was impatient to leave, so he made the beetle take to the air. Teenahan shielded his eyes from the combined assault of the easterly wind and the gust from the beetle’s wings flapping. By the time he lowered his hand, the beetle was already a faraway dot.

Teenahan sat down and leaned against the high winds tower.

THE EASTERLY WIND RAN ACROSS THE PLAIN UNFETTERED. THE AIR was thick with dust, and the sun was a pale white disk drained of life. Teenahan did not like this sky, which was cloudless yet tepid at the same time. He thought of the crystalline sky of Baiso Valley and muttered about how he did not like the way the easterly wind worked.

Everywhere he looked, the horizon jerked around because of the dusty wind. It kept blowing up his feathers to tickle his wattle, making him sweep his chest feathers down over and over again.

Damn this place.

A few hours later, as he chewed on some meat Kagan had smoked, he saw something move on the horizon.

He froze, not sure if it was the dancing dust or something else. After about half an hour, Teenahan concluded it was something else. And after another half hour, Teenahan had ample evidence to believe that this something else was scores of humans walking toward the high winds tower. This was when he handed off his smoked meat to his left hand and lightly placed his right on his spear. No need to get up just yet. To a human, a Rekon swinging a seven-armlength spear while sitting down was still something akin to a natural disaster.

Soon, Teenahan and the approaching crowd were close enough to read one another’s expressions. Some were on horseback, others on foot. How amused Ryun would be at the sight of the horses. Teenahan’s mind tried to find a certain word as his eyes took in the fact that each human was armed, but he had a bit of difficulty doing so. Only when the herd of humans stopped and one of them walked up to him did Teenahan finally realize what the word was.

Army. Was that an army?

The man who walked up to him was a sight. He looked like he was trying to be brave, but a corner of his eyelid trembled. Not the best candidate to send to a Rekon who now picked up a spear that looked more like material for construction than a tool and nonchalantly placed it on his lap. Teenahan kept his expression mild, but having walked through Kiboren for the past three months, the state of him was truly fearsome to behold.

The man stopped exactly eight armlengths away from him. Teenahan was impressed with the man’s ability to measure so precisely with just his eyes. The man looked back at his companions one last time before turning to Teenahan once more.

“Are—are you His Majesty the Hero King?”

It took Teenahan a long time to open his beak. “You have the wrong date. By about fifteen centuries.”

The man looked like he were about to cry.

“We have heard much about how much His Majesty enjoys humor, but I am so unworthy of such grace that I did not understand. Has His Majesty come to inspect the east wind tower—”

“You’re wrong on the place as well. This is a high winds tower.”

Teenahan felt smug knowing that. But the man only stared. He then seemed to come out of a stupor and bowed deeply. As Teenahan, confused, nodded in reply, the man went back to the others. He spoke with them a little before coming back, his expression a bit lighter now.

“Our prophet has just told us that the word you just used is a translation from the sacred Arajit language. I beg your forgiveness for defiling your ears with our monstrous language. Of our prophet, I hope you can forgive his disbelief and rudeness. He still cannot believe you are not the Hero King—”

“If you’ve made some wager with this prophet you speak of, you should give him his money. Because he’s won.” Teenahan began to understand what these men were.

The man went pale. “You’re not the Hero King?” he almost screamed.

“No. Perhaps you should familiarize yourself with current dates.”

The man trembled and went back to his herd. There was much talk—and argument—but the wind made it impossible to hear too much of it.

The entire herd came closer to Teenahan, led by a man on horseback wearing elaborate clothing. The herd stopped right where the first man had stopped. They gawped at Teenahan, fascinated by his very presence. Just as Teenahan was about to take offense, the man in the fancy clothing said, “You! You’re a traveler?”

The only reason Teenahan did not decapitate the man with a swing of his spear was because he had a friend who was just as rude. He managed to hold himself back and ask, “Are you a manysoul? You’re not a Rekon right now, are you?”

“Such insult! I order him be put to death!” shouted an old, short-haired man also on horseback next to the fancy man. Teenahan began to wonder if they were an army of manysouls.

The fancy man said, “Do stay calm, great prophet. Rekon are traditionally arrogant. Explain to him who I am.”

The man called the prophet gave Teenahan a hateful glare and shouted so loudly the veins in his neck stood up, “You pitifully arrogant fool, pay attention! The man before you is the Peerless King, the forty-ninth direct descendant of the Hero King! You have dared to pretend to be the Hero King before his direct descendant and therefore committed a treasonous crime for which you must pay!”

Teenahan could barely manage a scoff. “Did I, now? Sorry. But did you notice that thing is human?”

“Insolence! You dare mock us with your superstition! I have heard the voice of our god, and he has told us the Hero King was not Rekon but human! I received this prophecy and that is why I knew you were not the Hero King from the very start!”

Seeing the spittle and foam coming from the prophet’s mouth, Teenahan decided against using the avian frequency, as it would be too merciless. Well, this meant they were definitely over the Line of Limit now. Teenahan took out another strip of smoked meat from his rucksack.

“Fine. Sorry. Forgive me for sitting here with the dignity and bearing of the Hero King. I’ll even forgo demanding your apology for interrupting my meal. Now leave.”

He put the strip in his mouth. That’s when he heard a strange sound. Teenahan cast his suspicious gaze on the prophet—his instincts were correct. The prophet’s eyes sparkled as they gazed upon his smoked meat.

“Do you wish to make a small offering to the Peerless King in the spirit of friendship and respect?”

Teenahan looked at this Peerless King. There, in his face, was a greater desire than his desire for a kingdom.

Teenahan shared his meat not because he wished to appear in their myths someday as a benefactor who doled out miracles in the wasteland but because of a more material—if just as unlikely—motivation. He shared just in case this kingdom might manage to succeed. For then he could borrow some funds from them for his sky ray endeavor.

And so, Teenahan solemnly presented the Peerless King with a gift of smoked meat, and the king in turn bestowed the title of “Arajit warrior” to the Rekon, upon which Teenahan successfully did not burst into laughter.

“Huh. Arajit warrior, you say?”

The Peerless King did not look as if he appreciated Teenahan’s tone, but he nevertheless chewed on the meat and swallowed his disapproval.

“Yes. My direct ancestor, His Majesty the Hero King, called his guard the Arajit, in honor of which I too designate my guard with this name.”

Teenahan did not express his thought that these great warriors were likely a bunch of lazy young men who did not want to work and had run away from their homes with delusions of glory in the battlefield, not to mention free meals and weapons they could hold and brandish and salute their “king” with.

“As grateful as I am, I must decline. I have my own work. Which I may ask you for some help with later on, which I would appreciate if you bestowed.”

“I shall. Scribe! Make a record of this!”

One of the soldiers chewing his meat reluctantly dug through his things. Teenahan assumed Kagan would replenish their stores quickly enough and had given them almost all of their provisions, which was enough for all forty of the Peerless King’s men to have a little bit of. They looked happy. The scribe asked Teenahan how he spelled his name, and Teenahan told him to make it up.

He turned to the king, who had sat down to eat his meat. “You all must’ve starved much. Why did you come to such a desolate place if you’re so hungry?”

The Peerless King looked at the prophet. The prophet took his beard, which had accidently entered his mouth, and said, “The great Peerless King had once been a leather merchant in Fechirin. This was not befitting for the descendant of a king, but His Majesty did not know from whom he descended at the time. The day red lightning fell on Fechirin, His Majesty slayed a snake with a foot that had crawled out from between sheets of leather, revealing his royal blood.”

“A snake with a foot?”

The prophet gestured to the other men, who brought forth a wooden chest.

Taking a deep breath, the prophet opened the lid. The inside was lined with expensive cloth. Teenahan saw a kind of deformed snake inside, less than half an armlength, its head cut off and a protrusion coming out of its belly—a foot, if one were so inclined to look at it that way. It seemed more of a deformity of the spine to Teenahan, an extra growth. Such deformed creatures did not live long. And who knew if he’d simply cut the head off a dead snake? But the prophet made a huge fuss, averting his eyes as if the mere sight of the snake was too frightening for him.

“Is that not the most terrifying monstrosity you have ever beheld? If you’ve had enough, we should close it. Just one look at this abomination made a woman pregnant and a man sick with disease. The Peerless King’s daughter became pregnant from looking at this—”

“Yes, well, you may close the lid.”

The prophet looked annoyed that he had been interrupted midspeech but closed the lid without complaint. Then he said in a confident voice, “And so by slaying this terrifying beast did the Peerless King prove his royal mettle. I, a roaming monk, heard the rumors and sought him myself.”

The fact that he’d been a monk explained why his hair was short. This former monk gestured to the wooden chest. “And when I saw this snake and beheld the face of His Majesty, I knew immediately this was the descendant of the Hero King. The joy I felt then warms my heart to this day. Once he understood my prophecy, His Majesty gave up his business, chose a cadre of strong and true young men, armed them, and began his quest to restore his kingdom. It was not difficult to create his royal style. In honor of his singular deed in vanquishing the monstrous beast, I styled him the Peerless King. And I am grateful to have been named, in return, the prophet, a title I am too humble to deserve.”

The prophet and the Peerless King exchanged a look filled with passion. Teenahan, to suppress his laughter, looked up at the sky. This was luckily interpreted as Teenahan giving thanks to the gods for the mysterious ways in which they moved the world.

“We have everything we need to restore the kingdom but one thing. All kings need a queen. It has been a long time since the Peerless King has been widowed. But I realized therein was the true intent of the skies. They had sent forth a monster to reveal the presence of the heir to the Hero King, and led me to him to convey the good news of his bloodline, which means they will send forth as their final sign a suitable woman.”

“Ah, so His Majesty is in search of a queen? A very special woman?”

“He is. Red lightning struck the day the monster appeared, so I assumed that blue lightning would strike the day the new queen is revealed. But I heard of no blue lightning, and our Arajit warriors are loath to linger too long in once place, so I suggested His Majesty to go on this pilgrimage through the Hero King’s former realm. It would be a chance to look back on his forefather’s greatness and feel his presence, and also the land should be rich with signs.”

“Which is why you came to this high winds tower? Because the Hero King built it?”

“That is so. But there is no woman here to be queen of our kingdom.”

At the end of his story, the prophet gave Teenahan a regretful look as if to ask the Rekon to magically turn into this suitable woman in question, and this look was so pitiful that Teenahan almost wished he could comply.

And then it happened.

“Help . . . me.”

Ryun’s voice had come from the tower. Teenahan half stood up, remembered Kagan’s warning, and sat down again. But the prophet and the Peerless King stared up at the tower in disbelief. The Peerless King was the first to speak.

“Beautiful. A beautiful voice. What a voice!”

His imperial manner of speaking had momentarily given way to the high-pitched cadence of the marketplace, and this time, Teenahan couldn’t help himself—he cackled out loud. Few things were more amusing than the slip of the mask of pretension.

The prophet, however, did not take this inadvertent insult lightly.

“You demon!”

Now it was Teenahan’s turn to be insulted, but as he had to concede laughing at a king was not a tactful move on his part, he decided to apologize. And he would’ve, if the prophet had given Teenahan a chance.

The short-haired man jumped up and down and shouted at the men, “Brave Arajit warriors, protect the king! Protect him from the demon!”

“Look, I’m sorry for laughing, but a demon? That’s too much.”

The prophet didn’t even pretend to listen to him. The men looked at each other in confusion, and the former leather merchant also kept glancing back and forth between Teenahan and the prophet. The old man grabbed the king’s arm and dragged him away, shouting, “Your Majesty, you must step back! He is a demon! A demon!”

The Peerless King tried to stand up, but the prophet pulled at his arm so hard he made it impossible to get to his feet. Finally, the king shook off the prophet’s arm and managed to stand up. His face was red and his hands were shaking as he dusted himself off.

“Prophet. What’s the meaning of this?”

“That thing is a demon!”

“But, ah, prophet, did he not share his meat with us?”

The prophet immediately tried to put his hand in the king’s mouth. The king swerved away just in time, and the prophet stomped his feet.

“You must vomit it out! This instant! That man is a demon!”

And the prophet pointed to the high winds tower and said the words Teenahan would never forget.

“The woman the skies have sent down is inside! This demon has trapped her! This demon has fed you dust and insects to stop you from meeting your rightful queen!”

The color drained from the Peerless King’s face. He quickly stuffed his fingers down his throat and tried to vomit. The prophet was already on to new orders.

“Your Majesty! Your sword!”

The Peerless King grabbed his sword and tried to draw it out, but his hand was so slick with spit that it slid right off the hilt. Cursing, he pulled at it again and the sword came unsheathed with a screech of rust and the tear of clothing. That’s when the men’s faces turned fierce, and they stood up with their own weapons.

Teenahan, his hand on his spear, waited impassively. He was interested in seeing what happened next. The Peerless King indeed had his sword out, but he looked like he didn’t know what he should be doing with it. The men who came running did not dare approach Teenahan any closer than the king did.

That’s when Ryun said once more, “Please . . . help me. Please.”

Teenahan was so used to Ryun’s voice that he had forgotten how impressive it actually was. Impressive enough to seduce a king, evidently. The sound of Ryun’s voice drove the men into a frenzy, and the sight put strength into the prophet’s voice.

“You bastard demon! You have revealed yourself—now get out of our sight!” With these words, the weapons were pointed menacingly at Teenahan.

Teenahan didn’t even flinch. “I will forgive you just this once more. Now listen carefully. That is my companion. He does not feel well and he rests inside.”

“Companion? Don’t lie to us. Why are you not caring for ‘him,’ then?”

“Because circumstances prevent me from doing so.”

Even to Teenahan his explanation was not very persuasive, much less to the Peerless King, judging from his expression. The prophet was triumphant.

“We know what those circumstances are,” he crowed. “They are lies!”

This contemptuous attitude from a non-Rekon was beginning to try Teenahan’s patience. Even an abbot would not dare address a Rekon in this manner. But here was this failed monk insulting him to his face.

“Why of all the . . . Do you want to see a real demon?!”

This last part was almost screamed in the avian frequency. The Peerless King and his men stepped back a little, their faces blue with fear.

But the prophet only smiled contemptuously.

“Ah, so your true intentions are revealed!”

“Shut up. Now listen! That is a Nhaga! Not a woman sent down from above!”

Even the Peerless King, petrified as he was, laughed a slightly high-pitched laugh. The prophet wagged his finger at Teenahan and shouted, “What kind of a fool do you take us for! A Nhaga for a companion! So a Nhaga crossed the Line of Limit and uses their voice? You are not only a demon, you’re insane!”

Teenahan got to his feet. His coxcomb trembled.

The king, the prophet, and the men at the same time tilted their heads to follow the progress of Teenahan’s head as it neared the sky. The former leather merchant of Fechirin felt the breath knocked out of him. It was like watching a mountain move! But they still had more to look up to. For Teenahan lifted his spear and stood it on end, all seven armlengths of it.

“I will not tolerate more insults from this uncouth gutter trash. You have lost your mind in your old age. If you want, then we shall”—avian frequency—“converse—in—iron—!”

Some of the men fell backward at the force of his voice, and the ones who didn’t fall blocked their ears as Teenahan’s words echoed in their skulls. The Peerless King, who was much farther back at this point, slapped his own ears and said, “‘Converse in iron,’ what does that mean?”

The prophet glared at Teenahan. “He means converse in iron, not flesh, Your Majesty!”

“Yes, but what does that mean?”

“Weapons, not tongues. He wants to fight Your Majesty. What an excellent imitation the demon does of a Rekon. You have been challenged.”

The Peerless King grew pale once more. Teenahan was also nonplussed, as his challenge had been for the despicable man they called the prophet. But like a cunning rat, the prophet had offloaded the challenge onto the king, and Teenahan did not have a chance to explain that. And the prophet knew why not.

“He’s proposed conversing in iron; he will not speak now. He will even let you make the first attack. As is your right as the challenged, Your Majesty.”

“Even if I had the first attack or the second attack, how could I win against a Rekon—”

“Do not fret, Your Peerless Majesty. No demon shall dare harm you with me by your side. Leave it to me.”

The prophet smiled, and the Peerless King, who had looked like he was ready to turn and run for his life, was reassured. Teenahan was also reassured, as this made things easy. Once the prophet attacked, Teenahan would lightly—very lightly—beat the smugness out of the man, enough so that he would regret for the rest of his life having insulted a Rekon. The thought even made Teenahan smile.

But instead of marching up to Teenahan, the prophet whispered something to the man next to him, who ran off and brought forth something that had been tied to a horse saddle. The prophet took it from his hand, smiled a cold smile, and only then approached Teenahan.

What? What! You! Stop! These words did not, or could not, leave Teenahan’s beak. The prophet was confident in his approach, and Teenahan’s body fluffed up to three times his size.

Ryun screamed from the tower once more.

“Please! Save me!”

“Don’t worry, my queen!” shouted the Peerless King. “The prophet shall vanquish this demon! And I shall hold you in my arms!”

Teenahan was too preoccupied with what the prophet held in his hands that he could not even smile at the silliness of the king. His feathers stood on end so much that they made a loud rustling sound.

The prophet cackled.

“You demon! Behold, the price of your treason!”

And the prophet opened the lid of the flask.

***

KAGAN SIGHED. “AND SO YOU RAN.”

Teenahan nodded wordlessly. Kagan did not say things like, How could you have been such a fool, you should be ashamed of yourself, I trusted you and you were frightened off by a few drops of water.

He did, however, ask a question.

“So. What happened next?”

Teenahan found the strength to open his beak. “I watched them from afar. They went into the tower. There was a struggle of some sort, but I was too far away to hear anything. And then that bastard they call the prophet started shouting in my direction.” Teenahan fell silent as he trembled with rage.

Kagan waited for him to speak, but Byong was not as patient. “But what did he say?”

“That if I wanted to run away I should’ve just run away. He asked why did I turn their queen into a Nhaga.”

Byong let out a shout, and Kagan shook his head.

Teenahan’s shoulders shook. “I couldn’t believe it. But he shouted again, ‘You demon, your evil magic will be no more soon. As soon as the king touched the queen, her hideous Nhaga skin started to shed. That is the mark of a man of the true bloodline!’ And they made some sort of sling and carried off Ryun and his things. That bastard’s . . . thing wrung me too tight for me to follow.”

Kagan nodded. “Most unfortunate. That he started molting in that very moment.”

Teenahan could only nod back.

“That Kim they call the prophet,” said Byong, “how impressive he is! If he has talents such as this, why did he not become a storyteller instead?”

This was the wrong thing to say as Teenahan shot him a murderous look, and Byong had to meekly avert his eyes to the live fox they had caught. Teenahan, however, started blaming himself.

“It’s all my fault. I should’ve made those bastards flee the moment they approached. What else would crazy bastards be up to aside from craziness? And to issue a challenge to a mere human. I must’ve been crazy myself.”

Kagan’s eyes were fixed on the ground. The sun was setting, but there were plenty of traces of the forty men who had passed through. His eyes followed their trail.

“I’m worried for Ryun. To be exposed while molting.”

Teenahan looked up from his self-pity with an interested expression. “I didn’t ask earlier, but why couldn’t I enter while he was molting? I thought something terrible would happen, but Ryun got carried out looking all right.”

“What? Ah. He would be naked, that’s why.”

Teenahan stopped trembling. He couldn’t believe what Kagan had just told him.

“What? That’s it? The reason you forbade me to enter the tower was because he was naked?”

“Yes.” Kagan looked, as ever, serious.

Teenahan gripped his coxcomb. “Damn it all! What kind of a foolish excuse is that! If that were all, I would’ve taken Ryun myself and run away! I only ran because you told me never to enter the tower! Naked? What’s wrong with being a little naked!”

Kagan tilted his head a bit as he waited for Teenahan to finish before quietly explaining.

“This may not be an appropriate way of explaining it, but if I had to explain it . . . It’s like how an unmarried woman would never show herself bare to others.”

Kagan had to be joking, but that would be completely beyond his character, and there wasn’t a trace of mirth on his face.

“Ryun is a man!” cried Teenahan.

“Indeed. A Nhaga man. Their men are different from the men of other races. If Ryun were a woman, she would not have found it so shameful about exposing her body.”

Byong made another exclamatory sound. Teenahan too came to understand what Kagan implied.

“Damn—damn! Oh Goddess Lower Than All . . . Damn it all!” Further curses followed. Byong blocked his ears and gave Teenahan a meaningful look, but the Rekon refused to stop.

Giving up, Byong turned to Kagan. “But Kagan, even the most modest of women would not mind too much about another woman seeing her bare. Are we not men to Ryun?”

“That’s why I said it wasn’t an appropriate way of explaining it. Let me try again. The only time a Nhaga man would show his body to someone else is if he were visiting another household and a woman took his clothes off for him. Every other instance would be shameful. I suspect women planted such shame into men because of all the wandering men do. Because of such shame, the men must visit a household if they want to meet women. Instead of meeting any which woman in the jungle.”

Byong gawped, but he managed to nod. Kagan called for Teenahan, who was still busy cursing at the sky.

“Let’s go, Teenahan. Ryun must be under excruciating pain and shame in this moment. And his life is in danger. We must save him.”

Teenahan halted mid-curse. “His life is in danger? But shouldn’t they be treating him like a queen?”

“Many pretenders to the throne are insane, and dangerously so. That leather merchant and the fallen monk that latched onto him do not seem sound of mind. Once they realize Ryun is still a Nhaga even after his molting, they will try to take off his skin. And because Ryun still has his heart, he will die.”

This got Byong and Teenahan’s attention quickly. Teenahan gripped his spear and said, “Fine. But I want one thing to be absolutely clear. After we trample on those bastards and rescue Ryun, the crazy old man is mine!”

Knowing there was no point in denying an angry Rekon, Kagan nodded. To use water on a Rekon meant the prophet had willingly danced on the edge of a precipice where death was easy. Kagan told Byong where to set course, and the Tokkebi flew up on Nani to get a discreet first look at their enemy while the other two, with the easterly wind on their backs and revenge burning in Teenahan’s heart, raced across the plain where the darkness began to descend.

SOME HOURS AFTER KAGAN, BYONG, AND NANI HAD LEFT, ANOTHER wanderer arrived at the high winds tower from the south.

The wanderer’s nostrils flared at the unfamiliar smells of the plain. The dust that kicked up with every step was unnerving, but such feelings were never apparent in the wanderer’s light yet firm gait. Down where the emotions ran deepest, the wanderer denied all fear. Only the feeling of the wanderer’s own grandeur remained, a grandeur that had never needed the validation of others, as such validation would be more insulting than validating, coming from those who could only be inferior. And this grandeur made it impossible to admit fear. A grandeur that emanated from the wanderer’s giant head all the way down to their tail, which was thicker than many a human’s waist.

That was how the great tiger crossed the plain.

The great tiger had no name. A long time ago, the Kitaljer hunters would name the most fearsome tigers as a sign of respect. Like Starveil, said to have jumped over a fortress wall with Chief Murra’s beloved horse in its mouth. If the same hunters who had given Starveil its name—for how the beast was so large it covered the night sky when it leaped—were still alive, they would’ve been inspired to apply their skills on this tiger as well. But the Kitaljer hunters were no more, and tigers did not name themselves. But this one briefly wondered if it should have a name as it glanced at the Nhaga it carried on its back.

The Nhaga clung to the great tiger’s back, asleep. The tiger thought how if it were to have a name, it would like this Nhaga to give it.

The ruined tower was near. The smells that surrounded it worried the great tiger. Quite a few people had been around here. The tiger perked up its ears and wiry whiskers as it looked about. It soon came to the conclusion that the people had parted, but anywhere with a smell this strong, the people may return. The tiger especially wanted to leave the tower because it smelled Rekon. Even as the tiger feared nothing and no one, no good could come from crossing paths with a Rekon.

But the great tiger was anxious about the stillness of the Nhaga on its back. Reluctantly, it made its way into the tower.

There was no ceiling, and the sky was visible, but at least it blocked out most of the wind. The great tiger sat down so the Nhaga on its back slid off. Grunting a little out of worry, the tiger considered lifting the Nhaga by the neck like a cub, but the skin, unlike the hide of a cub, was too taut. After some pondering, it used its paws to flip the Nhaga over, and its rider was listlessly turned face up, looking like a corpse.

The great tiger curled up next to the Nhaga and carefully laid its forelegs over the frozen body. It was only one leg, but it covered most of the Nhaga.

For half an hour, the great tiger was still.

In the windless tower, rejuvenated by the heat of the tiger, the Nhaga’s eyes opened. Not fully conscious, the Nhaga instinctively burrowed into the belly of the tiger, and the tiger let it. And in a little while, the Nhaga fully recovered their consciousness. There was a moment of wondering where this place was—even who they were. But the Nhaga assumed this was from prolonged exposure to cold and waited patiently for the memories to revive.

Presently, she remembered she was Sammo Pei, and she had buried herself deep in the hide of a great tiger. Sammo smiled and sat up. She slid her legs under the belly of the tiger and rested her head on its hip. From there, she gazed at the tiger and nearmed, Thank you, great tiger.

The tiger couldn’t hear her and therefore didn’t answer. Sammo said the same words out loud, and the tiger lifted its head to look at her and then laid it back down on the floor. Sammo grinned and looked around her. When she realized she was in a ruined tower, she thought she should go outside and see where she was. But that was only a thought, and she could not bring herself to go out. She would probably faint the moment she stood up. Sammo snuggled up to the tiger once more and tried to think of a way to make her body hot again, even just for a moment.

It would be nice if I had long fur too.

The tiger made no response. Sammo once again thought the thought she’d had for the past several days now.

Had she really succeeded in mind-suppressing the great tiger?

When she encountered the tiger on the grasslands at the edge of Kiboren, Sammo had been awestruck. The tiger fought against a herd of elephants. The way it hunted was unlike any other carnivore in the wild. Its large size would’ve made it impossible to be stealthy, but there was no hiding in the grasses or any such subterfuge. It simply stared right at its prey. The elephant herd added to the astonishment of the scene as it did not run from the tiger but confronted it.

As Sammo watched from behind a rock, an old, large female elephant sauntered out from the herd. The matriarch, no doubt. As it approached, the tiger stood as if it had been waiting for this elephant. The female elephant trumpeted a challenge, a sound issuing from its trunk that seemed to shake the ground beneath them. The tiger made no answer except to extend its claws.

The battle between the two large animals was dramatic, but Sammo was more fascinated by the reaction of the herd. They’d been huddled together before the confrontation, but as the fight began, they scattered to feed on the grasslands. Even as the great tiger leaped on the back of the old female elephant, bit its neck, and scratched out one of its eyes, finally bringing down the elephant as it made another ringing cry, the other elephants did not seem concerned. The tiger also ignored the other elephants as it finished killing the female elephant and started to rip away at its flesh. It looked as if all the animals had settled down at their separate meals and were eating in peace.

Sammo realized what had happened. The old female elephant had sacrificed itself. And the great tiger had waited for this elephant to finish making a decision.

But why didn’t all the elephants simply fight back together?

The question made Sammo delve into the minds of the elephants, in whose wisdom she found quite a few useful concepts that helped her understand what was going on.

The great tiger needed only one elephant to fill its belly. However, if the whole herd attacked, the enraged tiger would not just stop at killing one elephant but kill the whole herd, which meant the elephants would die out and the tiger would also starve. This terrifying predator and its wise prey had long ago come to an understanding of the most rational outcome.

Just then, the tiger that had its head deep inside the rib cage of the elephant suddenly raised its head. It stared directly at the rock Sammo hid behind. Sammo was frightened. She looked for a way to escape, but there was no path she could see. It was all grasslands around them, and she could never run faster than a great tiger. She tried to shrink herself even more behind the rock.

Even if she hadn’t been a Nhaga, she wouldn’t have heard the tiger’s footsteps. It had stealthily approached the rock and suddenly reared its head at her, and the sight of its mouth on its large face drenched with blood made her instinctively attempt mind-suppression.

And the great tiger did not eat her.

Nor did it attack her. It simply sat down. Even as it sat, it stared at her.

Sammo sat down as well.

The tiger moved as she willed it. When she sent it concepts and will, the great tiger followed. But despite its precise reactions, Sammo wasn’t sure it was really mind-suppressed. The tiger was not a thoughtless beast. When she had fainted from the cold and could not order it to do anything, the tiger had known to wake her. To suppress an animal as clever as this would’ve been too much for even the best mind-suppressors, and Sammo was far from the best. Her skills were fine enough for paralyzing rats for meals, so this suppression was like saying she had successfully hunted a tiger with a kitchen knife. Or, as the Nhaga liked to say, she had brought down a dragon with a narrow-arrow.

Sammo said out loud, “Great tiger, have I truly mind-suppressed you?”

The tiger didn’t move. Sammo craned her neck to catch a glimpse of its face and found it was asleep. She smiled again and settled down on its hide once more. And began to worry about tomorrow.

Even as she’d prepared for it, the cold that was north of the Line of Limit had surprised her. The few hours she had spent riding the back of the tiger had made her faint. The same thing was bound to happen the next day, and she needed to do something about it. She could think of nothing. Nothing short of changing the weather itself, which was absurd. In despair, she fell asleep once more.

THE PEERLESS KING’S OTHER NAME WAS TODY SINOK, AND INDEED this was his only name for the first fifty-four years of his life. But it had taken only one more year for the leather merchant of Fechirin, Tody Sinok, to become the Peerless King, the forty-ninth descendant of the Hero King. He had all but forgotten his old name.

The Peerless King gazed at his tent.

The only tent his army had in possession was the tent the king used himself. Despite having sold off his leather concern, the king could not afford more than one tent, and even that was made from spare strips of leather he happened to have in excess. The Peerless King dreamed of the day when the old kingdom of the Hero King would be restored under his name and he would build a vast palace. He wanted to keep the tent for then, to tell his royal descendants that this used to be his palace. But the prophet did not seem to like this plan. He insisted it did not become the king to keep such things. The Peerless King always found it a nuisance to persuade this man who heard the voice of god, which was why he no longer referred to this dream in the prophet’s presence. He told himself that someday, this stubborn old man would have to give up and allow the king his one small dream.

Even now, the Peerless King was adding embellishments to the story of the tent he would tell his descendants. That this was the tent where their mother had shed her bewitched Nhaga skin to be reborn a beautiful human woman.

He smiled as he imagined his royal children hanging onto his every word. Ever since his daughter, his only surviving family, had died in childbirth, the Peerless King could not stop thinking about having descendants. The thought of his daughter made him melancholy. He quickly shook his head. The prophet always emphasized how the king should not appear weak. The Peerless King tried hard to follow this and have hopeful thoughts.

Soon, he would have a queen, a beauty like Nani had been. A prince and a princess would be born. He would have a family again.

It worked. The Peerless King was smiling. And the prophet, who caught it on his way out of the tent, smiled back.

“Your Majesty. Did you have good thoughts?”

“Ah, prophet. The mere sight of my tent fills me with joy. How is she?”

“Resting comfortably.”

“A hideous sight, she is. Are all Nhaga so hideous?”

The prophet laughed. “Your Majesty. Who up here in the north has seen a Nhaga? I was surprised myself. If that demon hadn’t mentioned the word, I would’ve thought it was just another demon, and the notion of Nhaga would not have entered my head. But up close, she is not a bad specimen. In any case, are the Nhaga not a chosen race as well? In their eyes, surely we would look as monstrous as fish.”

“Would we? But I cannot love her the way she looks now. When do you think she will shed this Nhaga skin and look as beautiful as my late Nani?”

“I do not know much about the magic of demons. Getting too close to such knowledge makes one fall into evil traps. This is why I never made a study of this darkness. But the demon has fled, and we have brought her near to you, which makes me think she will be human soon. I have seen her whole skin rising off her body.”

“Hmm. That makes me think. When I touched her, her skin rose. Does this not mean I should touch her more? Instead of letting her be alone like this?”

“Not at all. It is enough your sacred hands have woken her. Now she must find herself on her own strength. Just as that terrible snake with the foot was your trial, this may be hers. Nothing can be gained without suffering.”

The Peerless King nodded, impressed with this idea. “Then the demon was your trial?”

“Perhaps.”

“But about that demon. Do you think it will be all right? My, ah, father, when he was alive—”

“His Majesty the Just King, you mean?”

This was the style the prophet had come up for when he asked the Peerless King what his father had been like and the king had replied that he was an honest man who had never stolen money from anyone. The Peerless King cursed his memory and corrected himself.

“Yes, the Just King, he once had a loud argument with a Rekon who had come to buy leather. I was so angry at how he acted that I brought a bucket of water to pour on the Rekon. But the Just King stopped me. He sent the Rekon away and scolded me, that scaring a Rekon with what it feared the most was a stupid thing to do, that it exacted no real harm on them but pushed them to commit the worst revenge imaginable. I thought of this and began to worry for you.”

“You are a most wise king, Your Majesty. You are correct. But what we encountered was not a Rekon but a demon. A real Rekon would be a problem, but a demon like the one we saw is easy to dispose of, no matter how many times they return.”

“That is reassuring. My meeting you is truly a divine signal from the spirit of the Hero King.”

The prophet solemnly shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. It is destiny. Your destiny drew me to you.”

The Peerless King was near tears. The prophet added, “And this sword, I believe, is your destiny as well.”

He brought out Ryun’s syker from behind his back and respectfully held it out to him. The peerless king took it and marveled at it.

“A syker!”

“No, it cannot be. This is a dowry the skies have bestowed on you when they sent their daughter. As such, it must be a sword befitting an emperor. This sword is surely a shiktol.”

“A shiktol!” His eyes glinting, the Peerless King unsheathed the syker. The blade shone in the night. Despite the former leather merchant’s experience in blades in the past fifty-four years being limited to leather knives, he could feel the soul of a swordsmaster stir in his heart as he gazed upon the blade.

The prophet lowered his head. “Indeed. This is the sword of legend that has never crossed the Line of Limit before until now. The great shiktol.”

The king got to his feet. He held up the sword to the sky with both hands and shouted, “O great skies! I thank you for this precious gift you have handed down to your forgotten king. I swear to you that when the day we await arrives, I, the Peerless King, shall slay one thousand oxen to offer to you in thanks!”

The prophet dropped to his knees before him and cried, “Long live the Peerless King!”

WHILE THE PEERLESS KING AND THE PROPHET HAD THIS MOVING exchange of sentiment, Ryun shed tears of pain and shame in the tent. He could not bear to move a single finger from the pain, and while he was used to the pain itself as he experienced it once or twice a year, it was the humiliation of having to do it in this cold land and under such shameful circumstances that was truly excruciating. Unlike Kagan, who had thoughtfully surrounded him with warm Tokkebibul, the Peerless King’s men did not so much as light a little stove inside the tent, as the weather was mild by human standards. The cold was terrible enough, but what was worse was the old man who until a moment ago had kept touching him all over his body as he muttered, “It’ll come off soon; be strong!” It made him sick to his still-present heart.

Where would he be during the next molting?

There were no households for him to visit. As had crossed the Line of Limit, there would be no return for a bienhaga who still had his heart. The realization that his next molting would be in a cold land made him shiver. No, not just the next, but every molting for the rest of his life. Now that he was completely separated from Kagan, who had taken such care with him, Ryun experienced the true terror of the land beyond the Line of Limit.

Yosby had nearmed, Goodbye, my son. Ryun didn’t want to meet Yosby’s fate and had left for Kiboren before his heart could be removed.

Hwarit had nearmed, Go, Dideuceryuno Largande Pei! And so Ryun had come here, to the land of bitter cold Nhaga loathed to even dream of.

In that very land where he had come to avoid a deathly fate and to carry out his friend’s wishes, all he had discovered were the cold and the insanity of friendship. Ryun burst into mental laughter. A tragedy, yes, but also a comedy this was. He laughed until his face was drenched with silver tears.

The funniest thing of all, however, was that Ryun could not even end his own life. Because he still had his heart, he could do it if he really wanted to, but he couldn’t. Hwarit had made him promise to carry out his mission in his stead. And as that promise was made under complete domination of Ryun’s mind, Hwarit’s directive overrode Ryun’s every instinct.

Hwarit had left Ryun’s guilt in knots, which gave Ryun freedom to curse his late friend as much as he wanted.

You bastard, you dragon, you Tokkebi!

Ryun had to laugh again. He had cursed like a Nhaga. But a Tokkebi was his friend, and as for a dragon, he carried one in his bag. As he had barely the strength to lift his head, he tried to spot his rucksack in the corner of his eye. The bag and his bundle of clothes lay at the edge of the tent. The man calling himself the prophet had only been interested in his syker and hadn’t looked in his bag. They had taken the only thing he had of Yosby’s . . . He mourned it. He nearmed to the bag.

Azhwarital. I’m glad you weren’t discovered. But they will look through my things soon enough. You need to open your eyes now. Open your eyes and run away. I can’t even protect myself or my own nakedness. You have to run away now.

Something in the bag moved. Ryun was so surprised he turned his head to see better. But he realized it had been a distortion from the silver tears in his eyes. The bag didn’t move.

But you moved! You moved before. Please open your eyes. Please!

Something darted in his peripheral vision. Ryun blinked hard and cleared his eyes of silver tears. But again, it wasn’t the bag that had moved.

The tent flap had opened and there stood the prophet, but his face was in shadow. The reason for this was because he had his back to brightness. Because what Nhaga could see was heat and not light, Ryun couldn’t help but wonder, amidst the crushing shame, what could possibly be emitting so much heat at this hour.

IF HALF OF WHAT RYUN SAW IN THAT MOMENT COULD BE ATTRIBUTED to Byong’s work, the other half was essentially Teenahan. His spear as it whipped through the air turned hot, and whenever its blunt end hit the ground, sparks flew. The soldiers awkwardly tried to use the prophet’s method to fight back using water, but Kagan used Baragi to easily smash the flasks and jars they hauled out.

The forty soldiers, despite their arms, couldn’t inflict so much as a scratch on Teenahan or Kagan, much thanks to Byong who flew overhead and dropped heatless but bright Tokkebibul on the eyes of the soldiers. In their blindness, the soldiers could only hit one another or themselves. Byong got carried away with this tactic suggested by Kagan and added artistic embellishments to the enemy, such as rabbit ears of light or beetle wings or squirrel tails, as well as the occasional fishtail. This comical scene undercut Teenahan’s productive rage so much that the Rekon roared up at Byong to stop with the antics, but Nani’s wings made too much noise for the Tokkebi to hear properly.

“Oh, it’s nothing!” shouted Byong with a broad smile. “Do you have any special requests?”

Teenahan gave up and grabbed his spear with both hands, went up to the flailing soldiers, and one by one knocked them down by the backs of their heads with the blunt end. Just a few minutes after their assault had begun, there were no more soldiers left on their feet. Only the Peerless King stood on his feet, petrified.

Kagan ignored the king and dragged the soldiers to one spot. Teenahan followed suit and carried two or three soldiers at him at a time. Once the passed-out soldiers were in one place, Kagan gestured to Byong, and the Tokkebi landed by him.

“Byong, make a fence of fire around these men so they don’t escape.”

Byong grinned and waved his hands. A ring of fire whooshed into life around the men. Kagan laid Baragi on its hook and walked up to the Peerless King, with Teenahan, Byong, and Nani following him.

Whereupon the Peerless King showed the most courageous moment of his life.

He drew the syker and pointed it at Kagan’s chest. Teenahan burst into laughter, but Kagan said in his low voice, “I must apologize for all this disarray. But you are holding my companion, and so perhaps you may excuse us for dispensing with tact.”

“C-c-companion?”

“Yes,” said Kagan as if he hadn’t heard the Peerless King stutter. “There seems to be a misunderstanding, but the one you took from us is a Nhaga friend of mine. You must return him to us. As well as the sword you hold now, as it belongs to my companion.”

Kagan’s calm manner of speech was so in contrast with his prowess in battle that the Peerless King felt confused, but not too confused to finally begin to understand that he had committed a very grave error. This realization threatened to seep into the past year of his life, as former leather merchant of Fechirin Tody Sinok took a long look at his fallen men and wondered what in the world he was doing here. This was a question that anyone may ask themselves several times in the course of their lives, but for Tody Sinok in that moment, it was especially poignant.

Slowly, he lowered the syker in his hand.

“How dare you insult the king!”

The tent flap was thrown open, and the prophet emerged.

Teenahan let out a beastly roar and charged, but Kagan held his left arm—he might as well have tried to stop a running horse as his feet were lifted in the air for a bit. Only when Teenahan realized Kagan clung to him and Byong clung to his other arm did Teenahan’s feet find the ground once more. But Byong in the meantime had almost been knocked unconscious by Teenahan’s spear.

“You bastard, you tried to throw it on me! That—on me! I’m going to double the number of bones in your body! Triple them!”

Teenahan finally noticed the Peerless King was gawping at him. Teenahan looked at Kagan, and Kagan pointed to Teenahan’s right. When Teenahan looked right, he saw Byong hanging half-consciously on to his arm.

As Teenahan tried to get a wobbly Byong to stand on his feet, the prophet shouted in a phlegmy voice, “You scoundrels! As if insulting the king isn’t enough, you dare threaten him as well! His Majesty will not stand for this!”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood up once more, but Kagan raised his hand and stopped him. Kagan said, “Old man. Let the Nhaga go.”

“Stop with your idiocy! This woman is to be the mother of our nation; she will give birth to our sacred monarchy in her very womb! Behold!”

He slipped back in the tent and brought something out in his arms. Byong and Teenahan gasped.

Ryun looked awful. His entire skin had lost its luster and was dry, split, and torn in places, looking like the rotting bark of a tree. Ryun himself looked like a patchwork being made of parts that did not fit together.

The prophet triumphantly shouted, “Do you see this? See with your own eyes! The hideous disguise you put upon her is being shed as we speak. You are too late!”

Kagan wasn’t listening but looking intently into Ryun’s eyes. He had molted a lot around there, and Ryun’s feelings were therefore legible. Kagan could not nearm, but he felt Ryun’s suffering, nevertheless.

“The Nhaga do not like what you are doing to him, old man.”

“She is not a Nhaga! She is our queen!”

“Do you want a king so much?”

“What?”

Kagan gave the Peerless King a glance and turned back to the prophet. “What do you think a king really is, old man?”

“What?”

“After the Kitaljer hunters were unjustly humiliated and left the Council of All Peoples, there was no king in the north for eight centuries. Especially since the reign of that fool, the so-called All-Mighty King, and his equally abhorrent son. The king we have forgotten for eight centuries, the king this land has searched for all that time, tell me. What is this king, old man?”

“The greatest there is! The owner of all that we see, our absolute ruler and the guardian of the laws! The one true king to whom all glory gathers, from whom we derive every bit of honor we may have! The king that has defied the curse of the Kitaljer barbarians to return to us after all this time!”

“Wrong.”

“Wrong? What do you mean, wrong?”

“Like most people, you would not know a true king if you saw one. That’s why you made the mistake of choosing one such as him,” said Kagan as he gave a tilt to the head toward the Peerless King. “I suspect, however, that this was a mistake deliberately made.”

Tody Sinok acted like he had been hit. He took a few steps back before falling on his behind.

Kagan said to the prophet, “You know very well he’s no king.”

“Silence! You desecrate the sacred throne with your filth!”

“You can stop now. I heard you used to be a roaming monk. Then I believe you already know about Nhaga molting. Just like you know that man is not a king. And you knew all along.” Kagan ignored Teenahan and Byong’s stares as he added, “Did you not?”

The prophet looked terrified. Ryun seemed to become heavier in his arms. He dropped the Nhaga.

Byong gave a shout and ran forward, but his feet stopped. The prophet had bowed over Ryun’s body.

“Don’t come any closer!”

The prophet looked like a beast on all fours protecting his hunted prey as he glared at all of them. Teenahan gripped his spear with both hands and glanced at Kagan. It was clear he was raring to go. Kagan gave a slight shake of his head.

The prophet screamed, “A Nhaga? A Nhaga? Look closely, you fools!”

He began to tear at Ryun’s skin.

Byong turned and vomited. Even Tody, still on the ground, looked away. The parts of Ryun’s skin that had molted came off easily, but the parts that hadn’t yet had to be ripped off, splattering flesh and blood. Ryun’s body jerked with every tear. Teenahan implored Kagan with his eyes, begging him to rescue Ryun, but Kagan would not nod. He looked on, arms crossed, as the prophet continued to rip off Ryun’s molt.

The prophet finished and held up Ryun’s old skin in his hands.

“If you have eyes, behold! This is no Nhaga!”

Tody looked horrified. What lay before the prophet’s knees had his flesh torn out in places and was drenched in blood, but it was not a human. He was a Nhaga.

With a trembling voice, Tody cried, “P-p-prophet!”

The prophet whipped his head toward Tody. His eyes wide open and filled with a monstrous glimmer, he screamed, “Behold, Your Majesty! Her Majesty, the queen!”

Tody shook his head. “No, no . . . that is a Nhaga. Not a human. Not a human!”

The prophet looked confused. He looked down at Ryun. A sob in his throat, he said, “Your Majesty. Can you not see? Is this not your queen?”

“You, you’ve lost your mind! You have completely lost your mind!”

The prophet crawled toward Tody on his knees. “I beg you, wake up, Your Majesty! What has obscured your sight?”

As soon as the prophet crawled to Tody, Kagan ran swiftly to Ryun’s side. Ryun gazed up at him wordlessly as Kagan ripped off the entrance flap of the tent and used it to cover him up.

The prophet continued to crawl toward Tody.

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty! How could you not recognize the mate the skies have bequeathed you?”

“Stay away!”

“Your Majesty, I beseech you!”

The prophet stopped and unbent his waist. He looked down at his hands. He was still holding Ryun’s molt. Ryun’s face looked up at him in a rictus grin in his hand.

The prophet screamed, “This filth! It’s because of this filth!”

“What are you doing now?” shouted Teenahan. Kagan looked up to see the prophet running toward the fire that held the soldiers.

“I must burn this! Its cursed sorcery obscures His Majesty’s sight!” The prophet threw the molt into the fire. “Evil sorcery, be gone!”

The molt floated up in the air as it burned. The easterly wind snatched it from the fire and dropped it squarely on the prophet. A spark entered his eye, and he screamed a mighty scream. Kagan, who held Ryun in his arms, shouted to Byong, “The fire! Byong, put out the fire!”

But Byong, when he turned back to comply, glimpsed Ryun’s bloody body in Kagan’s arms and began vomiting again. Kagan tried to call out to Teenahan to help him, but the prophet had already fallen into the fire. Even Ryun flinched in Kagan’s arms at the ensuing scream.

Tody saw.

The fire that burned the prophet’s voluminous robes, but also the other fire from within. The fire that seeped out of the prophet’s mouth, his ears, his eyes, from every pore of his body.

He burned from within.

It was so unbelievable a sight that Tody rubbed his eyes and looked again. But the prophet was no more. Just a ball of fire in the shape of a man.

Teenahan was there the next moment, cursing and grabbing the prophet from the fire and knocking the fire off him, oblivious to his own scorching feathers. But by the time the fire was out, the prophet was no longer alive. Teenahan, covered in ash and singed feathers, sank to the ground, covered his eyes, and lowered his head.

Even as his eyes were open, Tody felt he was barely conscious. Oddly enough, the inside of his head was ice-cold. He thought of his daughter. He thought of the young worker at his old leather workshop, the man his daughter had loved so much.

With this newfound coolness of mind, he wondered why the fact that his daughter had fallen in love with one of his workers had seemed less believable than a snake impregnating a woman with a mere look.

He felt eyes on him. Tody turned.

Kagan looked down on him. He held a bloodied Ryun, wrapped in the cloth flap, in his arms. While his face seemed impassive at first glance, there was an almost imperceptible sadness in Kagan’s eyes. Tody had never seen such eyes before.

Kagan said softly, “The feast is over. It’s time to go home.”

AFTER TODY HAD DISTRIBUTED ALL OF THE WEAPONS, CLOTHES, and other goods to the men, the last thing left for him to get rid of was the box with the deformed snake. For a long moment, Tody stared into the box the soldier had brought him. Then he turned it over.

The body of the snake fell to the ground. Tody trampled it. Tears flowed from his eyes as he continued to do so. Once the snake was almost unrecognizable, he handed the box to the soldier who’d brought it to him.

“It’s lined with velvet, and the box itself is good quality. You can get an excellent price for it.”

The soldier thanked him as he accepted the box. His eyes, however, were on the snake Tody had trampled. It looked like he was wondering if he could turn it into a curiosity and charge money for it to be seen. Tody could see the soldier’s greed in his eyes, but he said nothing.

Tody then tried to give Ryun his horse. But Kagan refused it on Ryun’s behalf. It would be impossible for Ryun to learn how to ride it in his state, but more than that, Tody would need a horse at least to start his life anew, especially when he had just given away all of his other possessions. Tody gave a sad nod, mounted his horse, and was gone.

The soldiers divided themselves into groups and set off in different directions. One of the groups asked Kagan if they could come along on his mission. “You’re quite strong. We think you must be on some very profitable mission. Let us in on it.”

“We were hired by the Great Temple. We cannot take you with us.”

“Maybe you’ll do something big later on? I know how to wield a sword myself. Ah, do any of you four want to be king? I think you have the right air for it. You all seemed a bit different from the usual vagabonds we come across.”

“No.”

“My, you’re stubborn. Let us take a share! We’re all men of the world . . .”

Kagan, who never raised his voice, managed to convince them to turn away and be off. Byong, however, knew it was Teenahan’s increasingly menacing glare that was the true reason for the soldiers’ sudden departure.

As the last of the stragglers disappeared into the night, Byong scratched his chin and said, “No one offered to help. It’s up to us three, then?”

“Yes.” Kagan added, “Your beetle can help as well.”

Byong nodded and ordered Nani to start digging. Kagan unhooked Baragi and without hesitation began to dig with that. Teenahan, who would never even consider using his weapon for digging, used his bare hands instead. As Ryun rested, the four of them were able to dig a sizable pit. The sun began to rise.

As Byong stepped away and turned his back, Kagan carefully placed the prophet’s remains in the pit. Kagan and Teenahan filled the grave, and the three of them stood solemnly next to it as the sun began to rise and their shadows stretched out over the freshly turned soil.

Teenahan fidgeted. “Bastard. Died before I could exact my revenge. Anyway. Shouldn’t someone say something? Kagan, you do it.”

“I don’t have anything I want to say. Let’s leave it, then.” Kagan turned and walked away. Byong and Teenahan looked at each other, then lowered their heads for a perfunctory moment of silence before the grave, and also left the grave behind.

Tody Sinok and his soldiers had long departed, but the plains were so wide they could still see them in the distance. Kagan was looking in the direction Tody had gone. Byong sidled up to him. They both stared at the speck that was Tody for a long time.

Byong dusted off his trousers and said, “Kagan, may I ask you the question you asked the prophet?”

Kagan turned his head to look at him, and then turned back to gaze out at the speck that was Tody. Byong took this as assent.

“What do you think a king really is?”

Kagan didn’t answer.

Nani came up beside Byong, and the Tokkebi began stroking its antlers as he spoke. “Lord of the castle or the estate, the chief, the matriarch. There are many people who rule over others. But no king. Only people going around saying they are king. I hear some of them succeed in ruling a sizable city or two. Not that they last for long. I wonder if a king is someone with more ambition for power than others. Or perhaps it’s just greed?”

Kagan only listened. Byong looked about him at the soldiers, who grew farther from them in all directions.

“That was just my simple thinking. That those who want to be king want to rule over others. But that was not the case. It was very obvious, but I could not see it before. That those who want to be king are those who have people around them who want to be ruled. It’s these people who want to be ruled who are important. The ones who want to be king are less so. That is why you dealt directly with the prophet instead of Tody, correct?”

Kagan nodded, only once.

“I see,” Byong said. “No matter how great one’s desire to rule over others, one cannot roam this world like Tody did without the people who gave him his authority as king. There has to be someone like that, someone lower who raises the king on their shoulders. Only then can he give up everything for that kind of vagabond life. Then what is a king? I really don’t know. Is the king what delusional people want to become, or what the people who want a king end up making?”

“A bird that drinks tears.”

“What do you mean?”

Tody was just about to go over the horizon. Kagan continued to gaze at him as he spoke.

“The king is a bird that drinks tears. The most elaborate, the most beautiful of the birds, but the first to die.”

“The king is someone who drinks the tears of others?”

“That Tody Sinok doesn’t have to drink his prophet’s tears anymore. He will survive.”

Byong gazed at Kagan’s profile, half in understanding and half not. Tody disappeared over the horizon. Kagan turned away and went to Ryun.

Ryun sat on the ground. All the while Kagan had ripped the tent flap from the night before into bandages and dressed his wounds and helped put clothes on Ryun, the Nhaga had not said a word. Ryun said nothing now as he stared at the ground. Kagan looked at him for a while and walked past him. He found his things and the fox that lay among them.

Its snout and legs had been tied up for a long time now, and the fox barely moved as Kagan picked it up. He slung it over his shoulder and brought it to Ryun, putting it down on the ground before him. Ryun, however, did not look at it.

“You’ve just molted. You need to eat that. Before it dies.”

Ryun didn’t answer. Kagan looked down at the fox.

“I don’t want to force-feed you.”

“Last night,” said Ryun suddenly, “didn’t you hear my nearm?”

Kagan shook his head. “I’m human. I can’t nearm.”

“When that human was ripping my molt, you didn’t hear my nearm?”

“I did not. What did you nearm?”

“To let me die.”

“Did you, now?”

“I thought you had heard me. Because you let me be ripped apart by that human.”

“That’s not what I did. You had almost finished molting. There are a few spots where it hadn’t completed, so you have some wounds, but your people do not care about scars.”

“Scars?

“Or know about them, apparently. Scars mean traces of healed wounds on skin.”

Ryun’s scales rustled. Kagan concluded it had been in embarrassment. He ignored it and went on.

“Even Nhaga like you who haven’t had your heart removed will have your scars disappear after the next molting. It would’ve been more dangerous to provoke that prophet into harming you further.”

A long silence.

Ryun said, “I suppose I’ll be here the next time I molt.”

“Here?”

“In the north. I can never return south, right?”

“Your heart was not removed, which means you will be killed.”

“Can a Nhaga live on this land?”

“It would be very difficult.”

“I don’t think I can do it.”

“But you must’ve known how hard it would be when you made the decision to come.”

Another silence. Kagan, detecting the fox was about to die, tried to coax Ryun to eat once more.

Ryun spat out, “I came in place of my friend.”

Kagan frowned. Teenahan and Byong, who had come up to them by then, also looked surprised.

Kagan’s gaze turned sharp. “Explain.”

Ryun told them everything he had kept a secret until now out of a vague belief of keeping certain secrets about the Nhaga away from the eyes of other races. Ryun, his head bowed, described his friend Hwarit’s death and how he had come to take on his mission. Byong had to ask him several times to repeat how a Nhaga named Vyass Mahkerow had killed her own younger brother, and the Tokkebi was beginning to wonder if older sisters killing their younger brothers was some kind of respectable pastime in Nhaga society. Byong, of course, had enough tact not to mention this last part to Ryun.

When Ryun was done, Kagan nodded. “I see why your sister is trying to kill you.”

“Yes. Because I haven’t removed my heart.”

“That’s not the reason.”

Ryun looked up at him. “It isn’t?”

“Good to see your face again,” said Kagan. “Your assumption is incorrect. You Nhaga men really don’t understand your own society. I suppose you are so discouraged from participating in it. The Shojainteshiktol is a debt of blood demanded from an entire household. It’s not used for minor nuisances like killing men who still have their hearts. What seems to have happened is that you are being accused of Hwarit’s murder.”

Ryun was aghast. “Wh-what? How could I . . . He was my closest friend! I could never do that to him!”

“But you’re the only one who ran from the scene. It follows that you are under suspicion.”

“But how . . .” Realization dawned on his face. “That’s why?”

“Yes. And because you, member of the Pei household, killed Hwarit, a member of the Mahkerow household, the house of Mahkerow can petition for a Shojainteshiktol. It is a little strange invoking a remedy used between houses on a matter between men, but this is likely because the murder happened before either of you had your hearts removed, and thus you were considered to be still part of your birth houses. The house of Mahkerow must’ve designated your sister as your assassin. That was also likely part of this Vyass Mahkerow’s plan. She wanted to cover up her crime.”

The shock rendered Ryun silent. The next thought he could muster was in the form of a nearm, which Kagan, of course, couldn’t hear. Ryun spoke aloud.

“Is . . . is that all true?”

“A strange question. It’s all a guess. But I do think it very likely.”

Questions that had haunted Ryun were beginning to be answered in Ryun’s mind. When he’d heard of the Shojainteshiktol from Sammo, he hadn’t even thought of Ryun’s death. Ryun had witnessed with his own eyes how Vyass had killed Hwarit. It was common knowledge that Ryun and Hwarit were close friends, and it never would’ve occurred to Ryun that he would be blamed for Hwarit’s death. The only thing he’d feared was the fact that he still had his heart.

“I cannot believe it . . . I cannot believe it!”

“I believe that you cannot, but I’m sure you still intend on following your friend’s wishes. So you should eat. If you do not—”

“Please, shut up!”

Ryun’s words had exactly that effect as Kagan fell silent. Ryun’s scales stood on end as he shouted, “My sister is trying to kill me! And for something I did not even do! How can you tell me to eat in this situation!”

Kagan waited to make sure his outburst was over and then held up three fingers.

“I will say exactly three things.”

Ryun’s eyes were full of murder.

Kagan ignored this. “First, me and the two other people you see before you are here to ensure no harm comes to you. That is why you are still alive and not dead by your sister’s hand. Second, what your friend wanted in death was not revenge for his killing but his mission to be carried out. Therefore, you must concentrate on the mission at hand, not in proving your innocence against Vyass Mahkerow’s deceit. And the third is the most important.”

“. . . What is the third?”

“If you do not eat it now, that fox will die.”

Byong scoffed. Ryun, who glanced at him at the sound, had to smile.

But Kagan didn’t. “I understand now that you came to this land unprepared for the suffering you will face here. I also understand why you cannot return to the only land in this world where you can find peace, and also the tragedy involving your sister. But what will you choose now? Eat that fox and walk with us? Or sit here and curse at us for your misfortunes? Or walk back south and fall on your sister’s sword? I think the choice is easy, Ryun Pei. But you must choose.”

Ryun got up and ate the fox.

That day, the company managed to leave the plain and reach the mountains. The only other incident before nightfall was a discovery Byong made. That Ryun, who could swallow a live fox whole, felt shame in having shown his naked body to other men. This amused Byong so much that he teased Ryun about it to the verge of tears.

TODY SINOK, ON THE GROUND, COULD NOT BELIEVE HIS EYES AS HE watched a great tiger eat the horse he had ridden on.

The tiger had fallen from the sky—he had not heard it coming at all, and this was the only explanation for its sudden appearance—and instantly killed the horse by smashing its head to the ground. Tody had flown up from his mount, saddle and all, and soared for quite some time before touching the ground once more. The pain made him think he had smashed his body, but he could not scream. Even if he had screamed, it wouldn’t have mattered. The tiger was, evidently, very hungry.

When the initial terror abated a bit, the pity he felt for his horse was such that his eyes overflowed with tears. That poor creature, to have been dragged all the way to this terrible land only to die a terrible death. But he could not afford to keep pitying for long. The crunch of the horse’s mighty bones in the maw of the tiger suggested he should find a way out of there fast. The sight, however, was also petrifying. He could not move. He could not even move the saddle that covered his legs. All he could do was hope against hope that the horse would prove an adequate meal to the tiger. He did not want to be the next course.

“So that’s a horse? How funny it looks.”

Tody gave a start and turned around. What he saw surprised him even more.

There stood the second Nhaga he had ever seen in his life. She seemed cold, wrapping her arms around herself as she stared at the tiger.

“That’s the thing that made it ignore my command and come running here. How hungry it must’ve been.”

Was it the Nhaga from yesterday? But even as unused to the race as he was, Tody knew this was a different one. For there was one unmistakable difference this Nhaga had from Ryun. This Nhaga was a woman.

She looked down at him.

“I’m Sammo Pei. As you can see, a Nhaga. You’re human, I assume? And that is a horse?”

“A h-h-h-horse.”

“Hmm . . . what a long name. Is it related to a horse?”

Tody didn’t know what she meant and dared not ask. Sammo, for her part, had no idea what a saddle was and why this human seemed to have a heavy object on his legs. She could only conclude the human couldn’t get up because it was tied to him.

Sammo drew her sword. Tody finally got to see a real shiktol.

“Please! Spare me!”

Sammo looked puzzled. But Tody didn’t see this as he had already thrown himself to the ground and prostrated himself before her as he cried for mercy.

“I will give you anything! Please, spare me my life!”

Sammo burst into laughter. “Look, you’ve already lost your h-h-h-horse.” What Sammo meant was that he had nothing more to offer her, but Tody did not interpret her words that way.

“I can walk! I can walk! So please, let me go. I will give you anything I have. What about this? Because I don’t need to carry anything for walking! Take anything you want! Just let me live. You don’t need my life, do you?”

Before Sammo could say anything, Tody quickly opened his rucksack, and out of sheer curiosity about what infidels may carry in such things, Sammo leaned forward to look. Her misunderstanding about the saddle was revealed when he pushed it to the side. Tody drew out a large fur. This former leather merchant of Fechirin spread it out before Sammo with a practiced flair and launched into the kind of smooth, confident voice he used with customers.

“Behold! This perfect black color! As you can see for yourself, the color doesn’t come from dye. It was always black. Fur like this can’t be from black leopards or black horses, surely? Note this lustrous shine! I’m sure you can tell for yourself.”

Sammo’s eyes were full of astonishment. Tody had called the color black, but Sammo saw it differently.

“This is—”

“Correct! It’s the hide of the black lion. Go on, touch it. Yes! Touch it! I implore you!”

Sammo sheathed the shiktol and touched the fur. Her eyes were correct. The fur was warm from generating its own heat.

“How do you have this?”

Tody said he had kept it all this time for when he would become king so he could turn it into a cape. This explanation confused Sammo.

“King? You are to become a king?”

“It was the dream of a madman. A brief insanity I went through. I blame no one but myself. If only I’d been more careful, I would’ve seen that monk was not in his right mind. It’s all my fault, miss. Or is it madame? How could it be that I lived all those years and learned nothing of the world and its deceptions? I did something very foolish indeed. Yes, that was all me.”

None of this made sense to Sammo. She touched her forehead and said, “So are you a king or not?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Fine. All right. Well, I can see you have something good. And you want to give this to me?”

“I would gladly give it to you!”

In truth, this was supposed to fund his fresh start, which was why he’d been nervous it would be spotted when he was handing out everything else to his soldiers. But a fresh start meant nothing if he was dead. Tody held out the fur to Sammo and urged her to take it.

But Sammo did not take it. Instead, she brought out a small pouch from her waistband. Tody’s eyes sparkled. His merchant instincts realized what it was that Sammo had brought out. It looked a bit different from what they used in the north, but this was surely a pouch for carrying gold ingots.

“I do not want to steal this from you. But it is indeed something I would like. I shall pay the price for it. And for your h-h-h-horse as well.”

Sammo still had all of her gold as she hadn’t had occasion to use it in the jungle. But she soon found herself in an odd situation.

Tody, when he wasn’t pretending to be the Peerless King, was a born-and-bred merchant. Conveniently forgetting that he had offered it to her outright a moment before, Tody began to goad her into making him a better offer. This was something very foreign to Sammo. Even as the great tiger ripped apart the horse nearby while she bargained with the human, Sammo wondered if it was actually she herself who was the prey here.

EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, BYONG WOKE UP, STRETCHED, AND SAW Teenahan standing with his back to him, so he got up and joined his friend by his side.

Teenahan’s spear stood next to him, and his eyes looked out into the distance.

Byong yawned. “Good dreams, Teenahan? What are you looking at?”

Teenahan gestured in front of him. Byong rubbed his eyes and looked.

A group was walking up the mountain path toward them. Fifty or so humans, armed.

Byong was alarmed. “Shall I wake Kagan and Ryun?”

“No. Let them sleep.”

“What?”

Teenahan didn’t answer and started walking down the path. Byong, not knowing what to do, followed.

When he was about fifty armlengths away from them, Teenahan stopped. He held his spear tall, waiting for the men to approach. Hesitantly, Byong went by his side and stood.

The group of men were agog when they discovered Teenahan and Byong. A man in the front made a gesture, and they came to a stop and glared at the two before conferring among themselves as to what to do. Presently, an old man with a long white beard stepped forth among them. He had a twisted wooden cane and was followed by two men with drawn swords.

The old man held up two empty hands in a signal that he had come in peace. Teenahan imitated the gesture with the hand that didn’t hold the spear. The old man took a moment to catch his breath and said, “Hello, traveler.”

“Hmph.”

“I am the One-Eyed Oracle.”

Byong cocked his head. Teenahan took note that the man, in fact, had two eyes.

“There’s nothing one-eyed about you, though.”

The One-Eyed Oracle acted like he had expected this and gestured gracefully at his left eye. “This one cannot see the present. It can only see the past and future. That’s why I am called the One-Eyed Oracle.”

“Aha,” said Teenahan, “you see the past and the future. Does that make you the leader?”

“No. For we are led by a greater man.” Reverently, he pointed to one of the men. Byong could easily pick him out from that crowd, for he wore clothes more elaborate than the others, rode a white horse, and raised his chin arrogantly at the old man’s mention of his position.

Byong quickly understood the situation and lost interest, but Teenahan’s next question was serious.

“Who is that?”

The old man acted like he was about to speak of something that was exceedingly difficult to say out loud.

“His Majesty the Wise King.”

Byong was about to tell Teenahan that they should go back, but Teenahan said, in an astounded voice, “The Wise King? Are you telling me this man is a real king?”

“I told you a moment ago that this eye can see the past and the future. As soon as I cast this eye on that man, I saw his past all the way to his ancestors. Do you know who I saw at the end of that? His Majesty the Hero King. You are looking at his fifty-fifth descendant.”

Teenahan slapped his knee. “Is that so!”

The old man smiled magnanimously. “There is nothing surer in this world. This is our one true sovereign, the glorious Wise King.”

“And you—have—met—your—doom—!”

Farther up the mountain, Kagan was jolted awake at the sound of the avian frequency. He grabbed Baragi and looked down to where the sound had come. It was quite a sight. Teenahan spun his iron spear over his head, so rapidly a tornado could’ve formed any moment. As Kagan tried to put together what was happening, Teenahan’s voice screamed, “How good of you to walk in on your own two feet! You bastard, do you know who I am? I am the monster that eats kings!”

Kagan sighed and put down Baragi. He turned his back on the sight of men being thrown into the air like playground jacks and began to prepare breakfast. As Teenahan shouted, “The feast is over, it’s time to go home!” Kagan simply shook awake Ryun, who’d seemed determined to sleep through the commotion.






5 Iron Blood


THE GREAT BLACK LION BANNER, ONCE FEARED THROUGHOUT THE LANDS, NO LONGER FLEW OVER BATTLEGROUNDS. IT HUNG ON A WALL INSIDE THE PALACE, NOT IMBUING THE MONARCHY WITH ITS HISTORY AND AUTHORITY BUT SILENTLY CASTIGATING THE DESCENDANTS WHO HAD SQUANDERED THE RICHES AND POWER OF THEIR ANCESTORS. THERE WAS NO JUST RULE IN THE KINGDOM, ONLY FEAR AND DESPAIR. IN THESE DARK TIMES, A HAND WAS EXTENDED IN HELP BY THE FIERCE KITALJER HUNTERS WHO AGREED TO SIT IN THE COUNCIL OF ALL PEOPLES. BUT THE ALL-MIGHTY KING, WHOSE SANITY HISTORY WOULD QUESTION FOR CENTURIES, DARED TO INSULT THE KITALJER HUNTERS WHO LEFT THE COUNCIL RATHER THAN EXPEND THEIR TIME RESPONDING TO THESE INSULTS. AND BEFORE THEY RETURNED TO THEIR BEAUTIFUL HOME OF KITALJER, ONE OF THE HUNTERS SHOUTED AN INFAMOUS CURSE INTO THE SKY ABOVE THE CITY.

“THERE IS NO MORE KING. AND AS LONG AS THE KING DOES NOT REPENT HIS INSULT, THERE SHALL BE NO MORE KINGS!”

THUS IN THE NORTH, KINGS NO LONGER EXISTED. AND NOW, AFTER THE KITALJER HUNTERS HAVE DIED OUT OVER NINETY YEARS OF WAR, THERE ARE NO LONGER ANY MEANS TO UNDO THIS CURSE.

—The Kingdom Falls by Rasu



Vyass Mahkerow was in a rage.

There were only three ways to kill a heartless Nhaga. Unfortunately, the method she had already used once—that of dismembering a body, as when she had killed Yubex in the heart tower—was impossible to use against a woman in her own house. Which meant the only other sure ways were to burn Carindol down to her bones or to drown her—both ridiculous. But Vyass refused to give up easily. If anything, the rage she felt at the impossibility of her endeavor made her want to kill Carindol even more, out of sheer spite.

Carindol’s taunts grew worse by the day. There was the suggestion that because Vyass was such a renowned apothecary, she should stir up some men’s fluids since she wanted a baby so much.

The insults became so provocative that Somero had to step in to scold Carindol.

Stop this at once! I’m not nearming this just to tell you to respect your older sister. You are souring the mood of our household, which is making men avoid our house. Even the visitors we have now are eager to depart. Men are not interested in your feud. All they care about is comfort!

The number of visitors in the Mahkerow household were indeed falling precipitously. Carindol, however, didn’t care.

Then go outside and get men off the street. Like me.

One sister doing such a shameful thing is already too much. Take this as your final warning. Do not provoke Vyass. Do not ruin the mood of the household.

Warnings usually come with threats. Have you prepared any?

Of course I have. If you don’t do as I nearm, I will kick you out to join the patrollers. It’s the best punishment for someone like you, who loves being outside so much.

Carindol glared at Somero, who shouldn’t on principle have the right to do such a thing, for only the matriarch could issue such a banishment. But while Vyass and Carindol bickered, Somero had solidified her already considerable clout, which meant as long as she expressed it to be the wisest course of action, Dusenna would give her consent.

Having no other choice, Carindol nodded. And so the eldest daughter Somero was praised yet again by Dusenna for bringing peace to the house.

Vyass could hardly think straight because of her rage. In her eyes, Carindol had not only stolen all the men and thus Vyass’s chance of having a child, she was also helping her enemy become more powerful. That Somero with her lack of ambition or cunning would hold such sway in the household was in no small part due to Carindol’s machinations.

Yes, I was hoping Somero would step in. She was a little late, but she didn’t disappoint in the end.

Carindol picked up a rat as she nearmed. Suvachi, one of the few remaining visitors in their house, looked impressed.

The world of women is indeed complicated. Will you be lending your support to Somero for becoming matriarch?

I only care that Vyass doesn’t rise to the position. But yes.

Suvachi looked down at the box the rats frantically ran around in and nearmed, Isn’t there a way for you to become matriarch?

The only advantage I have is that I am the birth daughter of the current matriarch and nothing more. I’m the youngest and also have no child.

But the others have no child as well.

Exactly. So I’m going to demand it of you.

Demand?

Carindol’s hand shot out. Suvachi jumped, but Carindol was only grabbing a rat. She handed it to him and nearmed, Somero will enter her fertile days soon. I want you to bed her, Suvachi.

Suvachi could hardly even think to accept the rat offered him as he looked into Carindol’s eyes. Through his confusion he also felt a scintilla of betrayal.

You are giving me to her?

I am. And you must give her a child. This will give Somero even more clout with the matriarch.

Why must I do this? All I have to do is leave the house of Mahkerow like every other man. Why must I follow your orders?

Carindol took back the rat Suvachi refused and ate it herself. Because I will give you what you want.

What I want?

Enough with the subterfuge. There’s something you want. Enough for you to not, as you say, leave the house of Mahkerow like every other man. I wish I could guess what that was, but I have no inkling as to what men want. So I’m asking you now. What do you want from me?

Suvachi closed his mind. Could he possibly ask her? The danger was too great, surely. But what other chance was he likely to have if he let this one go? Suvachi carefully gathered his thoughts and opened his mind again.

There is nothing I wish for. Only that I want to know why I should follow your orders.

Because they are my orders.

No. You said you wanted to send me to Somero Mahkerow because you don’t want Vyass Mahkerow to be matriarch. If that is so, you must explain to me why Vyass Mahkerow must not be matriarch.

Because she’s trying to kill me.

You made her that way. You enraged her, and you’ve goaded her into making a mistake in the attempt. Why did you goad her so? I would understand if it were because you wanted to be matriarch yourself. But that is not the case here. Why are you so intent on Vyass’s destruction? If you could nearm me the reason, I will, as you request, bed Somero Mahkerow.

Carindol regarded him for a moment, as if to consider her words.

She’s a woman who kills her own younger sibling for making her angry. Isn’t that reason enough to eliminate her?

Shock permeated the air between them. But Vyass had two younger siblings—Carindol and Hwarit. “Kills” had been the word she used. If she had said “tries to kill,” she would’ve meant Carindol, and “killed” would’ve meant Hwarit, but “kills”? That could mean either of them. Suvachi tried to find the right words.

Well. What woman has never held a similar thought toward her sister? Sisters compete to become matriarch, after all.

He waited for Carindol to nearm that Vyass had not only thought of killing her sibling—she had actually killed him. But she nearmed no such thing.

But as you have already confirmed, I have no interest in becoming matriarch. And the Vyass I have observed for the past twenty-eight years knows this about me better than you do. She knows I am not her competitor. To kill someone who is not her competitor, this should tell you how dangerous she is.

Damn it! Suvachi forcefully kept his scales down so as to not betray how nervous he was and shook his head. Maybe she misunderstands your intentions because you keep teasing her. Vyass Mahkerow may have concluded you’ve changed your mind and wish to vie for matriarch. No, it just doesn’t make sense otherwise. Let’s look at what you nearmed to me so far. You said that a woman who murders her sibling for making her angry is dangerous, and that makes you angry. That doesn’t quite make sense to me.

Carindol smiled thinly. You’re right.

Suvachi casually picked up a rat. He swallowed it and nearmed, If your hate toward Vyass Mahkerow is that irrational, then I cannot follow your demands.

Suvachi was glad that the act of swallowing the rat had enabled him to distort his expression. His face would otherwise betray his nervousness. Carindol might slam her mind shut now. It was unthinkable she would teach a man who could go from house to house the secrets of her family.

“Suvachi.”

He almost regurgitated the rat he just swallowed. Carindol nodded and gestured at her ears.

“Yes. I am speaking with my voice. Concentrate on sound. And answer me in sound.”

Suvachi managed to keep his rat down and nodded.

“Wh-what is it you want to say?”

“I don’t want anyone to know what we’re discussing.”

Suvachi calmed his breathing and gave a nod. “My name when you said it with your voice sounded very beautiful. I’ve thought my whole life how much I hated my name.”

Carindol grinned. “Suvachi. However you may take this, I speak the truth. If Vyass Mahkerow becomes matriarch, I will die. Because I know a secret she must keep hidden.”

Suvachi could feel his scales rise. He could not ask her if that secret was whether Vyass had had an unfortunate past incident of killing her brother.

“Is it so dangerous of a secret?”

“Let’s just say that if she does somehow succeed in killing me, it will be her first and her third murder.”

Suvachi gave an inward cheer.

SERISMA RAISED AN EYEBROW.

Her first and her third? What’s the meaning of this?

It’s simple. It will be her first murder of a woman and her third if she includes men. Hwarit and Yubex.

Serisma was unamused. She makes such a distinction? Hmph. What a fascinating woman. So Vyass Mahkerow is the murderer?

It is so. Which means Ryun Pei can continue to go in Hwarit Mahkerow’s stead. He has the calling. The problem is that he is being pursued by an assassin. Karu will try to stop Sammo, but Karu does not know for sure that Ryun is not the killer.

Serisma smiled at Suvachi’s regret. You must trust Karu. Wasn’t it he who proposed Vyass was the killer in the first place? For all we know, he has already secured evidence of her guilt.

Suvachi looked wistful as he hoped this was true, but then he noticed something odd about Serisma’s smile.

Serisma nearmed, Who knows, he may already have returned to Hattengraaj and is resting his weary bones on some soft bed.

Suvachi ran to the door of the guardian’s bedchamber and flung it open. There lay Karu, sound asleep.

In a little while, Karu woke up. He had run almost all the way from the Line of Limit to the city and was still very tired, but he managed to nearm Suvachi everything that had happened. Suvachi was impressed with Sammo’s deduction and surprised by her decision.

So Sammo Pei knows her brother is not the killer but still took on the assassin’s role to give him a better death?

She didn’t nearm that in so many words, but that’s what I think.

This is not good. What happened to Ryun? Did he cross the Line of Limit?

I think so. I left Pei not too far from the Line of Limit. She may be able to catch up to them, but it’ll be hard to get rid of Ryun. There’s that Rekon and the Tokkebi. And the Nhaga Butcher of legend.

Of your story, that’s the part I find most difficult to accept. That and the Duoksini.

I couldn’t believe it myself, even when I saw with my own eyes. Still, I judged that those helpers would stave off Sammo and cross the Line of Limit anyway. Which is why I decided to come back instead of continuing to thwart her attempts.

And you decided to pay off your sleep debt as soon as you arrived.

Karu was annoyed. Think of the distance I had to run. But I suppose you also have a point. We better finish what we started.

He turned to Serisma, who was deep in thought.

I cannot tell you how grateful I am for the efforts of you both, nearmed Serisma, but I need to think of the others for a moment. Ryun Pei. It pains me to think of this young man who is helping us without even knowing what we need him for. Under threat of death by the hand of his own family, no less.

Karu nodded. After the mission, would there be any way to bring him back below the Line of Limit? He’s doing what every living being in this world ought to be grateful to him for. Is there really nothing we can do for him?

Almost nothing . . . Let’s not lose hope. But there are more urgent matters at hand.

Karu nodded and got up. A moment later, he brought a jar of snakes into the main room. Suvachi, in the meantime, had cleared the middle of it.

Karu spilled the snakes on the floor and stepped back with Suvachi to allow them to move freely. Serisma began to mind-suppress the writhing snakes.

***

FATHER ORENOL CHEERED AS HE WATCHED THE SNAKES ON THE floor.

“The plan has been revived!”

Great Abbot Jutagi sighed with relief. It had devastated him to learn that the novice with the calling to cross the Line of Limit had died before he could leave Hattengraaj. But unexpectedly, a young man had stepped in his place and managed to keep the plan together.

Orenol was overjoyed.

“Astonishing! A man with all the right conditions happens to be Hwarit’s friend and was thinking of escaping the silent city, and he even met with Kagan! Truly we are blessed by the God of Nowhere.”

“If only we knew how to do mental suppression, we could in turn ask the Nhaga many things. It’s too bad. I wonder what this Ryun Pei is like. But the other side claims he is perfectly suited, so I suppose that’s good enough for now . . . Aha! They crossed about fifteen days ago? Good!”

Knowing that the monks on their side would not be able to message back, the guardian Serisma filled his report with careful details before ending the snakespeak transmission. The snakes were too exhausted to move afterward, and Orenol had to pick them up himself to put them back in the jar. Jutagi was lost in thought as he did so. He then noticed the young monk looked melancholy.

“Why do you make that face, Orenol?”

“Great Abbot, I agree that the smoldering embers of our dying plans flaring up once again into a great pyre is a good thing. But there are too many sadnesses on the other side of this. Who is the woman named Vyass Mahkerow? Is she insane? This Sammo Pei is also difficult to understand. The Nhaga say she is an excellent woman, but how is trying to kill one’s own younger brother a quality of excellence? Doesn’t that make her just as mad as Vyass Mahkerow?”

“The situation is clearly different. Vyass killed her brother because he angered her, and Sammo is trying to kill her brother because she cannot stand to know he died a painful death. The way they regard their brothers is completely opposite.”

“But both of them do not care for the will of others! Just as Vyass killed Hwarit without his wanting her to, Sammo as well tries to kill Ryun without knowing what he wants! What if Ryun wishes to live a torturous life, full of pain as that may be?”

“True. And such a concern is true for us as well. Look at this plan. If our plan is found out, wouldn’t the people living in the profane world resent how a group of bald monks are deciding their fate?”

Orenol answered confidently, “Who would think so, unless they had delusions of becoming king? They would applaud us, if anything.”

But the answer made the Great Abbot touch his forehead, a pained gesture. “To think this child is one of our better ones. The sins you will bear on your shoulders will be great, mark my words.”

“Excuse me?”

“You idiot!” the Great Abbot shouted. “Then wouldn’t it follow that Ryun Pei would as well applaud Sammo Pei? Or I should say, sprinkle water on her forge, as we are talking of Nhaga here?”

Orenol gawped. He began to make excuses for himself in a comical whine. “But . . . but those are different circumstances! Sammo tries to kill her brother. We try to protect all life.”

“Did you ask ‘all life’ for consent first? Whether it wants to live or not?”

Orenol was rendered speechless. All the young monk could do was regard the Great Abbot in wonderment. This expression, as it always did, softened the Great Abbot’s heart somewhat. He began to pass his prayer beads between his fingers again.

“Orenol. I want you to hold the clearest things in your mind with suspicion and give up every conviction you have. Sammo Pei tries to kill her brother to lessen his suffering. We undertake this endeavor to save all life. The difference is not as great as you think.”

“Not as great?”

“Not even not as great. There is no difference between them, whether it is life or death that is being forced here.”

The wind chime that hung from the awning of the hermitage sounded gently. The Great Abbot put down his beads. “Because death and life are one.”

“Are they?”

“As it is said, it is we who must shoulder the burden of these sins.”

Orenol, in deep understanding, nodded. The Great Abbot smiled.

“If it weren’t for us lowly monks, who would bear on their shoulders the sins of the world? Well, now that our plan has been revived, you must prepare for their arrival again. They should be here in a month, I suppose. Ask Monk Jota to ready the Cheolhyeol’am.”

“Would the Cheolhyeol’am do, then?”

“I think so. It’s good for having people stay and is far from the other buildings. Wait a moment.”

Jutagi turned around and drew out a bamboo scroll. Orenol carefully accepted it from him.

“That is a list of what needs to be prepared. You are responsible for these preparations. It will be difficult to do on your own, so you must get help from the most virtuous of novices. Tell them everything that is at stake. If we cannot carry this out with our whole hearts, it is better to not undertake it at all. I shall come to see you from time to time, but you are responsible. I don’t need to tell you what a heavy responsibility this is.”

Orenol felt the weight of it on his shoulders as he carefully unrolled the bamboo scroll. As he read down the list, he frowned. “We have to . . . spill blood?”

“What, are you a Tokkebi? What’s a little spilled blood? If you find a few poachers in the mountains and threaten them a little, they’ll catch the appropriate animals for you.”

Orenol could not imagine himself, a monk, spilling the blood of animals. The thought of having to deal with lawless poachers also made him break into a cold sweat. Orenol was a part of the legends that were passed down among the novitiate of the Great Temple, of the animosity between the monks and the poachers. Back when he was a novice, he would lead a band of other novices through the mountains to catch poachers. If this ended with the poachers realizing the error of their ways and becoming monks themselves, this would’ve been a happy ending, but the poachers, after their wounds healed at the Great Temple, would only go back to their homes with murderous thoughts of Orenol. They may not know of the Great Abbot of Hainsha, but they all knew about “the crazy monk” of the temple, and how much they would mock Orenol now if he came to them asking for help with killing a few animals.

Orenol muttered, “Who else but monks could shoulder the burden of these sins? To prevent the murder of a god, we can even do worse.”

AS THE FEATHERS SLOWLY SETTLED AROUND THEM, TEENAHAN dusted off his hands and shouted, “The feast is over; it’s time to go home!”

Byong said to Ryun, “I think it’s becoming an obsession with him.”

Ryun smiled wanly and nodded.

Under Teenahan’s feathers, which snowed down, the humans lay dazed from the beatdown they’d received from the Rekon. Their eyes and moans were filled with resentment, but Teenahan only clicked his beak and picked up his spear, which he had stabbed into the earth. He marched toward Kagan, his very fluffed-up feathers finally settling down.

Byong and Ryun turned their amused gaze toward Kagan. While Teenahan had engaged in his obsession, as Byong had referred to it, Kagan had waited it out, taking no interest in the proceedings, unlike Byong and Ryun, who’d looked on the destruction with fascination. All he’d done was nibble on a blade of grass.

Teenahan looked almost embarrassed. “Well, I said it wouldn’t take five minutes. I was right, wasn’t I?”

Kagan slowly raised his head. “If you’re done, shall we move on?”

“We’re done. Let’s go.”

The “Iron King,” who now lay on the ground moaning with the others, was said to be strong enough to smash rocks with his bare hands, and it was this strength, which was fit for a king, that made him rise to such regard among his peers. When Teenahan heard this, he dared the Iron King to hit him on the beak as he leaned over, hands on knees, offering it to him. Foolishly, the Iron King actually attempted to hit the Rekon, and now would have to change his name to the Handless King. Even in his pain, he stared at Teenahan in confusion. How could this Duoksini of a Rekon, who had smashed his army and himself just now, be so deferential to a human? Byong wanted to explain how the quiet, even polite Kagan could inspire such respect from their Rekon friend, but the company was already walking away, and he had to catch up.

The fight was over, but still Teenahan seethed. Even as he was conscious of Kagan, who led the way, he babbled on with Byong and Ryun as they followed, still high on his rage.

“What I used to think is that these bastards with the King Delusion were pitiful. Not that I thought too often about them. Maybe I even had a tiny bit of sympathy for them. Trying to mount a sky ray or becoming king, either goal is as delusional as the other, don’t you think? Yeah. They’re both an adventure. But from now on, I’m not going to let them get away with it. If I see any of these bastards, I won’t let them go until I’ve beaten the delusion out of them. Because I’ve realized something: if I really want to help them, I need to beat them up!”

Ryun began to understand. “So this King Delusion, it’s not a real disease or anything, right? You’re just saying it to mock them?”

“That is exactly what I mean.”

“There must be many of such people in the north. That was the fourth one we encountered just now. Why do so many people give up their livelihoods to wander in pursuit of this meaningless dream? And who are these other people who follow them? Do they want to be courtiers?”

Byong, glad for a chance to join in, was about to explain, but he realized he didn’t quite understand Kagan’s explanation for it. He closed his mouth, and Teenahan, who had no conception of becoming anyone’s underling, much less courtier, shrugged, and Ryun was left with no answer.

As they relied solely on their Pathfinder, Kagan, to lead the way, Teenahan, Ryun, and Byong did not know where they were at all. Kagan had planned a way around deserts, wastelands, valleys, and high mountains that would be difficult for the company to navigate on their own, yet made the journey fairly easy.

Still, Kagan was worried. Easy paths meant they would run into the cities of humans. Kagan thought about this on his own for a while before discussing it with the company. The others heard him out, but all of them were just waiting for the moment they could shout, Let’s do it!

“Tomorrow—or at the latest, the day after that—we will enter Zaboro. Opinions on its ruler, Chief Sedo, are divided, but he is the descendant of a strong and clever family that has kept the city whole for generations, which makes him popular. But there are those who say he is eccentric.”

Byong lit up. “Yes, I know about Chief Sedo myself. A long time ago, our lord of Jumunuri held a wrestling tournament where the prize was a Tokkebi gamtu cap, and he came all the way to Jumunuri. Now, why would an elderly Kim want such a toy?”

Teenahan grinned. To a Tokkebi, a Tokkebi’s gamtu may be nothing but a toy, but to anyone else, it was so much more. “He must’ve lost big, then?”

“Very big. He brought many big, strong Kims with him, but they were all soundly eliminated.”

Byong couldn’t help reviving an old topic. “And yet our Pathfinder here . . . Kagan, how did you manage to do a sweep?”

“There were no more wrestlers who tried to challenge me.” But that was no answer, only the very definition of having accomplished a sweep. “In any case, Byong is the valet of Bao, the lord of Jumunuri, which means Chief Sedo will not turn us away at the gates—even if there’s the unfortunate memory you just described. But explaining Ryun would be difficult, and we would attract suspicion. If none of you are sick of eating and sleeping out in the open, we can avoid Zaboro altogether. Except it does have a temple. So even if we didn’t visit the chief, we could still stay at the temple and learn if there are any messages relayed to us.”

“Let’s do it!” the other three chorused in mentally rehearsed unison.

Without a word, Kagan began to lead the way once more.

As Kagan had predicted, they were able to see the city walls line the horizon by afternoon the next day. Kagan took out his cloak from his rucksack and had Ryun wrap himself in it. He then covered Ryun’s face with a cloth he used when walking across deserts. Teenahan proclaimed that Ryun looked very human, and Byong insisted that adding “little” touches, including a fake beard, fake eyebrows, a crutch, an eye patch, a wig, and a wooden hand, would make him an even better simulacrum. Kagan listened to him intently, and in the end turned down his suggestion.

“I see no need to turn him into a Duoksini.”

That evening, the company approached Zaboro.

It was a giant city where the hot winds of the Peunten Desert were blocked by the southern ridges of the Siguryad Mountains. Ryun was astounded by its scale. He wondered aloud why such a long wall should surround the city as it made it difficult for people to go back and forth. Byong and Teenahan each had their explanation for it, but neither was as succinct as Kagan’s.

“It’s like the jungle of Kiboren. Don’t enter without friendship.”

Accurate as they were, his words brough a pall upon the company. To change the mood a little, Byong pointed to the wall and said in a surprised tone, “Look, Ryun! Do you know what that is?”

Ryun looked. Near the top of the fortress wall, embedded in the rows with the others, were stones that were noticeably of different color and material.

“Those stones are a different color to mark a mythical event,” Byong marveled. “That’s where the great tiger Starveil is said to have had Chief Murra’s horse in its jaws as it leaped over the wall. I’d only heard that they marked it thus, but there it is, plain as day. The actual stones with Starveil’s claw marks are preserved in the chief’s palace. Isn’t that so, Kagan?”

Kagan nodded.

“But why are the stones in the middle of the wall?” asked Ryun. “It can’t be that the great tiger leaped through it.”

“After Starveil jumped over the wall, Chief Murra became so angry that he raised the fortress wall. That’s why those stones are not at the top. But even that height is amazing. Simply incredible! How high do you think that is?”

“Huh,” said Teenahan, “I could jump that high on one leg. Want to see me do it?”

Before Byong could say yes, Kagan shook his head.

“Give it up, Teenahan. There’s no need to alarm the people of Zaboro. They already know that their fortress wall is nothing to a Tokkebi on a beetle or Rekon like you. They just don’t admit it out loud, that’s all. Even if you don’t mean anything by it, it would be inconsiderate to blithely jump over these walls they worked so hard to build, right in front of them. Let’s go through the main gate.”

That Kagan’s advice was sound was proven from the attitude of the guards at the main gate. They didn’t consider this party, which included a Tokkebi, to be particularly suspicious, and even seemed moved that the Rekon had not simply jumped over the wall.

“Welcome to Zaboro. We are glad you are people of good manners.”

Teenahan cocked his head, but the highest-ranking guard explained, “The other Rekon who visit here simply jump over these castle walls and act a nuisance. We understand this wall is nothing to you, but as we are the builders of this wall, it verges on insult. And against the wall live the poorest of our city. They are somewhat distressed by the Rekon that create large holes in their roofs as they enter our city. Not to mention—”

“We shall leave you to it,” said Kagan, cutting him off.

They were about to move on when the guard grabbed Kagan’s arm. Kagan gave him a questioning look.

The guard smiled brightly. “That will be six pieces of silver.”

“What?”

“Yes, that was what I was getting to. Not to mention, I was about to say, we could not collect the toll from those who jump over the wall. Which means we have to chase them through the city for it. Quite a nuisance.”

Byong stared in disbelief. Teenahan was already getting angry, as one could see from his swelling coxcomb.

Kagan said simply, “I do not remember Zaboro collecting a toll like some roadside bandit or a tolled road.”

“Hmm, well, we’ve begun to collect it recently. Six pieces per person.”

“I don’t think this is a wise measure. No traveler will come to Zaboro if that is the case. That will not bode well for Zaboro’s prospects.”

“I am only following orders. Among which are to punish anyone who tries to enter Zaboro without paying the toll. Orders from the Dignified King himself.”

The other guards raised their weapons. But with a Rekon in sight, they looked at the company with eyes more imploring than threatening. Unfortunately for them, Teenahan did not seem to brim with sympathy in response—the very mention of a “Dignified King” had made his feathers stand on end. Kagan held out a gentle hand to Teenahan to soothe his irritation and turned once more to the head of the guards.

“I am not familiar with the name Dignified King. I thought Zaboro was ruled by Chief Sedo.”

“Chief Sedo died a few years ago. The founding family appointed Zigrim Zaboro as the new chief. But Zigrim Zaboro forfeited the title of chief and named himself king instead, and in his name began to demand a toll for all those who enter Zaboro.”

Teenahan barked that they should simply bypass Zaboro. Byong, also displeased, concurred. But Kagan took the money out of his breast pocket and paid the toll. Teenahan and Byong gave him a look as if to say they found this hard to understand. The guards, meanwhile, happy to have collected the toll, gave detailed instructions to Kagan when asked where exactly the temple was. Kagan gave them a nod and led the company into the city.

The sight within took Ryun’s breath away. He had never imagined a city like this. Houses stuck together, streets littered with trash, buildings that looked like they’d been built any which way. There was nothing of balance or cohesion or any aesthetic value anywhere in the city. But what surprised and saddened him the most was that the buildings were mostly made of wood. During a moment when they happened to not be surrounded by people, Ryun asked if all these trees had been given proper funeral rites. As he expected, Byong shook his head.

“They’re just cut down and used. But there’s no need to look so disgusted.” For Byong knew what the Nhaga expression for disgust looked like, as he’d seen it many times on Ryun’s face now. “Have you thought of how your people’s way of eating live animals might be disgusting to those of this city?”

Ryun realized what he was saying and nodded. “I hope I haven’t made you very uncomfortable.”

“No. I’m fine. Of course, I still can’t look at the sight directly. But beyond that—Kagan, why did you waste your money like that just now?”

“Exactly!” burst out Teenahan. “What is this, a tolled road? We could’ve just passed on by! Why did you waste your money like that? Damn, twenty-four pieces of silver. Are you rich?”

Kagan looked around them for a moment before he responded.

“No, I am not rich. But I have enough in case we need it. Yes, we could’ve simply moved on, but I thought it would be wise to make inquiries with the temple here first.”

“Inquiries about what?” asked Teenahan.

Kagan paused. Just as Teenahan was about to get antsy at the silence, Kagan suddenly said, “I don’t think Zaboro has any greater chance of becoming king than all the others afflicted with King Delusion, but he can certainly inflict great damage. He does have generational power and riches on his side.”

“Damage?”

“That Zigrim Zaboro is taking a toll for this city, and a high enough toll to anger travelers at that, can only mean he’s preparing a war chest. To wage war, one needs an enemy. The cities commensurate to Zaboro are Fechirin, Xurados, and Mehem, which are all on our path. If the king here decides to wage a war of expansion, we must avoid those places. Especially knowing we have to get back after escorting Ryun.”

“He truly is insane! War?”

Kagan nodded. “Teenahan, the deluded men you dealt with until now are harmless dilettantes. But a deluded man with money and power is a much more dangerous matter.”

Teenahan had to agree.

Ryun was confused. “Are there other Nhaga up north?”

Byong and Teenahan looked at him askance.

Kagan said, “You’re the only Nhaga north of the Line of Limit. Why do you ask this?”

“You said war. If this human who calls himself a king wants war, shouldn’t there be Nhaga?”

Teenahan and Byong asked why the Nhaga were necessary for war, which further confused Ryun. But Kagan understood. The most recent war Ryun knew of was probably the War of Great Expansion, and the Nhaga did not wage war among themselves. Kagan went straight to the point.

“Humans wage war against other humans.”

This completely took Ryun by surprise. “Why?”

“We eat grains. To plant grain, we need land. Lots of land means lots of grain. So we wage war to steal other people’s land.”

“But that’s completely absurd—”

“Your people did the same.”

“What?”

“Your race needs jungles filled with live animals. That’s why you waged a war of expansion and conquered all the lands south of the Line of Limit, letting all of it turn into forest.”

Ryun was defensive. “But that’s only because we have different ways of living! The Nhaga do not steal the land of other peoples and try to take their animals as well.”

“The Nhaga also don’t give birth to many children. Yet they own half the world. They do not lack for animals. Humans have many children, and we do not have enough land to plant. So we wage war. And when there’s a new king, there’s always a new war.”

“Why is that?”

Teenahan waited for Kagan to say something like kings’ greed for land and power. But his answer was completely different from such expectations.

“Kings drink the tears of the people, which makes people tearless and cruel. That is the harm kings bring to the world.”

Byong could just about understand Kagan’s words, but the other two were still lost. They were about to ask for further illumination when they found they had arrived at the temple.

***

THE HEAD OF THE GUARDS AT THE CITY’S GATE WAS NAMED DAGGERT Schrite. And Daggert Schrite was very happy. He would be, as the price of the toll was actually five silver pieces each, but the stupid travelers just now had paid six per person, giving him a handsome profit of four silver pieces. He had to share some of it with the other guards, but whatever was left over was enough to make Daggert happy. The other guards were happy as well.

“Let’s close the gate now! The sun has almost set anyway.”

Meaning, they wanted to spend the profit they had just procured on the dark pleasures of the night. Daggert was preparing to close the door when a guard gestured to him to halt.

“There’s someone coming.”

The other guards observed a dark thing lumbering toward them, clearly headed for Zaboro. The guards slowed the closing of the gate, whether to allow the late traveler entry or because the pleasures possible from five pieces of silver were better than four.

Daggert frowned. “Is it a Rekon? It’s awfully fast.”

The guards frowned as well at this. If a Rekon ignored the gate and jumped over the wall, they would have to run alongside the gate to catch him, not to mention procure the entry fee from the Rekon, which could only be unpleasant. The guards glanced at one another and wondered if today’s good fortune would turn into bad luck.

But it wasn’t bad luck coming their way.

It was outright disaster.

The guards could not believe their eyes. What approached, growing nearer and nearer, was clearly a four-legged animal. The guards looked at one another again, and what they saw in one another’s faces was fear.

There was no mistaking it. An animal as large as a house, with distinct stripes, and four powerful legs that kicked up a huge dust storm. Daggert shouted at the top of his lungs, “G-g-great tiger!”

“The gate! Close the gate!”

The guards threw themselves against the gate, and as it slowly creaked shut, they fought the urge to just make a run for it. The great tiger approached at a terrifying speed. The guards managed to shut the gate. As soon as Daggert lowered the bar, something crashed against the gate outside and made the guards leap back. One of them landed on his rear. The sound of sharp claws against metal followed as the guards gave thanks to Chief Murra, who had ordered the fortification of the walls.

But Daggert had a different thought. Just before he had dropped the bar, he glimpsed the awesome sight of the great tiger directly headed toward him and assumed what he saw riding on its back was a hallucination made by the light of the setting sun. But his instincts insisted it had been a person wrapped in a black fur cape.

***

BYONG LEARNED WHAT IT MEANT FOR A REKON TO BE ANGRY TO the tip of his coxcomb. As soon as the head monk, Father Koda’in, told them the toll was five silver pieces per person and not six, Teenahan was ready to pierce all the guards at the gate onto his spear like so much meat prepared to grill. Byong and Ryun gave Kagan a pleading look to try and talk sense into Teenahan, but Kagan only lowered his teacup and calmly stated, “What naïve people.”

Father Koda’in looked very tired. “That’s very true. King? What king? You’ve seen already how the people in this fortress haven’t the slightest understanding of what a king is or should be. A true king would not allow his subjects to engage in such distasteful practices. And the subjects would never think of such practices themselves. It is difficult to say the Dignified King’s men are any better than the bandits or King Delusion pretenders who roam the wastelands.”

Kagan nodded and said to Teenahan, “Do sit. I take that money as a fee we paid to learn what the guards of Zaboro are like. If the guards at the gate are this corrupt, we have a good idea as to what the people are like here. But you, Father Koda’in, are also quite naïve to say that to us.”

Teenahan muttered but nevertheless took a seat as Father Koda’in looked questioningly at Kagan.

Kagan was unsmiling. “A king’s spy tasked with finding out your intentions will not declare themselves as a spy.”

“Oh, really, sir. Why would Zigrim even go through the trouble to deploy a spy to discern the threat of a lowly third-rate monk such as me?”

“Not to discern threat but to see how helpful you can be. Zigrim Zaboro, if he is clever enough, will know an alliance with you would be of great use to him. We just encountered a King Delusion pretender to whom a former monk had attached himself like a parasite. This former monk with his learned knowledge created all sorts of reasons for his authority. It would not surprise me if you should also receive a similar proposal to sacrifice your wisdom at his altar.”

The monk, who had looked skeptical at first, was now fully worried. “What shall I do if that happens? Do advise me.”

“I could only tell you of that possibility in thanks for having us stay at your temple; the rest you shall have to handle on your own.”

“I beg you for some direction for this humble monk. I’ve heard that Zigrim Zaboro, ever since his styling himself as the Dignified King, acts as if nothing is above him. His arrogance knows no bounds. But if he should make a proposal such as the one you ask, I shall not be able to answer him out of fear.”

Kagan frowned slightly. Byong took this as regret at having said anything to the monk in the first place. But when Kagan spoke again, he did so in his usual neutral tone.

“First, answer my question. Is Zigrim Zaboro preparing for war? I’d suspected as much when I learned he is collecting a toll.”

Father Koda’in was surprised. “Why, yes. He is raising troops and producing a terrifying amount of weaponry. Not that I have seen a weapon more fearsome that what the great Rekon Teenahan has here.”

“When do you think he will declare war?”

“There are many rumored dates, but the most convincing one is this fall. He will have plenty of harvested grains then.”

“That’s not helpful. The earlier Zigrim Zaboro wages war, or later than fall, the better. It’s better to steal the land and harvest the crops than steal the harvest from those keen to protect it. Is there no word on where he will strike?”

“Ah, that’s a bit clearer. Mehem and Zaboro have been at odds for a long time. Their chiefs of the past have waged war against each other many times. The Dignified King will want to conquer Mehem and solidify his standing as king. Mehem prepares for war as well.”

“I see. It’ll be Mehem, then. In that case, I must advise you to seal your temple doors.”

“Seal them?”

“Yes. Seal them and take refuge within. The real kings of old respected the seal of temples. They would often provide refuge for the persecuted and seal their doors.”

“I know this. But if we seal our doors, we shall be isolated from the Great Temple.”

“Zigrim Zaboro can’t play at being king for long. Perhaps because there are no more Kitaljer hunters to accept his apology, but more because cooler heads in the Zaboro family will prevail. You only have to hold out until then. This is just my suggestion, of course. In my opinion, it is the safest way through this. It is your decision to make, in the end.”

Reluctantly, Father Koda’in nodded. Before turning in, Kagan gave the monk another sum of money that astounded Teenahan and asked for a fire to be lit under the guest room. It was, to the monk, a most unusual request to make at this time of year.

The other monks of the temple also found it odd, but they nevertheless lit a fire. When the monks were gone, Ryun took off his cape and face cloth and marveled at the heat of the floor as Byong explained to him what ondol floor-heating was.

This bothered Ryun. “Are you saying they burn wood for this?”

Worriedly, Byong looked at Kagan.

Kagan said, “Byong needs rest as well. He can’t rest properly if he keeps heating you with Tokkebibul. Byong, remove the Tokkebibul from Ryun.”

Ryun quickly said, “But I don’t want to resort to burning wood! If this is for my sake, I would rather sleep in a cold room.”

“I don’t have the time to wake you tomorrow. And it would endanger your life.”

Byong carefully said, “Look, Kagan, it’s no great discomfort to me so far. Can’t we ask them to not heat the room and put the Tokkebibul on Ryun again?”

“You won’t have many chances to rest this deeply. You should take it. I say this as the Pathfinder. Ryun, the wood has already been cut. That’s what’s being burned. Don’t think about it any more.”

Ryun reluctantly accepted Kagan’s decision. Byong took away the Tokkebibul from his body.

Teenahan, who had begun to think Kagan was quite the rich man, judging from how he paid the gate toll, asked him if he was interested in the sky ray ruins. Kagan answered he wasn’t and preoccupied himself with thinking through their next steps ahead.

Just when he had planned a path around Mehem and where they would go after that, Byong, who’d been conversing with Ryun, asked Kagan, “Excuse me, but can you say again what you said a while ago?”

“What are you referring to?”

“What you said to the monk. That there are no Kitaljer hunters left to accept an apology. Is that why there are no true kings to this day?”

Kagan sighed. “Such paradoxes do not interest me. It’s simply a widely used expression, and I happened to use it.”

“A paradox?”

“That’s what they say. That only when an apology is made to the Kitaljer hunters can the kings return. But there are no hunters left to apologize to, and so the kings can never return. But even if there were Kitaljer hunters left, it’s not a curse that makes sense. Consider it. There are no kings who remain to make such an apology.”

This made sense to Ryun and Byong. “How true,” mused Byong. “Then why would such a strange curse exist?”

Kagan began to spread his bedding on the floor.

“The Kitaljer hunters believed there is special power in paradoxes. They always cursed others in paradoxical form. And Teenahan—I’ve listened to your stories, but there is nothing that excites my curiosity about the ruins on the sky rays. I want us to concentrate our interests in our task at hand. Is that all right? Let’s go to sleep, then.”

WHETHER THE CITY WAS NAMED AFTER THE FAMILY THAT BUILT IT, or the family named itself after the city, not even the Zaboro family themselves knew exactly. While Zaboro was an old city, the Zaboro family was an old one as well, and so the city and family shared not only a name but a long history, throughout which the chief who ruled the city had always been appointed from the family. This tradition had existed for such a long time that it was impossible to imagine things being any other way. There was no written-down rule that said the ruler of Zaboro had to come from the family Zaboro, and no chief in history who had insisted it be so. But whenever a chief passed away, the city, while mourning the death of the old chief, anxiously urged the Zaboro family to appoint a new one. And when a new one was indeed appointed, the city naturally looked to this leader as their chief. Of course, it wasn’t as if this practice had never been challenged in the past. But it was always other families that silenced such dissent when it came from their ranks, and the Zaboro family didn’t need to lift a finger. Such challenges to the status quo were considered “ill-mannered.” If the kings returned, that was a different story—but why object to a way that had served them perfectly well throughout the years? Such responses deflated the ambitions of those who schemed for power and made them leave the city in humiliation and defeat.

When Sedo Zaboro passed away and Zigrim Zaboro was appointed their new leader, the city applauded the family for this peaceful continuation of their treasured tradition. But Zigrim Zaboro was making the family elders who supported his bid to become chief regret their choice and worry for the future of the city. The moment Zigrim Zaboro declared himself king, they felt a shadow fall over the days to come.

The elders of the family and the most respected personages of Zaboro requested an audience with the chief and tried to persuade him, but Zigrim Zaboro was adamant. The only reason there was no direct confrontation as of yet between the chief and his people was the latter’s steadfast belief in their traditions. The family elders were convinced Zigrim Zaboro would eventually realize the significance of these traditions that had been passed down for centuries and rectify his missteps. Such attitudes only served to anger Zigrim Zaboro.

“They think me a cat dyed black that’s trying to become a black lion!”

The people of Zaboro did not say anything to that. They kept silent, and like a father waiting for his naïve son to realize the true ways of the world, they humored Zigrim for the time being.

And when Zigrim Zaboro’s general smiled as he dared the so-called king, the people knew the general was taking a moment to be mischievous and taunting. This general was also the king’s uncle, although he threw a fit if anyone other than the Dignified King called him that.

“Your Majesty. This is the first true challenge to your throne. Will you dispose of that pitiful challenger yourself?”

The Dignified King was not a fool. But he could not think of a good enough response that would not hurt his pride or be effective. So he said nothing as he stared at the great tiger going back and forth along the wall below them. Kitata Zaboro, the general, and others were more curious about the tiger than their king, and so attentions also turned to the tiger.

Having grown up hearing stories of Starveil and Chief Murra made the sight of the great tiger below especially meaningful to them, like a fairy tale from childhood come to life. The tiger was impressive enough, but the rider in black fur riding atop of it made the whole vision surreal. The rider allowed the Dignified King to come up with an apt response.

“It would’ve been fine if there was just the tiger, but it has a rider. I shall have to call upon them.”

As this was sensible enough, the people held back their jeers for the time being. The Dignified King cleared his throat and shouted, “You there! Declare yourself! Do you come in friendship or enmity? And who are you that rides such a lethal animal!”

The black-cloaked figure raised their head a little.

“I am Sammo Pei! I come with no friendship or enmity, but depending on how you take my request, I shall choose one. This great tiger has nothing to do with my request.”

The people were in shock once more. The Dignified King’s jaw dropped.

“Such a beautiful voice! A woman? But surely not even a woman could have such a voice!”

Kitata Zaboro had to agree with his nephew. He said she may be some kind of enchanted personage and he should watch his words around her. The Dignified King agreed.

“I shall listen with an open mind, Sammo Pei. What is your request?”

“There is a Nhaga within your walls. Bring him to me.”

The Dignified King turned to his general, a question writ in his eyes. Kitata, not even waiting for the king’s order, immediately called forth the guards who had worked the gate. Daggert Schrite and the other guards were soon brought forth and made to kneel in front of their king.

Kitata quickly asked, “Were you all at the gates today? A Nhaga has entered our city, is that true?”

“If that were so, General, we would’ve reported it immediately!”

“Huh. None of you even know what a Nhaga looks like.”

“What? Ah, but we know what a Nhaga isn’t, General! Everyone who passed through the gates today was human, Tokkebi, or Rekon. There were no Nhaga.”

The Dignified King looked at Kitata with uncertainty in his eyes. Kitata also stared down at Sammo with uncertainty. But the people there, including Kitata, did not want to think that someone with as beautiful a voice as Sammo would be wrong. When Kitata turned back to the summoned guards, he realized one of them had a strange expression.

Kitata strode up to him and demanded, “If you don’t speak the truth to the king, you shall be punished! Were there really no Nhaga today?”

The guard in question was Daggert Schrite. Daggert shrank back as he stammered, “W-w-well, in t-t-truth, there was one visitor whose face was not clearly seen. They were the party that entered just before that great tiger and its rider arrived; there were four of them. A human, a Rekon, a Tokkebi, and the last wore the cloak of the desert people. But he looked as big as a human. So I assumed he was human.”

Kitata frowned. “You did not check?”

Daggert said a few nonsensical things as an excuse. Kitata could not blame him. He had known these men who stood before him ever since they were sniveling little children. They were far from ideal guards—feckless youth, every single one of them. As unsuited for their role as Zigrim Zaboro was for the throne.

But the Dignified King in question was enraged by the guards’ cavalier attitude. After a torrent of the king’s curses had washed over them, Daggert squeaked, “But he can’t be a Nhaga, can he? The old saying goes that only the Tokkebi can kill the Nhaga, and there was a Tokkebi in their midst. Wouldn’t it be impossible for them to be traveling together? And also, don’t Nhaga freeze to death in our lands? But the man wore a billowy cloak; much wind could pass through—”

“Are you even trying to make sense? What old saying are you going to quote next, the one about how three storytellers can kill a Tokkebi? I’m about to thumb in your eyeballs!”

Daggert flinched as he covered his eyes and retreated backward so fast, he fell on his rear. “I’m sorry, Mr. Zigrim!”

That was the wrong thing to say. If this conversation, very unbecoming of a king and his royal guard, made the people grin, those last words made them burst into laughter. The Dignified King jumped up and down in a rage and drew his sword as if to execute Daggert immediately, but Kitata Zaboro swiftly calmed him down.

“Forgive them, Your Majesty! They are still not used to their duties. It is much more dignified to bestow the generosity of true monarchs. And there is one more thing you need to be aware of.”

The mention of dignity made the Dignified King stand back despite his rage that rattled his breath. “What are you saying, General?”

“Even the most pitiful of creatures that have entered your realm have the right to the king’s protection.”

The Dignified King looked at him in astonishment. “You want me to protect the Nhaga?”

“No, not that.” Kitata refrained from shouting, You stupid idiot, what kind of a king are you? “I am saying that whether you protect them or punish them, it is your right and no one else’s. Ask the rider if she has the right to demand what she is demanding from you.”

As his anger receded, the Dignified King finally understood what Kitata meant. He gave Daggert one last withering glare and shouted down the wall once more.

“All those who enter the king’s realm fall under my jurisdiction. I do not know if this Nhaga you speak of is here, but upon what authority do you demand his release to you?”

Sammo’s reply took a moment. “Another one?”

“Another one? What do you mean by ‘another one’?”

“Another king? This land has more kings than sparrows.”

The Dignified King was again the only one to be angry, as the others were preoccupied with using every power available to them to keep themselves from bursting into laughter. Just before the Dignified King exploded into rage, Sammo said in a softer tone, “At least you look more like a king than any of the others I’ve met. I haven’t seen a king as yet with such a large wall. I wonder if your name isn’t the Wall King?”

“It’s the Dignified King!”

“Dignified King? All right. You mentioned something about your jurisdiction just now, which, if I were to be honest, I do not know what you talk of. But I can show you what right I have to demand the Nhaga’s release to me.”

Two arms emerged from the fur cloak. The people saw her scales and wondered if she wore some kind of chain mail. But when Sammo took off the cloth that covered her face, the people screamed. Her face was covered in scales. Even if they had never seen such a sight before, they knew what it meant.

“As you can see, I myself am a Nhaga. This is Nhaga business. Infidels need not interfere. Does this explanation satisfy you?”

The politeness of Sammo’s words was completely unheeded by the Dignified King in his enraged outburst that followed.

“You monster! How dare you come up here! Crossing the Line of Limit on no doubt some kind of suicide mission! Shoot that monster and her tiger!”

Four of the guards hesitatingly drew their bows and arrows. Kitata panicked. “But Nhaga do not speak! She cannot be a Nhaga!”

“Then she is some other kind of monster! Shoot her!”

Sammo only looked up the wall in disbelief and did not otherwise make a defensive move. The guards, under orders of the king, shot their arrows.

They clattered around Sammo and the tiger, but both still refused to move. The Dignified King screamed curses at the guards for being incompetent shots. He grabbed a bow and arrow from one of them and shot at Sammo himself. But Sammo whipped out her shiktol from under her cloak and knocked the approaching arrow out of the air. Despite the king’s subsequent cursing, Sammo simply stared at him and did not answer his stream of invective. She placed a hand on the tiger’s head.

The tiger turned and ran into the dark.

The Dignified King screamed, “Don’t let her run away! Open the gate and follow her!”

“She is not running away, Your Majesty.”

The Dignified King blinked. And that’s when he saw it. A pair of blue lights looking right up the walls of the city. A sight so fearful it took him a moment to realize the lights were running toward him.

Because the tiger was running toward him.

Before either the Dignified King or Kitata could issue an order, the great tiger at about twenty armlengths away from the wall made a great leap. This jump so defied the common sense of almost all that looked on it that they did not even comprehend what their eyes were seeing. Only the guards, who were used to Rekon making the jump over the wall, crouched down and covered their heads. Kitata grabbed the Dignified King by his shoulder and pushed him back while drawing his sword with his other hand.

A few armlengths away from the wall, the great tiger realized it couldn’t quite make it, so it flipped and kicked off from the wall. The wall shook as the tiger came back down to the ground and stared up once more with its fur standing on end. The people on top of the wall were plunged into such intense fear they felt bodily pain. They had heard, for the first time, the low and menacing growl of the great tiger.

The Dignified King was still where Kitata had pushed him to, covering his head and trembling. Kitata suppressed the urge to kick his nephew in the behind as he walked up to the wall’s ledge. He held up his sword and shouted, “Don’t try anything foolish! A great tiger can never again jump over the great walls of Zaboro!”

Sammo glanced at Kitata and looked down at the head of the great tiger. It only growled up the wall and ignored the thoughts she sent it. Sammo was patient as she continued to send her thoughts. Soon, the tiger bounded away from the wall.

Sufficiently far away, it once again ran toward the wall in another attempt. Kitata clucked his tongue at the meaninglessness of their pursuit. Seeing the great tiger jump in a lower arc than before, he shouted, “You can never jump this wall!”

But Sammo had no intention of jumping the wall.

At the peak of the arc, Sammo drew her shiktol, and just before the great tiger hit the wall, she kicked off the back of the tiger and plunged the shiktol into the wall. There was a great clash of metal against stone.

The onlookers were terrified to see that the tiger, when it landed, had no rider on its back. Kitata and a few brave others scrambled to look over the ledge.

Sammo hung there by the shiktol she had stuck into the wall. The sight of her extraordinary feat made Kitata gasp out loud. But what was she going to do, hanging from the wall? That’s when a few people began to scream. Kitata looked at the great tiger once more.

His blood ran cold.

The great tiger was about to attempt a third leap. Lighter thanks to the absence of a rider this time, it soon soared into the air. Kitata stared at Sammo as she maneuvered herself to present her back to the sky.

The tiger, midair, kicked off from her back.

The great tiger had retracted its claws, but the impact of its weight on Sammo could’ve been enough to break her back. The shiktol slid out of the wall, and Sammo fell for a score of armlengths and rolled a great distance on the ground once she landed. But Kitata did not see that grand sight to the end.

For the first time in centuries, a great tiger had jumped over the walls of Zaboro, and it was roaring at him.

***

TEENAHAN WAS STARTLED OUT OF SLEEP. HE REACHED FOR HIS spear and cursed the fact that it was outside. There was no building in the temple that could house his seven-armlength-long spear. That’s when he heard the door open. Teenahan’s feathers stood on end as he looked toward the door.

His feathers settled. It was only Kagan running out. Teenahan followed him. In the courtyard, Kagan stared out at someplace far away. Teenahan grabbed his spear leaning by the door outside and joined him.

“You heard it too?” said Teenahan.

“A great tiger.”

“A great tiger?”

“Yes. Unmistakable. But strange to hear it here. Ever since Starveil’s attack, Zaboro has never been attacked by a tiger. Look toward those walls. There is much light. What do you see?”

Teenahan squinted. “Humans moving. Some holding weapons. They seem in disarray. But they’re not fighting. Just running around not knowing what to do. Huh. One that’s being helped on his feet by another.”

Kagan frowned. “Being helped?”

“Otherwise he wouldn’t walk so strangely. But I can’t be sure from this distance. Maybe he fainted at the sight of a great tiger outside?”

Kagan thought for a moment. “This doesn’t feel right. Put on your clothes and wake the others. We shall wait for about an hour, and if nothing happens then, we can go back to sleep.”

They didn’t need to wait a whole hour.

***

IN ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES, THE KING’S SOLDIERS CRASHED through the temple gates. The monks came running out at the sound of boots and shouts, but Kitata Zaboro ignored them and went straight for the visitors’ quarters. The monks backed away, intimidated by the soldiers’ threatening stance. Kitata came right up to the porch of the quarters and was met with a strange sight.

On the porch sat a man. He held up an odd sword with two blades and stared at him. Next to him was a large Rekon with an arrogant expression and a spear that seemed to go up into forever. The soldiers and Kitata himself immediately shrank inside at the sight of the Rekon. Kitata ordered his soldiers into formation and tried to shout with as little trembling as possible.

“I am General Kitata Zaboro of the kingdom of Zaboro! State your names!”

“Kagan Draca,” said the man. “This is Teenahan. We are travelers. What is your concern?”

“A little while ago, a great tiger jumped over the wall.”

Kagan cocked his head. “Great tigers can no longer jump the wall, not since Starveil. And even Starveil could not do it since Chief Murra’s raising of the height of the wall.”

“I believed that as well. A female Nhaga used a method I have never seen or heard of before to send a tiger over the wall. The tiger seems to be under the control of the Nhaga. The great tiger fought against the soldiers and carried away the Dignified King in its jaws back down the wall. This woman who controls the great tiger told us that if we want to see our Dignified King ever again, we need to give her the Nhaga she seeks. Damn it all. I know it’s difficult to believe, but she spoke.”

“We believe you. The Nhaga do speak. They simply don’t speak much.”

“You knew? Then do you really have among you—”

Kitata swallowed his words. The door behind Kagan had opened, and a Nhaga covered in scales had just stepped out. He ignored the astounded stares of the soldiers and looked toward the city gates.

In the next moment, Kagan and Teenahan leaped forward.

They stood side by side in the middle of the courtyard and held up their weapons threateningly. The rare double-sword was truly a fearsome sight, not to mention the spear that had been created in the same forge. Kitata and the soldiers instinctively took a step back, and the general shouted, “What’s the meaning of this!”

Kagan’s Baragi, which had swerved this way and that, turned directly toward Kitata, who felt his breath leave him at the sight of the double blades at his throat. Beyond the blades was Kagan’s stare, no less sharp than the sword he held.

“We shall never surrender that Nhaga.”

Kitata gritted his teeth and held up a hand. The soldiers took this as a cue to hold out their weapons menacingly. It was two against scores of soldiers, but Kitata could not think of a single advantage his men held over the other two. Kagan with his sword was terrifying enough, but the Rekon next to him was simply a nightmare.

Kitata made a fatal decision. “Bring water.”

Teenahan immediately fluffed up to three times his size. His erect coxcomb was like an ax. The soldiers jumped and took a few steps back, and Kagan shook his head.

“You are making a foolish mistake, General. You are about to die a terrible, terrible death.”

The monks who surrounded them also shook their heads, their faces pale from fear. Father Koda’in ran up to Kitata and shouted, “Kitata, stop this at once! That child is not worth your life!”

Kitata, still staring at Teenahan, said to the monk, “That child?”

“I meant Zigrim!”

“You are saying Zigrim does not have the means to be king, Koda’in. But that child you speak of is still the head of our great house. And the chief of Zaboro.”

Father Koda’in was speechless.

Kagan looked annoyed. “I see that you are old acquaintances. General, you must listen to your friend. Nothing would change here if you decided to die by the hands of a Rekon. You think you can get what you want by banishing Teenahan, but unfortunately, that’s not what’s going to happen.”

“You are saying you alone can fight against my whole army!”

“That is not quite what I said. Byong?”

Kitata tensed up as he saw the big Tokkebi emerge from behind the Nhaga, despite his inability to imagine a Tokkebi as being dangerous. But Kagan had already taught Byong how to battle without the risk of seeing blood. At Kagan’s signal, Byong summoned bright Tokkebibul to cover the eyes of some of the soldiers. Kitata felt he himself would go blind hearing their screams. Byong removed the Tokkebibul.

“Wisdom,” said Kagan, “is knowing when you need to retreat, General.”

Kitata almost felt his knees give way at Kagan’s words. But then, Ryun spoke.

“I want to see her.”

Teenahan turned to Ryun, flabbergasted. Byong’s look was more sympathetic. But Kagan was as expressionless as always.

“What did you just say?”

“I want to see my sister, Kagan.”

Kitata looked hopeful. Kagan thought for a moment and nodded. But the reason for his agreement was not out of sympathy.

“I must admit, I am also curious. If she can follow us here, she can follow us to the end. Let’s hear what she says.”

BYONG, ATOP THE WALL, DIDN’T NEED TO BE TOLD BEFORE SENDING up two flaming Tokkebibul to light up the sky. Teenahan complained of the glare, but the sight below shut even him up.

They were not far from the gates. The great tiger, as big as a house, lay with its stomach to the ground as if to sleep, except for the body of the Dignified King protruding from its mouth from the king’s neck down. Everyone was under the impression this body was dead, but Teenahan, having observed the trembling hands and feet, knew this wasn’t the case.

“The man is alive. He’s just . . . stuck.”

Byong was sympathetic to this so-called Dignified King wedged inside a suspended decapitator. The king was probably driven mad with fear as he could not see anything in the darkness of the mouth but could feel the teeth against his neck and the hot saliva of the tiger on his face. Byong gave a small sigh.

Teenahan looked for the assassin, but she was elusive. Ryun also couldn’t see Sammo for a time, but he soon realized part of the great tiger was hotter than the rest of its body. He stared hard at this spot. When he could just about make out a vague outline, Kagan said, “A kagan.”

Ryun, Byong, and Teenahan looked at him. Kagan crossed his arms.

“A kagan. A black lion. It’s black lion fur. There, lying between the shoulder blades of the tiger. It’s a bit difficult to distinguish it, but it’s there. So that’s how she managed to survive up here.”

Teenahan could soon see her as well. Kagan turned to the people on the wall who stared at Ryun and asked them how the Dignified King had found himself carried away by the tiger. The company was astonished at their explanation of what happened.

Kagan looked at Sammo and slowly shook his head. “I knew she was formidable, but this sister of yours, Ryun, is truly exceptional. To use her body as a vault for the tiger. It’s a miracle she wasn’t snapped in half. And where did she procure a black tiger fur?”

Ryun could not stop himself any longer. He nearmed, Sammo!

Part of the great tiger’s hide stirred. It rose and became a kind of black lump on the tiger’s back. The lump split, and Sammo Pei’s face emerged.

Sammo nearmed, Ryun.

Ryun’s scales stood up in gladness. He hadn’t heard a Nhaga’s nearm in a long time. Ryun realized then that he’d been starved for conversation. There were those he could talk to around him, but talking involved much hard listening, and Ryun simply hadn’t been used to that. Nor had it been comfortable.

Sammo, sitting up straight on the tiger, looked over the head of the tiger at the Dignified King’s body and smiled.

This infidel calls himself the Dignified King. I don’t care what he calls himself, but I do find it concerning how he has never exhibited even a modicum of dignity since our first meeting. I hope he understands that I’m having difficulty in calling him that.

Ryun smiled, although his expression looked closer to tears. He’s just a human. Someone who lives day to day in fear of death. We can’t expect the dignity of a Nhaga from him.

Sammo closed her mind for a moment before opening it again.

Were you also like that?

What?

Were you afraid from day to day that I would kill you?

Ryun couldn’t nearm anything.

Sammo calmly nearmed, My poor brother.

I’m all right, Sammo. My companions are good people, and they have done the utmost to protect me. I was worried for you. When we left you in that pyramid, I was so afraid.

Sammo smiled once more.

KITATA ZABORO WAS GETTING IMPATIENT. THE FOUR OUTSIDERS who had climbed atop the wall weren’t saying or doing anything for ages. He had to butt into their silence.

“Look, what is it that you are doing? Are you in a staring contest with that Nhaga?”

Byong replied, “Ah, Ryun here is nearming with the Nhaga as we speak. We can’t hear them do it. I know it bores you, but please be patient.”

“Our king’s life is—”

“That woman is Ryun’s sister. She crossed the Line of Limit just to kill him. Your king will have to wait.”

Kitata opened his mouth, but he could not find the words to speak.

HOW DID YOU SUPPRESS THE MIND OF THE GREAT TIGER? I DID NOT KNOW your skills were so sophisticated.

You know very well I can only just about manage rats. I don’t know myself how I managed to handle this great tiger. In truth, I wonder if I am truly suppressing it. It responds to the thoughts I send it, but I get the impression it’s only acting on what I nearm because it wants to.

Ryun wasn’t sure what this implied. Sammo then drew her shiktol. This was distressing, but at the same time, Ryun noticed Sammo seemed a little unsteady. She had been, after all, effectively kicked by a great tiger and flown several armlengths through the air—of course she wasn’t well. But her nearms were steady enough.

Come down, Ryun.

Sammo.

I nearmed you before, right? This is a Shojainteshiktol.

But I did not kill Hwarit! The real murderer is—

Vyass Mahkerow.

Ryun was taken aback. Sammo put her shiktol down as if it was too much for her to keep the sword upright. The feel of the blade against its back made the great tiger tense up, a tension that passed down to its jaws. The Dignified King spasmed in response. But the great tiger loosened its grip a bit and let the Dignified King breathe a little.

I know, Ryun, that Vyass killed Hwarit. And you must’ve taken on Hwarit’s final wish. And that’s what brought you here all the way to the land of the infidels.

How? How do you know this?

It’s a little too complicated to nearm. Let me make it simple for you. I met a friend of Hwarit’s. I took into consideration a few facts he presented before me.

Then you must know the Shojainteshiktol can’t stand!

Ryun, it’s already started.

What?

Sammo pulled the fur around her. The Shojainteshiktol has already started. It can’t be stopped once it’s started.

You would kill me even when . . . even when you know I am innocent?

Ryun, as long as you exist in this world, you cannot live.

Ryun gripped the parapet. His raised scales rustled against the stone. It reminded Ryun of his humiliating interlude with the Peerless King when he was molting, and he groaned.

Sammo nearmed, The Nhaga must live in Kiboren. That is the absolute rule. She then opened her mouth. “I say this to the humans on the wall!”

Her sudden speech almost made Kitata and his soldiers jump off the wall. They quickly turned their attention toward her. Kagan, instead of looking down, gave Teenahan a subtle look. Teenahan nodded slightly in understanding.

Sammo raised her shiktol once more and pointed it at Ryun.

“Bring that Nhaga down to me! Else your king is dead!”

Kagan pulled Ryun’s arm, and as Ryun stumbled backward, Teenahan deftly caught him. Kagan then quickly grabbed Baragi with the hand he’d used to pull Ryun back, and by the time Kitata turned to Kagan, he was met face-to-face with the double-bladed sword and Ryun was safe in Teenahan’s keeping.

Kagan shook his head. “Don’t try anything foolish.”

Kitata’s white beard trembled a little, and then he suddenly grabbed the soldier to the side of him and held him from the back while raising his sword at his neck.

“No one move!”

A confused silence befell those on the wall.

Teenahan was the first to break it. “Are you holding your own soldier hostage?”

The others, including Kitata’s own men and especially the one in his grasp, looked as confused as the Rekon was. “General?”

But Kitata had eyes only for Kagan.

Kagan bit his lip. He knew he dealt with a man who had done his part to continue his long and powerful bloodline, a man who had done unspeakable things in the past to achieve what he needed to achieve.

The general whispered in the ear of his hostage, “I beg your forgiveness, Hakren. You must allow me this.”

“General? What are you—”

“Tokkebi! Put that fire on the eyes of your companions! Else you will be covered with blood! Once I slice this man’s throat, the blood will immediately splatter on you!”

Teenahan, startled, looked back at Byong, and the fear on the Tokkebi’s face made his coxcomb stand up.

Kagan’s eyes filled with anger as he glared at Kitata. A little bit off to the side, Koda’in shouted, “Stop this! Stop this at once, Kitata!”

“Don’t move, Koda’in!”

Koda’in, who had been running forward, stopped. The monk stomped his feet where he stood and shouted, “Have you gone mad?! You cannot anger the Tokkebi! This city will burn into a pile of ashes like Akinsrow Valley or the Isle of Persiron! We will all perish! There will be no more Zaboro left!”

“Then we shall go out with grace and honor!”

The soldiers grew pale as they realized what their general intended. Hakren looked as if he were about to faint.

Teenahan moved his spear to the side and pleaded, “Look, you madman, Zigrim Zaboro is not even a real king! And Zaboro has more than just the Zaboro family within its walls! It doesn’t make sense to hold the entire city hostage just for one ordinary person from your bloodline!”

Kitata Zaboro tried to prevent Hakren’s barely conscious body from slipping to the ground.

“You may be right, Rekon, that it would be foolish to put all of Zaboro’s people in peril for my nephew. He’s not a real king, and a chief can easily be replaced. All that is true! But I have one question. Why is such a cruel calculation done only upon the life of my nephew? Why should I sacrifice him in favor of the scaled monster from the south? For monsters who kill their own family? You speak with such eloquence of authority, but what is your authority, as someone not of our bloodline or even our city, to give up someone who is both for your sake?”

Teenahan could find nothing to say to that. Except “Don’t call my friend a monster,” after which he turned to Kagan. Kagan didn’t move, his Baragi aimed right at Kitata.

Kitata screamed, “Tokkebi! Do as I say!”

“There is no need.”

Kagan hooked Baragi on his back and crossed his arms. He also told Teenahan to stand down, which he reluctantly did, pounding the end of his spear on the floor in wordless agitation. The spear went through the floor and lodged itself in there. He had done so to not give up his weapon or throw it on the ground, but the sight still intimidated Kitata and the soldiers. Teenhan then crossed his arms like Kagan. Byong sighed in relief, but Teenahan’s glare made him flinch.

Kagan said, “We have stood down. Do you wish us to send Ryun below?”

“Y-yes!”

“I must confer with him.”

Kagan went to Ryun, and he made to whisper to him but then changed his mind. If he spoke loud enough for Ryun to hear, everyone else would hear as well. Kagan took him to the parapet, pressed his left hand on Ryun’s shoulder, and with his right scribbled something on the rock using his finger.

Kagan’s warm finger made letters appear in Ryun’s eyes.

Go down.

Ryun looked at Kagan in surprise. Kagan’s finger moved again.

And kill your sister.

Ryun’s standing scales almost pierced Kagan’s hand. Kagan ignored this and wrote, Your sister is weak now. Go down and face the Shojainteshiktol. And kill her.

“That doesn’t make any—” Kagan blocked Ryun’s mouth. Ryun pushed away Kagan’s hand and looked at him with murderous eyes. But Kagan, expressionless as ever, began to move his hand again.

It was my mistake to think we were safe for having crossed the Line of Limit. If only Nani had taken you on its back. Your sister has the black lion fur now and can come after you anywhere. This is your chance to take her down, now that she’s weak. The opportunity will not come again. Go down and kill her.

“I can’t do that!”

Write instead of talk. Don’t worry about the great tiger. Once your sister is dead, the suppression will end and it will run away. This isn’t land they like to be in, and if there is danger, Teenahan can use the avian frequency—

Ryun slapped Kagan’s side and began to write in rage. Kagan could not see heat, but he could follow Ryun’s finger well enough.

I am not worried about the tiger! It’s the murdering of my sister I cannot do!

Then you would die instead?

Ryun froze. Kagan’s hand moved, cool and unbothered.

Your sister will follow you to the ends of the world. Would you die instead?

I would die instead! Damn it, I will die!

Then Byong and Jumunuri won’t get their payment.

Ryun looked at Kagan in disbelief. Kagan continued.

And Teenahan won’t get his funds. And the Great Temple will be displeased.

“How, how could you—”

Hwarit Mahkerow’s death will be relegated to some meaningless calamity.

Darkness fell on Ryun’s eyes as he felt unsteady on his feet. Kagan grabbed him by the arm and kept him upright. Ryun floundered and grabbed Kagan’s arms as well. He stared into Kagan’s face.

A face colder than any Nhaga’s covered in scales.

SAMMO PEI SHOOK WITH PAIN AND FATIGUE TOO MUCH TO HAVE heard the gates opening, but the great tiger did. It growled, and the Dignified King spasmed in response. Sammo felt the vibrations of the tiger and stirred.

The gates of Zaboro were open. Sammo tried hard to focus her eyes, but all she could see was a blurry human figure. She couldn’t see Ryun. In truth, when she spoke to him before, she could not see him and only heard his nearms.

Sammo tried to find Ryun.

The gates closed. The strange human walked toward her. Sammo still couldn’t make him out clearly, and her pain threatened to turn her inside out. She suppressed her vomit as well as she could and tried to focus her eyes.

She realized it was no human. The man walking toward her was Ryun.

But how was he so hot? For Ryun glowed hot from his head to his feet. Only then did Sammo remember the Tokkebi. She couldn’t help feeling impressed—the Tokkebi had evidently covered him in Tokkebibul. That was why she couldn’t see him before.

Sammo could tell from Ryun’s movement that the Tokkebibul wasn’t too hot. Glad that Ryun did not suffer the cold, she looked up the city wall. Kagan and Teenahan stood there looking down on her. Byong as well, who sneaked worried looks at Kitata. Kitata held a sword to Hakren’s throat. Sammo couldn’t understand what she was seeing but decided to leave it at that.

At about twenty armlengths away, Ryun stopped.

I’ve come down, Sammo.

I see.

She tried to dismount from the great tiger, but her body refused to listen to her. In the end, she fell off the tiger. Ryun stepped forward to help her, but the great tiger flattened its ears and gave him a threatening look. The man in its jaws struggled.

Ryun stopped in his tracks and nearmed, Sammo! Are you all right?

Sammo used the shiktol in one hand and grabbed the fur of the tiger with the other to get herself on her feet. She leaned against the great tiger and whipped the shiktol in the air a bit as if to see if her arm still moved. Then she took a few deep breaths and stood up straight.

Draw your syker, Ryun.

Sammo, I did not kill Hwarit. You know I am innocent.

There’s no proof.

What proof do we need?! You and I are the only ones here. We don’t need proof to satisfy my innocence to someone else. Not even the humans point swords at the people they love. But that’s what we are doing! So why should we try to satisfy those who are making us do this?!

Sammo staggered a little. Her left leg must have a fracture—she shifted her weight to her right. Running or leaping would be impossible. Sammo pointed at Ryun’s waist with her shiktol.

Ryun. Draw your syker.

Sammo!

Sammo became enraged. What do you propose to do here?! In this horrible land where you will freeze to your bones, infested with humans proclaiming themselves king, this land that only raises our scales?!

I have to follow Hwarit’s dying wishes. There is something I need to do.

But what is that!

I don’t know yet. Hwarit nearmed the enemy of the Nhaga live in the heart tower. And that we need to join forces with the humans to defeat the enemy of the Nhaga.

Sammo’s nearms sounded harsher for her pain. The enemy of Nhaga? The only thing the heart towers contain are our hearts and the guardians!

Then it is the guardians who are the enemy of the Nhaga.

Sammo couldn’t believe these nearms. The guardians? The bridegrooms of the goddess, you mean? Do you think you’re making any sense?

As you nearmed, there are only hearts and guardians in the heart towers. Hwarit was clear that the enemy of the Nhaga were there. Which means the guardians are our enemies.

You are implying that these men of sacred duty—

They are men born into a woman’s world who entered the tower for what power they can have! It is easy to find those who hate the Nhaga ways the most. All you have to do is go to the highest, most visible building in any Nhaga city!

Sammo lost her balance and grabbed the great tiger’s side. Ryun was already on a rant.

Of course, there are those among them who really want to be the bridegroom of the goddess, who want to work for the betterment of all Nhaga. But there must be those among them who are full of hate and resentment against the Nhaga people! Think of Vyass Mahkerow, who killed Hwarit like he were some pesky insect! Surely there are men in those towers who feel nothing but hate toward the women who see them only as animals or insects! Those are the enemies of the Nhaga. They are our enemy!

Ryun. You are not making any sense—

They killed my father!

Sammo looked at him incredulously. All of her uncertainty vanished. Clearly, her brother was under the influence of some superstition.

Yosby, you mean? Yosby died of a disease.

A Nhaga with his heart extracted died of a disease? A disease where you suddenly just start bleeding all over your body? Now who’s the one not making any sense?!

Strange . . . yes, it was a strange disease. We burned everything he owned because of it.

You don’t believe that explanation either!

What?

You don’t believe it was some disease! That’s why you kept this syker!

Ryun drew his syker and pointed at the base of the blade. Sammo cut off the conversation then. She pushed off the tiger and lunged forward.

THE SIGHT OF SAMMO STUMBLING TOWARD HIM WITH HER SHIKTOL in hand made Ryun step back in surprise. Her first blow, shaky as it was, hit the ground. Ryun swung his syker forward to protect himself and nearmed, Sammo, please stop!

But Sammo lunged at him with the shiktol again. Ryun jumped away, and Sammo landed on the ground chest first.

“Slay her!”

Ryun turned at Teenahan’s shout, and Teenahan cursed him roundly for turning his back on a swordfight. Ryun turned back. Sammo had propped herself up on one elbow and was looking up at him. She seemed unable to get up.

Ryun extended a hand to her.

Teenahan shouted, “You stupid bastard, what are you doing!” The Rekon looked like he was about to slide down the wall to do the deed himself. But Kagan grabbed Teenahan’s arm and pointed at Kitata Zaboro. Teenahan looked at Kitata and Byong and back again and sighed as loudly as a passing hurricane.

Sammo stared at Ryun’s proffered hand but did not take it. Even as she groaned with pain, she got on her feet on her own. She swayed a little but raised her shiktol once again. It wavered like a reed in the wind. Ryun raised his syker as well, but he stood where he was and nearmed, Sister, you must rest. You must let your body heal.

Don’t worry. I’ll rest soon enough.

Not in your condition you won’t. If you were well, I would not have been a match for you. Please, sister. Don’t be foolish.

His imploring look turned confused when a smile spread on Sammo’s face. But the smile disappeared. Sammo brought her other hand to the hilt of her shiktol to hold it steady.

This is a Shojainteshiktol. No stopping, no rest, no return.

This was madness to Ryun. Sammo could barely stand, much less fulfill her mission. She needed to lie down immediately,

Ryun was not the only one thinking this.

For a long time, Zigrim Zaboro lay trapped in a vise of hot saliva, a terrible stench, and iron-like teeth around his neck. Not only did fear change his conception of time, but it also changed his physical senses as well. His body below his neck felt like a cruel lie. The Dignified King had no inkling as to whether he really had a body anymore.

And then came the moment when he became quite sure.

The Dignified King was suddenly expelled from his vise into a world where he had arms and legs again. He would’ve instinctively raised his arms to wipe his face, but he didn’t know where his hands were yet. So he lay there and stared as the great tiger’s chin moved away from him. It was a very, very large chin.

The great tiger roared at Ryun.

Ryun stumbled backward from the force of it. There was a ruckus on the wall in response. Teenahan’s coxcomb stood stiff. Judging that Ryun was in danger, he shouted in the avian frequency, “Shut—up—you—bastard—kitten—!”

The great tiger actually flinched and glared up the wall. It was unlikely it understood the words, but the shouting in the avian frequency was enough to irk it. Seeing as the tiger was still hovering over the Dignified King, Kitata screamed at Teenahan that he would cut Hakren’s throat if he moved, but Teenahan snapped his beak and shouted, “If that overgrown cat so much as nuzzles our Ryun, I will fly down there whether Zaboro becomes ashes or not! All I need to do is leave Byong behind and grab Kagan and Ryun and make a run for it!”

Kitata grew pale at these words. Byong froze at the thought that he’d be covered in blood at any second. Kagan rubbed his chin as if considering Teenahan’s proposal with great interest, which made Kitata and Byong—to say nothing of Hakren—more terrified.

Thankfully, the tiger did not lunge at Ryun. Instead, it bounded back to settle next to Sammo, who nearmed irritatingly as the tiger’s head came hear, What are you doing, great tiger? I told you to hold on to that human.

The great tiger did not retreat. Instead, it turned its head and tried to pick up Sammo with its mouth. Sammo moved aside in surprise, and Ryun screamed in his head. When the tiger tried to bite Sammo’s side again, the brother and sister both realized its actions were not to harm Sammo. Sammo gestured at the tiger to move away and said, “Great tiger, are you trying to take me somewhere? Stop that. This is a Shojainteshiktol.”

The tiger looked down on her. Even though she had spoken the words instead of nearming them, it was impossible for the tiger to have understood her. But Sammo could understand its intentions. She laid a gentle hand on its neck and nearmed, I’m fine, great tiger. I really am. Don’t worry about me.

“Take my sister!”

The great tiger turned its head toward the sound.

Ryun shouted again, “Great tiger! Take my sister! Take her to someplace where there are no people and let her live. I beg you!”

He meant well, but he made a mistake. What Ryun used to point at his sister was his syker. The sight of the flashing blade made the great tiger lay its ears down flat and growl. A growl so low Ryun could not pick up on it.

“THAT IDIOT BASTARD!” TEENAHAN LAMENTED AS HE SHOOK HIS head.

Kagan quickly said, “Teenahan! Jump down, you must save Ryun!”

But Teenahan hesitated—what if Kitata really did kill Hakren and set off Byong with the spraying blood to make him burn the city down? Teenahan had hotheadedly proclaimed he would simply save Kagan and Ryun, but in truth he was not confident he could outrun Tokkebibul. Just as he was about to explain this to Kagan, he was treated to a truly breathtaking scene.

Kagan slipped behind Byong and kicked him in the crook of the knee, and Byong fell on his knees. Kagan grabbed Byong’s hair and brought Baragi to his throat. His eyes rolling down at the blade, Byong queried, “Ah, Kagan?”

As ever, Kagan’s tone was even but firm. “General. If you kill your man, I will kill this Tokkebi.”

The wall, again, became silent.

The onlookers struggled to comprehend this very unexpected development. As their minds went blank, Byong’s shriek of laughter cut through their confusion and brought them back down to earth.

“Ahahahaha! Brilliant, Kagan! Did you hear him, General? He’s going to kill me! I do believe he has you trapped!”

Kitata could barely take what had just happened. Denial froze him in place, save the drool that came from his gaping mouth.

Kagan barked, “Teenahan! Now!”

Teenahan snapped out of his disbelief and plucked his spear out of the floor. But before he could make the leap down the wall, he despaired. The great tiger was already running toward Ryun.

RYUN, EVEN AS THE TIGER BOUNDED TOWARD HIM, DIDN’T KNOW why the animal was trying to attack him. Only when Sammo gave a desperate shout did he realize his syker had set off the great tiger.

“Stop! Stop, tiger!”

The tiger ignored her as it continued to run. Ryun screamed and held out the syker in front of him but the great tiger smacked it aside. The force of it knocked not only the syker out of Ryun’s hand but Ryun himself, who spun in place as the syker sailed over the air and pierced into the ground as Ryun fell. With every scale on his body standing on end, Ryun stared up at the great tiger. It roared, and its mouth was like a cave, and this cave came down on Ryun to swallow Ryun whole as Ryun covered his face and nearmed, No!

Ryun’s rucksack exploded.

TEENAHAN FROZE WITH ONE FOOT STILL ON THE PARAPET. BYONG and Kagan wondered why he wasn’t jumping down.

“What’s wrong, Teenahan?”

Teenahan didn’t reply. Kagan wanted to know what was keeping him but he couldn’t move because of Kitata. But Byong was a Tokkebi, a race that considered the immediate satisfaction of every curiosity a virtue. He walked on his knees toward Teenahan, dragging Kagan along with him. Kitata and Hakren stayed where they were, but the others on the wall moved toward the parapet with them.

Byong, next to Teenahan, looked down at what he was seeing. And he stood right up. Kagan, who’d been holding on to his hair, was almost knocked backward. A most uncooperative hostage. Quickly moving Baragi away lest he injure Byong, Kagan said to Byong’s back, “What’s going on?”

Byong grabbed Kagan’s Baragi and held it against his own throat. “I’ll hold this for you while you see for yourself. Go on, I can do my own Tokkebicide. But is that what I think it is?”

Kagan sighed and glanced at Kitata, who looked sick and tired of the whole absurd situation. Handing Baragi to Byong, he went around Byong to see what all the fuss was about below.

He gripped the parapet and gasped. “Draca!”

The great tiger lowered its shoulders and growled. Ryun was sprawled helplessly on the ground before it, but it wasn’t the Nhaga the tiger was wary of. Its hair stood on end because of the mythical creature that had torn out of Ryun’s bag and risen into the air.

It hovered a few armlengths above Ryun’s head and looked down at the great tiger. Its spread wings on either side were reticulated from a central stem, like a mimosa, and they gently shook in the light wind. Its wide-open eyes had a shine like fireballs, and there was something like a snout below them but no mouth. Instead were two long grooves along its jaw on either side. The two front legs on the chest had their sharp claws out, and below its strong lower legs twitched a vine-like tail. Long hairs grew out of the end of the tail, making a neat tassel.

Wings that resembled no bird’s, a head that resembled no beast’s, and a tail that resembled no fish’s. That was a dragon. It was small, perhaps two armlengths in all, including its tail, which was more than half its body, but it hovered in the air majestically, making all those who looked upon it cower.

The great tiger growled.

The dragon slowly drew its head back, and its tail began to vibrate as the hairs on its end rubbed against each other. The tiger’s fur stood on end. Its protruding claws made sparks against the rocks around it.

Suddenly, the dragon whipped its head forward. The others did not, but Ryun, Sammo, and Kagan knew what it was doing, as Kagan had knowledge and Ryun and Sammo could see heat. The dragon blew out cold air from the long grooves along its jaw, and as the great tiger quickly leaped backward, the vibrating tail of the dragon sparked and flew up in front of the dragon’s face.

The air exploded.

Ryun threw himself to the side as he covered his face. The dragon’s fire was hot enough to blind him, and even Sammo, who was quite a distance away, had to shield her eyes. The great tiger had jumped just in time, and the fire only hit the ground. The dragon’s fire persisted, however, and its two strands chased the great tiger and set the ground alight.

The great tiger leaped into the sky. It could go high enough to clear trees in one bound, but the dragon was quicker as it subtly maneuvered with its mimosa wings, the individual leaves opening and closing as the dragon swerved this way and that. The dragon could swerve, hover, and flip with ease, and its two wings could move independently of each other. The wings seemed able to take any position, which allowed the dragon to make the kind of maneuvers no bird can make. The people on top of the wall got dizzy just watching it. The great tiger made several leaps into the air, but it was as useless as trying to catch the wind.

The tiger finally gave up. It made this decision after it was singed one too many times. It deftly avoided the barrage of fire from the sky as it bounded to where Sammo was and took her up in its jaws. Sammo kept nearming at it to let her go, but the tiger ignored her. It leaped once more into the air, and by the time it landed, it had long since melted into the dark.

The dragon did not go after the tiger.

It had stopped breathing fire, but the ground was still set alight. Fanning those flames as it descended toward Ryun, the young Nhaga quickly offered its arm, and the dragon gracefully perched on it, its vine-like tail wrapping around his arm in a gentle and friendly manner. The dragon folded its wings and cocked its head at Ryun.

His heart rising to his mouth, Ryun called out the name of the dragon, the name of his friend who was now reborn.

“Azhwarital!”

BY THE TIME THE PEOPLE OF ZABORO FOUND THE DIGNIFIED KING, their sovereign was no longer the man they knew. The fear he’d experienced from having his head trapped in the mouth of the tiger had changed him. He could no longer walk properly or answer any questions, and Kitata cried at the pitiful sight of his nephew.

As the people of Zaboro dealt with this, Kagan quietly took his company back to the temple. On their way there, Teenahan could not help asking, “Were you really going to kill Byong, Kagan?” Ryun looked at Teenahan in surprise, and Teenahan gave a quick summary of what happened.

Kagan said, “It’s better for Byong to become an elder than all of Zaboro dying in a fire.”

Teenahan and Ryun looked at Byong for his reaction, but Byong smiled and nodded vigorously in agreement. The rest of the company had nothing to say to that.

Back in the visitors’ quarters, Byong kept approaching Azhwarital in curiosity. The dragon kept jumping away from him in irritation, but its weapon of fire was useless against a Tokkebi. If it had a mouth, it would at least bite, but as it was, it could only jump away from Byong’s attentions and fly angrily about the room. Only when Kagan commanded Byong to stop harassing the dragon did Azhwarital land on Ryun’s shoulder and peace return to the quarters.

Kagan looked at the dragon and said, “How long have you had it?”

“I found a dragon flower a few days before meeting you all. So I dug out the dragon root.”

“Then it is indeed time for it to open its eyes. Why did you dig it out?”

“My people would’ve killed it otherwise.”

“It was in your rucksack all along. How did you feed it?”

“I crushed sodrak into powder and sprinkled it.”

“That’s why it trusts you. Dragons are wise. They know who is good to them and takes care of them.”

“Yes. It’s why they don’t flower if they detect any threat about them.”

“Why didn’t you kill your sister?”

Teenahan felt like he’d just heard a horrible sound. Only a little later did he realize it was because the silence that had followed this question had been so abrupt. Even Byong, who’d been creeping around Ryun to play a prank on Azhwarital, was so disconcerted by this question that he stopped and looked at Kagan. Ryun shot daggers at Kagan but didn’t say a word. So Kagan pressed.

“You had the chance to do so, Ryun.”

“I couldn’t kill my sister.”

“Even a Nhaga without their heart can be killed. Think of how the archivist Yubex died.”

“That’s not what I meant! I didn’t want to kill my sister!”

“Then your sister will kill you.”

“She hasn’t managed to. And she never will.”

“Do you really believe luck will always be on your side?”

“No. I believe in my own will. My will to not kill my sister nor be killed by her!”

Kagan frowned. “I can protect you up to Hainsha Temple.”

“What?”

“Because that is what I promised. But after that, you will have only your will to help you survive.”

Hurt, Ryun shouted, “Fine! It won’t be any of your business after that whether I live or die!”

“We are in agreement, then. Let’s go to sleep. We’ve wasted much time in the night with this useless ruckus.”

Ryun’s scales were raised displeasingly. “I have one question, though. What is it that flows in your veins, Kagan?”

“My veins?”

“Yes! What is it in them that enables you to say things like ‘kill your own family’ and ‘why didn’t you kill your own family’ in that—that way you speak! Or how you would rather kill your own friend than let Zaboro burn!”

Byong interjected, “Ryun, Kagan was right in saying that. Even if my body perishes, I will be reborn an elder. Don’t you see?”

“I am not talking about right or wrong! Damn it, he always says and does the right thing anyway. I just want to know what flows in Kagan’s veins that lets him do that. Kagan, is it iron?” Ryun pointed at him and shouted, “Did my father really cut off his own arm for a man like you?”

Kagan glared. Only Azhwarital noticed, however, and it flew up and around the room as everyone watched before it landed on a shelf.

“Ryun.”

Ryun, who’d been distracted by the dragon, looked down at Kagan, who lay on his back and was staring directly at him. The odd angle of his expressionless face as he lay there had a strangely distancing effect, almost making Kagan seem unalive, like a statue. Ryun swallowed.

Kagan said, “As long as I have the duty to protect you, I cannot tell you what flows in my veins.”

“What are you saying?”

“If I tell you that, the horror of the truth would render you insane.”

Ryun didn’t know what he meant, but he could not work up the courage to ask him to clarify. For he knew, instinctively, that Kagan spoke the truth.

***

VYASS MAHKEROW LOOKED DOWN FROM THE NIGHT VIEW OF HATTENGRAAJ to what she held in her hand.

It was a thin wooden board, modestly referred to as a tablet in Nhaga society, but in truth it was the most privileged of the Nhaga’s methods of recordkeeping. Even without the imprimatur of the manufacturer printed on the back of it, the wood panel had obviously been made with great artisanal care from a tree that had been given a proper funeral. Vyass had never received a tablet like this in her life, and this fact made her nervous, much as she wanted to deny it. She didn’t know who had sent the tablet, but more than its contents, it was the fact that the message had been written on a tablet at all that astonished her.

She read it for the sixth time.

Radiol Sen may thankfully avoid the critics’ worst lashings this time, as rumor has it that even the most persistent critic cannot overcome the drowsiness it inspires. But if you have time tonight, do drop by her home and take in her art. Then you shall be thanked by Radiol Sen herself. As well as receive a small token of gratitude from me.

There was no signature. The fact that such a strange message would be followed by no signature made it even more unsettling.

At first, Vyass had assumed this was some trick Carindol was trying to play. But upon her third reading, she had to conclude it wasn’t Carindol’s writing. And now, with her sixth reading, she was sure it had nothing to do with Carindol, who preferred more direct methods. Vyass also couldn’t see any real harm in attending the performance of an idiot who fancied herself the greatest dramaturge, director, and actor of her time. If Carindol had been so intent in sending Vyass to the house of Sen, she would’ve invoked the name of Suishin Sen instead, who was the eldest of that household.

Vyass decided she would have a go at it. After taking a deep breath, she signaled to one of the men who were escorting her. He entered the Sen household.

A moment later, Radiol Sen came running out the door wearing a bright smile. Vyass had to refrain from laughter. This was simply too undignified for a woman of an old and prestigious house.

Vyass! Oh my, Vyass Mahkerow herself, come to see my work! How happy that makes me! I didn’t even send you an invite—oh no, I’m not nearming that to express my disapproval, only that I would never have dared to send one to such an esteemed personage!

Not even five minutes into Radiol’s nearms, Vyass was already regretting having succumbed to a piece of wood that cost two silver pieces. Radiol snaked her arm around Vyass’s and chattered as she walked her around the house, an act of intimacy that almost stood Vyass’s scales on end. They worked in different areas, and even then, Vyass was highly respected in hers, whereas no artist wanted to be associated with Radiol. Even Vyass, who had no eye for art, knew that Radiol was tolerated only because of the prestige of the house she came from, but Radiol herself was completely oblivious to how little she was held in esteem by her public.

Only after half an hour of babbling about the similarities between medicine and acting, which was a truly ridiculous topic, and the agonies of art, which even a Tokkebi would become angry at if they heard Radiol express such a thing, did Radiol let go of Vyass’s arm. She nearmed that she had to prepare herself for her performance—Vyass cheered inwardly—and swept herself away, allowing her guest to really take in her surroundings.

Vyass stood in the great hall of the Sen household. There were rows of large pillars and groups of people who had ostensibly come to see Sen’s play. Vyass noted that the people were gathered around the pillars and resembled mushrooms growing by the roots of trees. It was likely to not obstruct people from passing, but Vyass mused as to whether humans, Rekon, and Tokkebi also stood like this in groups.

She noticed there was a man who didn’t stand by the pillars. It made sense for him, as he held dance-spears in both hands and was dancing. Finding it odd he had no audience, Vyass crossed the hall and stood next to the pillar closest to him. Well—she could see why he had no audience. His dancing was terrible, not even worth a courtesy sprinkling on his forge. The man also didn’t seem to expect an audience. He often stopped himself and changed up his gestures or repeated them as if he were practicing and not performing. But who would practice dance in front of so many gathered guests? Vyass was disgruntled, but she wasn’t looking for a conversation partner, and the man bothered no one, so she nearmed nothing and just stood there next to the pillar.

The man’s dance-spears cooled. He placed them into the fireplace nearby and turned. Vyass and the man locked gazes. The man smiled and walked to her. As she tilted her head at this very unmanly behavior, the man gently nearmed, You must be Vyass Mahkerow.

How do you know me?

I’ve seen you from afar a few times. When you would come to the heart tower.

The heart tower?

Yes. My name is Galotek. I am a guardian of the heart tower.

Vyass was about to laugh, but then she gave Galotek a suspicious look. Galotek smiled at her as if amused by her reaction.

Are you . . . really a guardian?

There’s no need for me to lie. Is there?

Why would a guardian come here . . . to dance so badly?

Galotek looked down at himself and nodded. Yes, the guardian’s robe is not suited for dancing. But it’s helpful in other tasks. For example—

No, that’s not what I’m nearming, I mean—

“—when you’re killing someone.”

Vyass’s scales bristled furiously.

Galotek continued to smile, unbothered, as he gazed at Vyass. She wondered if she should pretend she hadn’t heard him speak. But she had revealed too much shock for that.

Hardened, she nearmed, What an interesting joke. That the robe of a guardian should be so conducive. Would you like to explain how it has such an advantage?

Galotek didn’t nearm. Instead, he spoke.

“Ordinarily, when a Nhaga sees someone in a guardian’s robe, they assume they’re a guardian. Until they are slashed in the back by a syker, that is.”

Vyass almost nearm-screamed. She was sure Galotek knew her secret. Had he seen her do it? That would be impossible. The guardians had all been preoccupied with the heart extraction ceremony. Vyass gritted her teeth and said aloud, “How amusing. It’s as if you know such a thing really happened.”

“But I do.”

She paused to think. Then, “You must feel affronted that a guardian’s robe was used for murder?”

“No. To be candid, I felt quite satisfied and content.”

Vyass felt a jolt run through her. She desperately searched her own mind for something to say as she glanced around her, in case there were any perverts who kept their ears open.

But Galotek noticed and shook his head. “Everyone else here is too intent on thinking of just the right thing to extinguish Radiol Sen’s artistic ambitions without insulting her to her face. And some of them are wondering if the words they thought of could also be useful against anyone else here. None of them are concerned with sound.”

“I see who sent me the tablet now. Can you explain what you meant by feeling satisfied and content?”

Vyass felt Galotek’s smile grow a little cold. Galotek rubbed his chin as if to consider what he might say. But he seemed to change his mind as his eyes looked toward another part of the hall. Vyass turned to where he looked and gritted her teeth once more.

Galotek nearmed, The play is starting. Shall we see how many critics she could lull into sleep? Ah, I wonder if it would be possible to nearm further about what we’ve been discussing. Would you come to see me at the heart tower?

Vyass, who was largely uninterested in the arts, hadn’t hated Radiol Sen as much as the other critics—but in that moment it would be impossible to find anyone who hated Radiol more in all of Hattengraaj and possibly the world.

But she forced her scales down and nearmed to Galotek, I’ll see you tomorrow.

***

RYUN WAS IN THE GARDEN OF THE HOUSE OF PEI.

There was a cool breeze. Ryun could tell there were five people with him.

Hwarit Mahkerow was writing something. He held a brush, but what was being written on wasn’t parchment. It was something hard with scales, and Hwarit looked like he was having a hard time of it. Ryun didn’t want to disturb him, so he turned to Sammo Pei and asked her what that was.

Sammo smiled. Yosby’s old skin.

Ryun looked toward the other side of the garden. Yosby stood leaning there. He probably didn’t want to be seen, having molted and given his skin to Hwarit. Yosby shrugged as if asking Ryun to understand his shyness. But when he did, his left arm fell off. It was a prosthetic—Kagan had eaten the real arm. Yosby looked more embarrassed than ever, and Ryun burst into laughter.

Hwarit looked up. Please shut up, I’m trying to write!

Ryun somehow knew why Hwarit was so sensitive to noise now. Ever since Vyass had killed him, Hwarit paid more attention to sound. Nevertheless, Vyass appeared once more behind his back and slashed him.

Hwarit was annoyed. Not again? Just leave me alone to write!

Ryun wondered what it was Hwarit was writing. He knew whom to ask. It was the fifth Nhaga.

But the fifth Nhaga had lost his god and become a Duoksini and was in no state to answer questions. Ryun stared at Hwarit and Hwarit suddenly changed into the dragon Azhwarital. And Azhwarital breathed fire on the fifth Nhaga’s Duoksini skin, revealing the fifth Nhaga.

And the fifth Nhaga was . . .

“THE NHAGA HASN’T AWOKEN YET.”

Ryun opened his eyes. The fact that he opened his eyes to the sound of a voice was fascinating to him. Also the fact that he woke to the words that he hadn’t awoken yet. But he had no time to savor the irony of the experience. He knew immediately that he was in a strange position.

Ryun was tied in thick chains and lying on the floor.

His scales bristled in surprise as he looked about him. His surroundings were bright and fanciful, like the hall of a prestigious household. It took him a moment to get over the overwhelming elaborateness of his surroundings before he could notice Byong and Teenahan—to his great shock.

They were both tied together and lying on the floor, bound in chains. Teenahan lay sideways because of Byong and was letting out a truly heinous string of curses, which Ryun could sympathize with. It would’ve been more natural for Teenahan to go on his rant after having broken his chains with his great strength, but this point of inconsistency was being addressed by another voice.

“Careful, Rekon. You may be able to break those chains, as any chains befitting a Rekon need to be forged anew, but we did not have the time. We decided to tie you in a fashion that would tear off the arms of the Tokkebi if you tried to break them. And you, Tokkebi, are the same. If you tried to melt the chains, you would burn your companion.”

Byong said morosely from behind Teenahan’s back, “Which is why you chose chains and not ropes?”

“Exactly. You would need quite a hot fire to melt those chains.”

“You can burn my arms, Byong!” shouted Teenahan. “Melt these chains at once! I will not let them do this to us!”

“Your arms won’t get burned so much as melt off,” said Byong gently.

“What? Can’t use my arms? I’ll stomp them to death!”

“Our legs are tied—”

“Peck them to death!”

Byong had to admire Teenahan’s rage but at the same time worried. If Teenahan had so little regard as to harm coming to him, he would think even less of tearing off Byong’s arms to solve their current problem.

Indeed, Teenahan said, “Tell me, Byong, what’s more important, your honor or your arms? The former, correct?”

As Byong sweated, thinking of an answer, another question was asked.

“How are your legs?”

Ryun turned his head to the source of the voice. Kagan, also tied in chains, sat leaning against a pillar. The sight astonished him even more than that of the others, for Kagan looked especially haggard compared to the rest of them. His face was swollen in places, and his clothes were torn. Ryun had no idea how someone could change so much in one night. But he sounded as emotionless as ever.

“Ryun, you’re awake. But how are your legs, General?”

Ryun turned his head again. They lay in a hall with a high ceiling, and there was a dais a little ways off, upon which was a large stone. The stone had a backrest and armrests hewn into it, carved with intricate patterns, while the rest of the rock was rough.

In front of the rock stood Kitata Zaboro and several soldiers.

Kitata frowned at Kagan’s question. “It’s hard to even stand. What kind of a human are you? How could you think to use your teeth?”

Byong had to take deep breaths to calm himself at the thought that Kagan had expanded his culinary tastes. But Kagan’s answer thankfully assuaged his fears.

“Five people grabbed my limbs, and you kicked me. I had very little choice of maneuvers.”

Byong was reassured, but Ryun wanted to scream.

“Ka-ka-ka-ka . . . !”

The fact that he couldn’t speak worried Ryun, and only then did he realize his whole body was cold. Byong saw it as well and immediately sent over a Tokkebibul to cover his body, and finally Ryun could speak properly.

“Kagan! What happened? Why are we here like this?”

Kagan spoke as casually as if discussing the weather. “We were sleeping, and they came into the temple and kidnapped us.”

“But what happened to you?”

“I objected to the kidnapping with my whole body.”

“And we’re still here despite this? I know I’m not a great listener, but how could I have not known anything until we got to this state?”

Byong and Teenahan were also curious as to this point, which made Ryun realize the three of them had been completely caught unawares. There was a brief scuffle between the Tokkebi and the Rekon as they maneuvered to both see Kagan’s face.

Kagan explained, “They put out the ondol fire at dawn. Ryun, you froze. That’s why you realized nothing. It’s only the sunlight in here that revived you.”

That explained why he was cold.

“As for me,” continued Kagan, “I went outside to see why the room was cold. And Teenahan was hit in the head with an iron mallet.”

“Really? Is that why I have this headache in the back of my head? I thought that was from sleeping in this position.”

Kitata and his men felt the chill of death descend on them at Teenahan’s words.

Byong asked nervously, “What about me? Why didn’t I wake up? Did they use some sleeping potion on me? Or poisoned darts? Some magical herb I don’t know about?”

“You . . . were just asleep.”

“Asleep?”

“Even a passing elephant couldn’t wake you. Maybe because you hadn’t been able to sleep with your Tokkebibul off for a long time.”

Byong laughed, which made Kitata and his soldiers even more anxious. Instead of explaining to the room how a good night’s sleep was considered a most important virtue in the Tokkebi realm, Kagan told the general, “Tell us what you want. You went through much trouble to take us alive, so there must be something you want.”

“We had no intention of killing you from the start! We are not so barbaric. And there’s a Tokkebi among you. We could kill him, but he would simply return to Jumunuri and bring an army to our city to exact revenge.”

“What a silly concern that was, General.”

“What?”

“A silly concern. If revenge was the only thing you worried about, you might as well have killed him. The Tokkebi are uninterested in revenge. Byong would’ve simply returned to Jumunuri and taken his place among the elders. He would’ve enjoyed what he planned to do as an elder instead of wasting his time on revenge.”

“Oh yes. I plan to write a book in interpreting dreams. A most elder-like preoccupation.” Byong smiled, giddy as a child at the prospect.

Teenahan screamed, “Kagan, you fool! Why did you tell them that?!”

Kitata Zaboro also turned to Kagan, incredulous. But Kagan was calm.

“It’s all right, Teenahan. They still can’t kill us. It’s not difficult to ascertain what it is the general wants from us. It’s the dragon.”

Ryun’s scales stood on end as he looked quickly about him, but Azhwarital was nowhere to be seen.

“If he doesn’t want to earn the ire of the dragon,” said Kagan, “he can’t kill us.”

The general nodded with some reluctance. Just as he was about to speak, Byong gave out a scream. “What about Nani?!”

“Nani? The beauty of legend—”

“My beetle! My beetle is named Nani. What about Nani?!”

General Kitata had the same feeling Teenahan and Kagan had whenever they thought of Byong’s name for his beetle. Teenahan cackled as Kitata put a hand to his own forehead.

“A very interesting name for a beetle. Your beauty of legend is in the stables. The soldiers have offered it trees and flowers, and now you must listen to—”

“Wait! My spear! You bastards, what about my spear?!”

Kitata finally let out a scream of frustration.

AFTER KITATA SWORE THAT SIX SOLDIERS WITH WASHED HANDS had carefully carried and stored the spear, that Nani the beetle was well taken care of almost to the level of the Jumunuri beetles’ stables, and even Kagan’s odd-looking Baragi was in a safe place, Kitata could go on with his intentions. And they were indeed just as Kagan suspected. Kitata asked them to give him the dragon. Ryun’s scales rose, and Kagan shook his head.

“It’s not a dragon root anymore but a dragon; you will never become a dragoner if you eat it.”

“I don’t want to eat it.”

“Then why do you want the dragon? They are dangerous creatures. You’ve been known to threaten Tokkebi, so I don’t expect you to have a healthy respect for danger, but even you shouldn’t be as foolish as to try handling a dragon.”

“If the dragon is dangerous to us, it is dangerous to the king’s enemies, is it not?”

Kagan frowned. He looked at Kitata to see if he was serious, and saw that he was. He gave a deep sigh. “You too?”

“What do you mean?”

“You also need a bird that drinks tears?”

Only Byong seemed to understand what he meant, while Kitata Zaboro and everyone else were confounded. Thankfully for them, Kagan explained.

“The Dignified King wishes a dragon for a weapon? You were lamenting the foolishness of your nephew earlier. Was that only for show? Or did the sight of the dragon change your mind?”

“Watch how you speak to a loyal servant of the king!”

This sharp shout made everyone turn their heads. From another side of the hall came the Dignified King, Zigrim Zaboro, attendants in tow.

Kitata Zaboro and the other soldiers bowed their heads as Zigrim passed. He wore an expensive robe, but Byong noticed it was singed in places. Up on the dais, the Dignified King sat down heavily on the stone.

Ryun realized, then, that it was a throne. But he couldn’t understand why they would have such a crude-looking throne.

But Kagan said, “The stone Starveil raked its claws on. A historic stone, but not the most comfortable.”

“The king has a most uncomfortable mandate, thus this throne must be uncomfortable.”

“Well, that throne in particular.”

The Dignified King was about to ignore Kagan’s deadpan comment, but then something about it gave him pause. The others also looked at Kagan in confusion. Only Byong let out a few suppressed giggling sounds before bursting into laughter. He wanted to roll around on the floor, but being tied up, his whole body shook instead. The Dignified King angrily demanded an explanation.

Byong barely managed to stop laughing as he said, between gasps, “Your Majesty . . . the throne . . . it feels uncomfortable . . . because it has to support . . . your royal ass!”

Color drained from the Dignified King’s face before it turned bright red. He screamed at Kagan, but Kagan only looked back at him with disinterest. When the stream of invectives got a little long, Teenahan lost patience and overscreamed the king in the avian frequency. “Shut—up—!”

Indeed, the Dignified King complied. As the shout still rang in their ears, Kagan said, “Zigrim Zaboro.”

“How dare you speak my name!”

“Shut up. Zigrim Zaboro: many speak of what becomes a king, but I’ve never heard anyone speak of a coward who kidnaps people in the night as the actions befitting a sovereign. Until you apologize for this treatment, it shall be difficult for me to treat you like a man, much less a king.”

Kagan’s calm words made Zigrim even angrier.

“The king does not apologize!”

“Oh, you better . . .” growled Teenahan, making the king flinch. The Dignified King stared at the chains connecting Teenahan and Byong and also at General Kitata.

Kitata nodded slightly. “He cannot rip the chains without ripping off the arms of the Tokkebi.”

Reassured, the Dignified King scoffed at Teenahan and said to Ryun, “You, Nhaga. Explain how the dragon can be made to listen to me.”

Ryun swallowed his rage and said, “Where is the dragon?”

“On the roof. I’ve never met a creature more infuriating. It stares at us, but the moment I send my men up, it flies away. It comes back down when the men are gone. It even breathes fire on me! It almost burned down the palace.”

Byong realized why the Dignified King’s clothes were singed, which made him cackle once more. Ryun was glad Azhwarital was fine.

“But the people say,” continued the Dignified King, “that the dragon had protected you against the great tiger. Do you know how to handle the dragon?”

“I don’t think I handle it, necessarily. I’ve been carrying the dragon around, but it opened its eyes only yesterday.”

“Then why does it protect you?”

When Ryun couldn’t think of an answer, Kagan answered for him.

“Dragons are wise creatures. If something threatens them, they won’t even flower. It follows that they would recognize who protects them. That’s why it protects Ryun.”

“I don’t think it’s that wise. I’ve promised many things to that dragon, but it doesn’t seem to understand me.”

“Zigrim Zaboro. There is no parent that promises its child it will compensate them handsomely if they grow up well. The dragon only opened its eyes yesterday.”

It angered the Dignified King that Kagan had called him by his name, but the sight of Teenahan glaring murderously at him was enough to make Zigrim suppress his rage for now.

“Then what must I do? Attach a governess or a nanny to the dragon?”

Byong laughed as if the king had made a joke. Kagan shook his head.

“There’s nothing you can do for the dragon. The dragon will never be yours.”

This astounded the Dignified King. Realizing he hadn’t made it clear who possessed the dragon yet, he turned to Ryun and said, “Fine, Nhaga. What’s the reason you should keep that dragon?”

“Reason? I made Azhwarital bloom and dug out the seed myself. I made a vow to protect Azhwarital.”

“Its name is Azhwarital? And you will protect it?”

“I aim to protect it against the Nhaga, who hate dragons, and the people who want to eat dragon root. Until the day Azhwarital no longer needs my protection.”

“You only wish to protect it? What happens when the dragon grows up and no longer needs you? Not that I think it needs your protection even now.”

“If it wants to be free, I will set it free. If it doesn’t, we shall be friends.”

The Dignified King was shocked. “What? Set it free? Then if the dragon wants to stay with me, you will let it?”

Ryun stared at the king’s singed robes. “I don’t think Azhwarital wants to stay with you.”

The Dignified King gave a displeased cough. He thought for a moment before making another proposal.

“Then would you work under me with your friend? I shall treat you and Azhwarital well. Better than anything you can imagine.”

“I already have something to do. I need to get to the Great Temple with my companions here. Didn’t Koda’in tell you?”

The Dignified King looked at Kitata.

Kitata said, “You seem to think that Father Koda’in is a conspirator in your kidnapping, but aside from his vows as a monk, I cannot let such a misunderstanding against a childhood friend persist, Ryun. It was me who invaded the temple and brought you here. Father Koda’in came to the palace enraged. He wanted to save his visitors. But we did not open the gates for him, and he had to turn back.”

Ryun glanced at Kagan, and Kagan nodded. Ryun turned back to the Dignified King.

“Then I shall tell you. We must go to Hainsha Temple.”

“All of you? Or some of you are just escorts?”

Teenahan turned his head toward Ryun’s profile at the words.

Ryun said, “We all must go.”

“All of you.”

“Yes. All of us. So untie these chains.”

The Dignified King frowned. When word spread that he had treated guests of the Great Temple of Hainsha thus, it would ruin his reputation. But he could not bear to let go of that precious dragon.

“Is it an urgent matter?”

“I do not know. I only know that I must go, not by when I need to go.”

“Then what about this? I shall write to the Great Temple that you are under my protection. Wouldn’t the Great Temple answer the letter? You can decide where you shall be after they answer.”

Ryun didn’t know what to say. Kagan noticed his hesitation and interjected.

“We need to discuss your proposal in private.”

“Fine. I will go to the dragon again. After I change this robe.”

The Dignified King stood up and left the hall. Kitata Zaboro stayed with his soldiers, but Kagan asked him to leave as well. Kitata looked at him with suspicion. “We shall be at a distance; you can whisper.”

“This one can’t hear whispers. He’s a Nhaga.”

Kitata had to admit this was a reasonable explanation. He inspected their chains once more and left the room. As soon as the four of them were alone in the large hall, Ryun quickly asked, “What should we do?”

Kagan didn’t answer as he stared at a wall. Teenahan, who’d stewed in silent rage at the state of his affairs for a while, asked Ryun, “Answer me this, Ryun. Why did you lie?”

“What? I lied?”

“Yes, about us needing to go to Hainsha Temple together. You’re the only one who really needs to be there. We were only hired to help you get there.”

Ryun’s face hardened. “It’s because I don’t have iron for blood, unlike a certain mutual acquaintance. I couldn’t leave my friends behind.”

Teenahan smiled, but it turned to a frown of concern as he looked at Kagan. Byong also carefully examined Kagan for any signs of offense taken.

Kagan only said, “Do you wish to work for Zigrim Zaboro?”

Ryun turned to Kagan. “I wouldn’t have said yes even if he asked politely. Much less with kidnapping and chains.”

“Rightfully so, Ryun!” shouted Teenahan happily.

Kagan’s face was unchanged. “Then have you thought of handing Azhwarital over to Zigrim?”

“What?”

“I asked you if you thought of handing your dragon over to Zigrim. This will keep happening as long as we continue to travel with a dragon. It would be a great hinderance. As Teenahan mentioned, our lives could be threatened. But I am asking if you have considered having freedom and compensation in return for handing Azhwarital over to Zigrim.”

“You are the worst—” Ryun swallowed his words and glared at Kagan. Kagan said nothing as he waited for him to finish speaking.

With difficulty, Ryun found the words. “I don’t know how you feel about it, but I consider Azhwarital as my friend. It bloomed because of me and I dug it out with my own hands. As I said to that human, I will protect Azhwarital as long as Azhwarital wishes it.”

“It’s not easy to raise a dragon.”

“I don’t know much about it, of course, but—”

“That is not the problem. You can put a dragon in the worst situation you can think of, and it will still grow up fine. But that is precisely what makes raising dragons difficult.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ryun, you are a Nhaga. You should know this about plants.”

“Know what?”

Kagan thought for a moment before answering. “Here’s a simple example. Azhwarital now has four legs and a pair of wings. But if you raise Azhwarital in the ground, its wings will disappear. Because it wouldn’t need to fly so much. But its front legs would grow large, like a mole’s. If you raised Azhwarital in the desert, it may grow humps for water. Even a tail that can dig deep for wells. And while this is unlikely, if you raised it in the water, its legs and wings would fall off and it would grow a fin instead.”

Byong disappeared into the fluff of Teenahan’s feathers, which had risen at the mention of water.

Ryun had to nod. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I only knew that dragons grow in different ways depending on where they were.”

“The dragon will grow however you want it to grow. Its personality as well. This is what makes raising dragons difficult. Some people might say how easy it is, that the dragon grows any way you want it to grow. But that is the kind of thing someone ignorant of the burdens of responsibilities would say. They might create monsters that way. A grown dragon is impossible to handle. Which was why, in the olden days when there were more dragons, the wise among us would leave any dragon flowers or roots alone when they were discovered, so nature would take care of raising them.”

“I couldn’t leave it behind. Other Nhaga would’ve—”

“I know. I am not saying you were wrong to dig out the dragon root. I am only saying, it is difficult to raise dragons. And because it’s difficult, you cannot give up that responsibility to someone else just because of that reason.”

Ryun perked up. “What? I can’t give it up?”

Kagan nodded. “As you’ve said, you dug it out yourself and raised it until it opened its eyes; it would be difficult now to give up your responsibility. If you still wish it, you should continue to take responsibility for the dragon. It would not be wise to give up Azhwarital to Zigrim.”

Ryun was overjoyed, but he was also a little confused. “Then why did you suggest I hand over the dragon to that man?”

“I didn’t suggest it. I asked if you wanted to. I wanted to test you. If you didn’t feel a sense of responsibility, I wouldn’t have handed over the dragon to Zigrim, but I also would’ve forbidden you to keep it. I would’ve released Azhwarital into the wild.”

This moved Ryun. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier—”

“About my iron blood? Forget it. Because I do have iron blood. As the head of this band of bandits is about to find out.”

Byong giggled at this, but he could not giggle for long, as Teenahan shouted loudly, “That’s right!” The volume of his voice shook Byong’s whole body. Teenahan crawled up to Kagan like a worm and shouted again, “We don’t have to listen to these bandits no matter what they say! We’re going to smash them to pieces! And that King Delusion–afflicted fool as well! You know how I feel about men with King Delusion? I’ll make sure he never calls himself ‘king’ for the rest of his life! The mere mention of the word is going to drive him mad! The mere mention!”

Teenahan’s oaths made Byong’s imagination run wild, as he thought of all the possible mentions of the word “king” that might drive Zigrim mad in the future. “King, kingdom, kingfisher, lovemaking, thinking, blinking—”

“Enough!” shouted Teenahan.

When Byong shut his mouth, Kagan took his eyes off the wall and said, “The first thing we need to do is get out of this uncomfortable situation.”

“But how?”

Kagan shrugged. He leaned forward as he did so. Then he brought his arms, which had been tied behind his back, to the front.

He hit the floor with all his might.

The chains smashed loudly against the stone floor. Byong, Teenahan, and Ryun looked on in wonderment. Kagan did the same thing a few more times.

And the other three were beguiled.

For Kagan’s arms were no longer held in chains. Teenahan screeched most unbecomingly, and Ryun also screamed, but it was in a nearm, so no one heard him. Byong only stared agape.

“Incredible. You were a wizard this whole time.”

“There are no such things as wizards, Byong.”

“Oh, is your being a wizard a secret, then? I won’t tell anyone. But what magic did you use on the animals you caught in Kiboren?”

“Experience and persistence and luck.”

Kagan opened his right fist. The company could see a sprig of ripped grass in there. As Byong murmured something about sorcery that could release chains, Ryun shouted, “Hichamma! That’s hichamma!”

Kagan nodded and started to release the chains around his legs. “The shiktol is made of the hardest metal, but this grass is the only thing that can shatter it after the completion of a Shojainteshiktol. They thought they were being clever putting us in chains, but it was because we were in chains that I could use this grass.”

“Where did you even get it?” Ryun asked.

“I forget which king. The Iron King, perhaps? Yes, that one. I found some while Teenahan was beating him up and took a few strands. As you can see, it’s quite useful.”

Kagan got up and released the others from their chains. He then looked warily upon Teenahan, who was wrapping one of the chains around his own fist, contemplation in the Rekon’s eyes. Once he had wrapped both fists with the chains, he smashed them together experimentally, and the chains gave off sparks, which made Teenahan grin with satisfaction.

Kagan said in a low voice, “Teenahan.”

“Mmhmm?”

“I hope you keep it to a reasonable amount.”

Teenahan grinned. A grin that told Byong that Teenahan was willing to follow Kagan’s suggestion, as long as he got to give the words a wide interpretation.

***

GALOTEK DID NOT MAKE VYASS WAIT LONG. AS SOON AS SHE stepped into the heart tower, a novice approached her and said, “Go up to the thirty-second floor.”

Vyass was surprised. She hadn’t thought Galotek was as old as that.

Because of their molting, it was difficult to tell how old a Nhaga was from how they looked. A freshly molted Nhaga had a youthful glow after molting, even if they were quite advanced in age. Normally, when trying to discern another Nhaga’s age, they relied on the type of nearming the other used, and that more or less helped them avoid mistakes. Vyass had assumed Galotek was under the age of fifty. But a guardian below fifty could not be on such a high floor as thirty-two.

And what a high floor that was. High enough for the heart jars that lined the walls to disappear by then. Vyass, trying not to be so taken aback, asked the guardian who led her, There are no more jars already. I thought there would be millions?

The guardian did not blame Vyass for her ignorance, as it was rare women showed interest in the insignificant affairs of men, and such disinterest was considered a profound virtue.

We do not store hearts after the deaths of their owners. They are discarded after a simple funeral.

How do you know the owner of a heart is dead? They could’ve died far away from this city.

The heart dies with them. It is immediately discernable.

Ah.

Vyass realized another thing, that she would be quite pathetic by the time she showed up in front of Galotek on the thirty-second floor. Galotek may have found her point of vulnerability, but that didn’t mean she wanted to look disheveled before him like some prisoner begging for mercy. Which was why she stopped at the thirty-first floor. She thought the guardian would ask her why she was stopping, but he didn’t. He only waited.

Vyass realized, Damn! He knew I would rest here. Did Galotek tell him, or did this child guess on his own?

She didn’t bother asking the novice. Thankfully, the novice nearmed first.

It is an honor to serve someone with such good manners. The guardian Galotek always feels sorry for those who visit him, as they look so tired. I often recommend visitors to rest here for a moment to collect themselves. But the mistress Mahkerow has stopped here of her own accord.

Vyass almost laughed. Her stopping had nothing to do with Galotek’s feelings. But she let him think whatever he wanted as she caught her breath and mounted the steps once more.

At the thirty-second floor, she was greeted by two similar doors. The novice gestured to the left one.

Vyass tilted her head. I thought the guardians used an entire floor each.

Only from the fiftieth floor, Mahkerow. From floors thirty to forty-nine, there are two guardians per floor. It has nothing to do with position. It’s just that the higher the floor, the more effort it is to come and go, which is why the guardians prefer the lower floors.

Despite what the novice told her, Vyass was convinced the floors were a mark of prestige. Someone so high up did not need to come and go; they would make others come to them, just as Vyass herself was being made to do. Vyass took a slight satisfaction in knowing Galotek had to walk up and down these stairs to see her the other night.

Before the novice could nearm toward the left door, Vyass marched forward and knocked. The novice was taken aback, but they soon heard a calm nearm from the other side.

Come in, Vyass Mahkerow.

Vyass ignored the disconcerted novice and entered the room. As she shut the door behind her, she took a look around. An ordinary room. Galotek sat before a desk under a window. He gestured to another chair, and Vyass sat down on it.

As soon as she did, Galotek said, “I am grateful you are gracing us with your presence, Mahkerow. You’ve knocked on the door so far, so what’s next? Singing? Clapping?”

Being talked to out loud made Vyass feel like the guardian was treating her like an infidel. And that he knew why she had knocked in the first place. The realization deflated her.

I just thought, from the other night, you took an interest in sound. That is all.

“Oh yes. I’m very interested in sound. I even have one of these.”

Galotek picked up a stick from his desk. A long one, but the way Galotek lifted it made Vyass think it must be a light one. As she was handed the stick, Vyass realized why it was light. The stick was of bamboo. But it was colored so strangely that she hadn’t recognized it at first sight.

Galotek smiled. “What do you think that is?”

Vyass insisted on nearming. Bamboo. With some holes bored by some insect, no doubt. You have taken pity on some insect-eaten bamboo and painted it, I see.

Galotek shook his head. He took the bamboo back from her, blocked some of the insect-bored holes as described by Vyass, and brought one of the ends of the bamboo to his lips. Vyass was perplexed as to why he was going to eat this bamboo in front of her when she was startled by the sound he produced with it.


Older than myth and larger than the mountains

The beast’s heavy breathing—truly a wise fool

In the swamp he sees the shattered starlight

And the beast briefly forgets his thirst

The wind, fast, but not rushed

The sinking stone sighs, or is it the solitude

Of a rock that’s become water after countless years



Only a long time later did Vyass learn that was an instrument, and what Galotek was doing was playing it. Galotek blew hard, and the eerily clear sound only a hard bamboo and delicate reed could make intensified in the air.


A scream so sad it is sad no longer

Pierces

Dividing the clouds and riding up moonlight

The calm thunder and soft lighting



That was the end of the song.

Galotek took the instrument off his lips and looked at Vyass. Vyass tried not to betray the enchantment she felt.

What a fascinating hobby you have. And it’s not an insect-ridden bamboo after all.

“It’s called a daegeum. An instrument that can divide the waves and calm storms.”

You mean this bamboo is capable of sorcery?

“I am saying its song is strong enough to divide waves and soft enough to calm storms. There is no sorcery. The only sorcery it can do is to bring peace to my mind. I wonder if you enjoyed it.”

Vyass avoided answering. A rare treat, but I don’t think it’s why you asked me here.

“Ah yes. I wanted to talk about you murdering your brother.”

Vyass gripped her armrests. It was to prevent her hands from slapping Galotek. The guardian seemed to find this amusing as he put the daegeum down on his desk. He then took out some rope from his desk drawer. Vyass looked at him strangely as he handed her the rope.

“Tie me up, please.”

What in—

“I promise it’s not for anything untoward. It’s essential you tie me. Tight, in this chair. I swear by the name of the Traceless Goddess that you will be grateful we took this precaution.”

Vyass was still skeptical, but a guardian swearing by the name of the goddess persuaded her. She tied him tight in his chair. Her simmering anger made her tie the knots tight, but the guardian asked for them to be tighter. After she had tied him so tightly his scales looked like they might come off, the guardian tested the bonds a few times and finally seemed satisfied.

“Thank you. A rather disconcerting proposal, was it not?”

More than you think, guardian.

“But very necessary. Now, please take a step back.”

Vyass was determined to see to this to the end. She stepped back, and once she was at a good distance, Galotek smiled.

And then his face changed completely.

Vyass, despite her distance, involuntarily took a few more steps back. She had never seen anyone look at her with such hate, with such violent bristling of scales. Galotek strained against the ropes as he nearmed, Vyass! You cursed murderer!

Vyass almost fainted at this nearm.

For it came from Hwarit Mahkerow.

THE NEARM FROM HER DEAD BROTHER SHOCKED VYASS TO THE point of chaos and terror. By the time she’d managed to recover, Galotek was smiling at her again. He pointed to the ropes with his chin and politely asked her to untie him.

Vyass didn’t move. She nearmed sharply from where she stood against the wall, Explain this prank you played on me just now!

“I’m sure you don’t really think it was a prank.”

Vyass didn’t answer.

Galotek laughed. “Fine. Listen to what I have to say and then let me go. That was Hwarit’s soul just now.”

Vyass was shocked once more. She looked Galotek in the eye and nearmed what she could hardly believe.

Manysoul?

“Correct. Right now, I am the guardian Galotek.”

That makes no sense! There are no manysouls among the Nhaga!

“I do not think it is in character for you to believe in untested theories. Think with an open mind. Why should there be no Nhaga manysouls?”

What insane Nhaga would accept the souls of infidels?

“One who thought it was worth it.”

Worth it? Like eternal life? Foolishness!

“Foolishness?”

Where is the immortality in drifting inside a body with other souls and eventually being forgotten! Infidels may engage in such foolish business because they cannot live forever, but how could a Nhaga?

“How very Nhaga-centric your thinking is. You’re not totally wrong. Nhaga usually die after feeling quite tired of life. But there is the occasional Tokkebi who becomes a manysoul, even when they are even more immortal than we are. Why is that, do you think?”

Vyass didn’t know. Galotek answered his own question.

“Those kind Tokkebi would see a manysoul dying before them and did it out of sympathy. Not because they wanted to live forever, but because they could not bear to say no to those countless souls.”

I don’t believe you’re doing this out of sympathy for some infidels—

“You are correct. I am only saying there are other things that make it worth it other than immortality. Knowledge makes it worth it for me. You may not believe me, but there’s even a woodcutter of Cassida from three centuries ago inside me.”

The mention of a woodcutter made Vyass’s scales stand on end.

Galotek gestured at the top of his desk with his chin. “That daegeum was made from the skill of a daegeum master from two hundred years ago. And I play it with the skill of another master from forty years ago. She tells me I am an excellent player considering how I’m a Nhaga unused to music, but I do not know if that’s a true compliment.”

How did you even meet this manysoul? Did you cross the Line of Limit to the north?

“So you’re curious of my past life? I understand, but that is not important in the current situation. What’s important is that you accept that I am a manysoul and that Hwarit is inside of me as well. I think this latter piece of knowledge is especially fertile ground for discussion, don’t you agree? But first, please untie me.”

Vyass stared at him for a long moment and crossed her arms instead.

You really have Hwarit inside you?

“Would you like to meet him again?”

How did you accept his soul?

“I was the one who discovered him as he died. I accepted it then.”

Hwarit wanted to be a part of a manysoul?

“No, he wanted to be the bridegroom of the goddess.”

What do you mean?

“There are women inside me as well. One of them was very persuasive. Hwarit mistook her for the goddess. He was taken in easily.” Galotek seemed very amused. “Once he realized he was fooled, he’s been holed up inside me and refusing to nearm. But once I asked him why he was dead, he could not stand being silent. Such harsh feelings! I felt like I was the one who was murdered. Well, I suppose, in a way, I was.”

What do you want from me?

“I want you to untie me. My arms hurt.”

No, I want you to tell me what you want for having killed you.

Galotek laughed at Vyass’s nearm. The laugh was long, and Vyass had to wait a long time for it to cease. When he finally stopped, Galotek nodded and said, “Do you remember how I said to you, yesterday, that I felt satisfied and content at your endeavor?”

I do. What did you mean?

“Simply put, there is an organization that I am a part of. And that organization fights against the enemy of the Nhaga.”

Vyass could not control the confusion she showed on her face.

The enemy of the Nhaga?

“Yes. There are those who would join forces with the infidels to harm the Nhaga. The plans of these traitors include sending a Nhaga to the Great Temple of Hainsha. We had to find out who that Nhaga was to stop them. But we didn’t know which one was being sent. So we were very nervous. But you came disguised as a guardian on heart extraction day and killed Hwarit Mahkerow. Our traitors have displayed some truly amusing behavior since then. Very impressive. It made us realize that the person we were looking for had been Hwarit all along. And we’ve been so grateful you did for us what we had already set out to do.”

Galotek’s explanation overwhelmed Vyass. Hwarit was going to betray the Nhaga?

“Well, he was more like the traitors’ errand boy. You didn’t detect anything strange about him?”

I did not. I never even imagined it. That idiot of a boy conspiring against his own people? But I can’t believe you and your talk of traitors either. Traitors conspiring with infidels? Have you proof?

Galotek’s smile faded. He became serious. “Regretfully, we do not have any evidence that would be enough to convince you. If we did, we would’ve punished these traitors a long time ago. But there are, without a doubt, Nhaga who have betrayed their race. I interrogated Hwarit, but he refuses to answer.”

You interrogated yourself? It sounds paradoxical.

“Not really. You’ve never felt conflicted in your life? Wanting to do one thing or the other? I’m sure you have. Even a single soul falls into seemingly paradoxical conundrums. Manysouls like me sometimes are battlegrounds.” He said it like a joke, but his face was still serious. “The traitors’ plans have been temporarily thwarted, but as long as we can’t reveal their identities, we don’t know when they will try what they are trying again. We ourselves badly want the proof you asked for. That’s why we called you here.”

So we are finally getting into it?

“Indeed. We have a suspect, concerning who one of the traitors could be. He was very close to Hwarit before he died, and now he’s stuck by Carindol Mahkerow’s side. We believe it’s because he wants to find out who killed Hwarit.”

Vyass could hardly believe it. Suvachi!

“Yes. That Suvachi and another one, named Karu. They stayed at the Mahkerow household before Hwarit was killed. Even when other men decided to remain with the Pei household during a visit, they came back with Hwarit to the house of Mahkerow. Do you remember?”

Vyass nodded.

“That Suvachi will surely reveal some key information. Which is why we are thinking of sending a few of our own men to the house of Mahkerow. To spy on him. What we need from you is simple. Take care of these men.”

The mention of men made Vyass almost forget everything else. As casually as possible, she nearmed, How many men?

“Five. They needed to be enough to suppress Suvachi, should it come to that.”

She almost vibrated with joy, but Vyass kept her cool as much as possible.

Strange. You must know what Carindol has been up to lately. Those men only need but pass by her on the streets if they need to be dragged into our house and infiltrate it. Why are you asking me?

“We cannot discount the possibility that Carindol has been drawn into their conspiracy. If so, we would need a counterpart within the household who can face off with Carindol. Men cannot do that with women. We need someone who would insist our men stay should Carindol insist they leave. Even if your sister has not been drawn in with the enemy, we will still need someone in the house should we come to arrest Suvachi.”

Vyass did not readily agree. Instead, she nearmed, You are asking me to tolerate conspirators in my own house for something you cannot even prove.

Galotek looked worried. He finally gave up on his stubborn insistence to talk instead of nearm.

Mahkerow. This is a very important cause. It’s to root out the traitors among us.

Vyass reveled in her small victory but was careful not to show it.

But you don’t even know if such conspirators exist!

Well. In any case, those five men will give themselves to you.

Do I look like I am man-crazy?

Galotek looked at her as if he couldn’t believe she would take him for such a fool. The entire city knew that Vyass Mahkerow was enraged over the fact that she was still childless at the age of thirty-four. He nearmed, a little distastefully, I have Hwarit’s soul inside me, Mahkerow.

Now you threaten me. So you will report me? How will you do so without revealing that you kidnapped my brother’s soul, which had only been seeking the light of the goddess?

Galotek was still tied up, and now he felt his mind was in knots. He gritted his teeth. He could no longer smile.

Mahkerow. We can harm you. Because you now know many things you should not know about. There are those among us who find you objectionable not only for the death of your brother but for Yubex as well.

Harm me? My heart has been extracted. You’re going to do to me what I did to old Yubex?

Not at all! Such barbaric methods are unnecessary. There are methods available to us precisely because you’ve extracted your heart!

Vyass was aghast. Galotek, however, seemed to regret his outburst.

Sharply, Vyass nearmed, What are you talking about?

You don’t need to know.

Oh, I absolutely do. Especially in a situation where the knowledge would convince me to help you or not.

Galotek glared at her for a moment, but then he began to nearm.

ONCE SHE WAS GIVEN THE FULL EXPLANATION ABOUT HEART DESTRUCTION from Galotek, Vyass found herself unable to believe it.

So once my heart is exploded, I die immediately?

Absolutely, immediately, irrevocably.

Then why didn’t you threaten to do so before?

Look, Mahkerow. Heart destruction is not some card we have up our sleeve at all times. If it becomes known we could kill anyone at any time, what would people do with us? It’s not just a matter of safety. There would be Nhaga who would refuse to have their hearts extracted out of fear, and us Nhaga would die out. I threatened you with it just now out of desperation, but in truth, I can only beg you to forget everything you’ve heard today if you refuse to help us.

Vyass had no idea what he meant by having a card up one’s sleeve, but she could just about guess through context. Since he was a manysoul, he no doubt had access to turns of phrase unknown to most Nhaga.

She stood up. Send me your men.

Galotek looked up at her in gladness. But Vyass’s own expression was cold.

I’m going to revisit this matter later, but I shall ask for a reward. There must be something you can give me.

Anger rose in Galotek. How could this woman who killed her own brother and a guardian of the heart tower be demanding a reward? She should be grateful that they weren’t reporting her sin. Doubly grateful that five men were about to fall into her grasp. But Galotek remained calm. There was nothing to be gained from antagonizing Vyass.

But he couldn’t help but feel a bit helpless when he saw her turn and walk away.

Vyass! You must untie me at least.

He had to suppress the anger that rose in him again. While it was Galotek himself who had asked for it, Vyass hadn’t bothered to untie him while they conversed. She’d treated him like a prisoner or hostage. What’s more, he had asked to be tied for her protection and not his own.

Vyass strode arrogantly toward him, but instead of putting her hands on the ropes, she nearmed something unexpected.

Before I untie you, will you bring Hwarit back to the fore for a moment?

Galotek thought this strange but did as she asked. As soon as he stepped aside in his mind, Hwarit burst out like a beast from a cage, as frenzied as an angry sky ray.

Vyass! You cruel murderess, I will kill you!

Vyass slapped the guardian’s face, hard.

Her strike was so strong that it took some effort for Hwarit to turn his head back to face her, and when he did, there was incredulity in his eyes.

Vyass massaged her hitting hand with her other hand.

You’re just as annoying dead as when you were alive. If only I could kill you twice.

Hwarit roared. But that was when Galotek stepped forward once more, and Hwarit was pulled back, screaming. Galotek rolled his tongue in his mouth to examine the damage. Sure enough, there was a tear.

Galotek did not nearm until the ropes were off him, as he was too preoccupied with keeping down his rage.

***

“THE FEAST IS OVER! IT’S TIME TO GO—WAIT, THIS IS YOUR HOME.”

Teenahan stopped shaking Zigrim Zaboro in the air for a moment as he contemplated the complication in his own words. Thanks to this, Zigrim enjoyed a brief reprieve from Teenahan’s attentions, but he could not enjoy it for long. If Teenahan forgot he was holding Zigrim up by the ankle, he might drop the king on this head. If he could’ve foreseen this situation, Zigrim would not have taken the strategy of fleeing to the roof.

The only way through was the tried-and-true method of a victim attracting attention, that of screaming as loud as one could. It worked, as Teenahan quickly became aware of Zigrim once more.

“My mistake. Let’s try again. The feast is over! It’s time for me to go! No. That doesn’t sound right either. Damn! How do I make this sound good?”

Zigrim could glimpse the ground below, scores of armlengths away. Nothing down there inspired thoughts of a long life from this moment, littered as it was with the bodies of very injured soldiers. Kagan and Byong walked among them, saying they should stop pretending to be dead, as they were fooling no one and looked ridiculous, but none of them ventured to get up. Kagan shook his head and seemed to remember something and looked up to the roof, where Kagan dangled the king over the edge of the roof. He sighed.

“Teenahan. That’s enough, please come down. If you drop him by mistake, generations to come will pay the price.”

“What price?”

“The price of having to discern which piece of rock is more valuable, the rock Starveil clawed or the rock their chief smashed his head against when you dropped him.”

A few of the soldiers playing dead stirred with suppressed laughter. There didn’t seem to be anyone who had died. Teenahan laughed and leaped off the roof. A scream issued from Zigrim, but the Rekon landed lightly on the ground below and unceremoniously dropped Zigrim, who immediately started to vomit.

Uninterested, Kagan turned away. Across the courtyard stood Ryun with Azhwarital on his shoulder. In front of him slumped Kitata Zaboro, a half-melted sword dropped by his side. In the face of Teenahan’s overwhelming attack, he had tried to take a hostage to save his nephew. Choosing Ryun for this role was understandable, and it might have worked if not for an avenging Azhwarital appearing from the sky.

As Kitata stared at the once symbol of his pride melted into a metal stump, footsteps approached—the sight of Kagan made him look even more melancholy.

“I just witnessed a great mistake of nature,” said Kitata.

“What might that be?”

“Creating the Rekon race.”

Ryun looked around and had to admit it might look that way to the general.

Kagan said, “I’ve discovered a great mistake of nature as well.”

“Do tell.”

“Creating idiots that tried to tame an untamable dragon and couldn’t stop themselves from angering Rekon travelers.”

Kitata looked up at Kagan sadly.

“Next time,” continued Kagan, “try to be more respectful to the travelers you accept as guests, General. Don’t do anything foolish like taking out the fires from their quarters or hitting them on the head with iron mallets.”

“I shall endeavor to keep your words in mind.”

Kitata’s sardonic reply made Kagan tilt his head a little. “Were you forced to follow your nephew’s orders because he is the chief?”

Kitata didn’t answer. Kagan glanced behind him. Behind Byong, who was walking toward them, Zigrim Zaboro still lay on the ground as he continued to vomit his insides out.

Kagan turned back to Kitata. “I won’t waste words on your useless nephew, then, and say them to you instead: Zigrim Zaboro is free to pretend to be king all he wants. But before doing so, it may be wiser to consider whether there is something better to do than attempt a thing so many people over hundreds of years have yearned to do but failed to. Zaboro is a good place. Your family has produced many great chiefs. There are many other things one can do with a good realm and good leaders. Tell him this.”

“That he can do many things but not pretend to be king?”

“That there are many things better than pretending to be king.”

“But aren’t we desperate for a king? We haven’t had one for such a long time.”

Kagan gave him a long look. “Did you want a king?”

“A little. Which is why I did not stop my nephew when I should’ve.”

“I see. Then I ask you. What is a king?”

Byong stopped in his approach when he heard these words.

Kitata looked up at the sky. “The fire that melts gathered coins into gold. The water that gathers earth to build a tower. Like the blacksmith of the Final Forge who gathers weak starlight to heat metal, it is the one who can bring together all of our scattered and ineffectual wills to accomplish even the most difficult and grandest tasks with ease.”

“Wrong.”

“How so?”

“You, like everyone else, know nothing of kings. Until you know what a king is, do not try to make kings out of your chiefs. You must not try to make things you do not understand. But you can still make great chiefs. And a great chief is greater than the greatest king. Because they have the power to make people prosper.”

“Prosper? Then what of kings? Do kings bring ruin to their people?”

Kagan did not answer. He gestured to Ryun to join Byong and Teenahan instead, which he did. Before Kagan turned to join them himself, he said in almost a whisper to Kitata, “It’s time to wake from your hundred-day dream. The twilight may look warm, but the wise can feel the edge of coolness it harbors. Be ready for the cold night.”

Teenahan was so moved by Kagan’s words that he immediately committed them to heart. Kagan turned to Byong and was about to say something, but he stopped and fell into contemplation.

Byong cocked his head. “What’s wrong?”

“I see now why your Nani did not want to carry Ryun. It was the dragon. It frightened Nani.”

Byong gasped and looked upon Azhwarital on Ryun’s shoulder.

“So if we can separate these two,” said Kagan, “we can take Ryun directly to Hainsha on Nani’s back.”

“And you would leave us and return home?” Byong’s face turned sad, and Teenahan and Ryun also looked at Kagan with dismay.

“That is so. But I doubt somehow the dragon would leave Ryun’s side. And it’s uncertain how a beetle would react to a dragon flying near it. When a horse is spooked, its rider is in danger. I wish to ask an experienced beetle rider what would happen if a beetle was spooked midair.”

Byong listed a slew of bone-chilling calamities that shocked even Teenahan. Ryun swore silently to himself that he would never, ever let himself be taken on a beetle. Byong concluded with, “So I suggest we keep walking as we have. Any objections?”

Kagan thought for a moment and nodded. “None so far.”

Byong and Teenahan sighed in relief. Byong asked, curious, “So far? Then you foresee some in the future?”

“We must leave this place and head for Xurados. Mehem and Zaboro are about to wage war on each other, so this region is about to get very unpleasant. Fechirin would require crossing a river, which to our company presents a rather specific obstacle.”

Byong gave the thrice-fluffed Teenahan a glance. “Xurados, then. What’s waiting for us there?”

“Nothing special. It’s what comes after it that is.”

“Do tell us.”

Kagan looked at Ryun. Ryun raised an eyebrow.

Kagan sighed. “The Siguryad Tolled Road.”

“The Siguryad Tolled Road? Why is that special? We just have to pay the toll.”

“True. But I cannot imagine what toll those mountain goat lovers will exact on a dragon.”

IN THAT HOUR WHERE IT WAS DIFFICULT TO TELL WHETHER IT WAS day or night, where the idea of dawn seemed more like an uneasy compromise, Sammo sat and stared out at the cold landscape below her that was colored in gloomy blues, at the fog that undulated like a memory made beautiful by the relentless passage of time.

She sat facing the east while the great tiger laid its massive body behind her and faced west.

Sammo and the great tiger were angry at each other.

When the great tiger had fled the city walls with Sammo in its jaws, Sammo had been in too much pain to move. There was a flat rock at the top of a mountain where the tiger had laid Sammo and kept watch over.

As sunlight gave way to starlight and back again, the great tiger waited patiently. Even as the wind blew the dewdrops off the leaves and the fog laid dew again on the greenery, the tiger did not move.

Only after a few days could Sammo finally sit up. That’s when she became truly angry. She castigated the tiger for interfering with the Shojainteshiktol and for forcing her to flee with it. The great tiger, of course, understood none of this, but it knew Sammo was angry, which made it angry as well. Of course, the three-ton beast would’ve threatened Sammo’s life had it been truly angry, but it had its gentle ways of expressing displeasure. But this only made Sammo angrier. The great tiger simply kicked dirt onto her with its hind legs.

Sammo had jutted her chin, dusted herself off, and sat down facing east, away from the tiger. And the tiger had laid down behind her and faced the opposite direction.

And the two sat for a long time like this, looking away from each other.

The tiger began to move its tail. Sammo turned quickly. But the tail drooped, pretending it hadn’t moved at all. Sammo tried to glare at its head, but all she could see was its rump. As it wasn’t the grandest of views, she turned back her head.

A little while later, Sammo picked up a rock, drew her shiktol, and laid it on the rock as if to sharpen the blade. But instead of doing that, she tilted the blade and sliced off a piece of the rock sideways.

The sharp blade cutting the rock made a fearsome sound.

The great tiger roared in irritation as it jumped in the air. It twisted and landed in such a way that it faced Sammo’s back. Its fur standing on end, it glared at Sammo’s back as Sammo casually pretended to sharpen her blade. Snorting with annoyance, the great tiger turned and lay back down.

Five minutes later, the two were hugging each other and rolling on the ground.

Aside from the very obvious differences, she looked exactly like a child playing with a puppy. Panting, Sammo came to a rest lying on the great tiger’s stomach. Its long fur almost covered her, and the tiger’s heat along with the black lion’s fur made her feel very happy.

As the tiger could not hear her nearm, she spoke out loud to it. She spoke because even if it didn’t understand, at least it listened to her.

“I still hurt. But that’s not what I’m worried about.”

As she had hoped, the great tiger responded to her voice. It licked her with its giant tongue. Sammo floundered and managed to push away the curtain of flesh.

“You’ll scrape all my scales off. What I’m worried about is that I keep liking you. You’re not mind-suppressed at all, right?”

The tiger did not answer, of course. Sammo twirled the tiger’s fur between her fingers.

“It’s a little awkward calling you ‘you’ all the time. Shall I name you? Those awful Kitaljer hunters would name you as well. I wonder if I could come up with a nice one for you.”

The sun was rising. Sammo should receive it with her body to replenish her energy, but she didn’t. The tiger’s warmth and the fur were enough.

Drowsily, she said, “Marunarae.” She laughed at herself.

The tiger turned its head to look at her.

“Marunarae.” She burst out laughing. The tiger looked at her askance. Sammo managed to stop herself from laughing so hard and gasped, “Yes. For such a fluffy creature as you, that’s the right name. Your name is Marunarae.”

The great tiger abruptly stood up, which made Sammo fall on her behind. She was puzzled. “You don’t like the name?” It surprised her that her joke could have offended the tiger. But it became clear to her that the great tiger was staring into the horizon. She followed its gaze.

Something moved toward the south. Sammo tapped the tiger’s side and sent it a thought. The tiger immediately lowered its back so Sammo could climb on. As she was elevated to the highest point on the mountain, she could see clearer into the horizon.

What in the . . .

Sammo gripped Marunarae’s fur and sent another thought. Marunarae gave a great roar that shook the horizon and turned north. It began to run with great speed.

The cold wind made Sammo’s pain more intense, but Sammo had no intention of slowing Marunarae’s pace. In fear, she kept looking behind her. What she had seen had numbered in the thousands and looked like nothing Sammo had known. And because of this, Sammo knew exactly what they were.

KITATA ZABORO CAME TO SEE THAT KAGAN WAS RIGHT. A CHIEF was much better than a king. A courtier could not beat their king with a scabbard, but the uncle of a chief could do so to their nephew. As he did so, his nephew kept shouting, “Treason! Treason!” while the other elders of the Zaboro family mused, “The sight inspires great confidence in Kitata’s haleness and strength.” And as always, the other families around them who had always put their trust in the house of Zaboro only said, “It seems like a private family matter.” For that was the difference between a king and a chief. When people followed a chief, what they were really following was a family. And this was why, aside from cases of the more disconcerting forms of violence, the people outside the family did not interfere with their disciplinary matters.

And the violence inflicted on Zigrim Zaboro would require a mere month’s lying-in to recover from, a month he was to spend on the top of the city wall.

Kitata Zaboro visited him there. “You worthless bastard! I took pity on you for being orphaned so young, and this is how you repay me! If you were my own son, I wouldn’t have let you get away with this so easily! How you tried my patience—no more!”

The Zaboro elders, who were also present, assured him that he had done his part to raise the child and that his dead brother would find no fault in his efforts, and if anything, the dead brother may ask why it took him so long to beat up his son.

Kitata shook his head. “Let’s open the gates and greet all travelers.”

The people on the wall looked a little worried as they turned their attention downward. But Kitata Zaboro ignored them and shouted down the wall himself.

“You there! We are going to open the gate for you!”

A beautiful voice answered him from below.

“I don’t recommend you do that! And what happened to that fellow who was shouting at me about giving up my tiger? I think he was your king or something?”

Kitata’s face reddened and he gritted his teeth. It had only been a few days ago when Zigrim had barely escaped with his life in his attempt to steal a dragon, but evidently, he had demanded he be given a traveler’s great tiger a moment before Kitata had arrived at the wall. He felt the very last drop of patience toward his nephew evaporate into thin air.

“That bastard is my worthless nephew. And he is no king of ours. He shall never make such a claim again. I apologize on behalf of our city regarding his rudeness to you.”

Sammo was bemused at this about-face but simply nodded. “Well, to go back to the matter at hand, I shall explain again, as there seems to have been a regime change. I know this may be difficult to believe, but thousands of Duoksini are swarming toward your city as we speak. They will be upon you by nightfall at the latest.”

Thousands of Duoksini? It was, as Sammo had suggested, difficult to believe, or perhaps something they didn’t want to believe.

Sammo was serious. “I don’t know if those unfortunate creatures will attack this city, but there is no harm in being cautious.”

“It truly is difficult to believe, but we have indeed seen more extraordinary things. Such as a Nhaga riding a great tiger!”

Sammo grinned.

Hesitantly, Kitata said, “But the Nhaga you were after—”

“I know. He has left, correct?” Sammo knew from the shiktol’s homing movement that Ryun was no longer at Zaboro.

“If you knew this, why did you take the trouble to warn us?”

“Well, I thought you would appreciate it. Was I wrong?”

“Not at all! We are very grateful!”

“Good. I must take my leave now. Do be safe. And remember that when it comes to the Duoksini, one can only expect the unexpected.”

Before Kitata could express his gratitude again, Sammo sent thoughts to Marunarae’s head, and Marunarae sprang into a run alongside the city wall. A few of the thrilled crowd atop the city wall tried to follow them, but none could keep up with the pace of a great tiger. Like the wind, Marunarae soon turned from the wall and began to run northward.

***
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