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Light from the setting sun etched patterns of light and shadow within the Z’Don’s office chamber; everything from the sienna brown songwood table near the window to the little streaks of silver from the sky. Everything took on its own hue. The western corner of the cell was cropped by shadows of varying shades while the rest of the office was illuminated in copper glow. On his table, the thick report of Xiimen, rated hive secret, sat on the songwood table, penumbrated by the shadow of Xayken, the Z’Don of Wor Senya. It was waiting to be picked up again.
Xayken’s deep-set fuchsia-scarlet eyes rested on the shadows of the room rather than the report. This was the report that had cost him his sleep. No shadow can exist without light, he thought. Looking at the varying shades of gray, Xayken once again became aware that all matters in the world were governed by their interplay.
The head of Senya considered the momentous report again as he shifted unconsciously on his perch to ease his slightly numbed leg muscles. Which side is this report on? Xayken knew the matter not about black, white and gray, but subtle shadings of these essential principles imbued with colour, each with some claim to validity, just like the shadow and light in his office.
The choice of the cocoon site determines a hiver’s sentience. Sites closer to the river mouth yield a higher probability of hatching sentient hivers.
Xayken sighed, his large throat sac heaved a little, shifted to a lighter shade of olive drab green before returning to the normal uubeao state again. Such a revelation will shake our deepest core. Fellow TruthSeekers would be jubilant at the discovery, but the Pathfinders would be furious, as this finding would threaten their taboos and traditions.
Xiimen, the C’Keshueka, was aware of the social consequences of his discovery. The Z’Don smiled, Xiimen, like any other keshuekas, seek understanding of nature through science. The ramifications of the discoveries upon society from science are usually not high on keshuekas’ minds.
It had been really fortunate that Xiimen had given this report the highest security rating. A document with such high state of confidentiality cannot be duplicated. Thus there was only one such report, and it was up to him, Xayken, the Z’Don of Wor Senya, to decide what to do with it’s revelations.
Such secret could never be hidden forever in Wor Senya. He concluded. The high security cloak would attract attentions from other factions. It would be just a matter of time before spies from both the Blue and the White Trillium Pathfinders learn about the existence of this report. However, burning the only copy of the report was never an option for a TruthSeeker. He was not a keshueka, but Xayken, being a TruthSeeker, could not bear to lose knowledge after it had been painstakingly dredged from the mire of Nature. Even if the finding had been allowed to sink back into bog obscurity, the knowledge would resurface again.
I can only choose the timing to reveal the findings. It must be within the next few moons. Xayken’s mind flew into another path of thought. When the Pathfinders know about the findings, would they confront us in the Parliament, or would they strike a deal? Would this finally split the Blues and the Whites? That would be good news though. And what about rumours of an upstart secret religious sect – the Red Trillium?
“Pathless Trillium! I was never meant for politics! " Xayken exclaimed and gave up. Trying to out guess and outsmart his political opponents had always been a frustrating task to him, ever since he became the Z’Don three hatches ago. His throat sac heaved a little and turned paler before sagging to uubeao, the normal state of green. I’ll just do my duty and forget about political machinations. That was always his very thought, but that was also a wishful thinking. Nevertheless, he had this thought often. Perhaps his old body, which had seen twenty hatches, was getting tired and his mind has aged. Two more hatches and I can retire. Xayken encouraged himself.
Heaving another sigh, Xayken picked up the report and randomly flipped through the pages. Despite all his readings and rereadings, he could not figure out the question that had sprung to his mind at the first reading. This report did not just give him political problems, but also a moral one. Would we dare to use the knowledge?
Normally, any report to him would have a section on recommended action, but Xiimen had not included one in this report. Is he hiding something, even from me? Could he actually be a Pathfinder spy? No! That cannot be. I’m getting paranoid, to have suspicions of a fellow hatchling. Next, I would be suspecting my own queen! Xayken puffed his throat sac thrice, amused by this ridiculous thought.
Xayken looked at the ring-clock on his table. The one hee long sepiaos were chewing the Bryakin fungus in the seventh sector of his clock. It is still the Sechen of RelentGlow, but the Sechen of LastLight is only sechen away. So there is only one and a half sechen of daylight left. Further contemplation would not shed any light to my questions. I should visit Xiimen to illuminate all these issues.
With that decision made, he called for Mynin, his secretary. A hiver of small build who had seen only one less hatch than him appeared through the inner door. “Z’Don?"
“I am going to pay Xiimen a visit. Keep note of any visitor. Schedule them in my next working day if necessary."
The laconic secretary flexed his large throat sac, “Yes, Z’Don. Are there any other orders? "
Xayken looked at the sepiaos in the clock again and added, “Just remember to replenish the clock feeds.” The clock was a ring-container that was divided into twelve radial sections with each section containing the one specific food that the sepiao worm would eat at the time. Recognition of the regularity of the sepiao dietary pattern of twelve different types of leaves and fungus, regardless of seasons, hatches, temperature and humidity had long ago enabled hiver keshuakas to tell the time using these domesticated worms in translucent silk containers.
Mynin looked at the clock and said, “It will be done.” After confirming that there were no further orders, he retreated to the adjoining cell where he managed the schedule and activities of the Z’Don.
Once again alone in his office, Xayken stood up, took the report in one hand, and faced the window. The sky was lit up by the crimson sun. From his vantage high above the ground, the world was still bathed in copper radiance, rendering the forest in a texture of corporeal beauty. Nature’s fertile winds of dreams and imagination had given shape to life in all its possible forms, from the tallest bybeyn trees with its ever-changing foliage’s hue, to the marine ookiis with its hard shell. Land, sea and air were filled with zest of life. Especially in the air.
Xayken opened the door next to the window. Immediately the evening wind assaulted him, but it did little to break the heat of Wor Senya’s hot, damp summers. The rest of the year was still summer but just a different facet of it. He caught the scents of day, salt from the Mystic Sea, fresh blossoms of the scarlet-gold Heaven Glory, mud from the marshes, and the sour smell of a large tannery yard that was just three lees off from the southern cell-block.
With his upper right hand holding the report, Xayken moved forward and steadied himself with his other hands on the door frame as he stood at the door perch. Peering downward at the tannery, he saw some Di-Kongres, the semi-sentient workers scraping hides stretched on rows of wooden frames, while others were lifting hides out of huge, sunken vats. Some of the hides were transported into the storage cell-block two lees east of there. The others after soften by a yellowish-green liquid returned into the vats. Xayken smiled again, his cheek ridges lifted and his throat sac tinted with blue.
The liquid was one among the treasured knowledge that had been slowly pried from the mystic clutches of nature. Initially there was just lore. Real science, systematic knowledge with understanding, only began much later some four hundred and sixty hatches ago in the Age of Water, and with it, nature appeared less intimidating. With science, hivers have spread throughout Dalu and prospered. But no other hives are more prosperous than Wor Senya. Our science is the most advanced. His throat sac bloated with pride.
Shifting his attention to the myriad of activities nearby, Xayken noticed a group of Di-Kuangkas streaming in from the west carrying cocoons found on the eastern banks of the Wise River. He recognized that among the tenders was one of his few trusted friends, Xavyn. Xavyn was also his fellow hatchling, but unlike him and Xiimen, who had achieved full sentience, the Wise River had only blessed Xavyn with partial sentience. He could understand simple instructions, and once in a while he could string a complete sentence by himself. Although there were hivers who developed full-sentience later in life, that was extremely rare. The semi-sentient hivers lacked high thinking ability and thus were only entrusted to menial jobs such as workers, tenders and farmers. Despite the difference in the level of sentience, Xayken found Xavyn to be soothing company. Maybe I’ll ask Xiimen to come along later to meet up with Xavyn. The three of us have not perched together to share kar for several zholds.
The Di-Konres and Di-Kuangkas Hordes were not the only semi-sentients busy at this period of the day. The Di-Longres were still busy in the farms - watering the plants, removing the weeds and many other tasks to ensure a good harvest at the end of the growing season.
A group of trustworthy balwinhis just came in from the west and workers were unloading bulks of silk of the highest quality. These goods were part of the trade with Wor Capeborn, the nearest Hive to Wor Senya. Yet, Wor Capeborn was still six days journey from here to the Wise River, crossing it at the Trillium Bridge, and another six days journey northwest. The other hives were much further away, separated by the imposing continent divider known as the Old Queen. However the distance and the inconvenience due to the obstructing Old Queen did not stop the other hives from trading with Wor Senya for high quality lenses, glasses and hides. They came also for the almost boundless knowledge recorded in the Senya Library.
Thinking of Senya Library reminded him of Xiimen. His lab or the library? I think I’ll try his lab first. Tilting his head upward, Xayken inspected the air space. The wind blew from the south. Traffic was fairly thick on the north-bound route but the west-bound route had a smooth flow. Xayken retracted his focus from the distance. After confirming that there was no traffic near his cell, Xayken jumped out from his office. Unfurling his wings he caught the wind and soared.
Xiimen’s lab was about one mee to the west and it should not take more than a fen to reach there. Xayken did not pay much attention to the air traffic and simply relied on instinct to avoid the crisscrossing tree branches webbed with red or yellow throbbing vein, the drifting leaves and vines and a startled balwinhi that had swung into his flight path. The call of the changing watch drifted from the wall ring, mingled with the sounds of sword practice by the yongsheis.
Xayken was Edberg’s SunRoamers, who placed themselves at a fixed distance from him, in accordance to the standard practice since he became the Z’Don. In that way, he could have his illusion of freedom of movement while allowing the SunRoamers to do their job protecting him.
A ring of the hive bell that signified the end of the Sechen of RelentGlow, the beginning of the Sechen of LastLight and Xayken’s arrival at his destination. Behind him, SunRoamers settled down in formation, positioning themselves to protect him, should any emergency arise.
“Fascinating!" Dukryn heard Conare exclaim. His fellow TruthSeeker associate’s cheek ridges oscillated up and down, and his one good eye shifted from the image of the candle to Dukryn.
Dukryn could not see Conare’s expression clearly in the dark. The lab chamber had been converted into a dark chamber by sealing off the windows. Only a single candle lighted the entire chamber casting yellow light and flickering sharp shadows. Dukryn did not look at the flame knowing that it would affect his night vision. Instead his attention was on the image.
“I cannot agree more," said Dukryn as he flexed his throat sac to azure hue. He felt jubilant too as they had made another breakthrough in their research into the mystery of the bybeyn tree.
They had recently made a stunning discovery – six tiny holes were ringed around the trunk of the bybeyn tree. That finding alone would cause a fairly major storm among the biologists in Senya. However Dukryn and Conare intended to further study the matter before releasing the results.
Evolution is miserly. The pin-holes had to serve a purpose. Perhaps they are remnants of evolution, Dukryn mused. It was not uncommon that some features present in some creatures had no apparent uses today, even if they had them in the past.
“But why is the image inverted? " Dukryn asked, looking at the inverted image of the candle on the stretched leather screen. The image was almost an exact replica of the real one. Its light wavered in sync with the real flame in a tune, which only it could hear. Between the real flame and its image stood another leather screen with a tiny hole pierced using a zhumu awl. The two keshuekas were simulating the function of the tiny holes found on the bybeyn’s trunk.
“I don’t know, but I do know one thing." Conare paused, Dukryn realized, for the dramatic effect of telling a joke. With slightly lifted cheek ridges, Dukryn played along, “What do you know?”
“If the bybeyn trees see with these pin-holes then their world will be inverted. That indeed must be looking at the world from a different perspective,” Conare jested, his compact throat sac undulating unevenly, but with a healthy tone of green. The chartreuse-green eye band on his left eye flexed slightly from the movement of his cheek ridges.
“Who is to say their point of view is inverted? Maybe it’s ours." Dukryn countered. Unable to find a reasonable rebuttal, Conare puffed his throat sac and shrugged, “Perhaps.”
“Shift the candle,” Dukryn told his colleague. “Let’s see whether the image will change.” Conare moved the candle closer to the pin-hole. The image remained clear and inverted but smaller. Conare continued adjusting the candle slowly closer to the pin-hole until the image became fuzzy and unclear.
“Interesting. Shift the candle back?"
The image returned to clarity.
“It seems the bybeyn is short-sighted. It can only see distant objects clearly," Dukryn voiced his thought. That was followed by another question. “Why does the bybeyn need to see so far? I would think that the pin-holes are for looking at insects flying near its orifice. But this current finding just invalidated my hypothesis." Dukryn’s frustration caused his throat sac to flutter about with spots of brown appearing on it. The wisps of smoke from the candle flame drifting around the chamber further irritated him.
“Dukryn, bloat your throat sac! Do not doubt yourself that you are a good keshueka and a first grade researcher." Conare encouraged the talented keshueka who was only six hatches old. “The path of discovery is seldom easy and straight forward, but full of dark storms and strong gales. The so called history of science learnt in school is just a lore."
Conare flexed his throat sac and raised his cheek ridges as he continued, “The so-called progress of science sticks closely to the main path, ignoring the false starts, blind valleys and wrong branch. That’s the way keshuekas like to remember them – a succession of brilliant insights and heroic triumphs unmarred by foolish errors, utter confusion and total frustration. It wasn’t really that simple, you know? "
Dukryn had to smile. He appreciated Conare’s encouragement and realized he had to put failures in the right perspective. Ever since he and Conare had chosen the bybeyn as the subject of their study, they had made startling discoveries. The discovery of the pin-holes was just their latest breakthrough.
“I know, the more we study the Bybeyn trees, the more we realise we do not know. There are so much that still eludes the illumination of science! Even though we have discovered much, but I do not know if we are close to discovering the reason for the fluttering colours of the Bybeyn’s leaves, which is the primary objective of our studies." Dukryn puffed his throat sac to show his emphasis.
“We started by looking at one question and ended with another one," said Conare, his cheek ridge raised up again. “That’s research! "
Dukryn agreed. Conare was right again. Although Conare was just a hatch older than him, his one-eyed colleague was far more mature than him. Thanks to Conare, Dukryn was now able to turn his mind back to the scientific problem again with his usual optimism. Answers will be found to the two questions. Maybe the two questions are related.
When Honki the healer sought out his Uncle Hireigli, he was taken aback by the raw splendour of the capital city of the Hard-Circle Clan. The domes housing the courts, the merchants and the slave-pens were all much larger than those of House Linoka. The tunnels and warren-holes criss-crossed from dome to dome endlessly; so much that it had taken him three zhikan to find the court’s keiooki-pool.
Unsure of what he looked like, Honki loitered about the keiooki-pool, staring through the dark water at each and every keiooki-master who hurried in and out of there. Several eyed him suspiciously and blew irregularly shaped bubbles of consternation.
“Uncle Hireigli, you must help me,” said Honki, finally sure that he had found the right keikain.
“We are only distantly related, son. Your mother’s brother was merely my half-brother’s oath-cousin. I seldom see you when I return for hikonkii.” Hireigli replied, embarrassed that he should be the one associated with this keikain with poor manners. “You, in fact, have made it. You are a healer, and a rather famed one in our Hard-Circle Clan, if those old wives of House Linoka are to be believed.”
“You must help me find her,” Honki bleated as he unconsciously flipped his back flippers in the heated water. The water in the keiooki-pool was heated and kept dark to comfort the keiookis.
Hireigli swam towards the seal, directing Honki to a more private quarter of the keiooki-pool. Honki followed.
“What’s in it for me, son? ” Hireigli said, turning around to face the young keikain. “How may I, a lowly keiooki-master help a healer like you? ” The keiooki-master turned to adjust the heating switch, to make himself look busy.
Honki’s leathery skin detected waves that indicated the content shuffling of the keiookis in their stalls and the vibrations distracted him for a moment. “Do you remember two cycles back when you came to our house to take Yunaha to the court of King Henka? ” Honki asked.
“Two cycles?” Hireigli said. “I can’t remember that far, sorry. If you said I did it, I suppose I did.” His blow-hole constricted. An obvious signal that he wanted to end the conversation.
The healer ignored the sign. “Try to remember,” Honki bleated again. “I was following you on my own keiooki. I saw you bring her down from the kotuna, then march her into the court chambers.”
“It seems that you remember more than I do. For tens of cycles I have done nothing but bring keikayus in and out the court. How do you expect me to remember one keikayu out of all of them? ”
“Listen, she never returned from the court,” Honki said as though he was revealing a huge secret. “She has vanished without a trace.”
“Typical. Young keikayu enrols in court, young keikayu becomes king’s concubine, and is never heard of again,” Hireigli snorted and his eye-stalks wavered. “You know the old joke – The blood of all houses runs in every dynasty.”
At the mention of this, Honki became very agitated. “But that’s not true. I have enquired at the Registry. There is no concubine named Yunaha there, nor anyone matching her description.”
“Take my advice, healer Honki,” Hireigli said as he blew a soothing wave with his blow-hole to Honki. “Find yourself a good keikayu from your own house, master well the healing crafts, and produce more young striplings for our house. Forget her.”
The soothing wave failed to calm his agitation. “I just want to know where she has gone to ... ”
“There is plenty of kihon in keikai, as the old saying goes.” Hireigli went on. “Why must you contend with King Henka for one?”
“You’re not listening to me – there is every indication that she was not made a consort of King Henka,” Honki said in exasperation. “Try to remember. Were you by any chance following orders to bring her to somewhere else after she went in? ”
“I don’t remember. It’s two cycles back!”
“Please!”
“Listen nephew, healer, whatever. I cannot help you.” Hireigli said. “I’d help you if I could yes, but I am unable. I can sympathize with the feeling. Who does not have, within his keikain belly, hitsu-sweet memories of young stripling love? But I am sure whatever she’s doing, she does not deserve this kind of attention.”
“I don’t believe you can’t remember. She was a very beautiful keikayu.”
“To you maybe,” Hireigli said. “Don’t you know that such obsessions are not healthy, healer? Or do they not teach that anymore at healer’s school? ”
“If you do remember, on the small chance that you can remember something, this is my address,” Honki said, passing a slate to him. “Wire me if you can recall anything.”
“You are a really persistent one, aren’t you? ” Hireigli stated. “But you have not answered me, what am I getting out of this?”
“I’ll see to it that your family remains healthy,” Honki replied, remounting his keiooki. “I hope you don’t mind, but let me ask around the keiooki-pool.”
“I’ll bear that in mind,” Hireigli said, and then added. “But don’t get yourself in trouble!”
Hovering just outside the window, Xayken peered in and saw Xiimen turning towards him. However Xiimen’s eyes were distant. Xayken guessed that his thoughts were inward, most likely thinking hard on some scientific problems. He was saved the trouble of interrupting his fellow hatchling when Xiimen’s deep scarlet eyes blinked suddenly. “Xayken. Come in. I have been expecting you.”
Xayken backwinged and landed gently on the door perch just outside the door. Retracting his wings, the Z’Don opened the door and walked into Xiimen’s lab carpeted in soft azure blue. The wind blew through the door and fluttered the candle light and rustled some of the loosely held down papers. The wind dropped when he closed the door behind him. Xayken did a quick scan around Xiimen’s laboratory. The lab was in its usual mess. Dark songwood shelves lined walls especially the entire northern one. A large dyeboard filled with words and diagrams occupied the southern wall. Opposite the west facing window was another door leading to an inner adjoining cell. Where shelves did not line the walls, maps hung often in layers, with charts of the night sky. He could recognize a few of the constellations - the Gliding Hawk and the Spinning Bloom, the Great Serpent, the famous three bright stars known as the Triad Cycle that guided all hivers to the North and the three blue-tinted stars collectively called the Blue Trillium that marked the South – but others were unfamiliar. Books and scrolls covered nearly every place, which Xayken was sure Xiimen could find to put them. All sorts of stuffed specimen stood among bones and skulls of every shape and description.
Xayken took all these in quickly and focused on several new things that were not there in his previous visit. What appeared to be a stuffed grey suuzhon with olive drab stripes running along its body, a small rare worm-eating creature, stood on a bleached white skull of a large animal. The skull had two large eye sockets, a high forehead and a large almost half spherical cranium. Xayken gently puffed his throat sac in puzzlement. The skull is too large. No living creature’s head ever came to that size. It must have been an ancient fossil of a long extinct species. Xayken’s TruthSeeker’s training gave him a platform to give reasonable deduction. After solving that small mystery, Xayken shifted his attention elsewhere.
He noticed that candlesticks had been stuck about in a haphazard fashion, giving good light here and shadows there. There was still some light from the sun, and usually Xiimen would have forgotten to light the candles until shadows covered his current project. But knowing Xiimen, he probably had forgotten and left the candles there since last night. The length of the candles and the piled of melted wax at their bases confirmed his suspicion. Xayken looked again at the suuzhon. It blinked at him. Xayken’s throat sac deflated in surprise and he almost took flight.
Having anticipated his question, Xiimen explained, “It adopted me. I guess there are plenty of worms here.” The Suuzhon stretched and slinked across the table toward the chief scientist. It sighed with comfort as Xiimen stroked her grey silky fur. Xayken’s attention still lingered upon the suuzhon. It was only the size of a fist. A fistful squeeze would have killed it. Such a delicate creature. Xayken wanted to ask Xiimen more about his new pet and also about that interesting skull. It would be even more enjoyable to talk about all his ongoing projects. But duty called him. I am not here for an idle chat.
“Xiimen, we were hatched from the same brood and grew up together. Although we are now seeking different aims in life, we still search for Truth.” Xayken said, a bit too formally and harshly. I did not get that out right! I am not in a Parliament session. Xayken cursed himself silently. He was known for starting conversations badly. But he usually could be more fluent as the conversations carried on. When he became the Z’don, many had speculated that his speech problem would have him out of the Z’Don Office faster than the time needed for a balwinhi to swing from Wor Senya to Wor Capeborn. He had lasted three hatches, although there were occasions when his position was threatened. Still, he had withstood all the political storms, with much help from some of his trusted colleagues and his queen Geenar.
“I do not get your meaning,” Xiimen teased as he lifted his cheek ridges. The chief scientist could not resist teasing his fellow hatchling even though Xayken was now the Z’Don of Senya.
Xayken looked at him with his cheek ridges arching down, knowing that Xiimen was silently laughing at him. He tried to rephrase, “Xiimen, frankly I’m tired. Can you stop tell me why you left out the recommendations section? ” That sounded slightly better. But many would have come up with less frank manners of expression.
“Well, that’s because this is a special case. A scientist should not make recommendations that not only affect all hivers but also traditions as well. That’s your job, not mine.” Xiimen explained, as if he was lecturing a young apprentice about some basic and obvious idea. However, Xayken did not think it was that simple. He sensed that Xiimen was hiding something from him. He sounded a bit too casual. Xayken puffed his throat sac twice, indicating disbelief or rather a more polite version that translated roughly to ‘I beg to differ’.
Xiimen saw Xayken’s gesture and wanted to clarify further but was cut-off by Xayken.
“Yes, precisely. That’s why I need the advice”
However Xayken did not complete his sentence as his eyes suddenly widened to a stare at something far away. It was so full of emotions that Xiimen involuntarily turned around to search for the object of Xayken’s gaze. But he found nothing. The C’Keshueka was about to ask Xayken what he was looking at when he noticed further signs. Xayken’s throat sac was deflated completely in a sickly saffron yellow hue of panic mixed with ivory white of fear. His cheek ridges were twitching out of control. Flash-back?!
Images, dreams and raw emotions flooded Xayken’s mind and assaulted his senses. Overwhelmed and spell-bound, time seemed compressed and dilated, both at the same time. Danger, fear, hunger. He remembered or rather sensed a school of large blue clawpods swimming above his hiding place, disturbing the water flow, carrying the scent of hunt to him. He sensed in fear that the predators had spotted him hiding among the deep crevices. The feeling of being hunted lingered. He wouldn’t even risk going out to ascertain that danger was over, much less to look for food. Danger, fear, hunger. Unconstrained primordial emotions kept swarming him, enshrouding him from his rational thought even though it was just an episode of the past, as unreal as the mistbow. But as suddenly as it came, it left.
Xayken was left standing there, breath rasped raw in his throat sac. Residues of primal emotions still lingered in his mind.
“Flashback?” Xayken heard Xiimen’s voice and looked up. The C’Keshueka’s throat sac was ruffled with concern, but the sight triggered no emotion in him. The passing of the storm of raw emotions had temporarily drained his feelings. Xayken knew that Xiimen had never experienced one before. Not all hivers experienced flashback and even then they varied greatly in intensity and clarity. Some felt it like a dim, half-forgotten dream, while others like Xayken experienced it vividly.
When Xayken was young and Xiimen was just a keshueka apprentice, a group of scientists, including Xiimen’s mentor had tried identifying the underlying cause of flashbacks but failed. However they managed to find a significant correlation between those experiencing flashbacks and the level of their intelligence. They found that those who experienced flashbacks raw were most likely keshuekas or highly distinguished hivers. Building on that finding, Xiimen eventually formed his own theory. Those experiencing flashbacks were adult hivers who had higher level of sentience. This might mean that they possibly had some self-awareness even at their larval stage of zhon. It was a radical idea, to say the least. Thus Xiimen had only shared his theory with Xayken.
All hivers, including most keshuekas, believed the zhon was non-sentient. But Xiimen postulated that some might have a glimmer during this dark stage of their life cycle. Thus some adult hivers were able to recall their traumatic experiences when they were a larvae surviving in the harsh Wise River. The fact that semi-sentient workers did not suffer from flash-back also fitted nicely into Xiimen’s theory. The workers simply did not have that glimmer of sentience when they were a zhon and thus could not recall memories from that stage of their life cycle.
Xiimen had once explained to Xayken that usually such neurotic dross was suppressed under layers of self-protecting mechanism to prevent past trauma from inflicting damage to the current self. But these memories might surface due to an unknown trigger, possibly an external stimuli. Xiimen had complained to him often about the ban imposed by the Pathfinders. The Pathfinders rejected the theory outright and had forbidden any keshueka to go further into this line of research. Even Senya, the stronghold of the TruthSeekers, suffered as this ban was imposed by the federation. Senya, as one of the eight hives of the federation, had no choice but to follow.
Xayken always thought of Xiimen’s theory whenever he returned from a raw flashback. But Xayken was never aware of that until now. Maybe, I unconsciously desired some rational explanation to these flashbacks that have inflicted me every so often.
“Was it bad? ”
Xayken returned his mind to the outside world. He realized that Xiimen had asked again concerned, as he saw no response to his earlier question. Xayken flexed his throat sac and then puffed it full, as if to blow away his fear that still clung to his throat sac. He consciously slowed down his breathing and took bigger breaths to steady himself. His throat sac was no longer deflated, but traces of ashy white and yellow still remained.
“I’m all right,” Xayken finally spoke. The flashback had pushed the purpose of his visit to the back of his mind, but soon it would be completely banished to the cold dark void. His attention was drawn involuntarily towards the large west-facing window, as though something in the sky was calling him. Without turning to look at Xiimen, he was sure the chief scientist was also watching the sky. Xayken got the feeling that something was going to happen. Something ominous of great momentous import.
The transition of the sun through the sky enchanted the eyes with hues of copperish tone of carmine, fiery cinnamon and smoky lavender. A horde of blue Giakynn with black-tipped wings flew past the view, taking advantage of the onshore wind to soar higher before gliding down to their warm nests, where their hatchlings awaited.
What he saw could inspire peace and calm. It might even draw poetry out of a semi-sentient hiver. But it was not so. A silvery white streak of intense radiance appeared in the sky, its milky tail straight as a blade, contrasting well against the evening backdrop. It seemed to be the final touch but the beauty of the tail was the trail of a falling star, beautiful by itself, if it was not heading towards the very land that they were on.
The comet glowed with intensity soon rivalling the sun. Thoughts and emotions bubbled from deep within Xayken and floated to the surface. He was flooded and engulfed by a dark storm of primordial emotions. The turbulent entry of the comet weakened its structure and it fragmented into two pieces. Both slowly parted at the beginning but soon their distance grew. The smaller piece lagged behind while the larger piece raced across the great Dalu towards Capeborn and went beyond the horizon.
The minor fragment continued its own path down and plunged into ground. With infinite slowness that seemed to be a trick in his perception, Xayken saw everything, noted every detail. He was rooted; all his senses were drawn to the scene. There was nothing he could do. Paralysed, spellbound by the flash of pure light, the incarnation of death sped outward from the impact of the sledge-hammer that broke the world. His eyes, hurt and he instinctively blocked the light with his hands. But, it was too late. Blotches of bluish indigo and turquoise green started to floated erratically in his vision. His eyes full of tears as though trying to wash away the dancing multi-coloured blotches of after-images. Averting instinct, he forced his eyes opened to witness the great disaster.
He should have been afraid, but unashamedly, he admired the beauty of the rising cloud that sped upward into the sky. Fuchsia scarlet and khaki green. Mauve blue and vermilion yellow. Shades of brilliant colours that had never existed in this world. It has to be far away, at least ten mees, Xayken thought. Another part of him heard these thoughts as if it came from another stranger, very detached and very unreal. Despite the distance, Xayken could see the milky pillar rise and part the sky. An ashy grey cloud with tints of lavender ochre and mocha green blossomed from the top end of the heavenly pillar, expanding till it filled much of the sky. And still it swelled.
Such a grand display seemed incomplete. Xayken anticipated something more, even though he did not know what it was. Unknowingly, he had grasped the pillar next to the study table with his two pairs of hands. Then it came. A rising roar came as if from a land crying in anguish. Books, scrolls and artefacts danced and fell to the floor and still they danced. The Suuzhon was nowhere in sight. The walls of the cell, the trees outside, the cell-block, the entire hive, even the whole forest, were shocked into a wild dance, in tune with the death cry. Entire forests were flattened. The roar of the wind and the cries of the world deafened him. Xayken felt pain sprouting all over his body but strangely he did not really sense the agony.
He smelled smoke and fire. The hive is burning! A small fragment of his mind screamed in panic and wanted to climb up and help the hive. Danger, Fear, Panic. The flash-back came again and this time it was more intense. No longer in cohesive images, which held true to some inner narrative, the flash-back was now a collection of chaotic fragments, layered over one another with no sense of order. Danger, Fear, Panic. The turbulent wind of mental rebellion sulphufetted the fiery onslaught of his senses, and set Xayken’s mind afired, leaving only cinders of oblivion.
The non-sentient zhon that was once the Z’Don of Senya, expected the assail on its senses to last till it had no more use of them. But the assault eventually ebbed. The land convulsed and convolved as if writhing in pain for a few more times before dying down. The mindless zhon did not know how long it was there panting. It had lost the knowledge of time, knowledge of language, knowledge of self. Some warm blood trickled down its forehead, but the zhon did not notice, did not bother, could not care. Strangely, the silence after the onslaught still bounded the zhon from any action. How long since the impact? A pi? A mia? A fen? A sechen? The zhon did not know or even ask. Its eyes were still gazing at the largely dissipated mushroom when it started to rain.
N4:estw Spectacular visuals. I saw the glory but felt the strain and pain.
N3:btw High art indeed it was. At least the naler stopped its shaking.
S1:eb What art that demands a sacrifice of a forest of correlational dynamics?
S4:es What? It’s raining and nothing can be seen
N3:wts Cry, great sky, for that which is forever gone may not be recovered.
S5:wts Why be so sure about that?
“WindRacers! Gather your wits together!" Diawyn shouted as the shaking ground slowly subsided into a rumble. She had survived unscratched.
“Diawyn!" The young deputy commander recognized her commander’s voice and turned around.
“Aoirey!” Diawyn spotted her lying on the ground, with her lower body partially covered by debris. She rushed towards the commander, her throat sac deflated anxiously. “Help me remove the debris.” The other WindRacers obeyed.
“Do not move your body, commander,” said Diawyn. “We will remove the debris slowly."
Aoirey flexed her throat sac to acknowledge that she heard her. Aoirey was no longer young. At an age of twenty-one hatches, the commander was about to retire. An injury at this age was a cause for concern.
When it was all done, a quick inspection revealed a large bruise on Aoirey’s left hip. Her left wing was at an awkward position, indicating a fracture. What about her hip?
“I’m going to check your injuries.” Diawyn said as she gingerly probed Aoirey. As she gently touched her commander’s left hip, she heard a quick drawn breathe from Aoirey. Is it just a sore, or is it a fracture? Diawyn looked at her commander and Aoirey bloated. Her commander would demand to know the true extent of her injuries instead of false assurances. With that, Diawyn probed Aoirey’s hip harder to feel her bone. Aoirey’s entire body stiffened but Diawyn hardened her heart and continued her detailed inspection. She turned her around slowly with the help of two WindRacers as she inspected Aoirey’s spine. After a few moments, Diawyn heaved a sigh of relief and stopped her probing.
“Your hip is badly bruised but there is no fracture. Your spine is also unscathed.” Diawyn bloated with a smile.
The other WindRacers sighed with relief. Aoirey tried to bloat her throat sac but winced instead.
“Do not exert yourself needlessly." Diawyn advised her commander.
Looking at the other WindRacers, she found Leejyn, leader for the third WindRacer patrol.“Leejyn, check the state of the triad and report to me,” she commanded.
“I hear and obey." Leejyn kowed and quickly flew to gather some WindRacers to help her in her task.
“Pileen!" Diawyn spotted another of her patrol leader.
Pileen quickly flew to her. “Yes, deputy triad commander. I stand ready.”
“Get stretchers and put the commander onto one. We must send the other injured WindRacers to the Y’yuan as soon as possible."
Pileen kowed and quickly went to complete her task.
Diawyn looked around and did a quick visual inspection of the state of the WindRacers. Not many were lying on the training ground. She flew to the nearest WindRacer on the ground and found that it was One-Blade Changhon. “How is she?" She asked the WindRacer who was tending to the One-Blade.
“Two of her right arms broke." Two-Blade Elleen, the patrol leader of Changhon, reported.
Diawyn bloated. “Bandage her as best as you can.” She looked at Changhon and assured her, “We will send you to the Y’yuan as soon as possible.” Changhon bloated her thanks quietly, her throat sac indicating that she was touched by the concern of her deputy triad commander.
“Deputy commander.”
Diawyn looked up and saw Leejyn flying towards her. The patrol leader kowed and checked the figures on her dyepad before reporting, “WindRacer Triad. Total strength, one thousand seven hundred and thirty. Seriously injured, fifty-six. Lightly injured, two hundred and four. End of report.”
“It is fortunate that we were practising blade stances in the open training ground. The situation could have been worse," said Diawyn. Only a few low lying buildings surrounded the parade ground, and some had completely collapsed from the quake. Aoirey was injured by those debris.
The implications of her commander being out of action finally sunk in. I’m now in charge. Diawyn bloated her throat sac to summon out her reservoirs of confidence. We need to send the injured to the Y’yuan. The uninjured WindRacers can help in evacuating other hivers at the hive centre. “We will all escort the injured to the Y’yuan. Then we will see where we’re needed most.”
“Yes, commander. We hear and obey."
The concerted efforts of the uninjured WindRacers quickly treated the lightly wounded ones and helped the more seriously wounded onto stretches. Diawyn led them south, towards the hive centre where the Y’yuan was sited. The training ground was at the northern edge of Wor Senya and was isolated from the hive centre by a small batch of forest. Flying above and finally past the forest, the hive centre came into view. Diawyn’s wings almost stopped at the sight in front of her.
Many buildings had collapsed and others were on fire. Among the debris and smoke, hivers were flying around aimlessly, as though in daze. Clearly, the WindRacers had been very fortunate to be outdoors when the quake hit. “Keep on going, we need to be where we are needed most.” Diawyn repeated, more to convince herself than her yongsheis. But her mind could not imagine what could be worse.
Sadly, she did not need to tax her imagination with worries. A few mias later, the southern cell-blocks came into view. What remained of the seventy-storey building that sheltered almost twenty thousand hivers were rumbles of debris. Diawyn flew past the debris and dead bodies in dark brooding silence. They had found the place that needed the most aid.
“Commander, yishis spotted ahead."
Diawyn did not see the yishis busy treating the injured, instead she saw them fluttering around in disorientation, just like other hivers. The C’Yishi, Chynyn was also there, but it seemed that he was equally confused and was not able to calm his yishis.
“C’Yishi! We must help the hivers! " Diawyn snapped.
“Yes, yes. We must. We must." Chynyn bloated. “They need our help but the Y’yuan had partially collapsed." But he did nothing else but look at her in an almost pleading expression. The C’Yishi was helpless with the collapse of his Y’yuan.
Diawyn quickly took charge by gathering her twelve patrol leaders.
Looking at the chaos around her with her usual calmness, she gave her orders. “Pileen, your patrol will locate all other yishis in Wor Senya. Inform them to come here. This shall be the location of the central treatment area. Leejyn, your patrol will rally the yishis and hivers here to set up the emergency Y’yuan.” She looked around and spotted some large abandoned silos. “See that silos there? Set it there.”
“As for the rest of you, start excavating the southern cell-block. There could still be many survivors down there.”
“We hear and obey,” All the patrol leaders kowed and immediately started on their assigned tasks.
“C’Yishi, get some of your yishis to salvage medicine and equipment from the collapsed Y’yuan. The rest will assist in setting up of the Y’yuan.”
“Yes, of course. That seems perfectly logical. We will do just that.” Chynyn gathered some of his wits and started to order his yishis to action.
Diawyn knew that they needed more help with the search and rescue. “Elleen! " Diawyn spotted the Two-Blade. “Report to the C’Sheni. Report to him about the situation here and ask for more triads to be sent to the southern block."
“I hear and obey.” Elleen kowed and flew east towards the Guard Hill, where the C’Sheni office was.
Diawyn then asked another WindRacer to get help from the Di-J’Chures, the semi-sentient repairers. They were not just good in repairing, but also excavation as well.
Diawyn stood there momentarily alone. Instead of chaos, purposeful activities were buzzing around her. Turning the silos into the emergency Y’yuan was not a frivolous choice. She had reasoned that the Y’yuan had to be near the southern block since that would be where the greatest casualties should be. The silos were also the only structures large and near enough to serve as Y’Yuan. It was an ideal choice. Although she did not know it, her swift response had jerked the yishis from their aimless panicking. Without her, the yishis could not have exerted a concerted effort quickly to alleviate the nightmare that had suddenly shrouded the entire hive.
She had done all we could. Diawyn put aside her three blades, as they would obstruct her in any excavation work. Now, she became just another hiver helping in the rescue. Progress was slow, as each piece of rubble could not be moved until they were sure that removing it would not destabilize the debris. Bodies were dug out. Numerous bodies. Many of which were not intact. Arms. Wings. Heads. Each and every of them were despair to the rescuers. There were survivors, but they were rare and far in between. Each one found was a joy for the entire triad that motivated them to work harder.
In a sechen, the silos were converted into a Y’yuan and the yishis had a proper place to treat the injured.
“Diawyn!"
It was a familiar nyan’s voice. Deymayn! The WindRacer deputy commander quickly turned around and saw that it was indeed her fellow hatchling, Deymayn. He was not alone. The C’Sheni was there too with a section of SunRoamers.
“Diawyn, how’s the situation here?" asked Raisyn, the chief commander of the yongsheis in Senya.
Diawyn realized that Elleen must have missed the C’Sheni. That’s why no triads come to help. Diawyn quickly gave a brief report about the situation.
“Good work. Your choice of the new Y’yuan location is good too." Raisyn commended her. Deymayn bloated in happiness for his fellow hatchling. He and Diawyn were the youngest Three-Blades in history and were also two of the four renowned prodigies of Senya.
Raisyn’s praise did not bring much satisfaction or happiness to Diawyn. “C’Sheni, it was what I as a yongshei should do. Nothing more. But there are more to be done here. We need assistance."
“Yes. However, I must consider the situation of the entire hive. Other places also need our help. Also, in this time of chaos, there will be hivers who will take this opportunity to create trouble. The yongsheis must not stop their patrolling.” The chief commander explained.
“But–”
“You will carry on your work here.” Raisyn said in a stern voice, shutting out contrary protests.
Deymayn flexed his throat sac, “We have to make do. Just do your best.” Deymayn gave a slight smile and quickly caught up with the C’Sheni and the rest of the SunRoamers.
Diawyn appreciated Deymayn’s gesture of encouragement. But not wholly for there were compromises that one cannot accept.
Anagin hurried out of the lecture dome, feeling the rush of the warm waters upon his leathery skin. His lecture was over, his students satisfied, and his obliging echoate busying himself with answering their queries. Anagin could now proceed to satisfy his own needs.
“Sir, sir,” a stripling swam after him. “If you will let me ask a question, sir.”
“Yes, young one,” Anagin halted. He had only a small window of time, before the guards started their prowling again. But he could not leave without satisfying any student of the Academy, let alone his biology student. He was after all the Chief Biologist and promoting research in the neglected field of biology had been his aim ever since he entered the Academy.
“If you don’t mind, sir, I’ll swim with you,” the young stripling lowered his eye-stalks obsequiously. “Seeing that you are in such a hurry, sir.”
“Fine, let’s be off then,” Anagin said, glad that the student respected his need, even if he could never guess what it was.
“Sir, in your lecture, you mentioned about the possibility of having many different types of relationships among species.”
“Yes,” Anagin said. “For example, the predator-prey relationship. We feed upon the gentle dahougo, the dahougo feeds upon the microscopic kihon.”
“And we, the keikains feed upon the kihon too, directly, isn’t it? But in many cases, there is no direct relationship at all. For example sir, the keiooki has nothing to do with the dahougo. Keiooki looks like us, and like us, feeds upon the microscopic kihon of the oceans of keikai. Dahougo, however, is a floating, immobile animal that clusters and feeds upon small fishes. Neither feeds upon each other.”
“Good! Very good, you have been thinking, that is the mark of a true biologist,” Anagin said approvingly. He could see where the discussion was leading, and raised his objection. “But both the keiooki and the dahougo feed upon kihon. You are right, of course, in that their relationship is not direct. But consider the wide variety of scenarios. Should the keiooki increases, what would happen to the dahougo population? ”
“But, who can ever keep track of these relations? There must be dozens – no thousands of them. Isn’t it a futile task, to even understand them all? ”
“But that is precisely why we need to understand them. As long as we want to study the ecology of keikai, every one of the relations can and could be potentially interesting. Analysis, unless it is of the most facile type, is not simple. If keikai was that simple, we might not be here.”
“If that was true, then what would be the point of what we do? ” the student asked. “To know even one species in detail requires that we know them all! ”
“Which is precisely why we need to know more. Fortunately, we are not at the point where things are so complicated yet,” Anagin said. “That is a problem for the biologists a hundred cycles from now. As it is, our understanding is meagre, and what we can say about plant-life on keikai, little. The scenario of confusion that you propose is not even reality.”
The student mumbled his thanks, bubbling from his blow-hole in confusion. He was lost in thought, and ceased to keep up with Anagin. Anagin watched him vanish as he turned into an exit tunnel.
Anagin wondered if the student understood what he had said. It was not quite a problem of biology, but one of research direction. But an intelligent question, nevertheless. He felt gratified that there were such interested students around, and regretful that he could not stay to help his student. This stripling looks and thinks a lot like my favoured echoate, Eisha.
The chamber sealed shut as he emerged out into the open sea. He immediately felt the change in the temperature of the water. The water was still dark, for the sun had not risen. In a zhikan, it would be, and its sweet warmth would envelope all in its wide embrace. But we keikains down here will only enjoy a small share of its light and warmth. Anagin hurried along, wanting to catch the first rays of the rising sun. I’m late, the guards would have started their next round of prowling, he thought.
Anagin sent a sonar click out and his echo revealed that the seabed was crawling with keikains, many of which were stripling young builders. With diamond shaped shells, carrying carved boulders, they followed the orders of the master builder, who stood atop an elevated makeshift platform. Beside him were soldiers of the Diamond clan, ensuring that order was kept.
A few days earlier, there had been a tremendous undersea quake. Some domes had collapsed and many more were cracked, leaking precious electrically heated water out into the sea. Rebuilding the domes occupied many of the Diamond clan engineers, builders and stone-masters. The damage was not very serious in Diamond, but Anagin had heard rumours that the Hard-Circle clan had suffered greatly.
Many of the stripling builders helping with the building were obliging echoates of the academy. He disapproved of such a practice of making the echoates perform hard labour. But nothing could be done, as his influence in the academy was not great. These young striplings enrol out of they own free will, and should be accorded the respect deserving of academicians! He thought fiercely. Hard labour should be for the bandits, criminals and slaves.
“Great Lands, Prince Anagin,” a Diamond-backed soldier greeted him with a salute. Anagin flinched, aware that he was not wearing any of the customary royal jewels on his shell. He seldom wore it, so he must be those elite shikikan soldiers, who recognized all royalty by sight. Not now. Not when I need my anonymity. He returned the salute. It was better this way, to return the greeting, rather than raise a commotion, which was not what he wanted.
The sergeant acknowledged the salute and returned to his duties. Good. I’m lucky it is merely a soldier, and not one of those silly court perfunctuaries, who greets me to sweeten my waters. He had misjudged the sergeant as one of the many fawners that he had always swum into. Obviously, the military had a greater sense of professionalism than the court.
Prince Anagin swam slowly north, close to the seabed. The only problem would be the guards, who patrolled the perimeters of the city. It was not that they would stop him – they wouldn’t. They held much more respect for his royal status than he himself did. He just did not want them to report him leaving the city alone and unaccompanied, in a time of crisis.
Anagin was heading towards the northern most platform of the city, which was relatively unguarded. Anagin moved casually towards it, taking special pains to appear nonchalant. He sent a sonar click out, scanning for guards. There appeared to be none. Quickly, he got on the platform. There was no hesitation since the window of opportunity was tight. He launched himself upwards and northwards, out of the city, towards the glittery surface.
The sounds and vibration of the domes faded. The uplifting laminar flows felt luxurious and exhilarating. Finally, he was alone and free!
Anagin was careful to keep his head up as pulled himself out of the salty water slowly, so as not to injure his set of tokak. It was important not to injure the tokak, which was used for sieving microscopic kihon when he cruised the oceans. His webbed hands were extended whilst the back-flippers were retracted to pull himself out of the water. Once as he was out on the shore, he moved towards the seiki trees on all fours, which were more than thirty lengths away.
He was alone, and that was what he desired. Sunbathing was a communal activity, as was the eating of the seiki. But ever since the recent quake, the keikain, regardless of whether they belonged to the Diamond, Six-Star or Hard-Circle clan had stayed clear of the beach, as there was much rebuilding to be done. And Prince Anagin of the Diamond Clan had taken advantage of this to escape from the crowd.
When he reached the clump of seiki trees, he turned himself back around to face the long stretch of beach. He could bask in its shade when the sunlight became too strong. The sun, rosy red from its new emergence, had not warmed the lands sufficiently. That was all that was missing. Everything else was heavenly. The sights of land were enough to send any keikain into an ecstacy. For before him the smooth beach stretched for tens of thousands of lengths long from east to west, broken only at two marshy points further west where rivers poured into the sea. Towards the south, lay the glittering red oceans, home of the mighty keikain clans, birthplace of all life on keikai. This ocean terminated at a knifepoint on the horizon, against the stark backdrop of the dawn-red sky. In these surroundings, it was no wonder that the land was considered the holiest of holies by all the keikain. Of course, as an Academician, I myself do not really subscribe to this view. But this place is undeniably breathtaking.
He had always been a maverick. As a prince, he was given more freedom and thus had the luxury of being one. The main antagonist of this was always the king, his father. Of all his subjects, it was only Prince Anagin who dared defy King Yashi. And the king hated him for not wanting to enter and serve the court. He despised the son – his only son, who resisted the lure of the political office to join the Academy as a scientist. The king considered him an outsider and had even threatened to disown him a couple of times. But he could not do that, for the clan recognize me as Prince, Anagin thought bitterly.
It does not help of course to be recognised as such, he thought while chewing upon the seiki. The fact that I am prince probably assisted me in obtaining a position of standing in the Academy. But so what? Chief Biologist was not a coveted position. I am a maverick even in the Academy. And that is because of the blindness of the other academicians – engineers, builders and electricians – the fools! There are so few who recognized and appreciated the importance of biology. Even as a Chief Biologist, I am forced to chase fruitless lines of research. Developing bioluminescence! Anagin snorted. Do they ever use sonar clicks instead of their eyes? Always asking for research to be immediately useful. Is not the understanding of the life and ecology important?
Look at the life on land, he thought. His eye-stalks turned towards the land interior. Undergrowth sprouted everywhere in a huge profusion of seeming black, but was actually green, while the tall-standing and graceful trunks of great trees rose to majestic heights. And most important of all, stood the seiki tree, whose bark was sweeter than any, and whose height was greater than most. Life was vigorously visible just like in keikai. But in the large keikain cities below, purportedly intelligent life there is engaged in snuffing itself out of existence. Anagin thought dryly of his home clan.
It would take several lifetimes to even explore and map out the interior, much less understand the complicated interactions of the flora and fauna within. But what is the attitude of Father and his sycophants? Nothing but contempt for anything that did not help in the war against the Hard-Circles. A useless and petty war it was too. Father himself had nearly gone berserk when I told him that.
But it was not his aim of promoting biology that prompted him to be up on the dry land. It was to escape the sight of war. The constant news from the battle front disturbed him. Even the Academy was no longer a safe haven from the depressing news. Why must Father start the war? How could he believe in the unmai? Such hubris. Even after the quakes and rebuilding needed to be done, instead of halting the war, the king actually intensified his war effort. Anagin snorted.
Anagin shifted uneasily in the sand, becoming aware of his surroundings. Something is wrong, he thought. It doesn’t feel right. He raised his eye-stalks and peered around, trying to figure out what was wrong. “It is still cold. Yes, that’s what it is,” he bleated. The sun had risen but the sky looked distinctly hazy. He started to notice things, things that only his biologist eyes saw, that few keikains of keikai would notice.
What is wrong? He thought becoming increasingly alarmed. He moved towards the nearest seiki tree. The seiki tree with a distinctly colourless look. Let me see – it’s leaves, the pigments are dull. It looks less resilient too, swaying in the wind like the nigekla grass. Even its maw high above which the tree uses to trap flying creatures – it is shrivelled.
Quickly, Anagin stripped off a bit more of the seiki bark, and nibbled at it. It lacks the consistency of the usual hitsu. The bark of the seiki is usually not so brittle. I have to bring some specimens back – for analysis and proof, he thought. He was preparing to return to the water when, all of a sudden, a movement caught his eye.
Far in the distance, a line of keikains was proceeding along the shore on the beach. They did not have the characteristic gait of sunbathers and seiki-chewers. All were small keikain males, and so this could not possibly be a hikonkii outing to the shore. Wisely, Prince Anagin decided against moving out from his sheltered position at the edge of the forest.
From such a distance, the shape of their covering shells was indistinct. No matter – he would wait and see what they were up to. The keikain males shuffled along in a neat military formation. The front keikain — a sergeant obviously — led the line of soldiers single file, silently along the beach.
That’s strange - what are these Six-Star soldiers doing? he thought. For it was until then that he could make out the intricately carved, hexagonal-shaped shells of these keikains. But far more than the shell-carvings and militaristic movements were the indications of weapons, the prods that they carried in their arms and belly pouches. Never before had keikains brought their war upon the shores of the holy land. For the shores were traditional places for sun-bathing, for the chewing of seiki and for the hikonkii activities of worship and mating. Nothing like this had ever happened, for as far as Prince Anagin knew. And not particularly from the currently neutral Six-Star clan. This was a covert operation against the Diamond Clan that he was watching.
The single file of Six-Star soldiers moved silently along the beach. So confident were they that Prince Anagin remained unnoticed within the edge of the seiki forest. Anagin might not have much of military training, but he knew that they would slink back into the waters of Diamond Clan with no one the wiser.
What a treacherous deed, Anagin thought. But how brilliant.
When the soldiers were sufficiently far away, Prince Anagin emerged from his hiding place. Is there no place that is free from war? He had seen much, and regardless of whether it was biology or politics, it was bad news.
The sun had risen, but no hiver seemed to have noticed. If any did, none mentioned its unnatural greyish ochre colour. Clouds covered much of the sky and the heavy rain muted speech. The distant thunders rolled across the land in a continuous peal. Death roamed freely. The rain grieved for the land for four days and nights, but could not purge it of the smell of death and decay.
In Wor Senya, the yongsheis had restored order. Although Xayken did not like the way the warriors were handling things, he knew they were managing the impossible. After some semblance of normal life returned, investigations would be conducted to address the mistreatment and excessive use of force by some of the yongsheis. Yet he knew the newly regained order was perched on a sharp edge above a bottomless drop to chaos with panic on one side and senseless madness on the other. For the moment, hivers walked lightly and flew slowly, expecting unexpected danger everywhere.
A transparent skin membrane was bandaged over Xayken’s eyes to protect them against harsh light. False colours still hovered in his eyes and he could only recognize rough shapes. He winced at the pain and unscratchable itch behind his eyes. The pain reminded him both of his injury and the damage to the hive. It seemed to him that he had been waiting for Raisyn for quite a while. Being partially blinded, he could neither read nor move around to occupy his time. The rest of his body was in no better state.
In this lull moment, his mind returned to the events of the past few days. Events constructed from the patchwork recall of C’Yishi Chynyn and his attendants that had occurred while he was a non-sentient.
The SunRoamers had tried entering Xiimen’s lab when the quake struck. Slowed by strong air-blasts, they found Xiimen and him lying unconscious among the rubble. Immediately both Z’Don and Keshuakas were rushed to the emergency Y’yuan where Chynyn was called to treat them. Chynyn and his team was shocked to find both dignitaries not only unconscious but in a state of zhon, an extremely rare condition where sentience was lost. The condition that was aptly named after the similar second stage of a hiver’s life cycle.
“I tried everything! All the herbs I know, even the dangerous ones, all sorts of treatments, everything! But none worked! ” That was what Chynyn had revealed to him when he miraculously recovered. “Imagine my despair! Imagine losing the Z’Don when the hive is already in such a state. I felt a breakdown was coming my way, when against all hope, a miracle happened.”
“Without any aid from us, you and Xiimen separately woke up from your unnatural state. That stunned us as greatly as finding you two as zhon.” Chynyn had then broken into an uneasy laughter that was tainted with some sadness of his incompetence as a yishi. Throughout recorded history in the entire Dalu, only fifty-seven sentient hivers had reverted to zhon.
His memory of that part of his life was misty and he was glad that it was so. Xayken could only remember a kind of troubling music of scrapes and burns, which was not physical in nature, engulfed him. Trying to touch that part of him made him shudder. It was too much to comprehend, a loss he could not fathom. To think that I was reduced to non-sentience! Could not speak! Could not think! Was not even aware of myself! I could have reduced to a dumb animal for the rest of my life!
The SunRoamers who had found him and Xiimen were so loyal to their duty that they had sworn themselves to secrecy about this, not revealing this discovery to anyone, not even to their own queens. Xayken’s faith in their professionalism was validated again.
Chynyn had also informed him that they were not the only two cases reverting to zhon. Sixty-two others in similarly stressed to this primitive state were brought in but none had their fortune of returning. Sixty-two out of the entire population of a million seemed to be an insignificant figure. But it had already exceeded all the reported cases in history. One thing common among all the current cases was that they were in the western cell-block where the full view of the calamity could be observed.
Only Xiimen and I have recovered. Xayken thought, realizing that his throat sac was heaving in the hue of ashy white of sadness. Was he was grieving for himself, or for the other hivers that did not make it back? Maybe both. Perhaps it was fortunate that most hivers in the western cell-block were either on their way to work or in the great dining block at the center of the hive-ring. If not so, more hivers would be reverted to the state of zhon.
Having been an invalid for four days, Xayken had spent no time dwelling upon his luck, or revelling in cognizant glee. He chased out curious yishis who had kept pestering him to convalesce, and sent a young yishi apprentice to summon the C’Sheni, Raisyn.
While waiting for the chief commander, he looked around. He could not see well, but he could sense it was a large cell. It did not seem to be a cell in the Y’yuan. Xayken recalled that he was in a make-shift Y’yuan, where the air was tainted with the smell of bleaching chemicals. This must have been a silo for chemically treated hides. A large open door faced him and he could feel the coldness of the rain outside. He was trying to clear his vision of the floating false images when he realized that the door was blocked. By a Fayzhon who was tall and statuesque, his throat sac bloated and larger than usual. His crimson eyes shone, his four sets of arms straight as a blade. Four Trillium Blades hung on the sides, marking him a Master-Blade of sword skills. Xayken could not, of course, observe all these. Much came from his memory. Raisyn was hard to miss even to a half-blinded hiver and hard to forget even to one who had just recovered his sentiency. Behind the chief commander stood his SunRoamers, the elite guard of the C’Sheni. They mostly ranked at Two-Blades and while the others were One-Blade.
“C’Sheni of Senya reporting,” he marched in and kowed his throat sac. His yongsheis’ throat sacs kowed in sync with their commander.
Xayken returned the respect given, “Raisyn, how’s the situation? ” His said with no speech defect.
Raisyn bloated and did not show any sign other than full alertness. “Yes, Z’Don. The situation is grim. The whole southern cell-block collapsed earlier. It was the southern-hivers’ turn to rest when the quake came. I had a triad there excavating the ruin. Rescue has been on going since the quake stopped, but only a few survivors have been found so far. About twenty-five thousands had died and another hundred thousands injured.”
So many! Yet, Raisyn seemed undisturbed. Maybe it’s because he is a Master-Blade, one who has earned the honour to hold and use the four Trillium blades.
Seeing the Z’Don’s silence, the chief commander continued, “The rest of the hive suffered varying degrees of damage, but none is as devastating as the southern cell-block. Several sections of the wall ring had collapsed earlier. The walls near the Guard Hill took the most damage. Two triads of Di-J’Chures are still busy repairing the wall ring. At the moment, our only defence against a stampede of an Ianxan herd is just the chemical wards around the main hive but the heavy rain is washing that away. Fortunately, the rain also deters the Ianxan from roaming far from their favourite pastures. Practically all our domesticated beasts have fled in the quake. However there are still enclaves of symbionts who stayed with us. The tannery yard has also been greatly damaged and two silos were buried in a landslide. As you were not functioning, and the matter was urgent, I have taken some matters in my own hands.” His throat sac sagged a little, but not much. That might be just pure acting, Xayken warned himself.
Unaware of it himself, Xayken’s mind flitted through possible conspiracies. Something he never did before the cataclysm. He turned and asked, “What did you do? ”
“I ordered evacuation from all standing cell-blocks to facilitate the testing of their structural integrity by the K’Chenshes. This would aid the Di-J’Chures in carrying out their repair works. In this way, I had some cell-blocks made safe and ready for occupation before the first nightfall and they did. All this is so that the tragedy of the southern cell-block would not happen again. I hope the Z’Don would understand,” Raisyn’s throat sac deflated slightly to hint of apology and regret.
The Chief Commander did not have the authority to call for an evacuation. Only the Z’Don could. Xayken bloated, indicating understanding. “You did the right thing given the circumstances. What else did you do when I was injured? ”
“I had drafted volunteers into the rank of yongsheis to assist in the maintaining of order in the hive. The new volunteers formed a new triad called the LandShaker headed by Deymayn. I understand that this might seem a drastic measure, but it was the only means that I could think of.”
Xayken’s throat sac fluttered slightly. No triad had been formed after the Revolution and Xayken did not even think he himself had the power to form triad without the mandate from the parliament. Why is there a need to form a new triad? Certainly, there has to be something else that the C’Sheni could have done. Xayken had the power to disband this new triad, but he could anticipate another set of problems. How would these new recruits react to the disbanding of a new triad? How would the other yongsheis feel?
Outwardly, he bloated, “I agree with the choice of Deymayn as the commander. He is very capable.” Deymayn had huge potential and from Xayken’s observation, the young nyan hiver also had an equally huge ambition. He will soar high in the sky. I need to pay more attention to him and also his three other equally distinguished fellow hatchlings.
Xayken also cogitated on the inevitable shift of power. The calamity had made the warriors more powerful than any other time since the Revolution. The yongsheis would most likely hunger for more after experiencing this rise in importance, which they had not enjoyed since the Age of Fire.
A lot of factors were still unknown to him but he did not ask the C’Sheni. The Z’don decided to delay making the decision on the future of the new triad until he had gathered more information from his spymaster. But who can I really trust? So few. Blinking to dispel the ever-increasing spots fluttering across his vision, he squeezed his head with both his upper hands. The images cleared off for a while but drifted through his vision again. Xayken sighed. This is not the time to worry about my health.
Xayken willed himself to ignore the dancing. “What about the sky-bridges and Wor Capeborn? Are there any news from the other side of the Old Queen?”
“The Triad Link was completely severed. But the Trillium Bridge fortunately has only a few sections damaged. Repairs are being carried out by both hives. Wor Capeborn is more anxious than us to remain in contact. Rumours had that the larger fragment of the comet had hit somewhere near the Wind Pass. If that were true it would be impassable. The two bridges would then be their only links to the outside world.” Raisyn bloated to emphasize his point.
“But one thing is sure, Wor Capeborn surprisingly suffered less damage to their main cell-blocks. That was the only message we got from our spies there. However quite a few of their food silos were buried. As for the northern hives, there is no news yet. But a trade caravan from Wor Sargoth is supposed to arrive here in a zhold time, provided the Blood Pass remains unblocked. Messengers to all triads currently on duty away from the hive have been sent to check their status. Once they return, I will inform the Z’Don.” Raisyn assured him.
Inform me? Xayken mulled over that question. How much will be given to me? With how much delay? With these questions firmly implanted in his mind, he realized he needed to double-check with his spymaster on what he had heard from Raisyn. Xayken placed that among his growing list of tasks he had to do and turned his mind to Capeborn. There might be famine soon in Wor Capeborn. The Wind Pass may be blocked. If the Blood Pass also suffered the same fate, then interaction between the two sides of the Old Queen will come to a crawl. There is no other reliable way to cross the Old Queen other than these two passes. Xayken sighed. Another thing to worry about. “What about the remaining food supply here? How long will it last? "
“I’m not very sure, Z’Don. Even with two silos down, I think the food can last for a couple of moons. The population is smaller now. However, refugees from the outlying hivelets are streaming in. Some old silo-blocks have been cleared to accommodate them. Feeding them will burden us further. As for exactly how long the food will last I think the Minister of Food will have a more accurate estimate.” The C’Sheni asked, ”Should I call for him? "
“No, not right now,” Xayken winced, remembering the scale of death. The reported death toll had not included the hivelets in Senya. This is the worst catastrophe that has ever happened. Will we have any harvest this year? If so, should we send aid to Capeborn? What will we need to rebuild the hive? Do we call in all hivers to rebuild the main hive first? Or repatriate the refugees to their ruined hivelets to repair those farms first? Xayken’s throat sac deflated slightly. I need advice from my ministers. Weighed down by the stone of responsibility, he felt he could not fly clear of the obstacles lying ahead of him. Wait! There is another concern. A matter that wuld dwarf all these problems. His throat sac undulated, frustrated at his own forgetfulness. Trillium! I should get my priorities right. Start doing something about the problems bothering me now.
“Raisyn, I will hold an emergency meeting tommorrow at the Sechen of HighSun. Tell the ministers to prepare a status report. Get to it. Make sure that all ministers attend.”
“Z’Don, I am sad to bring you this bad news. Wortheyn, the Minister of Science has died. Boitum, the Minister of Trade, is seriously injured but the yishis believe he will pull through," Raisyn reported. Xayken sighed on hearing that. Then he remembered something more important. “What about my queen? And this year’s hatch of cocoons? " His deflated throat sac tainted white and yellow, showing his fear.
“All is well with your queen. Geenar only suffered some minor bruises and nothing more. She has been attended by the yishis and is presently under the care of her personal attendants. Most of the cocoons are unharmed and have been moved into the northern cell-block where it is more stable and safe," he replied. Xayken’s throat sac inflated back to uubeao. The loss of some cocoons was sad news but the news was not as serve he had thought it would be.
“Well then, get the C’Keshueka, Xiimen” Xayken paused a while and gathered himself before he continued, “We have to someone to replace Wortheyn. Buidorb is to cover the duties of the Minister of Food until Boitum recovers. Get Xiimen to see me as soon as possible and prepare the meeting chamber. That’s it for now. Go to your tasks." Xayken ordered.
“I hear and obey. It will be done.” He kowed and left with his SunRoamers.
The mention of the C’Keshueka had triggered turmoil in his mind. Xayken remembered his greatest worry now. It took his entire will to maintain his calm until he was sure that Raisyn had left. Then he quickly looked around for the report. Triad and Trillium! Where is the report! ? He frantically searched around. In his present physical condition, however, that was just looking around in panic. He could not ask any hiver to help in the search. Anyone could be a spy for the Pathfinders. I hope it is not in the wrong hands. Let it be with Xiimen. Triad and Trillium! Let it be!
“Good Lands to all. My name is Eisha, echoate of Anagin and, the topic of my communication will be on epidermis secretions.”
Anagin shifted in his harness, and scanned the lecture dome with his eye-stalks. He was here as Eisha’s emitsei, but he knew Eisha would need no correction from him. This would be the first public lecture on biology – an attempt to promote biology to the masses, his idea. Anagin was confident that Eisha would deliver it well.
The Chief Biologist continued his scanning. A few eager striplings were all eyes in the center of the dome. These were only ten-cycle-old students. Most of the talk would be incomprehensible to them, since they had not mastered the fundamentals of morphology. They were a small number, compared to the thousand and more that attended the electro-engineering lectures.
What Anagin’s eyes sought out, were the other academic members who had been invited. Only three had turned up. There was Mutakhi, mathematician and skeptic, who turned up at these lectures to ask silly questions more related to philosophy than biology. Next there was Kunlo. A magma-engineer, he was the worst. For he sat in only to laugh at the presenter at the end by making spiteful jokes. What made it worse was the fact that he often slept through the lectures. And finally there was Tihige, a quiet one who sat in wide and disparate fields of lectures for purposes no one knew. He never said a word, never asked questions and never gave his opinion. All he did was raise and lower his eye-stalks in tandem to the bobbing of his head whenever a point was made. It was a comical sight, and a few jokes – none polite – were in circulation within the Academy. Anagin wondered if Tihige was aware of it.
Such was the sad state of biology in all of keikai.
“We begin by stating some known facts about our keikain skins. First of all, we know that our skins are tough, and water-resistant, which are obvious adaptations. Second is that our skins are also permeable – they allow the exchange of gases so that we can breathe through it. However the permeable spots are not uniformly distributed. They form a network, which is denser about our heads than anywhere else. But this diffusion process is much less efficient on land – very much so. Thus we cannot stay for extended periods upon the land.”
“These are commonsensical facts. They are all true, but I have discovered that it is not so simple. I have found that the reason why we cannot stay for extended periods on shore is that our skins secrete a kind of slime. This slime forms a thin layer covering the permeable spots slowing down gas exchange. This slime serves a dual purpose. Underwater, our secretions lubricate, allowing us to swim better. On land, this slime is what forms a layer, preventing our exposure to the extremities of temperature,” Eisha stopped to open his blowhole for breath. “I shall now proceed to describe the experiments that I have performed to support this startling conclusion.”
“Before you go on, may I ask a question? ” Mutakhi blew. “You mentioned that our tough skin surfaces were an adaptation to the water pressures and flows. You don’t know that – that is an unprovable conjecture.”
Eisha stopped, and turned his eye-stalks towards his emitsei. Anagin sat in his harness arms retracted. This communicated everything. It was a signal that said, Go ahead, give him the standard answer.
“This is a fundamental problem in all sciences. We don’t prove anything,” Eisha said, laying special emphasis upon all. “When we say adaptation, what is meant, is the observation of our bodily structures is compatible with our aquatic mode of living.”
“Yet in spite of that, we have structures for living outside of water,” Kunlo butted in, blowing a bubble of mirthless laughter. “Are we also adapted to living on land? ” More bubbles were blown.
“No, of course not. As I have said, it is commonly known that our structures are less efficient on land than in water. And my idea is to investigate, objectively, why this is so.” Eisha said calmly and pedantically. “And so if you don’t mind, let me continue.”
Anagin turned his eye-stalks back as Eisha went on. Kunlo was blowing bubbles of laughter while Mutakhi’s eye-stalks were visibly agitated. Most polite was Tihige who was listening in rapt attention. Unlike him, Prince and Academician Anagin did not need to listen, for he already knew the content of the presentation. First, Eisha would describe how the traces of protein were first observed after chemical analysis of keikain immersion baths. How this compared with the other species as well as the localization to the specific skin areas were presented. Finally, a chemical composition analysis of the secreted slime was given. It was discovered that the slime consisted mostly of protein fragments – nikru and nekru. It was a conjecture that the skin epidermis contained proteins made up of these fragments. All these, Eisha went through in meticulous detail showing incontrovertible evidence that this was true.
“And so, I have come to the end of the communication. The details have been long and messy, I admit, and you students might not be able to remember everything, cycles from now. Nevertheless, I hope you will realise that the waters of our knowledge have deepened with this new discovery, the implications of which have yet to be worked out. You striplings, you must understand the importance of biological studies. I hope I have sufficiently piqued your curiosity to embark on a future that is as bright as the rocks of -”
“Sheer propaganda! ” Came the loud echo from Kunlo. “And what kind of a living can you promise these striplings? ”
The young ones were all visibly disturbed by his voice. Their heads were retracted, their eyes peeking nervously from within the shells to look upon the interjector. Eisha looked at them, and quietly asked. “Are there any questions? ”
“Yes! ” Two echoes sounded, one from a stripling, and one from the mathematician. Eisha deferred to the stripling.
Such a young one, Anagin thought. I wonder if this exchange means anything to him, or how he would go away, thinking that such belligerence were the norm in this academy.
“You mentioned the implications, what are they? ” the stripling asked.
“Good question. For example, the oceans through which we swim frequently must contain a greater than normal concentration of nikru and nekru. What this effect has on the ecology of the oceans is yet unknown, but it would be an extremely interesting to study this effect.”
“Yet to try to catalogue all the life forms is no mean task,” Mutakhi intoned. “It would take tens of lifetimes and then we could not be sure of the predictive power such a study would give us. Nor could -”
But his diatribe was interrupted, for the seal to the lecture dome burst open. The diamond backed keikain who marched in was wearing the helm of court of King Yashi. In an imperious manner without regard to proper decorum, the intruder produced a slate and barked, “The King requests an audience with Prince Anagin! ”
Anagin swam out from his harness, in a shock. Nobody, not even the king, intruded upon the activities of the Academy in this fashion.
What can be so important that required my presence! Is this another attempt to spite me, to put me and my students and echoate in a spot? If so, I will need backup.
“If you will please,” Eisha interceded. “That is no way to enter -”
“This is a direct order of the King,” the messenger replied, stroking his slate for emphasis.
“Forgive him, Eisha, let us go with him,” Prince Anagin said in a tone of despair. He had wanted this lecture to inspire and excite the striplings to take up biology. Yes, they are now excited, but not by biology.
“Forgive? ! This intrusion? ” Eisha was infuriated. Then his flippers flipped in consternation. “Me? Go with you? ”
“Yes, please, now! ” Anagin said quietly.
“In that case, the communication is now closed.” Eisha announced. The striplings were all visibly agitated by this show of imperial force. Nevertheless, all were wise enough to remain silent.
“That’s what you get when we allow a Prince to enter the academy,” Kunlo intoned. Eisha and Anagin heard but ignored him as they filed out following the messenger.
The Old Queen pierced the sky, dwarfing all the other peaks in Dalu. Her broken-topped fangs towered above the slow swells of the forest on both sides of the small river, looming so high that clouds wreathed it less than halfway to the top of the highest peak. Long shadows hid much of the valley. Small thickets grew tightly along the riverbank in some places and between them tall eye-catching violet and dull maroon marshy grass came right down to the water except where an undercut bank had fallen. Dartrim watched, through the light rain, the great number of long-legged birds that waded in the tall grass. He recognized the small, milky white baihe with black long beaks, and could only guess the identities of their much larger blue cousins, but many of the crested birds – reddish fuchsia feathered or rosy purple plumed, some with flat bills broader than a zheyar – he did not recognize at all and did not really care.
Dartrim found the quacking of the birds very irritating but there was nothing he could do about them. The larger birds were almost his size. They did not prey on hivers but they were known to seriously injure to those who wandered too near their nests.
“Pathless place!” Practically everything here irritates me! The bird, the plant, the air! Yes, even the air! Spots of brown appeared on the throat sac showing his frustration. “Pathless Air!” His exclamation startled a nearby zheyar and it in turn challenged him with impudent squeks.
Dartrim ruffled his throat sac and flew away from the river bank. The light rain had moved westward, but the humidity is still very high. The white lordling was relieved to find light cool breeze blowing in the air and the noise from the birds subsided as he flew upwards. However he no longer found flying to be as enjoyable as before. Every time he flew, he felt like flying in water. “How can anyone think in this air? Maybe that’s why there are so many pathless ones here.” Dartrim sniggered and rippled his throat sac. That’s a good joke. I must remember to tell this to my favourite whitelings.
The white lordling would rather fly than walk on the forest floor. The forest floor was thick with undergrowth. The rustling of the undergrowth betrayed movement within and the occasional growling that seemed to come from the undergrowth made Dartrim distrust the forest floor. Only Trillium knows what’s hiding underneath these undergrowth. Dartrim was almost two lees above the canopy of the forest. From his high vantage point, he could see many mees in all direction. Other than the Old Queen and the river, all he could see was the forest. Not a single hivelet was in sight.
If Dartrim were a pathless Keshueka, he might appreciate the difference between southern fauna and flora and those in his northern homeland. However as far as the white lordling was concern, the only plant that he was interested in other than for food was the jiway flower, which only grew near Sargoth. The jiway flowers had large white petals with some light blue fringes. The White Pathfinders thought these flowers were clear signs from Trillium that the White Pathfinders were on the true path and not the Blues. Dartrim’s liking of the Jiway Flower was well-known in Wor Sargoth. The jiway always reminded Dartrim of his eyes. Just like the jiway flowers, my white eyes show clearly to all that I am destined to become the Supreme White Lord!
Dartrim knew the tropical weather in this area could not support the jiway. Instead of majestic jiway, the southerners have the weirdoes. The white lordling sniggered again. The bybeyn trees could only be found south of the Old Queen. He looked down at the forest canopy and felt frustrated again. Why am I doing here?
There was a bybeyn tree in front of him. Maybe I’ll entertain myself with my new found game. Dartrim’s throat sac bloated and brightened slightly at that thought.
He glided down to the very top of the bybeyn tree, which the southerners fondly called ‘the tree that is not a tree’. The bybeyn tree at first glance resembled the Sanjan tree back in his homeland. So the white lordling was not very impressed when he saw his first living bybeyn tree, even though he knew that the best honey was harvested from the bybeyn trees. But upon closer inspection, Dartrim had realised that the saying indeed held some truth. The bybeyn’s leaves shifted colours quickly between shades of greens and reds. The leaves were not the only odd things.
Dartrim flew down and hovered carefully above the undergrowth and broke a small piece of three jees long stem from one of the nearby plants. Then holding the stem in his left hand, the white lordling slowly flew up along the bybeyn’s trunk. His yellowish-white eyes inspected the bark carefully. It was bare without a single branch. But midway up, he finally found some cracks in the bark and tiny crimson critters crawled in and out of the cracks. Fireworms. That’s exactly what I’m looking for. The white lordling hovered close to the crack and caught two of the wingless critters with his right hands and quickly flew up to the top of the trunk.
“Let the show begins,” Dartrim exclaimed to himself and deftly threw the fireworms with stem into the khaiki-orange bowl-like orifice just below the bybeyn’s lowest branches. The scalloped pitcher was formed from crimson-veined leaves that curved in on themselves and was rimmed with long sienna brown feelers. When the fireworm hit the inner side of the pitcher, the feelers curled inward and the pitcher tried to snap shut, but the stem was longer than the pitcher and it protruded out from the orifice. Normally the feelers would push the prey down to the sticky nectar. However the stem somewhat obstructed the feelers and one of the fireworms was able to crawl onto the stem. On previous trials, Dartrim had seen the fireworms climbed the stem and escaped out of the orifice. The white lordling gleefully waited for the triumph of the fireworm. However the bybeyn tree reacted in a way that he had never seen before.
The orifice suddenly opened up causing the stem to fall off. But before the stem fell off, the feelers slided along the stem and caught the fireworm. When the stem finally fell away, the pitcher shut close again. Amazing. Dartrim knew that when the pitcher opened in a few days time, no semblance of the prey would be found. The white lordling was a little unsettled by the surprising move of the bybeyn. He had always thought that the bybeyn tree behaved instinctively to capture its prey. From its odd behaviour, he thought that the bybeyn should be classified as an animal. But the bybeyn photosynthesized and had roots. It was also immobile. Even so, calling it a tree is stretching the meaning of the word, Dartrim thought. “Well, at least it breaks my boredom.”
After observing the bybeyn tree for a few more fens, Dartrim lost interest with it altogether and flew away. He was not here to look at the plants in the first place. He flew slowly back toward the Peiki Station. On the way back, the white lordling saw that many trees had broken branches and many more had toppled. Must be due to the quake. The thought of the quake that happened four days ago still quavered Dartrim’s throat sac.
The white lordling had been outdoors when the quake struck. It still amazed him that he escaped the ordeal with only minor injuries. Triad and Trillium must be favouring me again, Dartrim thought. The landscape around the station was however scarred. Landslides had buried much of the lower parts of the mountain, shifting some streams on a different course. He was also equally amazed that the old weather station was still standing, with only minor cracks showing hints of the quake.
Still, Dartrim could not wait to return to Wor Sargoth. But I cannot, not yet. Dartrim felt the anger building again. Because of this mission, I cannot gaze at my beloved jiway. I cannot drink my favourite brew of kar! Most importantly, he missed the attention of the whitelings.
The white lordling had been ordered to come to the gaunt Peiki station, half a day journey from the southern foot of the Old Queen. Only Senya and Capeborn were south of the Old Queen, the other six hives making up the Federation were to the north. Instead of using Blood Pass, which was low enough that hivers could fly up but heavily guarded, the he had to go through the smaller, higher and more treacherous passes. Those were his orders.
He had felt light-headed while travelling through the smaller passes, which led nearly halfway to the peak, so high that Dartrim could only fly halfway up the mountain and had to climb the rest of the way. His throat sac had pulsated rapidly, alternating rapidly between ghastly white and bloody red. He had felt out of breath, and could not imagine why they had been any hivers who would want to climb the Old Queen for only the sense of achievement. He had heard that all those who attempted to conquer the Old Queen had abandoned their foolish quest when they were overcome with fear of suffocation. The white lordling finally understood that it was indeed true that a hiver could become too afraid even to breathe, foolishly attempting to fly so high.
But flying high in the other sense was not foreign to the white lordling. Dartrim had flown high ever since he joined the White Pathfinders. At six hatches old, he was one of the youngest white lordling. Truly Triad and Trillium had cleared the path so that he would have an unobstructed path to become the youngest Supreme White Lord in history. However a single incident marred this dream. Never had he passed a single sechen in these past few days without thinking of the shame and insult that he had suffered. I, a young lord of the White Pathfinder, has been instructed to receive a report from a spy in Senya. Dartrim’s throat sac always bloated in bright red hue in anger again.
The mission was supposed to last only two zholds and so he had only brought food that would last that long. If he waited much longer, he might not have enough ration on his return trip. Pathless Trillium! To forage for my next meal? ! That’s unthinkable! Although I have fallen far from the eyes of Lord Mitala, the Supreme White Lord, I am still a lordling! I will definitely rise again! I swear to Triad and Trillium that I will! Dartrim bloated his throat sac to its maximum capacity even though there was not a single hiver in sight to witness his expression of determination.
I will make sure those who have sneered at me pay dearly for their mistake. They will kow, no, kowklin to me. Dartrim’s throat sac glittered with revenge as his mind plotted his plan of vengeance.
“Path awaits the Pathfinder.” A voice came from behind him. The startled lordling instinctively leapt into the air, flew high before turning sharply left to catch a view of the intruder. Dartrim’s upper hands had unsheathed two sharp, poison-tipped daggers and were positioned menacingly in front of him. A single cut from any of the danger would kill the largest balwinhi within a mia. The effect on hiver would obviously be even more immediate. The white lordling saw a young nyuu, her small throat sac fluttering, showing uncertainty, fear and hope as she looked upward at him from the ground.
“Path awaits the Pathfinder," the nyuu repeated, her crimson eyes shifting around, trying to concentrate on both of his daggers at the same time. Her throat sac pulsated irregularly from ashy grey to yellowish white, showing anxiety and fear.
Dartrim quickly scanned the area, determined not to be surprised again. He found no other hiver in sight but that did not make him let down his guard. I’m getting careless! Even a young nyuu can creep towards me unseen and unheard. He knew she was the one he was waiting for but that did not diminish his anger.
“Innocence awaits the White,” the white lordling completed the second half of the secret phrase as he flew down to meet her. After he sheathed his daggers, the young nyuu’s throat sac calmed noticeably and only quavered a little. However, Dartrim could feel that she was still edgy and would take flight at any sight of danger.
“What do you have for me, whiteling? ” He asked as he flashed his badge of a lordling. He took a careful look at the nyuu and realized she was not as young as he first thought she was. She seemed to be about six hatches old, his own age. The young nyuu reacted to his badge as her throat sac flushed with recognition and her edge of panic subsided.
“Bless me, lordling. I come with a gift. A moon ago, I was instructed to get hold of a science report rated hive secret from the C’Keshueka,” reported the young whiteling. Dartrim’s yellowish-white eyes shone when she mentioned the importance of the report. Such information could be a good commodity for bargaining and granting of favours.
“What happened? ” Dartrim inquired as he led her into the outer cell of the weather station.
The young whiteling bloated and continued, “However, despite many of my attempts, I was unsuccessful. Until the Trillium-sent luck of the quake came my way. It gave me an opportunity to search through the Z’Don’s cell. I found the C’Keshueka and surprisingly also the Z’Don lying on the floor. They looked injured. I knew the SunRoamer Guards would arrive soon. I could either leave and wait for another chance or risk continuing the search. However, the meeting time with your Eminence was drawing near, thus I decided to risk the exposure of my identity and possibly my life. My gamble paid off and I found the report under the unconscious body of the Z’Don. After that, I flew as quickly as possible to meet your Eminence."
She took out a package hidden inside her flying jacket. She unwrapped it carefully and handed the report to Dartrim.
“Bless you my whiteling, you have done well. Progress far along the path to innocence, you have. You should rejoice! ” Dartrim touched her cheek ridges with his upper hands, palm turned upward towards the sky.
“Thank you, lordling. Thank you,” the young nyuu’s throat sac fluttered uncontrollably.
“There is food and warm clothing in the other cell. Go in and rest, my whiteling,” said Dartrim.
“Yes lordling, thank you your Eminence," she kowed in deference and retreated to the adjoining cell, leaving him alone again in the outer cell facing the stream.
After the door was firmly closed, he inspected the report. The whiteling had sealed it with a white membrane and a binded by a severed claw pod. This was the report for Runedinn, the white Lord of Capeborn. Redoing the seal will be a simple matter. Despite the dire consequence of disobeying an order, with little hesitation, he broke the seal and read the report. Knowledge is power.
The more he read, the fuller his throat sac bloated in deeper shade of green. Yes! My time has come. I will surely ascend to the high power that I had held a year ago, and even beyond! Maybe I can even take the throne of the Supreme White Lord if I carefully make use of this report! Plots, convoluted and twisted, started to form in his mind. This will do very well indeed. This report definitely will not reach the hands of Runedinn. I will return to Wor Sargorth in triumph! His smile had the hint of dark frenzy. But first I must infiltrate Wor Senya with this young nyuu’s help.
He stood up and went into the other cell, “Bless you, my whiteling. I had forgotten to ask about your name.” His smile had the look of compassion and kindness befitting of his status of a lordling. However anyone actually looking deep into his eyes, might notice the glint of madness. The young nyuu did not.
Deymayn shivered at the wind’s cold caress and his fingers flexed on the long hilts of the three practice swords. A faint odour of decay made him twitch, but he barely noticed the smell or his twitching. Despite the tiredness constantly cloaking him, his concentration never wavered from Fawin, his last candidate for the test. As the commander of the newly created triad, he had to choose his patrol and section leaders and most importantly his deputy well. One means of gauging their potential was through personal combat. Fawin was a MountainBlocker and had just earned his third blade a moon ago. Since his triad consisted mainly of recruits, he had to find more experience yongsheis from other triads to assist him. The C’Sheni had allowed any yongsheis from other triads who wished to join him to come for the selection tests.
Fawin could never win him, but Deymayn did not let his attention waver. He had never underestimated anyone. That was one of the maxims that he lived by. He treated every opponent like a Master-Blade. The practice swords in his hands moved surely and smoothly as he flowed from one powerful stance to another. Every one showed discipline and the perfection sharpened by countless practice.
With a bundle of thin, loose zhumu staves in place of a real blade, the practice sword would make a loud clack whenever it struck anything, leaving a welt where it hit flesh. Fawin already wore two black lines across his ribs and shoulders. Deymayn himself of course wore none. He was the youngest Three-Blades in history. He became a Two-Blade at the age of four hatches old. A remarkable feat by itself, but he was not the only one who had achieved such feat. Then he had taken two more hatches to reach his current rank. Normal hivers would have only attained his current rank when they were eight or ten hatches old. He was confident of earning his fourth blade in one or two hatches time.
Deymayn’s expression was unchanged. The practice swords seemed alive in his hands. Abruptly, his swinging slash aimed at Fawin’s left torso changed in mid-stance and skillfully flowed into a stance of Shooting Star aiming towards his throat sac. Fawin had not a single chance to react. Deymayn’s upper left sword thrusted till it almost touched Fawin’s throat sac before he stopped and stepped back. Fawin puffed in embarrassment but recovered quickly. The test was over. He kowed, accepting defeat. Deymayn noted the deference and bloated back his acknowledgment.
He handed his practice swords to a waiting yongshei and reclaimed his three Trillium blades. Running his fingers involuntarily along the long, leather-wrapped hilt, he felt in the inset amber the shape of a small pyramid. Another amber pyramid stood on the scabbard and yet another was scribed on the sheathed blade. All three were given to him when he passed his Three-Blade test.
While Deymayn was putting on his three blades – two on his right side and the remaining one on his left, Fawin had rejoined the triad that was standing at attention, watching the tests.
Deymayn walked in measured steps, looking at them. “We are the first new triad to be formed since the Revolution. You have used a real steel blade these few days to patrol the hive. That was out of necessity.” Deymayn bloated to emphasize the last word. “Now that order is restored, all of you will not touch any steel blade till you have passed the First-Blade test. Hear and obey."
“Yes Commander! We hear and obey! ” The LandShakers answered in unison. Deymayn bloated full, satisfied with their great discipline.
“We are new, but we will be great someday. Soon. Believe in me! Believe in me, and I will give you glory!”
“I have selected my patrol and section leaders.” Deymayn proceeded to name them. “I now name Fawin to be my deputy."
“We hear and obey! " The whole triad shouted.
“We will serve with honour and do the LandShaker proud! ” Fawin shouted and was echoed by the patrol and section leaders.
Deymayn puffed his throat sac with satisfaction. “Fawin, see to it that the steel blades are returned to the armoury then dismiss the triad. The LandShakers will start their first blade training tomorrow morning at the hour of DawnRain. Do you hear?”
“I hear and obey, my commander.” Fawin answered and kowed. Deymayn bloated and left the training field, entrusting his deputy to take charge of the triad. He had been busy since the quakes hit. However he did not feel sleepy. It must have been due to the focus that he had firmed during the combat testing.
Deymayn decided that walking back to his cell might be a better way to relax than flying. He strolled slowly, enjoying the soothing leisure of knowing that there would be no task for another five sechens. The rain and the muddy ground did not dampen his spirits. Sauntering alone in the light rain, Deymayn reviewed the events that had given him the opportunity to become the youngest triad commander in history.
Four days ago, his patrol had been appointed the Guard of Honour for the C’Sheni. They were outside the C’Sheni office when the quakes hit. Immediately after the quake ended, Deymayn had dashed into the office to look for the C’Sheni. Dyepads and reports were all over the floor and the banners had fallen from their usual places on the wall. Among the chaos stood Raisyn. A solid figure whose throat sac had not been ruffled by the quake.
“Check the Guard Hill. There could be landslides.” The C’Sheni ordered as he walked out of his office.
Deymayn kowed and sent his SunRoamers to check the slopes of the Guard Hill. He followed the C’Sheni as he inspected the cell-blocks on the hill. Most remained erect, but the logistics office block had collapsed. The hill was full of yongsheis, mainly SunRoamers and HillStormers as they streamed out from the standing cell-blocks. All afraid of further after-shocks that could destabilize the blocks.
Deymayn, leader of patrol one, rallied the SunRoamers on behalf of the C’Sheni. Raisyn the chief commander of all Senya yongsheis, was also the triad commander of SunRoamers. Deymayn spotted Aotar, the commander of the HillStormers. The twenty-one hatches old commander quickly had his HillStormers under control and flew promptly to meet the chief commander. HillStormers specialized on attacking hives and laying sieges. A specialty was not dropped even in this era of peace. SunRoamers had also maintained their traditional role as elite body-guards for high-ranking officers.
“C’Sheni. My triad stands ready.” Aotar kowed.
Raisyn pointed at the collapsed logistic office. “Get two patrols to excavate the debris and rescue any yongshei. The rest of your triad will reinforce the StoneBlockers at the hive wall.”
“I hear and obey,” Aotar kowed and returned to give instructions to his triad.
“Deymayn, follow me. We will inspect the hive.”
“Yes, C’Sheni. I hear and obey.” Deymayn signalled his patrol to follow. They accompanied the C’Sheni as he toured and inspected the damaged hive. Death was all around them and fire sprouted in many parts of the hive. Red-gold streaking along the walls and up against the sky as water was relayed to put them out. Black rubble and stench could also be seen everywhere.
The C’Sheni did not say a word as he inspects the hive. The sight of the collapsed southern cell-block did not even ruffle his throat sac. There, they found the WindRacers excavating the debris and looking for survivors. Deymayn was happy for Diawyn of the WindRacers, who earned Raisyn’s praise for the work. However she did not seem to appreciate Raisyn’s gesture. Deymayn could not understand why would a yongshei shun such glory. Isn’t seeking glory one of the reasons for being a yongshei?
When the C’Sheni left the southern cell-block to inspect the emergency Y’yuan, Deymayn followed. Wild rumours flew thickly in the main hive, fed by panicky hivers. Some said the Z’Don had died due to the cataclysm while some claimed the whitelings had come to lay siege to the hive. Rumours had the tendency to grow in numbers like the eggs in each hatch. Each eggs grew into chaos, and made more eggs, multiplying.
At the Y’yuan, they saw Edberg was on duty protecting the Z’Don. He reported to Raisyn that the Z’Don had been hospitalized. Deymayn mentally conceded that sometimes rumours were twisted reflections of reality and should not be wholly ignored.
The chief commander had a quiet discussion with the C’Yishi. Deymayn did not know what had happened to the Z’Don, but from the looks on the C’Yishi’s throat sac, the Z’Don’s condition was not light. Chynyn barred the chief commander from visiting the Z’Don. The patient chambers had always been the domain of the yishis and they were renowned for their strong feelings about hivers who dared trespass into their domain, dirtying the place and disturbing their patients. No exceptions were made, even if the hiver was the C’Sheni. Raisyn did not insist and accede to the wisdom of the C’Yishi.
After visiting the Y’yuan, they left to inspect the wall-ring that protected Wor Senya. Forty-five mees in radius, the circular wall completely surrounded the main hive. The four gates suffered minimal damages and most of the swing posts that spanned from the gates to the edge of the forest were still standing. This would mean that they did not have to worry about the movement of goods in and out of the hive. All goods were transported with the help of balwinhis that, unlike hivers, could not fly but instead, moved by swinging from branch to branch in the forests. In the hive, special swing post with ropes were erected at regular intervals for the balwinhis, who were lead into the hive through the gates.
Although the gates were fine, a western section of the wall-ring had completed collapsed. The Di-C’Jures was immediately called to repair that section. Groups of yaohuus, fearsome carnivores and a huayzheon or two often prowled the perimeter of the forest, and they had to be kept out. Two sections from Deymayn’s patrol were ordered to guard the fallen wall to prevent these creatures from entering the hive. As an added precaution, the chief commander further ordered the semi-sentient workers to trim about two lees of mymym grass pastures that surrounded the wall-ring to the very edge of the forest in order to watch for any encroachment by these forest carnivores.
By the morning of the second day, chaos had spread. Riots spontaneously sprouted in many parts of the hive. Some triads had their rest cut short and all six triads in Wor Senya were redeployed to suppress the mayhem. But conditions of the hive after the cataclysm favoured the breeding of anarchy. The six triads were spread too thinly to effectively curb the outbreak of violence in the entire hive. The riots could not be quashed completely. Waiting for triads away from Wor Senya to reinforce them was out of question for there might be no hive left to maintain order if they waited that long.
The C’Sheni saw that the situation was critical and made a very bold decision. “Deymayn, hear and obey.”
“Yes, C’Sheni! ” Deymayn answered promptly. What does he want?
“I hereby order the creation of a new triad and you will be the commander,” the C’Sheni said. “I want it done by the end of day. Is that clear? ”
“Yes, C’Sheni. I hear and obey.” Deymayn kowed, trying to conceal his excitement and elation. Although he was able to keep colours other than green from his throat sac, his deep crimson eyes shone brighter than usual.
“You are to arm your triad with steel blades and assist the other triads to curb the rioters.” Raisyn bloated. “I understand that you may have doubts about letting new yongsheis holding real swords. However anything else will not be effective in controlling the hive. Traditions must be broken! ”
“C’Sheni, I understand and willingly follow your orders.” Deymayn kowed. Deymayn savoured the exuberance and the glory within. The taste of triumph and success just like when he passed his Three-Blade test fed him, nourished him and consumed him. The flavours sweetly psychedelic and bordering on addictive, but he believed he could handle it.
The C’Sheni asked him to name his triad. Deymayn thought for a moment before replying, “LandShaker – to commemorate the time of upheaval.” The C’Sheni bloated his large throat sac in approval, accepting the name.
The equipping of LandShakers with steel blades was sufficient testimony to the desperation. To Deymayn’s surprise, few hivers complained about the violation in the tradition. Most were pragmatic enough to see the need to remedy the situation quickly. Or they may have been too overwhelmed to protest.
With his untrained triad, Deymayn assisted the other triads in restoring order. They rounded up looters that stole, berserkers that went on furious rampages, anarchists that tried to start infernos of arson. These hivers were quickly killed.
Days and nights blended together, with much that required his personal attention. Only now could he have some rest. Unfortunately, just a lee from reaching his cell, he was waylaid by a Two-Blade SunRoamer named Paguilo. He kowed and said, “Three-Blades Deymayn, commander of the LandShaker triad, the C’Sheni wants you at the headquarters’ office chamber at the Sechen of SummerDusk.”
Deymayn answered, “Inform the C’Sheni that I hear and obey." He lifted his cheek ridges to take away the sting of his commanding tone. The SunRoamer had been his comrade not so long ago. But he did not want to be too friendly as the distinction between yongshei and commander must be maintained. The Two-Blade smiled back tentatively. Deymayn dismissed the messenger.
Raisyn wants an update on the status of my triad. Looking at the sky, he realized that the Sechen of SummerDusk was not long away. My rest has to wait again, his throat sac sagged a little before puffing it full as he flew north towards the headquarters’ cell-block.
Light started to fail as the sun slowly sunk below the horizon. The rain had slowed to a drizzle. The night was at its infancy and the moon had not risen. Avoiding the natural obstacles of intertwining branches and vines with ease, his flight at night was hardly slower than in the day.
Even at night, the air traffic was heavy. Yongsheis were patrolling in sections, workers guiding balwinhis all contributed to the busy airspace. All were busy trying to make their life normal again. However, whether it would ever be the same would be hard to say. Changes happened and he had a feeling that the cataclysm had seeded more changes than anyone would expect. Many still lingered unseen, growing in secret until the time was ripe. But no matter what would happen, Deymayn was determined to make full use of the situation to fly higher in glory.
He could see the headquarters looming ahead, just a mee from him. It stood on Guard Hill east of some silo blocks. The high wall extended from the sides of Guard Hill, undulating up and down, following the contour of the land. The purpose of the wall was not to keep hivers in or out of the hive. It stood at one and a half lee high – higher than the forest canopy. Only the adult Bybeyn trees could be seen over the wall-ring, as they could grown to a height of two lees.
From afar Deymayn saw Diawyn, a Three-Blades WindRacer flying ten spans above the canopy and the highest cell-blocks. The WindRacers were unique. Its members were all nyuus. Only Senya had nyuu yongsheis. The WindRacers had been formed in desperate circumstances similar the creation of the LandShakers. That was at the end of the Revolution, when War Senya faced the threat of the Queen Guards. Harnessing the untapped speed and fighting power, Wor Senya made warriors out of the normally docile and servile nyuu, who then crushed the Queen Guards and secured victory for democracy. Nevertheless, the WindRacer’s existence was a painful thorn to sexist tradition and White Pathfinders constantly harped about them.
Fortunately the whitelings in Senya were in the minority. They had more influence in Capeborn and of course in Sargoth, their stronghold, across the Old Queen. The White Pathfinders controlled two of the eight hives in the Federation with the Blues controlling three more, leaving the rest in the hands of the TruthSeekers.
Deymayn projected Diawyn’s path and realized that Diawyn was also flying towards the Guard Hill. Maybe she has summoned too. He was not surprised as after all she was the deputy commander of the WindRacers. Like him, she too had attained Two-Blades in just a hatch. He knew much about her.
Deymayn smiled at her, when they landed together outside the Chief Commander’s office. One of the SunRoamers on sentry, kowed, “Three-Blades Deymayn and Three-Blades Diawyn, please await here while I report your arrival.”
“So the Chief Commander has summoned you too, Deymayn.” Diawyn bloated, flashing her smile that seemed so incongruous on a warrior’s face. He returned her smile, “Yes. I think he wants a report about my triad’s progress."
“He definitely will. Your LandShakers have done some good work in restoring order in the northern cell-blocks.” She spoke with a voice that portrayed much self-confidence yet had seemed to have an undertone of meekness, or so he thought.
Only a nyuu could do that. Dukryn had agreed with him about this point. Still Diawyn was an enigma to him. He did not know whether she was teasing him as a fellow hatchling or if she was treating him as someone special His calm composure risked being disturbed if he continued this line of thought. So he curbed it. I have a meeting ahead. My glory is at stake.
Their conversation was interrupted when the SunRoamer sentry returned and motioned them to enter.
The messenger, as it turned out, was a true professional. When asked, he could offer no reason or comment on why Anagin was summoned. Yet he managed to impress upon them, with sufficient courtesy and sense of urgency, that both emitsei and echoate were led to the kotuna immediately. When the seal was opened, he politely led both into the passenger compartment. Having ensured that they were well-strapped in, he then sealed the kotuna, and swam to the drivers compartment. When he, too, was safely harnessed in, the keiooki-master raised his electric prod to the keiooki. With an undulating jerk, the kotuna took off into the dark ocean, driven by the keiooki.
Strapped within their harnesses, both emitsei and echoate stared at each other. Finally Anagin broke his silence, “You must help me.”
“Of course, sir.” Eisha spoke respectfully, unsure of what the proper response was. “Politics is no fun, but I shall help you in any way I can.”
“You do not understand. I need you to help me to lie,” Anagin spoke gravely. “To the king.”
“You are asking me to commit treason? ” Eisha asked.
“I will speak the lie, and you just need to corroborate the facts. I need your authority.” Anagin said. “Yes, do not look so surprised. Where the king is concerned, an independent expert in biology is necessary.”
“Won’t the king suspect you are influencing me to lie to him? ”
“He will. But he cannot fight the Academy on expert knowledge and he knows that.”
“Just what is it that you want me to say? ” Eisha asked.
Anagin extracted some bark and leaf specimens from his pouches, and passed it on to his student. Eisha took the bark within his webbed hands, and inspected it closely.
“Is it that bad, sir? ” Eisha asked plaintively. “This is a typical specimen, is it not? ”
“Yes, but a more extensive survey needs to be done.”
“But why? ” Eisha asked again. “What is happening to the seiki tree? ”
“It is happening to all of the land. The quake that destroyed our cities has also affected the land. The plants are getting less sunlight than they used to. I fear for our culture and way of life,” Anagin bleated.
“Yes, something must be done sir! All of keikai must know. This concerns all the clans.”
“I know, but will the King allow us to work? ” Anagin asked rhetorically.
“He must,” Eisha insisted faithfully.
“You do not know my father, the king like I do,” Anagin said again. “He is a hard keikain, harder than his own shell. Surely you know my situation, and how I got my accreditation in the Academy.”
“Through hard work sir,” Eisha insisted again.
“Save the water sweetener for the king, dear one,” Anagin blew a wavering bubble. “I am here because of my title, and I know that perfectly well. But you, you are good, smart and hard-working and have a bright future ahead of you. Do you know what I am leading you to? This is your chance to back out.”
“I won’t. I cannot abandon you,” Eisha said.
“Have you thought about your mate? ” Anagin queried.
“Yuri and I have a full understanding. And I will not abandon biology, sir.” Eisha replied. “This decision I have already made when I, this echoate chose to follow you, my emitsei. I know fully well the fashion of the times, and the state of keikain biology.”
“I am not talking about that,” Anagin said. “I am asking you to be my pawn in a political game that I must play, however unwillingly.”
“Changing the direction of keikain science is also a political game, sir,” Eisha took it philosophically. “You know that, I know that, and so does my mate. We are in this willingly.”
“But that game is one of high noble ideals. My game is different. It is game played for my own benefit, so that I can continue to help direct your game,” Anagin blew, fully aware of the irony involved.
“It matters not, sir. All I have to do is to tell the truth, is it not? This evidence appears to be indisputable,” he said, comfortably petting the hitsu specimen. And with that the ride continued silently.
“Fractured upper right limp and torn ligament for right wing.” Dorayn diagnosed after a quick inspection. Above the general noise in the make-shift Y’yuan, she raised her voice to instruct the attendant. “Bring her to Liquan.”
Without another word, she proceeded to the next patient in the chamber. The next patient was an old nyan and he was lying on his side. His throat sac was yellow and red. His body was tense and she could hear some soft muttering from the old hiver. Twenty hatches old? Dorayn estimated his age as she did a quick visual inspection. Older hiver tends to fracture their bones more easily. Why is he so tense? Has the zhitong lost its effect?
“Attendant? When did you last give him the zhitong? ” Dorayn asked but no one answered. She looked around quickly and realized that the attendant was busy with other patients who had just come into the chamber. Dorayn returned to her inspection. The old nyan’s two wings were heavily bruised and the left wing was bent at an odd angle. The other injuries on his body were minor. His two wings were badly injured but if he was operated quickly, there was still a good chance for him to fly again.
Dorayn told the old hiver, “We need to operate on you immediately -”
“No.” The old hiver hissed.
“What no? Don’t worry, we just need to set your bones -”
“I say ’No’! " The old hiver shouted but immediately winced in pain.
Dorayn was taken aback. Is he afraid to be operated on? She was about to ask him that when she was pulled aside. Dorayn turned and saw a middle-aged nyan hiver in white robe. In the chaos of the make-shift Y-yuan, it took her a few moments to realize that she was looking at a white lordling.
“Yishi, pass the patient to me. You can attend the other patients." The white lordling told her, but he never introduced himself.
“But -”
Before she could continue, the white lordling had passed her and was talking to the old nyan patient,“Blessed and in the right path you are, whiteling."
Strangely, the old man stopped his moaning and his throat sac even revealed healthy green tone as he replied. “Blessed me, my lordling. I have expended much of my intelligence. Surely, I have worked hard to fly far down the path” The old man’s initial strong tone became to diminish and his flash of green tone was replaced by ashy yellow.
“Yes, far down the path you have travelled. You will be closer to innocence in your next hatching.” The white lordling intoned.
The fact that it took her such a long time to identify the old nyan patient as a whiteling was a testimony to her fatigue. There were not many whitelings in Wor Senya. Even so, she had heard the White Pathfinder’s death prayer a few times but usually the patient was simply bruised or needed only minor treatment. This was the first time that a patient needing major operation declined medical treatment because of his religious belief.
I offer his best chance of using his wings again. What can you offer him? Prayers! Dorayn snorted mentally but outwardly she simply glared at the white lordling. Dorayn was very infuriated and she still could not understand how could any hiver seriously believed that intelligence could be expended and once expended, their next hatching would be closer to innocence. In the first place, she could not accept the idea that only by losing intelligence and sentience could a hiver reached innocence and purity. To Dorayn, the worse thing about the white pathfinder was that it forbid the followers from seeking medical treatment. “We seek the way of nature.” She still remembered that shocking reply from a white lordling when she was similarly stopped from healing a whiteling patient two hatches ago.
There was nothing she could do here. According to the laws in Senya, a hiver could reject treatment. Dorayn turned away and carefully took a few heaves of breathe to soothe away the anger and frustration.
“Dorayn!”
The young yishi prodigy turned her head towards the sound and saw the C’Yishi waving at her. She raised her arm to signal that she heard his summon as she flew over the patients, attendants and yishis to reach Chynyn.
Even before she landed and folded her wings, the C’Yishi already started talking to her. “Dorayn, I need your assistance. I lost quite a few senior yishis to the quake. I need you to head the pharmacy department. Once you clear the patients streaming in today, take a day rest, then proceed to count the stores of herbs.”
“But -” Dorayn wanted to refuse the sudden promotion as she thought that even as a prodigy, she was simply promoted too fast. Just two hatches ago, she was a yishi apprentice, then a hatch later she became a fully trained yishi. She knew this new promotion would invite more gossip and rumour from her peers. But she also knew that Chynyn really needed her to help run the Y’yuan and she could not decline any chance to help more patients. In the end, she did not vocalize her reservation. “I will do my best, C’Yishi.”
“I know you will."
Once in the office, Diawyn instinctively assumed a standing pose. Her throat sac relaxed to show a confident green hue. Deymayn had similarly adopted the exact stance.
Perching behind a large songwood table at the other end of the office chamber, the C’Sheni was reading a report, seemingly unaware of their entrance. Typical ploy, Diawyn noted mentally. He will choose his time to meet us. Diawyn had been to the C’Sheni’s office, however this time she was on her own as her commander had been injured. Diawyn stole a side-glance at her hatchling, Deymayn must have been here more often than I do. He was a SunRoamer before his recent promotion. A Soarer. Personally, she was happy for him, but it would be unwise to tell him that. He would grow too arrogant.
Both advanced as far as the great emblem of Senya carved into the songwood floor, which had been worn smooth by many feet. The Senya emblem was a simple design consisting of a triangle. Each corner of it had a pictogram signifying each of the three elements of nature - water, fire and earth. At the left corner of the base was an outline of a smaller charcoal grey triangle representing the land. Water represented by three hydrangea blue horizontal wavy lines at the right corner, and fire symbolized by three vermilion red wavy vertical lines at the apex. The office was plain and bare apart from the great emblem and the captured flags and banners during the Age of Fire, tattered and worn out with age lining the walls.
The Revolution marked the end to further wars and to the possibility of adding more flags and banners to the collection. The dawn of the present Age of Earth where science steadily progressed and brought with it prosperity never seen before in history of the hive. Major events always marked the transition to a new Age. The discovery of the Trillium Stone started the Age of Water, a period of relative peace. The hivers were at their infancy. The invention of blades started the fury of wars and was put to an end by the Revolution which was the emblematic transition from war to science. The present cataclysm could easily rival the previous three events. But what will the new age be called? Perhaps only the future generations will know enough to name the new age. Water for innocence, fire for war, earth for solid progress. Maybe now it should be called wind. Wind for swift changes. Diawyn ruminated.
The WindRacers had continued digging for survivors in the southern blocks after the C’Sheni left to continue his inspection of the hive on that day of cataclysm. The rain had further collapsed some of the debris making the rescue more difficult and dangerous. Diawyn had seen Dorayn several times rushing in and out of the Y’yuan with the injured. They had talked briefly and from her, the WindRacer learnt about the state of the Z’Don and Xiimen causing her much grief. Fortunately, three days later, Dorayn brought the news of their amazing recovery. Miracles do happen, Diawyn thought.
It was on the evening of the third day that new order came from the C’Sheni. The WindRacers were to assist the other triads in the suppression of riots. Even though it was already the third day, Diawyn and many of her WindRacers held the hope of finding more survivors trapped under the collapsed southern cell-blocks. Abandoning the excavation will doom those hivers! She had thought. However a direct order had been given and could not be ignored. Reluctantly, against her will, Diawyn obeyed the order. There was no time for her to think then, but now that she had time for retrospection, Diawyn began to ask herself some hard questions. Yongsheis should help the hive. What should I do if I am given another such instruction? Should I continue being one if I have do keep on obeying orders that I feel to be against the welfare of the hive? I’m still young. I can choose another path.
The next few days were spent patrolling the hive and suppressing riots that came their way. She had seen the C’Sheni ordering the execution of a group of rioters and looters. Clearly they were in the wrong but she thought the harsh punishment was not condign. What was more, they had been executed without a trial. Some may be innocent by-standers. Diawyn thought that if the Z’Don was not out of action, he would have curbed these executions and perhaps reprimanded the C’Sheni. But the chief commander had a free rein to initiate his changes. She could see the need of forming the LandShakers, but she was against the idea of equipping them with steel blades. There was good rationale behind the tradition. Without proper training, the blades might to more harm to the yongsheis and those around them. Furthermore, without proper discipline, a new yongshei might misuse the blade for his own selfish gain.
Just a day ago, the WindRacers were tasked to clear up some silos to shelter the refugees that had been streaming in from the nearby hivelets. The refugees said that most hivelets were completely ruined and the crops were destroyed. They had no other choice but to turn to the main hive for help.
She was shaken from her reverie when the Two-Blades announced the arrival of Ruesyn, commander of the DeathRiders, Rootyn of the MountainDancers and Yuetar of the StoneBlockers. They approached the C’Sheni the same way she did. Ruesyn and Rootyn chose to stand on her left while Yuetar stood to Deymayn’s right. So this is going to be a high level meeting for the triad commanders, Diawyn thought. That would mean we have to wait for Aotar, the commander of the HillStormers. These are all the triads presently in the main hive. Why now? There is news that the Z’Don will be holding an emergency meeting with the ministers tomorrow. Diawyn puzzled for a moment. Most probably the Z’Don would declare a state of emergency and take over the command of the triads. Raisyn is doing some manoeuvring first. Diawyn risked a glance at Deymayn. He caught her glance and cocked his cheek ridge slightly giving the hint of a knowing smile. So, he too has figured it out.
Faintly she could hear the ringing of the hive bell signifying the beginning of the Sechen of SummerDusk. She turned her attention to the newcomers. Ruesyn, an arrogant hiver who would sneer at Death given the chance, had been the commander of the DeathRiders for more than four hatches. The fearless DeathRiders were notorious as seekers of danger. They showed great respect for Ruesyn, who had shown in many occasions his superior skills and bravery. Fearless but deadly, that was the first thing her commander had told her about the DeathRiders.
Yuetar, just three hatches older than she was, had been taking charge of the StoneBlockers for nearly two hatches. The StoneBlockers were renowned for their skilful defence of the hive against any kind of invasion, be it a long siege or outright attacks. Before Deymayn’s current appointment, Yuetar had been the youngest triad commander. There was some rivalry between him and Deymayn. It was not a completely harmful matter as the competition could force Deymayn to learn some humility. However the rivalry might blossom into outright hatred. It might already have. She was uncertain, and she was worried. Deymayn was her fellow hatchling, and she had noticed the way he had stole glances at her. Why I am thinking of him? ! She blushed, turning her throat sac to deeper shades of blue. Pathless Trillium! If he had seen and known why. She blushed further and quickly reined in her thoughts. I have better think about something else.
Aoirey had frowned on such rivalry among triads of the same hive and had said, “It will inevitably lead to disunity in the long run”. Diawyn agreed with her whole-heartedly. She thought the C’Sheni should have intervened so that the rivalry would not blow into an unstoppable hurricane. Aoirey had spoken to the C’Sheni about that, but the chief commander did not share their views. He believed that friendly competition was a good way to keep the triads in combat readiness in time of peace and outright rivalry would not arise as all the commanders had a sense of duty to the hive.
Diawyn turned her thoughts to Aotar who led the HillStormers. He was from the same hatch as Aoirey but they were not in the best of terms. She did not probe into the reasons but she suspected that it had something to do with the fact that Aotar did not approve of his fellow nyuu hatchling becoming a WindRacer. Aotar had led his triad for almost as long as her commander had led the WindRacers.
Seeing that Aotar had not arrived, Diawyn continued in her ruminative mood on the roles of the other triads in Senya. The MountainDancers specialized on mountain warfare and guarding passes. However they were surpassed by the Blood Guards. Although the MountainDancers could guard the pass, whenever hivers thought of the Blood Pass, they would think of the Blood Guards. Xareton, a fellow hatchling of Xayken and Xiimen, headed the BloodGuards. They had been guarding the Blood Pass since the end of the Revolution. During the Revolution, they were known as the WindBlockers and had prided themselves as a triad that had never let the Blood Pass fall. However, a combined attack by four triads of Empress Guards pushed them beyond their limit. Despite having the terrain advantage, the WindBlockers were far too outnumbered. That battle lasted two days and nights and finally the WindBlockers were forced back to regroup in Wor Senya for the last stand. It was called the Blood War and hailed as the bloodiest in the Age of Fire.
Oreth, the first Z’Don of the newly formed democratic state of Senya, had to tear down many religious taboos, cultural inhibitions and traditions in order to turn the tide of war. He enlisted nyuus as yongsheis. Many healthy, young nyuus joined to protect their hive and their ideal of democracy. The WindRacers and the WindBlockers faced the onslaught of the Empress Guards from two different hives and won the battle. With the speed of the lighter-loaded WindRacers and the steadfastness of the WindBlockers, the tide of war turned and the Empress Guards were forced north and finally back beyond the Blood Pass. Once they had reclaimed the Blood Pass, the WindBlockers had vowed that they would never let the Blood Pass fall again. They renamed themselves as the BloodGuards to ensure that they would never forget their vow. The close cooperation between the BloodGuards and the WindRacers still carried on till today. Relations between the two triads had always been good.
Diawyn looked at the C’Sheni, who was still reading the reports. Then a Two-Blade guard entered and announced the arrival of Aotar. The commander of the HillStormers came in and stood next to Yuetar.
After a few moments, the C’Sheni finally looked up from his report and acknowledged their presence in the chamber. Raisyn was just slightly off his prime. Still his skills, and the rigour behind it, showed in the poise with which he carried himself, in the quick accuracy with which he saw and noted everything around him.
Together the triad commanders kowed smartly and said in unison, “C’Sheni, we hear your summon. We stand ready.” The chief commander bloated and motioned all to perched in an arc facing him. The chief commander gazed around, scrutinizing them. She hoped that she appeared calm and composed. But the chief commander’s eyes seemed to be as penetrating as always. It gave her a feeling that she was being peeled, sliced and judged before being reassembled again. Fortunately his gaze on her did not last any longer than the rest.
Diawyn thought the C’Sheni would return his gaze to Aotar and ask him the reason for being late. However Raisyn returned to look at Deymayn. It was a slight surprise to her and she thought Deymayn should be too. But from his outer composure, he seemed to unperturb and look straight at Raisyn.
“Report the progress of your triad,” C’Sheni ordered Deymayn.
Deymayn bloated, “Yes, C’Sheni. My LandShakers have returned their steel blades to the armoury. I will submit a more detailed report later. I have tested all potential candidates and selected my deputy, the patrol and section leaders. My deputy will be Fawin. He was a Third-Blade from the MountainDancers.” Deymayn turned towards Rootyn, who bloated his throat sac azure showing assent. “Fawin is a capable yongshei. It’ll be a lost to my triad, but I think it will be a gain for the hive. You choose well.”
“Thank you for your understanding,” Deymayn looked around at the other commanders and said, “I’m also grateful for all commanders for letting yongsheis to come for the testing as well as approving the transfer of so many capable yongsheis.”
“Fawin? Yes, I remember him. He is two hatches older than you and Diawyn, isn’t he? " Raisyn puffed and turned his attention to Diawyn. “Diawyn, what about the WindRacers? ”
“Yes, C’Sheni! " She bloated her throat sac, putting up a composed front. “We have cleared all blocks to the east of the emergency Y’yuan. As of now, they are already half filled with refugees. We anticipate that the space will run out by the next moon if the stream of refugees from the hivelets does not stop.” Diawyn answered.
The C’Sheni flexed his large throat sac and turned his attention to the commander of the StoneBlockers. “What is the present status of the hive, Yuetar? ”
“C’Sheni, order was restored this morning as I had reported earlier. My triad was supposed to have some rest after our hive-duty a zhold ago. But because of the quake, we had been mobilized to help the MountainDancers in their hive-duty. Now that order has been restored, I would like to request the commander to give some rest for my triad," Yuetar appealed.
“Rootyn, do you think your triad can handle any riot now? " Raisyn asked.
The commander of the MountainDancers flushed with embarrassment. His triad was on hive-duty when the riots started but they were not curbed promptly. Rootyn, a fellow hatchling of the chief commander, was not as dynamic and capable as Raisyn. Many believed that without Raisyn’s help, he would not have soared so high. However, to be fair the riots were not entirely the fault of the MountainDancers. They were busy with the rescue and excavation when the riots broke out in the north. Rootyn shot Yuetar a meaningful look before answering, “Yes, C’Sheni. We will have no difficulty. I would like to thank the StoneBlockers for helping to maintain order even though they were off-duty. C’Sheni, I recommend that extended leave be granted to the StoneBlockers, as compensation for their loss of rest. My triad is willing to take up the extra duty while they are on their leave."
Diawyn mentally applauded Rootyn’s tactic to save his triad’s reputation.
The C’Sheni thought for a moment and said, “Very well, I will take the requests of both commanders into account. However time is bad, we have to make do.”
“We understand,” both commanders replied.
“Very well. I will start allocating your duties for the next three moons. Aotar, I need the HillStormers to inspect the damages to the hivelets. You will bring along a triad of J’Chures to repair the damaged hivelets. If a hivelet is beyond repair, then you will send the hivers there back to Wor Senya. However, if it is in relatively good condition or can be fixed in a short time, you will send word to me. I will repopulate those hivelets with the refugees here. We need to get all the refugees to work the farms before the next harvest period. Our food will not last forever. This is a heavy and tedious task. Will you accept it, Aotar?”
“Yes, C’Sheni. I accept the task,” Aotar kowed and answered.
“As for the StoneBlockers, they have to defer their hard-earned rest. I need them to maintain order in the hive until the ShadowKillers return in a zhold’s time.”
“I understand, C’Sheni. I hear and obey,” Yuetar said.
“Rootyn, your MountainDancers will assist the SkyRiders in patrolling the border. Capeborn will be suffering from famine soon. The riots there might even be a larger scale than those there. We must stop their refugees from crossing the border illegally. We do not have the food to feed refugees from Capeborn. I do not want their trouble to spill over to here. We must prepare for the worst. Do you accept this task, Rootyn? ”
“Yes, C’Sheni. I hear and obey,” Rootyn replied.
The MountainDancers to assist the duty of the SkyRiders? ! What a strange deployment, Diawyn thought. The SkyRiders, headed by Ratarii, specialized in open sky warfare. They were skilled in three-dimensional battle, always using tactics that took the opponents by surprise. Of all the triads, they were the most suited to defend the long border. Currently, they were stationed at the Trillium Camp together with the StreamSliders doing bridge duty. The StreamSliders were headed by Sayoren, who was seven hatches older than she was. They were extensively trained in river-crossing warfare and coastal hooks.
The chief commander bloated, “Good. Now Ruesyn, you will have your order.”
The commander of the DeathRiders stood up, “I await and obey.”
“You will go to camp SkyMine and secure the Sky Pass. Although it is an unreliable and treacherous pass, with the Wind Pass possibly blocked and the Blood Pass heavily guarded by the BloodGuards, smugglers, refugees and spies might try the Sky Pass. Security around the iron mine must also be strengthened. Bring with you some tatias. They will work to increase the production of the mine. We must be ready for any eventuality including war."
Diawyn was shocked at what she had just heard. War? ! We have never had one for two hundred hatches. Most hivers had even thought that the era for war was long gone with the coming of science and rationality. As a result of this period of peace, the number and roles of yongsheis had been reduced steadily after the Revolution.
Diawyn stole a glance at Ruesyn. He seemed to be in a mercurial state of emotions. He wants war. He wants to fight! She sniffed mentally. She glanced at Deymayn and was shocked to find a similar expression as Ruesyn on his throat sac. Her thoughts was interrupted by Ruesyn.
“C’Sheni, I would like to swap duties with the MountainDancers. Skilled though we are, the MountainDancers specialize in mountain and high ground warfare. They should be better at guarding the Sky Pass and the iron mine."
Diawyn was unsurprised to hear that. Ruesyn was right. Besides, even though the Sky Pass and the mine are important, the DeathRiders would most likely not see much action over there. In terms of capability, Ruesyn should have been sent to the border, where more trouble is expected. The chief commander has no reason to refuse his request. But why did he then assign duties in such a way in the first place?
Raisyn turned his attention to Rootyn and raised his cheek ridge slightly. The commander of the MountainDancers replied, “C’Sheni, I am willing to accept Ruesyn’s offer if you have no objection.”
“Very well. The DeathRiders and the MountainDancers will exchange duties. Both of you must do well. Do not disappoint me."
“We hear and obey,” replied the two triad commanders.
Diawyn pondered, What game is the chief commander playing? All this is just a ruse! The chief commander had intended to deploy the DeathRiders to the border in the first place. Both commanders are his fellow hatchlings. Most likely this is a show to take away the importance of their deployment. Somehow, Raisyn did not want it to be seen as his initial plan. But Diawyn still could not figure why he wanted to do that. She needed more time to think it through.
“Diawyn, how’s Aoirey? " Raisyn asked her.
She smoothed her thought and replied, “C’Sheni, her conditions are stable but she would not be flying for another two moons.”
“Two moons? That’s too long for the WindRacers to be inactive in this critical time. You will be the acting commander for the WindRacers till Aoirey recovers. Your commander will stay here to recuperate while you lead the WindRacers to take over the Sky Port from the ShadowKillers,” Raisyn ordered.
She had no choice but to obey. But she wondered whether there was any political motivation behind the WindRacers’ deployment.
The chief commander flexed his throat sac to a deeper hue of green to show his satisfaction. He turned his attention to Deymayn. “Deymayn, your LandShakers have not been trained in the art of war yet. You are to concentrate on their training in Wor Senya. I want them to be ready as soon as possible."
Deymayn kowed promptly, “Yes, C’Sheni, I hear and obey. The triad will be ready in half a hatch’s time."
Diawyn heard gasps echoing hers. Six moons to learn the craft of war when it normally takes two hatches? ! He is either crazy or more arrogant than I thought. Or maybe he is just plain stupid, like a bybeyn. From the expressions of the other commanders, it seemed they shared similar thoughts too. But the chief commander did not seem to hear their gasps. He simply bloated his throat sac in deep azure hue, signalling approval. “Good, that’s good. Make sure you deliver your promise. Your future depends on yourself."
“I will not disappoint the C’Sheni," Deymayn answered.
“I want those triads that are assigned duty outside Wor Senya to leave by the Hour of DawnRain. Start your preparation immediately. That’s all for now. You are all dismissed." Raisyn ordered and turned his attention back to his reports. Those reports must be needed for the emergency meeting, Diawyn guessed. The triad commanders steadily and silently filed out of the C’Sheni’s office.
Muttering good wishes and high flying to one another, one by one, they left to carry out their orders. None said anything about Deymayn’s arrogant promise.
Deymayn and Diawyn flew slowly south, talking.
“Pathless Trillium! Are you crazy? You are arrogant, stupid and insensitive but I did not know you are also crazy. You air-headed balwinhi! What are you trying to do in there? Trying to impress the chief commander? I do not think he’s impressed. I think he must be regretting his decision to promote” Diawyn rattled on and was suddenly cut in by Deymayn.
“Calm down Diawyn, soothe your throat sac. What made you so agitated? I know what I am doing.”
“Calm down? ! Calm down? ! ! Why I’m so agitated? ! ! You, you, you stupid as a bybeyn tree! " Diawyn said in frustration and stormed away.
Deymayn looked at his fellow hatchling in astonishment as she flew recklessly through the surrounding traffic, disturbing other commuters who hurriedly made way for her.
Why is she so angry? She is actually speechless. But all I did is ask her what made her so agitated. Deymayn pulsated his throat sac in puzzlement. Once again her behaviour affirmed his belief that understanding a nyuu was harder than executing the one hundred and twelve stances in Four-blade combats and their variations in perfection. Still, she had created a storm in him that he refused to admit. I should find Fawin. I have much to do.
There was no conception of time, only darkness of despair, senseless stillness and cruel coldness. Meaning that teased understanding washed the littoral of labouring consciousness. The mind knew nothing but felt much. Fortunately all that had ended. Xiimen was sure it was not the efforts of the yishi that had pulled him out of the zhon state. However he was not sure that he had returned unaided. Nevertheless, he could think again. And speak. Language was no longer disconnected from thought. Every word was no longer a struggle for meaning, nor every sentence a huge effort.
On the first day, the chief scientist did nothing and could not do anything useful. The yishis had pestered him, subjecting him to test after test, confirming and reconfirming that he had recovered without any apparent physical nor psychological side effects. Tests, some while unclothed, that deflated the throat sac just to think of them. He was certain that some of those tests were whimsical inventions of their curious minds.
Of course that curiousity would never be satisfied, even as the yishis were elated that Xiimen had recovered. “Water,” his first word had elicited ecstasy on their throat sacs.
Even Dorayn, his young student and friend, a prodigy nonetheless, had tested him. In his misery and frustration, Xiimen entertained the thought that all yishis had chosen their profession not out of compassion or the need to help others but just so that they could investigate the hiver’s body till their throat sacs turned satisfactorily blue. Very much like why he had chosen science himself.
Maybe I could forgive Dorayn after all, he thought, identifying with the feeling.
From Dorayn, he knew that Xayken had suffered the same misfortune of zhon, yet had recover and, just as he did. Xiimen was pleased that Xayken came out fine. He was rather fond of his fellow hatchling and it was not just because Xayken was one of the few who was unintimidated by his prodigy status. It was not easy gaining friends when he was young, being the victim of jealousy from other hivers. Xiimen felt isolated and alienated from his fellow hatchlings. Over the hatches, more and more of his friends left him. They left for many diverse reasons, some for religion, some to pursue their own ambition. He sighed. Now, the only friends he had were a few young hivers, his apprentices, a few of his colleagues and, of course, Xayken and Xavyn.
After much testing, Xiimen was finally released from the emergency care unit of the Y’Yuan on the next day. However he was told to return for medical inspection every zhold. The purpose of this so-called post injury examination was to check behavioural abnormalities that could be due to his reversion to zhon for two days.
What kind of erratic behaviour do they expect? I’m just my old self. Erratic as ever. Only now they have a satisfactory reason. Finally have a reason for my behaviour. Xiimen chuckled and pulsated his throat sac in an irregular pattern. He usually cracked such jokes to himself to keep his demeanour. Life was too short to be wasted on worries, when simple appreciation of the ironies made it liveable.
However events on the second day tested his optimistic outlook. Firstly he found out that the outer wall of his study cell had partially collapsed during the quake. The Di-J’Chures had repaired that wall. There were still many minor faults and break lines in the other walls, but they did not pose any problem to structural stability. Xiimen understood the rationale behind that. There were many more areas that needed major repair from the Di-J’Chures, so these minor faults had to wait. But these cracks and breaks had let wind and rain into his lab.
The most serious matter was that his report was missing – the report on the study of cocoon sites. Although it was against regulation, he had kept a secret copy of his own. He recalled that before the quake, Xayken had also brought his copy over to ask him about the missing section. Xiimen dimly hoped that both copies of the report were now with Xayken.
Fearing the worst, Xiimen’s four hands trembled uncontrollably as he thoroughly searched his study cell. His throat sac were deflated and pale. Why be anxious until after one has indeed searched everything? he reasoned to himself.
After he had not found it, he had made discreet inquiries with the SunRoamers who had found him and Xayken. He questioned them one by one secretly, making them promise that they spoke to no one about this interview. They agreed. This was the first time in his life that he used his authority to coerce obedience and he felt slightly guilty about that. But the situation would be dire if he could not find the two reports.
None of the SunRoamers had seen the report. None noticed anyone lurking in the vicinity of his study-cell before or after the quake. Xiimen was disappointed, and suspected that some of the SunRoamers may be lying, but he had no resources to check their accounts.
The chief scientist did not dare think of the consequences should the reports fall into the hands of the Pathfinders.
Whatever they were, he could not keep this to himself any longer. He had to have someone’s help, and the Z’Don was the only logical choice. But to do this, he would have to be frank with Xayken. Frank about why he omitted the last section from the Z’Don’s report. That even this revelatory report had, within it, hidden secrets, that a Z’Don could not know.
The burden of this secret had to be let go, whatever additional guilt he had taken on by omission.
It was thus with an anxious white throat-sac that he heard the news from a messenger of the Z’Don that he wished to see him immediately. The yongshei also relayed that the Z’Don wished him to fill the position of the Minister of Science, now vacant following Wortheyn’s death.
Young Wortheyn! The capable one four hatches younger than me. Who was so kind to assume the position that everyone accorded to me, and hence judge him unworthy by comparison! This was to be the third time that Xiimen turned down this position.
But what worried him most was the urgency with which Xayken had wanted to see him. Does Xayken know of the lost reports? Maybe there are with him and he is angry with me! Then his ironic optimism spoke to himself, If that was the case, the reports would not be with the Pathfinders. Getting in trouble with the Z’Don is not as bad as getting in the way of the Pathfinders!
Still Xiimen went to see Xayken in an conflicting mixture of anticipation, fear, hope and nameless raw emotions.
Xayken finally managed to sit up without flinching his entire body, but his throat sac was pale like the shade of moon shadow instead of a healthy green. The Z’Don reached up with his lower right hand towards the mug of kar on the low table next to his bed as he continued to wait for Xiimen to show up. Even with his eyes lightly bandaged by the membrane, he could still see the mug, but his hand could only move slowly to grasp it. Xayken brought the mug to his mouth and even before he drank the kar, the strong aroma has perked up his spirit. He took a long sip and allowed the warmth of the kar to permeate and energise him. The bybeyn honey not only sweetened the kar but also brought some colour back to his throat sac.
The hive is in a dire situation not seen since the Age of Fire. I must become a strong leader. I must stabilise the hive. Xayken took another sip as he resolved to maintain an attitude of detachment in order to think more clearly and outwit his political opponents. Even before taking the position of Z’Don, Xayken knew that schemes and deceptions were on every level, from the Federation to the individual hiver. Hidden alliances and betrayals, forged in secret, could cause create changes in the hive. What amazed him was that he found himself beginning to enjoy puzzling about the unknown. From Dorayn, who had visited him briefly earlier, he knew that the Yishis had done a thorough inspection on Xiimen. The Yishis would obviously be hesitant to inconvenience him, as he was still the Z’Don. However if he confessed that he felt some mental changes, he would have effectively invited a horde of yishis to probe him.
“Xayken? You seem to be in a worse shape than me."
Xayken turned his head towards the door and saw a figure. He smiled, “Is that you, Xiimen? My vision has not recovered fully yet. I hope you are in a better shape than me.”
“Physically, I supposed I am in better shape than you.” Xiimen seemed to look around the cell before he perched himself near the bed. “Are we safe to speak in private? ” Xiimen whispered.
Even with the bandage, Xayken could see the fluttering of Xiimen’s throat sac. The Z’Don replied, “This used to be a silo. The walls are thick enough to prevent eavesdropping. Close the door, and we can settle down for some serious talk." Xiimen bloated and locked the door.
The chief scientist was walking back towards Xayken when he paused and remarked, “You speak well."
Xayken tried to recall what he had just said. “Perhaps I’m just too tired to worry about how best to phrase my wordings."
Xiimen shrugged and perched next to him. “I think I should go straight to the point.”
“Do you have the report? ” Both asked each other simultaneously. Their throat sacs flip-flopped in unison. “No." Again they answered together. Their heads jerked up, the shock of losing the report shook them. The lost was complete this time as their remnant of hope had been vanquished. Xayken’s thoughts moved swiftly, "Your copy was lost too? ”
Xiimen’s throat sac fluttered in hues of yellow and brown showing his desperation and frustration. “I lost my copy. I was hoping that it was with you.”
They settled into silence, muted by their own thoughts. Finally Xiimen said, “Xayken, I have a confession to make – a secret to reveal to you as a fellow hatchling and to report to you as the Z’Don."
Xayken watched his fellow hatchling. He had some ideas what Xiimen was going to say. It probably had to do with the deleted sections in the report.
Xiimen looked at Xayken and said, “I think it is best to start my story at the beginning." It was a story that he had kept to himself for the past nine hatches.
“I was then about eleven hatches old and had been a full-fledged keshueka for nearly eight hatches. Do you remember it was at that time that scientists from all the hives came to discuss their research with me? ”
Xayken bloated.
“At the beginning, it was fun talking with them. However, as the days became zholds and the zholds turned to moons, I was left with no time for my research and I was getting very tired of being famous. I had to get out of Wor Senya. So I decided to stay at the abandoned Station Peiki for a few zholds to avoid them. I was thinking of making use of the opportunity to look for some live specimens of suuzhon. Before I left, I borrowed some books from the Great Senya Library. Not wanting to meet any fawner, I did not stay in the library for long. So I just picked the books randomly. Any subject would do as long as it could provide more knowledge about the land. That was how the seeds floated through the river of chances and dropped on me.”
Xayken flexed his throat sac and said, “Yes, I do remember you rushing to inform me about your going away from Wor Senya for a while.”
Xiimen continued, “I trekked to Station Peiki, only accompanied by two balwinhis to carry my belongings. The station was very small with just one main chamber and it was mainly used by keshuekas to study the flora near the mouth of the Wise River. I really enjoyed the solitude and for the first time in many moons, I was able to concentrate on my work. On one particular day, the sky was raining heavily, and cold wind blew from the southern sea, forcing me to stay indoors. With nothing better to do, I started reading the books that I had borrowed from the library.”
“Are all these of any relevance to the secret you are supposed to confide in me? " Xayken interrupted with raised cheek ridges.
“Of course there are relevant. I am just painting the circumstances that I was in so that you will be able to better understand my action later," Xiimen bloated defensively.
“You should get to it, then,” said Xayken.
Xiimen knew his fellow hatchling had said that without any sting. So he continued his tale. “As expected, the books that I had randomly picked were as diverse in subject as they could be. Some books were jejune and dull but others were quite interesting. One was a collection of myths saying we were created by silver gods with only two arms. Crippled gods? Can you imagine how ridiculous that is? " Xiimen asked. He looked at Xayken and realized he had digressed again.
Embarrassed, he continued, “Among the books, there was a record of the sentience ratio, a ratio of full-sentient hivers to semi-sentient hivers, in Senya and other hives since the beginning of the Age of Fire. I noticed that there were several periods where the sentience ratio of the northern hives took a deep plunge. The periods did not have regular intervals, but I sensed some underlying pattern linking these plunges.”
“Coincidentally, another book I brought along contained the climatic record of the land. It documented times when winter in the northern land was harder and longer than usual. Some winters were so hard that even some of the rugged northern Sanjan trees cracked and were frozen to death. Correlating the two records made me see the pattern. Hatches of eggs laid during a hard winter would produce a low sentience ratio. That alone would be a great discovery if I had reported it. But I did not because I saw a glimpse of a greater pattern. Initially, I thought of doing an experiment to check whether was there any relation between the eggs laying sites and the sentience ratio. But it was virtually impossible. Once the larva were hatched from the eggs, they would crawl into the river. Only after about one year and six moons would the zhons crawl out of the river to form a cocoon about themselves. A larva hatched at mid-stream could climb out anywhere along the river bank to spin a cocoon. That made designing a control experiment difficult. Furthermore I could not label the eggs or the zhons. Since it is not feasible to test the egg-laying site, I resorted to check the statistical correlation of the cocoon site with the sentience ratio.
“Once cocoons appeared along the river banks, the Kuangkas would collect and place them together in the nursery no matter where the cocoons were found. Once they had hatched, they would be collectively cared for by the entire hive. In order to check the statistical correlation, I could secretly mark the cocoons according to the sites where they were found. To carry out this experiment, I returned to Wor Senya. By then, more than three moons had passed and the pesterers had left.” Xiimen flexed his throat sac.
“I secretly marked the cocoons along the river before they were collected by the Kuangkas. When they broke free from the cocoons, I found some amazing results. A significant majority of the hivers that emerged out from cocoons found near the river mouth were fully sentient. In contrast, only a few of the hivers from cocoons found near the river source were full sentience. The implication of this finding was tremendous but it was too important to just rely on one hatch sample. I performed the same test for another two hatches and the result was the same each time. I had oscillated from half-denial to pure joy of discovery. Finally by the third hatch, I had no other choice but to accept the irrefutable results. After that, decided to put this research on hold. I knew that if I carry on in this area, I would eventually fly beyond the line of social responsibility as a scientist to the society and also be breaking taboos that could be possibly as old as our race. After much thought, I decided to go ahead with the research.”
“What did you do? ” Xayken asked. Some of what Xiimen had said were in the report. He suspected that more shocking news were to come. Xiimen did not seem to hear him. He was deep in reminiscence.
“I spent about half a hatch carefully planning my study. A moon before the next mating season, I took leave from the hive on a supposedly hunt for the elusive fossils of the legendary hawk. I think you should remember that incident, right? " Xiimen smiled. “Many thought that I was too stressed by my new post as the C’Keshueka and the hunt was my cover to have a good rest. Well, it was a cover, but it was for my secret experiment. Anyway, once the queens laid their eggs and left, I emerged from my hiding place and randomly collected twelve eggs. I took them to Station Peiki where three water tanks had been set-up by me. One tank was filled with water from the river mouth, the second tank’s was taken from mid-river and the third tank’s water was taken from the river source. The tanks were not large, but each was adequate for four zhons. I divided the eggs equally and when the zhons hatched, they crawled into the tanks. Thus I was able to set up a controlled experiment. Using two balwinhis, I regularly transported water and food. For a year and a half, I patiently waited for the larva to crawl out to spin cocoons around themselves. I marked them and transported them back to the main hive. I placed them together with the other cocoons in the nursery. Then I waited for the cocoons to hatch. The results showed that my experiment was a great success and validated my hypothesis. The third tank produced four semi-sentient hivers. The second tank produced three full sentient hivers and one semi-sentient hiver. As for the first tank with the water from the river mouth, all emerged full-sentients. And not just full-sentients, but prodigies.”
Xayken’s throat sac pulsated as though it was being torn between a multitude of different emotions. After a long time, the Z’Don finally became conscious of his erratic throat sac. “Deymayn, Diawyn, Dorayn and Dukryn," Xayken said. It was not a question. How many prodigies had there been in Dalu? Four in a single hatch was unprecedented in Dalu’s history.
Xiimen bloated his throat sac in affirmation. Xayken took a closer look at his fellow hatchling. Xiimen did not seem to be one who would disregard tradition and taboo so recklessly. “What you did will not only anger the whites, but also the blues,” Xayken flexed his throat sac. He knew Xiimen had already thought of that more than fifteen years ago, but still he had to say it.
Both the C’Keshueka and the Z’Don seemed to have aged tremendously after the secret was shared. However Xiimen was almost at peace with himself now. His worry had finally been revealed. It still had not left him completely, but at least there would be two hivers to carry the load from now on.
“The question is what must we do now? " Xiimen asked his fellow hatchling.
Xayken thought for a while and answered solemnly, “We must plan for the worst. We have to assume the reports are in the hands of the white pathfinders. We must anticipate what they will do after they got hold of the report."
Xiimen bloated his throat sac in agreement, “I have more than six hatches to think of the consequences once the truth becomes known to the whites. They will surely ask for the four hivers to be put to death. To the whites, the four hivers are abominations, living through their second stage — the stage of innocence — in a tank. The whites will surely demand that the four be put to death, and they will undoubtedly want their blue counterparts to support them."
Xayken paused a moment to think through what Xiimen had just said, “Yes, the whites will want the blues to support them. The report will eventually fall into the hands of the White Lord in Capeborn or Sargoth. I must immediately send words to Trillium Camp and also to the Blood Pass, not that it will do any good. Any courier would have more than ample time to cross the Wise River or the Blood Pass by now.” Xayken looked resigned. His throat sac was paler than pale.
“But all is not lost. The blues may not fully support the whites in this call for execution. The blues believe innocence can be regained by taking the path south guided by the Blue Trillium. South of Dalu is just the Mystic Sea. Till now, no hiver has seen what is beyond that great ocean. Only with the aid of more advance technology will the blue pathfinders be able to cross the Mystic Sea. Furthermore, the four prodigies did not violate any of the blues’ major taboos. The blues might compromise if the four prodigies could assist them in completing their ultimate journey more quickly.”
Xayken brightened up and exclaimed, “That might split the religious-political alliance between the whites and the blues! ” Currently in Capeborn, the blue pathfinders, the white pathfinders and the TruthSeekers each had a third of the parliament seats. The blues and the whites formed a coalition as both believed that the Trillium Stones showed the Truth. But each had a different interpretation of the scripts carved on the Trillium Stones. The words on the stones translated from the Old tongue came to Xayken’s mind.
Wind, water, earth
Triad to Trillium, destiny awaits
Innocence lost, Innocence regains
Path awaits
The discovery of the Trillium Stones marked a new page of religion in Dalu. Wars were fought between believers and non-believers and also between different schools of thought.
However, there were some verses which the blues and the whites interpreted in the same way. “Wind, water, earth" was interpreted by the pathfinders to refer to all creatures in air, at sea and on land. “Innocence lost, Innocence regain, Path awaits" meant that beings who had lost their innocence must seek and follow the right Path in order to regain it. The Pathfinders were going to do just that - to find the Path that they believed would lead them back to innocence.
But the two groups disagreed on what the right Path should be. According the White Pathfinders, “Triad” referred to the Triad Cycle constellation, which marked the north sky, and “Trillium” was the Blue Trillium, the southern constellation. “Triad to Trillium” - from north to south, or simply, everything under the sky. Since all creatures except the Fayzhons were thought to be non-sentient, the Whites concluded that it was the Fayzhons who had forsaken their innocence, and that they could only regain it by losing their sentience.
On the other hand, the Blue Pathfinders interpreted “Triad” to mean a triad of Fayzhons. Therefore, they believed that they should follow the Blue Trillium constellation and travel south, across the vast Mystic Sea, in order to recover their innocence.
The bulk of scientific research on Dalu was spearheaded by the TruthSeekers. This group of hivers strongly believed in the quest of the Truth - knowledge - as the key to better their lives, and that this could be elucidated through the scientific process. Unlike the Pathfinders, they did not think it worthwhile to unlock the message written on the Trillium Stones. Another important difference between the Pathfinders and the TruthSeekers was that the Pathfinders believed all creatures were created, whereas the TruthSeekers believed that the variety of creatures came about as a result of a continuous cycle of selection and adaptation to the environment.
Xayken’s mind seemed to be in overdrive, as he thought through the web of intrigues that could take place. Surely the report would cause a split between the White and the Blue Pathfinders everywhere, particularly in Capeborn, where the recent cataclysm had already taken its toll on the incumbent coalition government. Any rivalry between the factions would definitely threaten the unity of that coalition further.
“One thing is certain,” Xayken noted.“Some over-zealous White Lords may think that they could gain by killing the four prodigies before the Pathfinders reach a consensus on how to react. We must protect them from harm.”
“We will send Dukryn to S’Hai station. That will send him away from Wor Senya where the spies from all factions are concentrated. Deymayn and Diawyn with their yongshei training should be able to hold their own ground. That will leave Dorayn. She will serve as a bait."
“Dorayn is not just a seed in a Waykey game! " Xiimen shot up when he heard what Xayken had suggested.
“Xiimen, smooth your agitated throat sac. Calm down." He quickly gestured with his four arms, trying to soothe Xiimen. “A bait is necessary to turn the situation to our advantage. We will, of course, protect Dorayn, but our soldiers have to be out of view. By luring any whitelings or even white lords who intend to kidnap her, we will capture them and show them to the rest of Dalu how despicable their actions are. They would have no support from their fellow pathfinders. Even if that did not stop the calling for the execution of the four prodigies, no other whites would dare to take matters in their own hands. Since we know that a complete consensus would be almost impossible especially with our interference, the four of them would eventually be tolerated. Be assured that Dorayn will be well-protected and no real harm will fall on her. I too like her, and will not see her come to any sort of harm. You must believe me, Xiimen.”
Just as politely, the messenger checked that both emitsei and student were safely out of the kotuna. Prince Anagin turned and swam towards the court entrance. Eisha, however, had never truly entered the royal courts, and was still taking in the sights. Only now had he noted the difference between the imperial keiooki and normal keiooki. The imperial breed was truer, sleeker and more muscular compared to the normal ones. The shell of this keiooki was obviously trimmed into the shape of the Diamond clan. Its set of tokak was well-manicured and its head capped in round steel, with two holes allowing the eye-stalks to manoeuvre.
The court was opulent. Its dome was much higher than most. Around it were cooling columns of fused rock that rose to tremendous heights. The entrance was different too, for it was sealed with double, not single, valves, with the one in front that dilated clockwise and the one behind anticlockwise. And upon the walls were intricate sculptures that depicted the Aulerka, the Prophet. In fact, Eisha had heard that the carvings were so accurate that, from far, the stone carving could not be told – via echolocation – from a real keikain.
Eisha had been idling about for too long, but he squeezed through the seal just as it was constricting. Before they were allowed into the inner chamber, they had to pass through a security chamber, where their identities were checked. Even this simple chamber, exuded an opulent appearance that Eisha had never seen before.
Inside, within the inner chamber of the court itself, the splendour was just as immaculate. The dome looked larger from the inside than outside, and it had been polished to steel-like smoothness by the Diamond-clan stone smiths. The throne – a basaltic harness – stood in the precise centre of the dome. Around were harnesses for all the dukes, barons and ministers of the royal court. Besides the main players, there were many perfunctuaries and servants scurrying about to satisfy the whims of their masters.
As emitsei and echoate entered the chamber, a note sounded from a speaker up on the domed ceiling. The note had a strange beat creating a strangely ethereal, yet booming acoustical field within the court. To echolocating keikains, it seemed that the chamber was full of keikains when there was just a few near the throne.
“Prince Anagin and his echoate, Eisha,” a perfunctuary chanted.
Slowly, Anagin and Eisha swam towards the throne, following a radial path that was lined lengthwise with luminescent globes. These gas-filled globes derived their light from electric discharges. It was a cheap bauble, installed three lifetimes ago by the last king of the Aklikko dynasty. That king had been a real admirer of electrical toys.
“I shall speak with him privately,” King Yashi explained to the court. He descended from his throne and approached both emitsei and student. Together they retreated into his private chambers, much to the puzzled curiousity of the court. It was clan wide knowledge that the king and the prince had not been on speaking terms for a very long time.
“Anagin my son, does he need to be here? ” King Yashi questioned when the trio were safely within his private chamber..
“Yes,” Anagin insisted. “This is Eisha, my brightest echoate.”
“I have a very important piece of news -” King Yashi said plainly. There was resentment and fear in his voice.
“And so have I for you, Your Highness,” Anagin said. “Or else I would never have come.”
Yashi was shrewd enough to see through the manoeuvre, and glared at the interruption.
“Let me speak first, since I asked you here,” he said. “We have been attacked. The western generators of the house Ginouko in the north have been bombed. It was a sneak attack.”
“Bombings are not news in our war with the Hard-Circles,” Anagin replied nonchalantly. “How many more civilians do you want to kill, Father? ”
“Stop that! ” King Yashi boomed from his blowhole. Anagin was the son he had failed to live up to his expectations. He, King Yashi Konkouseki, the one who ordered the shisan, inspired fear and respect from everyone of the Diamond Clan. Yet he could not make Anagin obey him – that was his fear. “This time it’s not the Hard-circles. Our intelligence indicates that this covert bombing was done by the Six-Stars. They have broken their pact of neutrality – those sneaks! ”
“And for this you stormed into an Academy lecture? Do not do that again. Also what does the bombings have to do with me? ”
“You are the prince. You have responsibility to the clan. I need you to command a division to defend against their attack! ” Yashi ordered.
“Haven’t we been through this before, Father? ” Prince Anagin said in exasperation. He knew King Yashi, and knew there was no trace of real concern for the clan’s well-being. “This was the same line you fed me a cycle and a half ago in the war against the Hard-Circle clan. I repeat: I do not want to take command of your armies. I don’t care for your court or my inheritance. Find someone else.”
“You are too selfish,” King Yashi could not contain his anger any more. “The clan is dying and you don’t care? You call yourself a prince of your people? ”
“You call me that, I don’t,” Anagin bit back. “The Chief Biologist of the Diamond Clan Academy believes that his talents are needed elsewhere.”
“I’ll not have another argument with you, Anagin, not again. If you think we can fight the combined armies of the Hard-Circles and Six-Stars, while you hide yourself away to admire plants, then you are grossly mistaken.”
“You were the one who started the war, father. Don’t push it to me,” Anagin said. “Even now, under the devastation of the quake, you still fight on, without regard to the well-being of the clan. You call that the actions of an enlightened ruler? ”
“Why do you swim against the tide of history? ” King Yashi asked. “The Konkouseki dynasty is the unmai. When the Aklikko dynasty passed, it was Kwashiga, my grandfather, your great-grandfather who saw the opportunity and seized the throne. He united the federation of houses by force. And my father, continued that by nurturing and consolidating our strength. The responsibility is now mine, to restore keikai to its former glory, as Aulerka had prophesied. Three clans into one. You shall inherit that rule. Don’t you want this? ”
Anagin remained silent. He had heard this self-serving version of history countless times, and thought it was bunk. “Countless tyrants have thought like that, and was the tide of history with them? Why don’t you consider the real onset of change, brought by the quake? ”
“Do not think you can hide in the Academy from me,” Yashi blew loudly. “Playing with plants does nothing good for Diamond clan.”
“That is where you are wrong, Father,” Anagin countered. “I said I have news for you, and here it is. A day ago, I was out on the holy land, and look at what I have found! ”
Anagin took out his bark sample and passed it to Eisha, not seeing the fear and respect in Yashi’s eyes. “Go ahead, Eisha, tell His Royal Highness your conclusion.”
“Your Majesty,” Eisha retracted his eyes, unsure of the situation. He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, and was learning very fast indeed even though Eisha was well pass his stripling age. This was a day of firsts – his first public communication, first interrupted communication, his first ride on a royal kotuna, his first sight of the royal court, his first encounter with King Yashi himself and his first witnessing of a royal argument.
“Tell him! ”
“This is a hitsu specimen and it is unusually flaky and brittle. The specimen is from a seiki tree that is dying. If Prince Anagin is right, a whole forest of such dying seiki trees would spell trouble for all of keikai.”
“You can’t be sure that a whole forest is dying,” King Yashi retorted, disguising his fear and resentment at being manipulated.
“I was there on the beach yesterday. I felt the weather. I saw what I saw,” Prince Anagin said. “In fact, the Chief Biologist hereby recommends an immediate survey mission to the holy land to verify and inspect the extent of the damage.”
“Why should the seiki die suddenly for no apparent reason? ” Yashi protested, not really interested in the answer. He was frustrated as he knew that he had been skillfully side-tracked by his son.
“We don’t know, Your Majesty,” Eisha surprised himself at his response. “But this may be linked to the recent quake. The magma engineers tell us that the quake was not a normal quake. There were no early signs to hint of a coming quake. The source must have been something upon the land. Until an expedition is carried out to search for a scientific answer, we will never know.”
“No. I will not allow myself to be manoeuvred into -” King Yashi stopped his blowing. He checked himself. It was the echoate – a callow young thing who said it, not Anagin. And whatever grudge he had with his own son, Yashi realised that no member of the Academy – echoate or not – would make wrongful representations. Although he was King Yashi Konkouseki, he had better be sure before he set himself against the Academy. Conflict on a third front must be avoided at all costs.
“You can’t have the expedition! ” Yashi said, after a long wait. “The lands have been blocked off. I forgot to tell you – the bombing was done by troops who entered our borders from the beach.”
“What? ! Great Lands? ” Eisha bleated. “Why, that is sacrilege begging your pardon, Your Majesty.”
“We must be allowed to work,” Anagin waved.
“You shut up,” King Yashi boomed from his blowhole. “You – you were there – alone! You must have seen those troops! ”
“I did not,” Anagin lied calmly. “Look here – I did not stay long. The troops had a whole day. Why should I have seen anything? ”
“Don’t lie to me, Anagin,” Yashi muttered. “You saw it.”
“My word against yours,” Anagin stated. “You lose.”
Yashi looked extremely angry. Containing his anger was not a skill he knew well. In his wrath, he threatened, “Fine. You, Eisha, will lead the expedition. I’ll let the Academy do it, on the condition that Anagin remains here in the court. To fight the war! ”
“No! ” Anagin cried out. “I am the Chief Biologist. I must go. An echoate cannot lead an expedition -”
“You must learn, Anagin, that you cannot always have what you want,” Yashi said, his eye-stalks rigid and upright in vengeance. “Your little manipulations have backfired, I’m afraid.”
“I won’t do it, Father,” Anagin said stubbornly.
“Then you will be placed under military arrest and detention,” King Yashi ordered.
Anagin was absolutely stunned at the turn of events. His eye-stalks were upright, and blowhole constricted.
“Guards! ”
At the sound of the command, two palace guards appeared. “You are not to let Prince Anagin out of here. He is under arrest. However, his echoate is free to go. Escort him back to the Academy.” Turning to Anagin he said, “This discussion is closed.”
The guards acted immediately and placed flipper restraints about Anagin. Then one guard turned to Eisha, and moved threateningly towards him. Eisha backed out through the chamber seal, shouting at the four-cornered diamond back of his emitsei, “I’ll be back beloved emitsei! I’ll be back with the report. Don’t feel bad. Think of it as a small holiday while I do the tedious work!”
The Red Lord sneered at the low murmuring that rolled through the abandoned silo chamber. His grimace was hidden by the red mask covering his face and throat sac. The same red mask that adorned and hid the feature of everyone within the chamber.
“Kowklin! Kowklin to the Red Empress! ” Several nyuu redlings voiced in unison. The murmuring stopped immediately and the Red Lord heard the rustle of clothing as everyone kowklined, fluttering their throat sacs in a mark of supreme worship.
A nyuu with a red mask appeared from a side door. Her red gown had the gold markings of Triad and Trillium. The Red Lord risked a glance at the Red Empress. In spite of his probings he still did not know her true identity. Not only was she hidden behind her mask but also heavily cloaked by the red gown. She walked gracefully and regally to the dais and sat on the great chair which served as her throne.
“Red Empress, heartily do we serve you, willingly will we fly into a gale storm for you. We hear and obey you. We will right this wrongful era and return to the Path of innocence described by the Trillium Stones. Surely the faithful shall be exalted in the Dalu, exalted above the non-believers. We serve humbly for the triumphant return of the Empress. Swift comes the Day of Destination when the Empress rules us all! ”
The ritual prayer always ended on a high note. “I see your kowklin and I am pleased, my beloved Redlings,” am enigmatic voice came from behind the mask of the Red Queen. Sitting regally on the throne with her lower set of arms resting on the high armrests, she remained as intractable as always.
“What do you have for me, Red Lord? ” the Empress asked.
“My beloved Red Empress, I bring good news,” The Red Lord replied calmly. He paused and looked around at the other hivers in sneering voice that no mask could hide. He had news of great importance and were only for the Empress’s ears alone, and he showed it.
“Come forward, my Red Lord.” The Great Empress smiled.
The Red Lord kowklined and stepped forward until he was just a step from her. Then he bent to whisper into her left ear. “Your Majesty, a new triad called the LandShaker has been formed and all the volunteers drafted are faithful redlings. We now have another triad to fight for our cause. The Day of Return will surely sooner come.”
The Empress smiled and bloated her throat sac. Although he was speaking to her ear, her attention did not leave the hivers assembled in the chamber. “How’s the progress to convert Diawyn and Deymayn? ” She asked softly.
“It’s going on as plan. Deymayn has been made the commander of the LandShakers. I am confident that he will gladly come to our cause. As for Diawyn, she is not that amenable but I have assigned someone close to her to make the attempt.”
The Great Empress adjusted her mask before replying, “I want Deymayn converted as soon as possible.”
“I hear and obey, your great Majesty.” The Red Lord kowklined and retreated to below the dais.
“The Red Lord brings me good news,” The Red Empress announced. “What about the other lordlings? "
“Your great Majesty, I too bear good news,” a nyuu replied. The Red Lord looked at the speaker. She was the Red Wind Lordling, one of the three Red Pathfinders lordlings. Her presence reminded him that there were two other nyans ranked just below him - the Red Earth Lordling and the Red Fire Lordling, both whose true identities he knew, for he had been instrumental in ensuring their rise to power in the Red Pathfinder hierarchy.
However he had yet to find out the identity of the Wind Lordling. It was a difficult task. All redlings had to enter and leave the chamber according to the assigned time only. They were not allowed otherwise. This system was set up by the Red Empress to keep the identities of all Red Pathfinders a secret from each other. This prevented spies from creeping in and learning too much about their movement. Any spy that infiltrated within the red hierarchy would be secretly identified and kept track of. They would be diverted to bogus meetings, never sharing a chamber with the true Red Empress. In this meetings, loyal redlings would mislead these spies into thinking that they had infiltrated into the core of the Red Pathfinders.
The Great Empress called the Wind Lordling to come forward. The masked nyuu quickly walked up the dais and stood on the place where he was moments before. She leaned forward and whispered into the Empress’s ear.
“Your Majesty, I must protest against the actions that you have taken against the Diamond Clan. It is an act of war,” bleated Doku. He was right, and he knew it. And even if the entire court was quiet, with the heads of the Six-Star nobles shrunk into their shells in obsequious silence, he would still voice it. He knew that they supported him, and he supported the treaty of neutrality, signed a lifetime ago, which had brought the current state of peace, prosperity and open government.
“Yes, what of it, Baron Doku? ” King Shinogu Rokuhoshi barked back, laying special emphasis upon the mention of rank. “The Six-Stars, as of now, has broken the pact of neutrality with the Diamond Clan. For the last few days, I have communicated privately with King Henka of the Hard-Circle Clan. He has convinced me that this is the best course of action against Diamond Clan. Thus my pact of cooperation with Henka. Do you question my judgement? ”
“With all due respect, your Majesty,” Doku bleated. “I do! You have not consulted the court on such a dangerous change of policy, but have raised a bargain with a foreign clan. Your court demands that your majesty justify the actions that were taken without the court’s consultation.,” Doku sounded again, his soft voice ringing loudly within the walls of the fully seated, but silent court. “We are a democracy! ”
“In the first place, let me stress that no bargain has been struck. I merely have a private agreement with King Henka to assist him in any way we can in his war against the Diamond clan. The agreement does not bind us to do anything specific. But I have launched a covert attack upon the western generators of the Diamonds. In this time of disaster, with the quakes around us, we have the upper hand. This is a declaration of war upon the Diamonds. As the ruler of Six-Star, I had ordered it.”
“Your Majesty,” Doku spoke again, eye-stalks wavering around for supporters but finding none. “We do not question your exercise of power over the army. Far be it for us to be so impudent. But I do question policy. The Diamond clan’s military power is well known. Their combined army and armaments are sufficient to wreck our waters several times. That is why we have remained strictly neutral with respect to the current conflict between the Diamonds and the Hard-Circles. It does us no good at all to break the pact of neutrality! Think of the innocents in the cities, Your Majesty. Are we to be subjected to yet another round of senseless war, after only a lifetime of comparative peace? ”
“But you are focusing only on one aspect of history, Baron Doku,” King Shinogu waved his webbed forepaws in impatience. “During the reign of Aklikko, we were a hundred and eight houses, joined in federal union. Then the usurper, House Konkouseki, came and formed the Diamond Clan, forcing us, the thirty two houses to install my throne to oppose Diamond Clan. They are the reason for my position, I do think in such matters of war, the decision was wholly mine to make.”
“Furthermore, you do not know King Yashi as I do. He thinks he is fulfilling preordained destiny. He will not stop once it has annexed and flushed out the Hard-Circle clan. We are next. If we sit by idly, we would have to face his army sooner or later. Better now, when we have a chance, together with the Hard-Circles to defeat this madness! ”
“But we have a pact of neutrality with them, and we broke it -”
“Which was made a lifetime ago, before Yashi’s reign. A tyrant does not deserve our honour, Baron Doku.”
“Your Majesty, I realise that you may be prejudiced against King Yashi, but I beg to differ. I do not inherently see him as a bad ruler - a bit despotic yes, and but it may be necessary to fulfil our destiny.” Doku argued. Before the silent court, he chanted a verse from the Song of Aulerka
“Unity is strength,
Unity is Destiny,
Unity shall be.
One clan in keikai,
One king on one throne, unmai,
One lordship awaits
“Maybe King Yashi is the one who will unite us all? I say we let him fight the Hard-Circles, and then capitulate when he is old and done. Let them contend with each other for destiny, is that not our founding principle? His successor, Prince Anagin, is definitely my choice, should destiny really manifest itself! ”
“Don’t you find that ironic, Baron Doku, that you are here, in this democratic court, arguing for surrender to the Diamond Clan? ” said King Shinogu. “Thank goodness for our open government, that such a treasonous opinion can be voiced.”
“All I am saying, is that there are many non-violent solutions. By breaking our pact, we have demonstrated ourselves to be dishonourable. We cannot be sure that if we defeat the Diamond clan, the Hard-Circles would not turn against us instead to pre-empt whatever treachery they would presume us to have committed.”
“You are wrong on that. King Henka came to me begging for help. That’s why our meeting was private. He would remember our kindness and our aid. He would not see it as an act of treachery,” Shinogu said.
“Great Lands,” Doku swore. “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty. The king is not his country - the question is what his court thinks! It matters not what Henka Kataen thinks; it is what his court and his keikains think of him, And it is well known what kind of ruler Henka is. We all know what he did to his own house of Gukrokku, and how feared he is among his own subjects as a result of that. In fact, I would say that Henka is no different from Yashi as a tyrant.”
“Are you insinuating that I am as he is, by association? ” King Shinogu growled menacingly.
“No, no, That’s not what I meant at all, Your Majesty,” Baron Doku grew visibly alarmed. His neck had half-shrunk into his hexagonal shell, and his eye-stalks were raised in fright. That’s not a fair argument. He accuses me of contradicting the principles of our federation, but I am not allowed to point out the self-serving nature of his communications with that tyrant Henka.
“Your impertinence is forgiven,” King Shinogu said.. It was true that he did control the army, and that was the bridle of his power. The problem was that every house knew that, and the balance that resulted from that should be maintained. The old federal union lives on in the House of Six-Star, and Shinogu respected history. He did not want his rule to be remembered in infamy.
“In fact, that is where the comparison ends. You see, King Henka was driven to his course of action because of a renegade baron in his court, who tried to put his dissenting words into action. No king can run his clan that way. Henka is a different from Yashi, who sent half his court to the shisan based upon mere whim. And I, too, am unlike Yashi. I have noted your points, Doku, and so it shall remain. Let it go on record that I, King Shinogu of the Six-Stars respects the last remnant of the old federal union, and the principle of democracy upon which Six-Star Clan was founded. I have our interests at heart.” Shinogu’s implication was obvious.
“And in return, I ask the court to trust my judgement this time. This war that we have taken up is a necessary one. No doubt innocents will suffer, but we will suffer more if we take on the Diamond clan in a two-sided war. Better for it to be a three-sided one now, when we can afford it, then later when we cannot be sure. Let the court satisfy itself that this is presently our best course of action.”
There was a stir in the court. Eye-stalks were raised, and webbed-hands wrangled in vexation, but all remained silent. Someone blew a bubble, but suppressed it.
“Any protests at all? ” King Shinogu asked. “Doku? ”
“Your Majesty, I represent only one house. I cannot claim to represent the other thirty-one,” Baron Doku bleated. The confidence seemed to have been squeezed of out him.
And with that, the court adjourned. That did not come out well at all, he lamented when he returned to his private chambers. Why do the houses not accept my honest explanation of my actions? Why do they look for conspiracy everywhere? I know we are a democratic federation. But my responsibility is to protect that. Why don’t they see this? And what of Baron Doku? Are you doing this merely to further your career? Why do you speak for these Barons who seek only to maintain their rule over their houses?
Shinogu blew a bubble of worry. Political problems was always more complicated. In comparison, his worries about how to respond to Diamond Clan’s future attacks were simpler, and easier to deal with. But he had to contend with all of them, not ignore them. Ignoring problems won’t make them go away. The only issue was - he taken on more kihon than he could swallow? What are the repercussions? Great Aulerka! Please show me the way out of this mess!
“Your Majesty, I have done what you have ordered. I have handed the report to the White lordling. The seed of discord has been planted. As he accompanied me back to Wor Senya, he questioned me about the living habits and the whereabouts of the four prodigies. I think he intends to kidnap one of them to gain power in the white pathfinder’s hierarchy.”
The Red Empress bloated. The young nyuu was encouraged and ventured on, “Among the four prodigies, the two yongsheis with their blade training have no problem defending themselves. Thus he will kidnap either Dorayn or Dukryn.” The Wind Lordling eyed her Empress for a moment before continuing, “Praise be the wisdom of our Red Empress.” The Empress shot her a glance and the nyuu’s throat sac quavered slightly. It was dangerous to be too contumelious in front of the Red Empress. The lordling quickly continued her report, “Your Majesty, the white lordling is going to act without consulting the White Lord of Capeborn. He will be an embarrassment to the whites and also their allies - the blues.”
The Empress smiled. This young one is bright and observant. Maybe I will indeed give her a small hive to rule. She spoke softly to the young nyuu, “Yes. You are observant. That is indeed my plan. Now you shall aid him in kidnapping. You must set it up such that the kidnap will only be discovered by the TruthSeekers after a day has passed. This will give the lowly white lordling a good head start but the pursuit will still be hot enough so that he will have to flee to Capeborn, if he had a modicum of sense. In this way, he will bring another seed to split the whites and the blues.”
The young nyuu waited, hoping that the Empress would explain her plan further. But the Empress had stopped talking. Thus dismissed, she kowklined and quickly descended below the dais.
The Great Empress’s body sat stiffly while she scanned the chamber. “Are there any other reports?” She looked at the two nyan lordlings. They did not dare to look at her directly. So, they still have problems with the tasks that I have given them. She sighed. Maybe I’m pushing them too hard. I should give them more time. A little more patience would be wise here. Her predecessor and herself had waited for more than three hundred years for their plans to come to fruition, a few more moons would not matter. “Very well. The audience is dismissed.”
She stood up and walked across the dais into a darkened passage that led away from the viewing chamber. The prayers that her red subjects sang to her could still be heard. She smiled. Yes. The Day of Return will come soon. In my reign, it will. I will end this abominable form of government that the revolutionaries have created once and for all. I will then be remembered as the greatest Empress in history – the Empress who brings monarchy back again to Dalu.
“He can’t do this,” Eisha cried plaintively. “A king should be mindful of the laws and customs of his country! ”
“Can’t do what? ” Yuri, his mate, listened tolerantly. Gliding gracefully out of the bathing chamber, the refreshing hot waters had imbued in her a petulant, argumentative froth. Froth that Eisha respected and liked, she knew. “Yashi is king – he can do anything.”
“It is so wrong for a king to forcibly imprison his son, when he is trying to save his people. My beloved emitsei may not be a good prince, but he is a concerned academician, and a genuine scientist,” Eisha said. Then he added bitterly, “And to think I was so taken in by the grandeur and majesty of the court. King Yashi is a real disappointment.”
“Do not be so despondent. Look at it from his point of view. Imagine you were Yashi, dear. Imagine the desperation he feels – his only heir, rejecting destiny. No one to pass the throne to ” Yuri said. “Perhaps we are the unmai, uniting all clans to one.”
“Look, are you on my side or his side,” Eisha cried out.
“Of course I’m by your side, my mate,” Yuri said, snuggling into Eisha’s side. “Come, stop thinking about such unpleasant things. Eat your food.”
“Yes, my mate,” Eisha said. “I eat, and after that, I shall need to think. And plan. It might not seem like much, but to plan an expedition to the lands is not an easy task. This is the first time in all of keikai something like that has been done on the land. I don’t even know what to do, what to bring, how to start ”
“An expedition to the lands? ” Yuri asked. “Does this have anything to do with the wire message I got today? ”
“Wire message? What message? ”
“The one I got this morning, just after the mid-tide,” Yuri said matter-of-factly. “Here, I have a transcript of the message. It looked important to you, my mate, so I asked for one from the wire office. I don’t understand what it refers to there - about the important project and how it is important to our clan. But now maybe I do ”
“Let me see that.” Eisha’s eye-stalks stretched in surprise, as he pored over the message slate. The slow progress of silent bubbles up to the top of the dome was interrupted by Eisha’s sudden interjection, “What’s the point of this? It is plainly ridiculous! ”
“I can think of three reasons, my mate.”
“How can the court interfere with biological research in the Academy! What tainted springs. I know my emitsei asked me to conduct this expedition, but certainly not to ‘bring back specimens to study’. Especially for ridiculous goals like growing it underwater. Do they have any inkling what is biology? ”
“That’s the first reason: biology. They want samples for reasons of they own. And who knows, my mate. If what your emitsei says is true, then we are in a drastic situation here. We have never had our plentiful supply of hitsu threatened this way before. Maybe desperate situations demand desperate measures ”
“You don’t understand. This committee here that the message mentioned. I have never heard of this Committee of Scientific Advisors to the King. It doesn’t exist! Who are they, and what kind of qualifications do they have? ”
“That’s the second reason: King Yashi is taking charge here. He is not the monster that you think he is,” Yuri said, raising and lowering her eyestalks thoughtfully. “The King is pre-empting whatever ploy emitsei Anagin has. When we are saved, credit will go to the king.”
“And why did this order come to my house? ”
“That’s the third reason. Only King Yashi knows of your findings, and only he knows that you have been tasked for this mission. So the orders are authentic,” Yuri reasoned. “It is most definitely a royal order, and as a loyal subject, you must carry it out, whatever you think.”
“I won’t do it. I won’t carry silly atmospheric capsules. This mission is not going to turn out the way my emitsei has envisioned.” Eisha glared at Yuri.
“Why can’t you just do what the message orders, in addition to whatever emitsei has planned? ” Yuri asked.
“Because this nonsense will only distract from the real scientific work that needs to be done.” Eisha blew hard.
“Come, you are a brilliant keikain. Doing double is not beyond your capabilities, my mate,” Yuri said. “You should have more confidence in yourself.”
“What is more, I’m not good at all at planning and coordinating such things! My work may be good, but that is just research.” Eisha explained. “Anagin, my emitsei the source of much mastery in coordinating projects. I am but his mere echo. An echoate. And now I have two projects to conduct – one official, the other unofficial.”
“You are not alone. You have me. Let me go with you, my mate,” Yuri said. “You need the help. And what’s more, it will be another time for us to go to the great lands above! ”
“But this is work! ” Eisha said in consternation. His eye-stalks raised up to hers, and he could see the sly playfulness that attracted him. “This is not a hikonkii outing! ”
“Why not? It is very boring to be your mate, cooped up in the dome so often. Why can’t we work and do other things -” she said. Eisha looked away in embarrassment. It was not that he did not desire her, just that he did not feel it proper, on such an important mission, to indulge himself. She added, “I want to be there when my mate saves keikai.”
“Don’t be so melodramatic.”
“That’s what the King himself has said, in this message.” She teased him with sultry sounds that ebbed throughout their private chambers. “You can ask all the staff going to bring their mates along too! It would be like a hikonkii. Except that we would be a team, collecting samples and observing the seiki. Just think of the doubling of help that you can get! ”
It was hard to resist her offer. After all, his staff were few in number, biology not being a popular pursuit at the Academy. He would need as much help as he can get.
If she insists, I can’t refuse, he thought.
Dorayn stood silently outside the training cell, looking in through the window. She wanted to confront that stupid Bybeyn fellow hatchling of hers. How dare he think of going away without informing me! He would pay for this! Dorayn swore mentally. Blue ice would have seemed warm and soft beside her red crimson eyes, the more so because they stared from a face twisted with frustration.
Dukryn’s voice drifted through the windows as he wrote on the dyeboard, his handwriting graceful and controlled. He was teaching a class about the history of fire making. “ the first few nodules of iron pyrite, commonly called fire stone, were said to be found at the beginning of the Age of Fire. However the exact date is still open to dispute among historians. Presumably some hivers must have accidentally struck a piece of flint with the fire stone and saw a spark of fire that lasted long enough to start burning. From then on, our civilization has progressed rapidly ”
She had listened to a similar lecture years ago from the famous historian, Sarwar. He left Senya two hatches ago, to the temperate regions, searching for evidence pointing to the first hive to use fire. He had believed the colder climate there would force hivers to discover fire before the southerners did. Personally, she thought his theory was rather shaky and the chance of finding any evidence after such a long time was remote. But she liked the old hiver and so did not tell him what she thought of his pet theory.
I wonder how Sarwar is doing the cataclysm! That was a terrible thought, and she did not proceed along it. Things she had seen these past six days had her throat sac fluttering with sadness. Fortunately she was able to drown herself by caring her patients. Stitching wounds, blocking pains, setting bones and prescribing herbal remedies. She worked until the world narrowed to her hands and the flesh beneath them. She lost all tracks of time or even who she was working on, trusting on her training and instinct to see her through. But many died despite her best efforts. Her grief for every death was soon overtaken by anger. Some died because there were not enough resources to aid them. The entire herb stocks were almost depleted. She had organized a few Yishi apprentices to help her gather more herbs, but the herbal plants around Wor Senya had become scarce and the need for more herbs kept on ringing in her ears.
The Y’Yuan and yishis were also stretched to their limits. The yishis were reluctant to rest, as any delay in treating the injured could mean another loss of life. However they were sensible and only worked until it became clear that they would do more harm then help if they carried on without any rest. Her colleagues’ gallant effort really touched her.
In between working at the Y’Yuan and working at the pharmacy, Dorayn managed to visit Xiimen, her favourite mentor. She knew about Xiimen and the Z’Don’s condition from Chynyn. On her first visited, Xiimen’s mind was still entrapped, leaving a body shell in the physical world. She cried when she saw her beloved mentor reduced to such a state. She knew that the C’Yishi himself was treating him and the Z’Don. Yet the best Yishi of Senya could do very little. The zhon state was simply beyond their current medical capability. It was depressing to see hivers being inflicted with sickness that was beyond their help. The depression was accompanied by frustration and anger as there were actually hivers who could be healed and yet turned down medical care! It was a great relief that, in the end, Xiimen and also the Z’Don, amazingly recovered on their own. Perhaps there are some justice in the world, Dorayn thought.
Xiimen and Z’Don were fortunate. However the other hivers who were also in the zhon shown no sign of recovery. Most likely they would stay that way for the rest of their life. The idea of not being able to help her patients grieved her. She willed herself to care for the living now and only moan for the dead after the crisis was over. After the crisis, there would be much crying, Dorayn thought. But how long will it last? A zhold, a moon or more than a year? No hiver seemed to know. All were too busy repairing the damage that the quake had left them. When will it end?
Just a sechen ago, the last body had been dug out from the debris and the last casualty had been treated. Was that the last one? Her introspection was intruded upon again by Dukryn’s voice drifting through the window. When is he going to end the lesson? Dorayn thought angrily. Is he extending the lesson to avoid me? She fussed, although she knew it was probably not true. She wanted to interrupt him, to question him on the spot. However, this was the first lesson being held after the cataclysm. Like the rest, Dukryn was doing his part to make Wor Senya function as it was again. Dorayn wanted him for personal reasons and she knew those reasons were not good enough to disrupt Dukryn’s lesson.
“… was not commonly found. It was only later that the fire stones were discovered to have been washed down by a river from the mountain. Turning their search to the foot of the Old Queen, they found iron deposits and soon started iron mines. The rise of metal weapons shaped how war was fought ”
“Mentor, why do we use metal to construct blades only? ” Dorayn overheard a student asking.
Dukryn did not seem to be annoyed by the interruption. Dorayn knew that his prodigy fellow hatchling enjoyed the questioning. To him, it was a mark of attentiveness. Dukryn looked at the young hiver who raised the question and explained, “Actually, there are a few other uses of metal beyond blades. For example, the chamber door of the museum is made of metal. But you’re right in that not many things else are made in metal. Nasdarm, that’s a good question." Dukryn bloated to show his appreciation of his student’s sharpness. “That topic supposed to be for the next lesson, but since you have raised it, I might as well teach it now. Any objection from the rest of the class? " Dukryn paused to look around the class, but no objections were forthcoming.
“During the Age of Fire, tensions among the hives were high. Many Empresses wanted to expand their empires. At that time, the Empress was the absolute ruler of a hive with the Queen Guards to fight her war. Many Empresses thought that whoever could equip their Queen Guards with these deadly blades would make their imperialistic ambitions come true. So they quickly despatched search parties to locate metal deposits and iron mines sprouted up quickly. A few hatches after the invention of the steel blade, all Queen Guards had one," Dukryn explained.
Dukryn stopped and signalled to the class to wait a moment. Dorayn saw him walk out of the class to approach a One-Blade who had just passed by. Dorayn’s throat sac fluttered. That imbecile, moronic, Bybeyn really is hopeless. He actually wants to borrow a real blade from a yongshei! The simmering storm in her head was increased by this frustration. But to her surprise, that was not what Dukryn did. Instead he invited the yongshei into the training chamber.
“Class, we are honoured to have a yongshei here with us. He is One-Blade Veboth. To make this lesson more interesting and memorable, he is willing to show his blade to us.” Dukryn stepped back so that the yongshei could walk to the centre. The eyes of all the two hatches old students were on him, many wide with curiosity.
The yongshei seemed a little uncomfortable with the sudden attention given to him. He fidgeted with the belt that held his blade before saying, “Well class, I am also honoured to be here. I was told by your mentor that the lesson is about the Age of Fire and a real blade will be ideal as an example.” The young Yongshei could actually speak quite well after overcoming his initial shyness.
“Since steel blades can only be held by Yongsheis who have passed the Blade training, you can only look at it.” With that, he stopped and paused a moment for dramatic effect. His lower left hand reached out to draw the blade out from the sheath. Out came the steel blade, shiny but cold. The students’ eyes settled on the blade. None had the opportunity before to see a real blade at such a close distance. No one wanted to miss this opportunity.
“Veboth, would you mind explaining to my students why only yongsheis who have passed their One-Blade test can hold a real blade? ” Dukryn asked. That’s why he wanted to get a yongshei, Dorayn finally realized.
“Sure, I will try my best to explain what I know,” Veboth agreed. Brandishing his blade in front of him, “See how I move my blade? It is the standard stance for defence. And this," Veboth shifted and his blade suddenly waved to the right, “is for a basic offensive thrust at the enemy. If I were not careful, I could have hurt myself, or my comrades who are fighting alongside of me. Since the steel blade can cut deeply and cause great damage, care must be taken in using it. Only yongsheis who have gone through proper training are trusted to do that. That’s the basic rationale behind the rule.”
The students bloated their throat sac in understanding. Dukryn thanked Veboth while he sheathed his blade. “It’s my pleasure, too. Its a long while since I enter a chamber for classes. Fond memories.” Veboth smiled and left.
“… a real eye opener.” She heard Dukryn said. “Coming back to the war between the Empresses, the number of deaths increased due to the use of the blade. The wars raged for many decades. The hivers led miserable lives. They blamed their miseries on the discovery of metal. Blacksmiths were forced to stop meddling with metal. They were afraid of what might emerge next from the forge. This fear may be irrational to some of you but it had an element of truth. Thus early in our history, we shunned metal to find other alternatives. This was a blessing in disguise, because soon after that we realized the abundance of gifts offered by nature. Many gifts were subsequently found, making our lives easier. That will be covered in next zhold’s lesson."
The students murmured among themselves. Dorayn guessed most of them would grumbled that such an interesting lesson had to end so quickly. Dukryn could usually package a dull history class into an interesting story. Furthermore, that was the first lesson in many days. The students actually hungered for classes. Even Dorayn who was familiar with history had been captivated.
As the students started leaving, she leaned closer to the window so that Dukryn could see her.
Many students still lingered in the training chamber, pestering Dukryn with questions. While looking up to answer a question, Dukryn caught sight of Dorayn standing outside the window. He knew she had something to say to him. Something unpleasant. Dukryn thought with unease. Over the past few moons, conversation with Dorayn had never gone well. It would either erupt into a full-blown argument or slip away into the molten void. He did not understand why Dorayn could be so rational and understanding at one moment and volcanically angry or deathly cold the next.
Dorayn was considered very mild mannered by her colleagues and superiors. Apparently, they had never seen her being angry before. Dukryn mused and sighed. Delaying his encounter with her would be fruitless. She would stalk him like his own shadow if she was persistent enough. Looking at her, he had no doubts about her level of persistence. He stopped the barrage of questions which his students threw at him with a promise that he would answer them in the next lesson. The students complained a little and some sulked but all eventually left the training chamber.
Dukryn took a deep breath, bloating his throat sac. Dorayn appeared through the door, just moments after the last students had left. Dukryn’s throat sac paled when he looked at hers, which was heaving slowly, getting larger with each heaving. Not good. Not good at all. She is building up her anger. Dukryn involuntarily stepped back and bumped into the furniture.
“Why are you stepping back from me? Do I look like I am going to hit you? " Dorayn asked, her cheek ridges arching up. Yes, you do.
“Of course not, Dorayn. You look lovely today. What brings you here? May I ask? ” Dukryn decided that acting a fool might be the best option. A bit of stuttering should do the trick.
Dorayn looked a little startled, “How sweet of you. I am here to look for you of course." The trick actually worked, Dukryn thought. But he was immediately corrected by Dorayn.
“I heard you are going to S’Hai. It seems a bit strange that I did not hear from you about this long trip of yours.” Dukryn could feel the icy wind in her speech. He was surprised that the air did not crackle with blue bolts of lightning.
“Well, it is nothing important”
Dorayn’s throat sac indicated that was a bad move. He quickly changed tactic. “Well, actually, I was ordered. By Xiimen. Only last night, almost into the Sechen of BybeynHarvest. I woke up late this morning and had to rush for my classes. I would have told you if I had the opportunity. Really, I swear! ” The storm seemed held in abeyance. Maybe I can actually get away with this, Dukryn hoped.
“Oh, you poor thing. You must be tired,” said Dorayn, again with a smile. When will she stop smiling? This is getting dangerous. He squirmed and tried to answer casually, “I am quite fine. There are many things that I need to pack and I have to go by tomorrow.”
Dorayn stood there, not saying anything. Her throat sac had calmed down to a certain extent but a new emotion brewed. Seeing that she was in her rare moment of speechlessness, Dukryn quickly seized his opportunity, “It is getting late now, and I really have to go. Goodbye Dorayn. I would not be back for at least three moons.”
“Oh, do take care, stupid Bybeyn." Dorayn cried. Her throat sac was soft and tender. Tender? Dukryn wanted to take a second look but she had left. Dukryn scratched his throat sac absent-mindedly. What is that all about? Is she sad? But if so, what for? I am only going to S’Hai for a new assignment. Dukryn picked up his notes and files on the table. Nyuus are really weird and unpredictable. Even Deymayn agreed. But at least Deymayn is more comfortable with unmated nyuus. Dukryn collected his stuff and walked out of the study chamber. He thought that it would not be advisable to stay there. Dorayn might change her mind and come back.
The trip demanded much preparation. Personally, he had only his research papers, books and equipment. But as the trip leader, he had to take charge of the general stores needed for the journey. He also had to ensure that his trip mates brought along their equipment. Finding it a chore, Dukryn half deflated his throat sac as he flew north towards the science block, a lee from the training chamber. During the flight, his eyes again sought the tall bybeyn trees standing far apart from one another. Inwardly, Dukryn wondered about this aspect of the bybeyn. Though bybeyns were common in the southern land, the hivers’ understanding of the bybeyn was still far from advanced. Any strangeness in the bybeyn had never been questioned but was simply accepted by the hivers.
Why does the colour of the bybeyn’s leafs changed? Knowing that this question had stumbled biologists through the ages did not deter him.
What function does the pin-hole serve? That was the other question that pestered him. Both were firmly implanted in his mind. The Bybeyn was his research interest, he knew that it would be a great challenge choosing this to be his research area. He expected and wanted no less.
Fortunately bybeyn could be found virtually everywhere south of the Old Queen. He could continue his research in S’Hai. Perhaps the keshuekas there can provide me with new insights.
The rain had stopped but the coldness still clung to the air. Diawyn thought that if the air was to get even colder, it could well be carved. However she had not seen a real winter before. She was not well travelled and had not gone beyond the Old Queen yet. Maybe snow is coming, Diawyn thought but she knew that was an exaggeration. Senya, being near the equator, would always be in a perpetual state of summer with varying degrees of dampness. Only the peaks of the Old Queen held snow.
Droplets of water dripped from the roofs, leaves and vines. Pools of water could be seen scattered all over the ground; some smaller than a fist while others were ten jees across. The floor was still muddy, encouraging the hivers to fly.
Diawyn did a final check on her triad in the open area just before the astern gate. Straps on the balwinhis were checked to make sure that their equipment had been secured. She had not had a chance to rest her wings. The deadline set by the C’Sheni was harsh. Moving out by first light meant that the WindRacers had to prepare for their journey throughout the night. They were of course not alone. The other triads were in a similar state of frenzy. Four triads preparing to leave by first light was a rare sight. Many hivers, mostly the young ones, had sacrificed their sleep to watch their preparation.
She saw Saikun, the gregarious supervisor, returning with his team of harvesters after a night of nectar harvesting. “Xavyn! " Diawyn spotted the fellow semi-sentient hatchling of Xiimen. Among all the semi-sentient hivers, old Xavyn had a special place in her heart.
“Diawyn! " Xavyn said with his perky voice. Even though he was not well-endowed with sentience and intelligence, that did not stop him from enjoying his life. Diawyn saw that there was much to learn from his attitude. She spent a little while in silence with the old hiver before returning to her duty.
“Diawyn, the WindRacers are ready to go.” Leejyn, her new deputy reported. Feathery mist marked her breath, barely visible before the air drank it. Her position as leader of patrol one was taken over by Pileen. Diawyn bloated, acknowledging the report. There was no point waiting any longer. The sun was about to rise. It’s the Sechen of DawnRain.
“WindRacers, ride the Wind! " Diawyn projected her voice so that her entire triad could hear her clearly. The wind brought her command further to all the young hivers watching them. “We hear and obey! " The WindRacers answered in unison as they rose from the open field in their formation. Diawyn was the last to take off as she took a final glance at the main hive before spreading her wings and flew. She could hear timid cheers from some young unmated nyuus who still cherished the dream of becoming a WindRacer.
At that moment, the sun leaped from the horizon and poured gentle light on all, but this light lacked its usual company of warmth. Diawyn flew faster and caught up with her triad. It would be her triad now. Until Aoirey recovered, she would be the triad commander of the WindRacers. The luxury of asking Aoirey for advice was no longer there. She would be the one giving orders now. It was a big transition, but she believed that she could handle it.
They had just cleared the eastern gate and the balwinhis were moving forward using the swing poles. Looking at the neat formation of the WindRacers, she had confidence in her triad. After reaching the forest, most of the WindRacers flew to gain the proper altitude. They would be able to find a comfortable gliding rhythm which gave maximum distance spanned while minimizing the effort. A number of WindRacers had to fly close to the forest canopy, as they had to make sure that the balwinhis were moving in the right direction.
Their peaceful journey was interrupted when several raxerns were spotted wheeling around just a lee ahead. Apparently, the raxerns had sighted some carcasses behind the hills. As the WindRacers flew past the hilltop, they saw a small clearing with several dead Balwinhis and other creatures of the forest. At the clearing, two groups of yaohuus were snarling and waving their claws at one another. They were fighted for the carcasses. The sight was uncommon enough to stir her interest. Diawyn signalled for a halt and the WindRacers flew down and settled on the top branches around the clearing, to watch the rare battle scene.
After a typical show of strength on both sides, none of the groups expressed any interest in leaving the spoils. A few more rounds of posturing later, the real battle started. It was a battle for dominance and survival. The fighting was vicious. Diawyn focused on one of the largest yaohuus as it managed to pin its opponent down on the ground, exposing its abdomen, and disembowelling it with ripping claws. Even before the winner could retract its claws, another attacked it from behind. The yaohuu quickly disengaged its claws and with an explosive and apparently reflexive twitch of its tail, it was powered through the air three jees away from the attacker. Once the immediate danger was clear, it went back into the battle. Diawyn and her WindRacers watched until one group realized that they had no chance of winning and decided to flee from the scene. The victorious group of yaohuus waved their claws at the retreating group a few more times before finally settling down to eat.
The battle between the yaohuus gave her food for thought. She did not want to be in the thick of a war. Would hivers in battle behave in a more civilized and intelligent manner than these yaohuus? In the heat of battle, hivers could, very well, revert to their primitive selves. She hoped the DeathRiders would soon learn that war was not what they thought it to be. That would be something! But that thought did not bring a smile or chuckle. Instead it brought along a lingering sadness. There are already so many lethal elements in nature, why do we still fly towards death?
“What is Yogujong doing here? ” The surprised Dukryn asked when he arrived at the gathering area. The young prodigy had found Yogujong with his flying pack, standing outside the training block together with Dukryn’s other trip mates. Xiimen had informed him there would be five in his group. Dukryn knew Conare would be coming along, together with the chemist, Borhein, and Faywon, another biologist.
Conare laughed at Dukryn. Seeing that he was being ridiculed, Dukryn flushed with embarrassment and quickly uubeaoed his throat sac that had involuntarily sallowed with purple hue of puzzlement. He looked around and saw that his other companions, Borhein and Faywon were also absorbing the sight with a smile. However Yogujong himself seemed unaware of what was going on around him. He was split between packing and scribbling on his dyepad. Dukryn wondered how could Yogujong be constantly full of ideas. He seemed to be writing all the time.
Dukryn put down his flying pack and went straight at Conare, whose throat sac seemed to be on the verge of popping with each of his guffaws. Dukryn said with a voice that he hoped was stern, “Well, stop that. I get your point. You don’t have to overdo it." But Conare simply ignored him and continued his hysterical laugh. “Very funny,” Dukryn flexed his throat sac, almost in exasperation.
“Yes, it is, actually,” Conare agreed, laughing even more uproariously, “Very! ”
Dukryn turned to Xiimen to seek help, but his mentor just raised his cheek ridges and smiled. Dukryn’s throat sac ruffled with embarrassment. Finally the comical situation caught up with him too, and, unable to control himself, he had to laugh. The rest of his team joined him, except Yogujong of course.
After a while, their laughter subsided, replaced with high cheek ridges and a glowing throat sac. Dukryn was making a final check at the equipment when he was pulled aside by his mentor. Xiimen wanted to talk to him alone. Dukryn walked with his mentor for a while until the nearest hiver was at least a lee from them. Xiimen stopped and faced him.
Xiimen’s earlier laughter faded completely as he handed Dukryn an envelope. The old keshueka’s entire body was shielding the action from the others. Dukryn sensed the secrecy of the matter and quickly placed the envelope into his inner side pocket of his flying jacket. Why the secrecy? Why not hand it to me the night before? What’s inside the envelope? What am I flying into? I thought its just a normal trip to the S’Hai station.
“Only read the letter after you have reached S’Hai. Not before. Also keep this a secret. Promise me that? " Xiimen appealed, his throat sac pulsated a little. Evidently, the C’Keshueka was trying to control his emotions but some still leaked to the surface.
“I promise, Mentor.” Dukryn assented, although he had no idea why a promise was required.
“Good, good. I may ask much from you yet but do take care during the journey. Dangers lurk in unexpected corners," said Xiimen and with that he walked back to join the rest. The phrasing of Xiimen’s well-wishes puzzled him. Before he could find out further, Xiimen had joined back the group and Dukryn had no choice but to follow him.
He was a few steps behind Xiimen when he spotted a young nyuu waving at him. Dorayn? He thought, his pulse racing involuntarily. Taking a closer look, he saw that the approaching nyuu was Deslin, another fellow hatchling of his. Deslin was also a Yishi and was quite close to Dorayn.
Dukryn was a little disappointed but did not show it. He waited for Deslin to catch up with him. “Deslin, are you here to send me off? " Dukryn asked with a smile.
Deslin answered, “In a way, yes. I’m here primarily because Dorayn did not want to see you off. She was a bit upset when she returned to her sleeping cell last night. May I ask what happened? "
Dukryn’s smile wavered when he heard that Dorayn was not coming to see him off. His first long journey and only Deslin came. He knew Diawyn had departed about a sechen ago. She had come in the night, amidst her busy schedule to wish him a good voyage. He was busy packing at the time, so they did not spend much time chit-chatting. As adult hivers, they both had their own responsibilities and duties. Their schedules at times were not compatible for them to gather and celebrate their hatching day. Dukryn hoped that the four of them would not grow apart. But they would be going on separate ways before the day ended. He would be on his way to S’Hai while Diawyn would be going to the sky port. Only Deymayn and Dorayn would be left in Wor Senya. He and Diawyn spoke a little about the pranks they had pulled on their teachers and fellow hatchlings. However, their reminiscing was short as both were pressed for time. In the end, they wished each other a good voyage and departed with a promise to return to Wor Senya to celebrate their hatching day together with Deymayn and Dorayn.
“Dukryn, you don’t have to keep silent if you do not want to tell me about what happened between Dorayn and you last night." Deslin teased. Dukryn was wakened from his recollection and apologized, “I’m sorry. I do not mean that. I’m please to see you here."
Deslin smiled and handed an envelope to him. “This letter is from Dorayn. She wanted you to open it only after you have reach S’Hai and not before then. Can you promise that? " Another promise? “Yes, I promise. I do not know why I should, but I will do it anyway,” said Dukryn with a slight hint of his exasperation showing. There were just a little too many matters that he did not understand and he did not like it.
“Isn’t that easy? ” Deslin asked. Dukryn looked at her with a puzzled look. He was not normally that dense but matters dealing with unmated nyuu usually eluded him. Deslin saw his puzzled look and laughed, “You are pretty dense, aren’t you? I am saying that humouring Dorayn is not a difficult task. Just do that more often and you will be back in her good books.”
Dukryn heard what she said but did not really comprehend. He simply stored that in his mind to think through later. “Thank you." That seemed to be the right thing to say. This time it was Deslin’s turn to look puzzled, but she later broke into a wide smile and chuckled, “Dukryn, you still don’t understand, do you? Never mind, you have an entire life to think through,” She laughed at her private jokes. Dukryn frowned. There were simply too many hivers laughing at him.
Deslin sensed his discomfort and sobered down. “Good voyage to you, fellow hatchling. Come back to celebrate the hatching day with us at the end of the year."
“I should be back by then. I will only be away for three moons." Dukryn answered. He put Dorayn’s letter together with Xiimen’s and zipped his inner left pocket again.
“Dukryn, we are ready to move now and the sun is getting higher,” Conare shouted.
Dukryn look at his companions and saw that all of them had their backpacks on and were ready to fly. “Fly high and clear sky,” Deslin bided her farewell. After slinging on his backpack, he bloated goodbye to Xiimen and spread his wings.
“Let’s be on our way,” Dukryn called out, and with that his wings beat faster until the lift was strong enough to lift his entire body up into the air with ease. He hovered about a few jees from the ground as he waited for his companions to fly to their respective positions in formation. He was in front, with Conare to his left and Yogujong on his right. Both were slightly behind him. The flying formation was completed with Faywon at the right tip and Borhein at the left tip, forming an inverted vee.
After making sure that all were in position, Dukryn angled his wings and flew eastward. At the steady speed that he was setting, his team could maintain the formation with ease. They had seven days of flying ahead of them.
They flew about three kees above the forest, keeping clear of any wild life that crowded the forest top. The journey was uneventful. They saw two wild Balwinhis swinging near the forest top some ten kees from them when they were about a sechen from Wor Senya. From afar, they could hear some snarling from yaohuus. They did not stop for the mid-day meal but ate instead the food rations while flying.
Even though he was the leader of the expedition, he had nothing much to do. Dukryn found himself lost in his own thought. He suddenly remembered that Xiimen had not answered his question about Yogujong. How did Xiimen convince him to take the journey? Maybe his letter will have the answer.
Plains of coppery red reeds and blue-scarlet swordgrass were rippling in the breeze, surrounded by low islands of odd, twisted trees whose spidery tangles of roots exposed to the air. Dukryn liked to work out in the open, unlike some of his colleagues who dug for the treasures of nature within their small cells.
Yogujong, a mathematician came into his mind easily. The thought of him always arched Dukryn’s cheek ridges. Actually as far as he knew, whoever talking about Yogujong would usually have a smile or even a chuckle to share. Yogujong was indeed a unique character. Being a mathematician, he saw no point of leaving Wor Senya even to give seminars and lectures in other hives. His tools of trade were simply his dyepad and his mind. With that, great works had been achieved. As he did not need anything else, the hivers had found him working out his theories in some very odd places, such as squatting in the middle of a corridor, scribbling hard and fast on his dyepad. He also had a habit of writing while flying. A dangerous thing to do. Yogujong had once collided with a startled Balwinhi while doing that.
Behind all the laughters, all keshuekas had deep respect for Yogujong, one of the very few keshuekas who studied mathematics. His penchant for mathematics and his ingenuity had elucidated much knowledge. Much of what they knew about mathematics came from him. There were two simple reasons that explained this extraordinary achievement.
Dukryn was fascinated by his own thoughts. Why is it that out of all the scientists in the whole Dalu, so few choose to do maths? Dukryn mused and puzzled. And why are hivers oblivious to this deficiency? Another thought came to him. Why didn’t I think of it earlier? Why do us Fayzhons show so little interest in mathematics? Dukryn waxed and imprinted these questions in his mind. He could spend his time musing through these multifarious questions during the journey.
Dukryn looked up from his reverie as he picked up the sound of a hiver approaching. “It’s you, Conare."
“Yes, it’s me. I assume that you have completed your meditation,” Conare jested.
Dukryn returned the smile. He stood up and walked towards him, “I was just thinking," he said. “I presume that the night meal is ready.”
Conare turned and walked beside him towards the fire at the centre of the camp. “Yes, it’s ready but it will not be there any more if you sit in that corner of yours and ponder deep thoughts,” Conare teased.
“Well, actually I was thinking of Yogujong." They stared at each other and laughed. Their throat sacs convoluting unevenly.
Conare was one of the few hivers who was not intimidated by his prodigy status. Not only was Conare his research partner but he was also a treasured friend. Dukryn had very few friends. None of his prodigy fellow hatchlings had many. It was a common problem among them, but they had learnt to live with it.
Conare was strongly built enough to be mistaken for a yongshei. Dukryn had heard from Xiimen that when Conare had chosen to be a keshueka, many were surprised. Since young, Conare had been physically very active, constantly playing with wooden training blades with his fellow hatchlings who had the aspirations to be yongsheis. Nevertheless, even after becoming a scientist, he had not stopped his sword practices. He still trained with wooden blades. This he did, despite having incurred a blinding injury to his left eye during one of his sword practices with a Three-Blade. It apparently had not handicapped him nor swayed his interest in the sword.
Dukryn had asked him once about why he was still practicing all those sword forms. He answered that he liked the discipline of the mind, the absolute focus with which he could achieve during his sword practices. Conare wanted this discipline to spread to other parts of his life including his pursuit of science. Dukryn respected him for his passion and enthusiasm in everything that he tried to do.
Both reached the fire, and by now Yogujong and Faywon had already started eating. Dukryn and Conare went to the two pots hanging above the roaring fire to look for their night meal. One was a soup with some greens floating on the surface. Even from the little light left in the sky, Dukryn could still see the multi-coloured reflection of the vegetable oil coating the soup. The other pot contained white porridge with slices of loboms and scented by the petals of Heaven Glory. He took the ladle from the hook next to the pot and stirred, bringing out the aroma. His disturbance of the soup brought up other ingredients. He could identify the orange roots of Lobom. The small yellow things that appeared here and there in the soup seem to be Mianin seeds or are they melon peas? He was not very sure.
Dukryn knew the land and many of the creatures on it. However, he had no skill in preparing any meal and usually could not identify the ingredients once they had changed their forms and colours after cooking. Dukryn was fascinated by the changes involved in cooking. He wanted to ask Borhein, their cook about the ingredients and spices he used. Dukryn stopped scooping and looked up, but Borhein was not in sight.
“Dukryn, can you hurry up? I’m starving, you know,” Conare was teasing again but his entire posture showed patience. Dukryn smiled and handed him the ladle.
“Did you see Borhein? ”
Conare did not look up. He was busy scooping up the soup and looking for his favourite – Lobom roots.
But he heard the question and answered, “Borhein? After he has prepared the night meal, he has retired into his tent with a bowl of soup. Why did you ask? ” Conare threw a question back at him.
“Nothing important. I was just curious about the chemical reactions involved in making the soup. That’s all," Dukryn explained.
Conare bloated absentmindedly. His mind was not in the answer. He was still hunting for the last piece of Lobom root that he knew still lurked somewhere deep in the soup. “Where is that stupid Lobom root? "
Dukryn could hear him cursing under his breath. The young keshueka smiled. He had very interesting companions on this journey.
Dukryn looked around and chose to sit next to Yogujong. The sight of his friend eating with two hands and using the other two to scribble in his ever-present dyepad brought a wide smile on his face. Going away from Wor Senya did seem to be a good idea. The deaths were so countless that even optimistic hivers like him were affected by the mood of the entire hive. He had not smiled so much since the cataclysm. Yogujong did not look up to see who had sat beside him. With one eye on his night meal and the other on his dyepad, he had none to spare.
“Can’t you just eat first? If you concentrate on doing only one thing at a time, you may find that things will get done faster. We aren’t make to do more than one task at a time.” Dukryn advised. From pervious experience with talking to the mathematician, the young keshueka did not wait for an answer. There was no telling whether Yogujong had heard him and whether the mathematician thought that answering him was worth the time away from his work. Dukryn ate his meal and gazed at the fire. His body was finally relaxing after a whole day of flying. They had stopped early, about half a sechen before sunset, to find a good camping ground. A small patch of clear ground on top of a little knoll surrounded by a thick forest seemed satisfactory.
All his companions were scientists. Although they were more physically active than Yogujong, they were far from fit compared to Conare. Surprisingly, Yogujong did not voice a single complaint. Maybe he is too deep in his thoughts to care about any aches, Dukryn thought.
“Actually, I have tried that before, but in the end I felt that I was under-utilizing my mental faculties."
Dukryn was startled by the voice, and it took him a moment to refocus. He turned to his left and realized that Yogujong was actually answering the question he had asked when he began eating his night meal. It took him another few moment to work out a reply. “Under-utilizing? ! " Dukryn asked. He took a quick gulp to finish his night-meal and put the bowl beside the log.
Yogujong had also completed his meal. No wonder he answered now. One of his eyes is free, Dukryn thought with a slight smile. Yogujong had actually stopped scribbling and was now looking at him with both eyes. Even so, the two eyes were on different parts of him. Yogujong’s left eye was looking at his face while the right one was looking at his right shoulder. He was not really sure. Maybe it wasn’t looking at his shoulder but his right thigh. It was really disconcerting to be looked at in such a peculiar way. Dukryn reasoned that Yogujong’s habit of doing two tasks at the same time had some negative effects. He could no longer focus on a single object with both his eyes. It could take a few moons, if not hatches, of therapy before his problem could be rectified.
“Yes, under-utilized. You see, Dukryn, you are wrong to say that we Fayzhons are born to do one thing at a time. Weren’t you deep in thought and eating at the same time, just some moments ago? I control my mind, discipline it, and harness it to do something more constructive instead of wasting time finding the legendary hawk in the open sky," said Yogujong, his throat sac bloating once to stress his point.
Dukryn puffed his throat sac twice to show that he begged to differ. “You do have a point there, but I think you did not get what I meant. When I said that a hiver does not have the capability to do multiple tasks, I meant that a hiver couldn’t do two tasks that require thinking at the same time. The example that you gave is not really correct. A hiver does not really need to think when he is eating. It is apart of daily routine that the hiver has to do. It may even be possible that the brain actually has a specialized area to take care of the basic tasks such as eating and flying."
“You are just hypothesizing. You are going into neurological science. That’s a dark area. No hiver knows exactly what’s happening in the brain. What you suggest may be true, but it does not really support your point that a hiver’s mind cannot perform more than one thinking task," Yogujong countered.
Dukryn admitted, “Yes, I’m just hypothesizing but I think that model can explain some of the phenomena that we know"
“What are you discussing? It sounds like fun."
Dukryn was interrupted. Both he and Yogujong turned their heads to look at the intruder and confirmed their guess. It was Faywon. He somehow always appears during any interesting scientific argument. Keshuekas enjoyed intellectual debates with fellow colleagues who knew what they were talking about. But Faywon carried that enthusiasm to the extreme. Again, Dukryn thought that his companions were all very weird indeed. All had colourful stories behind them. Every moon they lived, more stories were spun about them than about some other hivers in their entire life.
The discussion on neurological science went on for another sechen. It would have easily continued till dawn if not for Conare’s timely interruption. “I bet the discussion is interesting, but we do have a long journey ahead. Why not adjourn your discussion and start looking for some rest before it gets too late? "
Dukryn agreed wholeheartedly. He was indeed feeling quite tired, although he had enjoyed the discussion as much as Faywon. Yogujong also muttered that he needed some rest and said good night before retreating into his tent. Faywon was again the last to leave the discussion. He continued pestering Dukryn that they should continue the discussion the next day. Dukryn smiled and had to agree. Faywon was finally satisfied and he too went back to his tent. Dukryn rose from the log that he was sitting on and brought the two bowls - his and Yogujong’s to the pail of water.
Conare followed him. “Dukryn, have you found out why Yogujong is coming with us? " Dukryn paused in motion of washing the bowls. “I’ve forgotten to ask him again." Yogujong had retreated to his tent and there was no light from within. “He is resting now. I don’t want to disturb him. Anyway, the question is not urgent, nor is it important."
“I also think so. But I’m just curious.” Conare shrugged and smiled. “Well then, good night to you, Dukryn," said Conare, and he went into his tent. Dukryn was left alone near the fire. He washed the bowls and dried them on the foldable rack. He fed more woods to the fire, spilling crackling of the fire into the air and little fire sparks flying in a sporadic dance before being engulfed by the air.
Earlier, he had allotted watch duties for the night and he would be doing the first watch, and Borhein would take over him two sechens later. Maybe Borhein had retired early to catch some rest. Dukryn stifled a yawn and paced around the fire, working his muscles slowly in a relaxed manner. Some physical activities would help me stay awake. He arched his back, trying to unclench his aching back muscles after a day of flying.
As he arched his back, his eyes looked upward at the night sky. It was not bluish-black but had a reddish hue. He suspected the colour change of the night sky was somehow connected to the comet strike. Dukryn could see the cochineal red moon, which gave enough light to wash out most of the stars, but left enough for the brightest to shine through. The Triad Cycle and the Blue Trillium still could be spotted easily, together with a few stars here and there.
Dukryn turned his attention downward and looked around the camp. He walked slowly around the perimeter, not really expecting anything to break into the camp. Yaohuus, huayzheons and Ianxans – three of the most dangerous land creatures were not known to hunt or prowl after dusk. But he believed some precautions should be taken. They had no metal blade to protect them. They were keshuekas, not yongsheis. Conare had brought along his wooden practice blade, but Dukryn did not think it would help defend them much.
He touched his right pouch and felt the objects within. A dart blower and a dozen darts. The tips of the darts were coated with a fast-reacting poison extracted from the poisonous ivian fern. The natural poison was purified to a concentration that would kill any creature within mias.
When attacked, all a hiver needed to do was to fly away quickly and wait for the poison to take effect. The poison dart was the only defensive weapon that an ordinary hiver could have. However, the dart could not kill or injure another hiver. This was because all hivers had been injected with a cocktail of antidote drugs. With that injection, the effect of the poison would be very mild and would at most caused drowsiness. Thus the dart was a safe weapon, which hivers could use to protect themselves against danger.
Some hivers were given a much more potent antidote because of their occupations. The Z’Don and the ministers were given this boosted antidote. So were the yongsheis. They had to be protected against any dart attack. Only an extra potent poison could knock out a yongshei, and such poison was restricted to the use of a few authorized hivers.
Dukryn took out the dart blower that was already loaded with six darts. Holding the dart blower in his hand did not increase his sense of safety. He had a slight worry that they might be unfortunate enough to encounter renegades – fayzhons who refused to live in any hive. No hiver knew exactly why these Fayzhons would prefer the forest instead of the cosy hives or hivelets.
These renegades prowled the forest and lived on the land. However, when the land could not provide enough to feed them, they were known to raid caravans. It was always a brutal encounter between the hivers and the renegades.
Threatened by the renegades, many hivers would not hesitate to use the dart on them. The renegades being hatched in the wild was not given the antidote shot to the poison. However the renegades had a simple solution to counter the hiver’s dart and steel blades. They used shields. The renegades with their shields and their thick leather clothes covering practically every part of their bodies gave no spot for darts to enter.
Renegades had no access into the iron mine, so they did not have good weapons. However once in a while, a yongshei would lose a steel blade during a raid. Dukryn was told that the renegades mainly used zhumu blades or chuunin spiked club, which they would aim at the wings of the yongsheis. A successfully hit on a yongshei’s wing would prevent any pursuit.
At the periphery of the camp, pungent smell of decay drifted from deep in the forest and irritated him. Dukryn knew many creatures had died during the quake and their carcasses were decaying, permeating the smell of death throughout the forest. The smell was blown into Wor Senya a few days ago. Many had vomited, while the rest had felt disgusted and ill at ease. It had taken them about two days to become accustom to the smell. However, being so close to the forest brought the pungent smell back to his awareness again. Dukryn held his breath and quickened his flight. After flying about ten jees, the smell subsided to a tolerable level and he let himself breathe again. Besides the smell, he felt that the night was also very cold. I have not been in the open at night for quite a while, Dukryn thought absent-mindedly, as he pulled his flying jacket closer to his body.
Honki stripped off his riding harness, and stepped up to his dome. The seal to open the dome was a complicated thing, and House Linoka was not wealthy. Unlike the capital city where the entrances to domes were controlled by a few seals, and many domes were interconnected by a series of corridors, here in the poorer sections, keikains lived in small families, each with their own small dome and own seal. In essence, the seal was a motorized valve that dilated and constricted on contact with an electric switch.
He stepped in, and blew bubbles of relief. It had been a good trip indeed. For half a cycle, he had searched high and low and he was finally successful. It was tiring, to maintain a practice here in Linoka and to go to Lukrokku to hunt down traces of Yunaha. No thanks to that fool, Uncle Hireigli. He had called him uncle, only as a sign of respect. As for his silly advice, it was totally useless. He had to find Yunaha, and no keiooki-master of any position was going to stop him.
It was lucky he had asked around the keiooki pool. For it was then, that he found the guard-master. Yes, he did remember seeing a beauty enter the court two cycles back.
“I can help you with the problem, young healer,” he had said. “But you see, I’ll need some nukhaki to consult the clerk in the inner court. He charges exorbitant prices.”
Honki knew the symptom. All those of the court were suffering from the same disease as Hireigli – the disease of “What can I get out of it? ” Only in this case, the guardmaster was much more direct in his requests. Honki had paid up, and he had returned with a name - Makleigo - a slave-master. It was he who had taken Yunaha away, to somewhere else. No wonder all his probes on the court of King Henka had turned out zero. Yunaha had been taken to somewhere else - as a slave. Now, she was probably somewhere within the clan, serving as a nursemaid, or a kitchen help, perhaps even as a mistress.
Whatever happened he would track her down - and take her back to him. Finally he was getting somewhere. He would fulfil their stripling-stripling pact. He would take her as his mate - and she him. Yes, it was stripling foolishness, even more so than Hireigli had imagined it. But for her, he would do anything. Anything at all.
His eye-stalks stopped and noticed the flashing light on the stand beside his harness. It indicated a wire. He had a wire message pending. Honki waddled over and picked up the handset.
“Hello, wire office? ” he asked.
“Hold on please,” a stripling young voice sounded. Honki hated these holds at the exchange. It irritated him that he should have to wait to be serviced. Why can’t those brilliant electricians have an automatic switching wire service?
“Yes, how may I help you? ” the stripling voice said.
“I have a wire message pending,” Honki said. “I’m in a hurry -”
“Your identification? ” the voice queried.
“Honki, healer, of house Linoka.”
“Hold on,” See? There it goes again, Honki waited.
“Wire message from Makleigo. Requests for a meeting at the keiga, day-after, court of King Henka.” The message was typically terse.
“Thank you,” Honki said. His voice did not reflect the jubilation and caution that he felt however. Jubilation at the fact that everything was falling into place. Makleigo was coming to see him! And caution because it was certainly no accident that just after enquiring about in the court, he got a call from this slave-master. What did this keikain know about me? Was he part of the abyss deep - those famed merchants that had their tentacles spread all over keikai - even to, say, the Diamond Clan? He must be, how else would he know that I was looking for him even before I had asked for him?
But he had no choice. It was either to meet him, or to give up the best clue he had got since he started looking for Yunaha. But he did not have long to contemplate on this, for the door seal buzzed into attention.
“Who is that? ” he asked querulously.
“It is Yukriku of the family of Hireigli. We require your services, master healer.” the voice spoke through the amplifier.
Honki looked startled. These court people worked very fast indeed. It had been less than a day, and Hireigli had informed his family of him. Either I am that good, or he is in some desperate need of a healer. he thought.
He dilated his seal, and swam out. “What is the problem? ”
“O master healer,” the keikayu implored. “Please come with me, for my stripling, Heighalu, is grievously sick.”
“Before I go with you, please, tell me how you are related to Hireigli,” Honki asked.
“Me? I am the cousin once removed of Hireigli, master healer,” she said. “It was he who wired me from the court and told me of your greatness. He is a keiooki-master there, and of him we are so proud. Misfortune does strike us, I am afraid, and we are not wealthy. You will have to ride the keiooki with me.”
“That’s no problem, Yukriku,” Honki responded smoothly. He could never turn down the sick, much less those who thought highly of him.
“I myself am but a poor healer who lives within such a rude dome. And fear not, for the crafts of the healers are strong. Why, I myself look not upon this frame of health, for cycles back, it had suffered from a debilitating disease that none but the best of healers could cure. It was thus under their instruction that I had chosen to labour after I had been restored whole.”
Honki was also always smooth to those who spoke the archaic speech. He would never hesitate to show off his command of it. Why, this was precisely how he had managed to charm the sweet Yunaha
“Master Healer, oh would you not come? ” Yukriku asked.
“Why oblige you I must, I must.”
“And this is my son, Heighalu,” Yukriku said. “He lies here, within the harness dead to the world. Could the gods have taken away his spirit? ”
“Hush, keikayu, and let me examine him. Wise it would be not to prejudice the judgement of a healer, but wise it was to bring the healer to him. Away you go, and come back when my examination is done,” Honki responded in the same archaic tongue. He loved doing this, and in these modern times, the chance of using it grew lesser. He loved the roundabout way it was spoken. It was a speech for romanticists, idealists, moralists, and those who harkened into the days long past. It was also the ideal language of poets, including hot-blooded lovers
As Yukriku swam away from the chamber, Healer Honki went down to the business of examining him. First he examined his blowhole, which was a major source of trouble for many. Since this orifice of speech and breathing was exposed to the undersea currents, it was the most likely candidate for any major infections. He found none. Next, he examined the ear-skins and the tokak. If these were healthy, they indicated an absence of major illnesses. Sadly, this was so, which meant that what plagued Heighalu was more subtle.
Finally, he proceeded to the shell, and here the softness and lack of grain hit him. It was obvious, a big clue that anyone would have noticed. Plus the observation that although Heighalu was living and breathing, he was not moving. Honki was not the best healer - he knew it. He was merely being methodical and hence it had taken him so long to figure this out. The obvious had escaped him. Talk about not prejudicing the healer’s opinion! Honki had assumed that he was sleeping, but obviously it was a problem of the mind!
“Keikayu, come on in,” he demanded. “Your son, he sleeps the sleep of a seiki tree! ”
“Yes O healer. That was what I was about to tell you. He has been thus ever since he was born two cycles back! Unmoving and dead to the world ”
“Do you know what this means, keikayu! ” Honki asked. Now that he knew, the answer was so obvious. It was one of the first lessons of the healer craft, although there have never been any real live examples. Now he has one living example, right here
“Pardon my impertinence, but may it be known the manner of his conception? ” Honki asked. Then he suddenly remembered who he was talking to, and realised his mistake. Those who hankered after the past, they were repulsed by the explicit mention of mating. “Begging your pardon, keikayu. How was he brought forth? Did you and your mate approach the gods of the holy land for prayer? ”
“It would profane the memory of my passed mate to bring this up, O healer! What does this have to do with my Heighalu? Can’t you even cure him of this malaise which have afflicted him since birth? ”
“I must know, keikayu! But may I venture a hypothesis? Did you and your mate conceive in the seas, underwater? ”
“Yes, it be so,” was the unwilling answer.
“Was there no hikonkii? Did you and your mate not enjoy hitsu before or after the mating? Did you not feed him hitsu while he was birthed? ”
“Nay to all,” she said. “I myself, I do not like the hitsu much. I take it for the sake of my mate. Now that he is passed, I take it seldom. But healer, must you dwell upon things long past, and actions taken that cannot be undone? ”
“It cannot! The hitsu is essential to the keikain’s life! ” he lectured. “Kihon is filling yes, but it is not food of the spirit. It is the hitsu which grants us the soul. Did not your parents teach you thus? Did you not feed your Heighalu that with the food that gods has given? ”
“Nay, for my thoughts were that those were superstitions.” she said.
“It is not! ” Honki cried again. “There is nothing you can do now, for two cycles is too late to save the stripling. Even if you had succeeded, he would not live as a keikain. He would become akin to the keiooki - strong but mindless. Heard you not the ancient story? ”
“You refer to the tale of the god who parted the sea, and he who raised us from the oceans? He that breathed life to us and fed us the mind-giving seiki? That is superstition is that not? ”
“Nay, it is not! ” he chastised. “Your disbelief has brought misfortune upon your family, yea, it has. You have listened too long to the academicians. They have taken away your heart with baubles, like these! ” Here, Honki pointed to the lamps and the door-seal. “You have rejected the crafts at your cost.”
“Oh, I am sorry, master healer,” Yukriku was becoming hysterical. “I was misguided, great one. Make me learn again to trust he who has given us life! Cure Heighalu of this, I beseech you. He is the only memory of my mate, who died horribly in the quake! ”
“I’m afraid it is too late. I cannot help you. However, I can rid you of this monstrosity. Medicines, I have to aid you, to ensure its passing. But you have damned his soul. Have you not heard the Song of Aulerka? It goes
Like keiookis,
Cursed by blindness, cannot swim
The path to the Lands.”
“So it shall be, O healer! Oh, why has the god cursed me so! ”
“Once it is done, keikayu, get yourself to the healer’s dome in Linoka,” Honki said. “Give yourself to the master, and he shall teach you not to stray into the path of evil again. Begone, and rid yourself of this mistake! Remember, you disbelieve at your own expense.”
“Thank you, oh master, for your godly guidance. I shall do as you ask, and abandon these soulless baubles,” she said, with a renewed hatred.
Honki gazed upon the keikayu with obvious distaste. Yukriku was again one of the many who had been led into moral chaos by these modern entrapments. In all of keikai, more and more were turning away from the old teachings and the old ways. And just because the academicians - those hateful magma-engineers, and electricians and builders. Their march is the march of so-called progress. And in turn, more has turned and rejected healers. Perhaps that is why I am good, Honki thought. I have brought the ways of the old healers with me. Maybe I shall be the next great healer, second only to Aulerka the Great, or Haceliga, his disciple
He left Yukriku’s dome hurriedly, mind filled with thoughts of Yunaha, the healing crafts, and bringing the old gods back.
In the fine dusting of soot on the window sill, Dorayn idly printed Dukryn’s name, then flicked the soot away with a side of her hand. A zhold after several days of raining, light dust flew in with the western wind and dropped on everything. The current rumour had that the soot was from the forest fire west of the Trillium River, which was itself west of Wor Capeborn. Dorayn did not let the origin of the dust bother her, but it further irked and irritated her already foul mood.
Speaking of him did seem to make the hollowness grow even while filling it. She felt ill, as though Dukryn had carried away some part of her along with him. Most probably, that stupid Bybeyn is not even thinking of me during the journey! She felt it was unfair that she had to be the only one suffering heartache because of his duty at the S’Hai station. Her hands itched to get hold of Dukryn and strangle him because he was just too dense.
Why can’t he see that I love him? That moronic Bybeyn! And I have to write a love letter proclaiming my love! Dorayn’s throat sac almost deflated into a deeper shade of blue again. She could not understand why she did that. What got into me? What if others get to know about that letter? What if Deslin give away the secret? ! If Deslin really did, Dorayn would have no choice but to set off to S’Hai to look for Dukryn. Then she had to get that stupid Bybeyn to marry her and be his queen. Dorayn sighed. If it were so clear-cut, I would not be so upset. It was the uncertainties that unsettled her.
Firstly, she did not know whether Dukryn would understand the letter. Although that stupid fellow hatchling of hers was also a prodigy, she did not find him very intelligent when it came to matters of the heart. He might even misinterpret her letter. That will really be the crowning of all his stupid achievements, Dorayn snorted.
She looked around the corridor again, trying to find Deslin. But no hiver was around. They were both assigned the task of replenishing the dwindling supply of herbs.
Deslin represented her second problem. Calling her a problem might not be correct, but it was the term that Dorayn decided to use for convenience sake.
Although she had Deslin to deliver the letter to Dukryn, she was still worried about him. So she had hidden in a nearby cell-block and peeked through the window at Dukryn while he was preparing to depart. Even at such distance, she could see that Deslin was flirting with Dukryn! Her throat sac had then pulsated madly and even turned dark red. The image of the coy Deslin seducing Dukryn had deeply etched in her mind. That reflection made Dorayn’s heart burn again, refuelling the arsenic anger that had not simmered down but had simply been kept in control. At that time, she was really tempted to go straight at Deslin and that idiotic Dukryn and give a good claw at the seducer and a good hard shake and maybe some pounding at that stupid bybeyn. Tearing out his wings and pulling his throat sac sounded like good ideas to her then. It was only the fact that Dukryn had not even noticed Deslin’s seduction that halted her planned assault. Perhaps stupidity is bliss. That was her thought then. It might be a foresight of hers that she decided to reveal her feelings about him in the letter. It might be timely.
She did not really know what she had seen in him but the feeling was too intense to be ignored. It was not a crush but the true one. Time had been the litmus test. It had been two hatches since the feelings for him had dropped etching acid and warm honey on her heart. Dorayn had been dropping hints since seven moons ago, some of the later hints were very blatant, but Dukryn was not even aware of them. She almost gave up hope on him. Is he really that dense, or is he trying to ignore my hints? Dorayn had asked that question many times in her head. She decided it most likely had to be the former and so decided to take the initiative herself. No matter what, I will get him! She had made that mental vow many times. Every time there was an obstacle in her love, she would renew her vow.
Just then, Deslin appeared around the corner and walked towards her. She had not come at the right moment. Besides being late, she had unwittingly came at the moment when Dorayn was recalling that morning’s events. Dorayn’s temper was about to erupt, spewing deadly volcanic ashes and poisonous clouds of sulphur. Her throat sac mirrored her inner thought.
“Calm your throat sac, will you? I was held up by the C’Yishi himself," Deslin explained while she was covering the last few jees of tiled corridors before she drew close to Dorayn.
Dorayn was about to give her a piece of her mind when two yishi apprentices came out of the nearest door. They were deep in their discussion about the potency of foxglove and did not realize that they had just stumbled into a battle zone. But their throat sacs visibly jumped when the two nyuu yishis standing in the middle of the corridor staring back at them. They took a look at her and Deslin and turned to each other. Their thought were etched on their throat sacs. They realized an argument was burning to leap out between the two nyuus and whether it would burst into flames as suddenly as a volcanic eruption or smoulder underground, wise hivers stepped wide of nyuu arguments. They muttered some apologies, which Dorayn did not catch or understand why she was given one. Then they retracted back the cell that they had just come out of and quickly shut the door tight.
Dorayn took one last look at the closed door before turning to confront Deslin again. However, the temper that was brewing so well just moments ago, was lost. It would take some time before her temper threatened to spurt out again.
Deslin sensed that the moment of danger had been defused by the timely interruption by the two apprentices and heaved a sigh of relief. She straightened her flying jacket and continued her approach to Dorayn. “The C’Yishi passed me a list of herbs that we have to collect. He also told me that an apprentice would be joining us." Deslin continued her conversation as if the tension that was almost tangible in the air was not there.
Dorayn was a little disoriented and had to puzzle a moment before she could regrasp the topic of the conversation. “Well, we should collect the herbs as soon as possible then," replied Dorayn. “Shall we? " It will give me the time needed to harness my temper. Her recent storm of wrath had been triggered by thinking about Dukryn. She could harness that longing to fuel her furnace of rage again. Her longing had to have an outlet. However, once she realized the truth behind her irascibility, she regained her self-control. She would not succumb to the twisted alternative of love.
“You did not realize, Xayken, that I have seen the trap you were laying from your twenty-first stone, and you took my feint from the thirty-third stone to be my real attack." Geenar pointed to him, her cheek ridges rising high, showing her joy.
Xayken and his Queen Geenar were playing Waykey in their private chamber. Xayken was not such a keen player until he married Geenar. Since then, they played it at least once a zhold, and most of the time, Geenar would win the game.
Xayken still did not admit that he had lost this current game. He did not mind losing, as his queen was after all a better Waykey player than him. But he would not admit defeat until he was certain that he had no chance to outwit her. He only conceded that currently he was at a disadvantage. Xayken hoped he could mask his second trap well. A trap within a trap? Xayken considered. That might actually work. Xayken tried to hide his smile as he lifted his mug of kar to his mouth. He was again amazed that he could have thought of such a scheme and tactic. He pretended to frown and consider for a few more moments before placing his seed to show some hints of uncertainty.
Xayken’s sight had improved a little after another two days of rest. He could now look quite clearly at the world around him. Blessed be the yishis. They are indeed skilful. However, the world according to his sight was in black, white and shades of grey. Only occasionally did colours appear. Chynyn had said that in a few more zholds, his eyes should recover most of its use. He really hoped so. He wanted to look at his queen again, in her full beauty.
Geenar was still figuring out her move and did not seem to be aware of his musing. Geenar, four hatches younger than him, had been his queen, his companion for more than ten hatches. Xayken had been amazed to have her as his queen. She was a beauty in her time, and even now, some semblance of that could be seen in her. She had many suitors in her prime - from triad commanders to ministers. At that time, Xayken was just a common wenyuan somewhere in the middle of the hierarchy. Xayken did not understand what she had seen in him but did not actually bother to think further. He simply counted it as his great fortune.
But, now he wondered what actually attracted her to him. He was very aware of the difference of his mind after recovering from the zhon state. Xiimen had also recovered from similar state, but he could not perceive any change in his fellow hatchling. Xayken wondered whether the chief scientist had found out about his new mental state. After reasoning it in his head, he concluded that most probably his fellow hatchling had caught glimpses of the new him. Maybe I should discuss my changes with him. He is the only one I trust, and as the chief scientist, Xiimen might be able to give him me some explanation.
“You have improved I see your training with Kuboto is bearing fruits, but you still have a long way to go. Your turn, Xayken," Geenar said after placing her seed. Her throat sac bloated in crimson, showing her determination to win the game.
Xayken returned from his musing and inspected the board. She has not yet discovered the second trap. Still, my present situation is not good, I have to hover in a full gale and strike only at the precise moment. Good, I may yet win this game. But do I want to? Xayken looked at his queen and realized she had always taken the game more seriously than he did. Perhaps next time.
Honki hated the shisan. It was an anathema to his healer’s profession. It contradicted the Divine Laws of Life. And he hated the blood-curdling silence. He refused to associate the struggle, those last gasps of breath with total silence. The only reason why he was here in the arena was to meet the slave-master.
The arena was a huge dome. Here was where the public shisan were held. Attendance was always high at these spectacles. Keikains of all ages, striplings, builders, engineers, court functionaries, and barons, traders and even slaves were there. The gaudy lighting and the noise filled the dome with reverberations a plenty, as the mass of keikains chatted, pushed, swam and in general prodded each other for a view of the last gasps of the convicted.
Every such spectacle was a joyous, if not raucous occasion. This was especially so for the hated criminals - the petty thieves, robbers, pirates and the bandits. More solemn were the court officials and perfunctuaries accused of treason. Whatever it was, all who were present enjoyed and savoured the shisan. Conspicuously absent was, of course, the religious healers, some academicians, engineers, and some barons.
Honki deliberately placed himself as far back as possible, refusing to meet anyone, or speak to others. This was the part of the arena reserved for the poor and penniless – the lowly construction workers, slaves, pimps and prostitutes. It was his disguise, as no healer actually wanted to be seen attending a shisan. It did occur to him that perhaps this was not a place to meet a slave-master. Perhaps the places in front or higher up in the alcoves of the dome, would be where a slave-master would be. Honki couldn’t care, really. He did not want to see the shisan, and this was where the view was the poorest.
The feature today was a small band of bandits - marauders and invaders of the Hard-Circle borders. Honki suspected that these were not really bandits, but nomads – those that belonged to no clan, lived in no dome and cruised the cold northern seas. These poor keikains were probably those that made occasional forays into the clan borders, sneaking past to get some hitsu. But what was strange was that this time the border patrols had managed to catch such a large group of nomads - all twenty of these ‘bandits’.
The noises from the crowd reached a crescendo, as the bandits swam up upon the concentric elevated dais at the center. Led single file, the chained group was prodded like keiooki. Due to the numbers, the ten harnesses were insufficient - ten of the bandits would have to be shisaned without the dignity of the harness. Honki was sick to the stomach, and for once, abandoned the love of keikai that was the teaching of the healers. As his eye-stalks swept across the crowd, he could see their jubilant, cruel moods. It was a sight to remember for all of his life. He wanted to leave, but willed himself not to, if only to see this slave-master that was to help him in his search. The only clue I have of Yunaha - I must remember that, he thought.
At the last minute, it was decided that the shisan would proceed one at the time, instead of simultaneously. The crowd cheered. Honki’s disgust now turned into anger. They are going to extend the torture to watch each other’s deaths! Honki decided to leave. He could not take it anymore.
“Stay, healer. Don’t you want to know what happened to Yunaha? ” A hand was laid about his neck. Honki turned around to look upon a keikain. He was of a smaller build than he was and dressed in opulent jewels that decorated his shell and underbelly. Yet, he had a seedy, shifty stare that characterised the criminal and those with shady dealings, and less of a honestly wealthy trader.
“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “I am Makleigo, slave-master. I believe you were looking for me? ”
Honki spoke nothing. He was sizing up this slave-master and wondering how best to deal with him. After all, he hardly ever had anything to do with such keikains. And Makleigo was similarly sizing him up, scanning Honki in a much more professional manner.
“Come, stay with me until the end. It won’t take long,” he said again. Honki suppressed his revulsion, and forced himself to stay. I’ll do anything for Yunaha, he thought.
The first shisan had already started. The plug was in place, and the first bandit was struggling, his body movements jerky. His eye-stalks lengthened considerably, looking as it if they were about to pop. Flippers waved futilely. And all this, as result of stoppering his blowhole, so that he could not breath. Honki thought that it was a slow, painful and brutal way to die, more so because of the spectators than anything else. This was followed by the second, who had tried to back away from the plug, but could not while strapped within the harness seats. It proceeded down the line, slowly, one at a time, until a full zhikan had passed and all those left standing were the ones still alive. The next zhikan was even more outrageous, for the unrestraint keikains swam and swam about in never-ending spirals, trying to break free of the shisan and could not. Each last gasp and last breath ending in a limp crash onto the dome floor. And every keikain was completely silent save for the cheering of the brutal crowd.
“Come surely it is not so bad,” Makleigo said blandly and urbanely. “These things happen everyday, it is the city folk’s chief entertainment.”
“It is a disgusting act,” Honki countered. He felt intimidated by Makleigo, but the healer’s code would not be so intimidated. “Life is precious, and it is a disgusting and grotesque sight to see people enjoying the violation of that which is given by the lands! ”
“Save your diatribe for someone else, healer,” Makleigo said. “I know you want to see me about a keikayu named Yunaha is that not? ”
“Yes, that is exactly why. What I don’t understand is why I was made to come here -” Honki was rather hesitant. Just how much did this slave-master know anyway?
“Do not look so accusingly at me, healer. I have reasons for everything,” Makleigo continued. “I shall explain to you exactly what I did to the beautiful Yunaha two cycles back. Do not look upon me in that manner. It is unbecoming of your healer’s code.”
So he does know everything! Honki thought silently, impressed. This slave-master has contacts even in the court of King Henka.
“Back then, I was more desperate, not as prosperous as I now am,” Makleigo explained. “I was one of those who had dealings to sell slaves of the court. That day, I netted a beautiful one, this Yunaha. She could have fetched a high price.”
Honki became visibly excited. He started to tremble because finally, he would get to find out what happened to his Yunaha. “Go on! Go on! ”
“I sold her to a trader, a wealthy and prosperous old keikain with a hard, old shell,” Makleigo said. “Kraheiga by name, I believe. I don’t know what he intends to do with her -”
“Do you have his address, good sir? ” Honki had by this time decided that politeness and obsequiesence would be the best way get this slave-master’s cooperation.
“That will not be necessary,” Makleigo said smiling. The healer’s actions were evidently transparent to him, and he was amused by his naive and simplistic thinking. “Now you will know why I have brought you here to watch the shisan. You see, this Kraheiga here has had the opportunity to come to the capital here, where the court of King Henka is, due to some of his personal dealings never mind. He is in this city, and his has brought along an entourage of his personal servants and slaves. Right now, he is here, viewing the shisan. Maybe Yunaha is with him. Maybe she is not but still his entourage is here. You may catch him if you hurry.”
“Wait, slave-master - Makleigo,” Honki said as Makleigo prepared to leave. “Thank you so much for your generous help! ” he said, placing a grateful amount of three-hundred nukhaki in the slave-master’s hands.
“Why, you are most gracious, healer! ” Makleigo’s face contorted in a half-smile. “This Kraheiga wears a most distinctive blue jewel on his shell. You cannot must him. If you don’t mind, I have other pressing business elsewhere ”
Honki watched as Makleigo retreated into the crowd. He was more than simply grateful. He was ecstatic, even though he had mixed feelings about this oily slave-master. Now all he had to do was to find and speak to this Kraheiga, and buy Yunaha back from him.
He suddenly realised that he had better hurry. The shisan was over, and nobody wanted to stay to watch the guards dispose of the carcasses of those twenty bandits. Everyone was filing out, and if he did not make a move, a fine opportunity would slip through his hands again, just like the way Yunaha had been forcibly ejected from his life.
Honki was trying very hard to remain inconspicuous within the market dome. The dozens of stall-holders kept calling out to him, asking him to look at, if not purchase some of their baubles and trinkets. One had even hit the nail of the head by calling him a provincialier. So he guessed that he was not very successful with his urbane act. Still, that did not imply that the trader Kraheiga knew that he was being followed, and so Honki remained hopeful.
That was the worst part about following this trader. There was however no problem of losing him, since his group of servants were numerous. Honki had counted eight of them. One – one particular keikayu – had a very recognizable swimming gait. Her bulk and shell was now neatly filed into its circular shape, yes, but it was recognizable nevertheless. Honki mentally visualized her without the decked out jewels, and the connection was obvious. He was relieved that the trader had not treated her outwardly like his mistress.
Normally, Honki would be more direct and straightforward and would have marched straight towards Kraheiga without hesitation. The turn of events, however, overwhelmed him, and he became cautious. Perhaps it was because of the presence of Yunaha! After such a long time of searching, it was finally going to be over. And in so easy a fashion. Soon, he would be back in the arms of Yunaha, and she could fulfil her mating vows
Very soon anyway. Kraheiga was engaging in an extended conversation with one particular seller. Honki did not know what a prosperous trader like Kraheiga had to do with ordinary marketeers. He had recalled hearing tales of the huge amounts of nukhati that such traders made. Their fat profits and huge influence were legendary. But to deal with a small seller of prods in such a manner was beyond his comprehension. Oh well - someone had called him a provincialier
Honki waited impatiently, pretending an interest in the earthen pots of the seller in front of him. This particular one was rather insistent, and was quite willing to demonstrate the various uses of his wares. Honki had got him into looking for a pot of unusual dimensions, and he was frantically searching through his inventory for one that matched the specifications. It was a good distraction technique, and Honki was rather pleased with himself at the result.
This pleasure was short-lived. Kraheiga had disappeared while he himself was distracted! Honki looked about in alarm. He swam quickly to the prod dealer and scanned the dome. The entire group had simply disappeared, just like that! Honki could not believe that - perhaps they have just gone down some back alley or through some obscure door-seal. No matter - he would ask.
“Excuse me,” Honki asked the prod dealer boldly, “But I could not help but notice the prosperous gentleman you were just talking to. I believe I have a business proposition for him. Where did he go? ”
“Sorry,” the prod dealer replied. “Master Kraheiga does not do business with minor marketeers. Take your business elsewhere.”
“Now, don’t offend me,” Honki said, irritated. “ You had business with him, and you don’t look too prosperous yourself. What’s more, I couldn’t care your prod-selling business. My business is far more ambitious than that! ”
“And what business might that be? ” The prod dealer was now suitably angry, but controlled it, perhaps out of curiousity.
“None of your concern,” Honki said, thinking furiously. If this line of questioning was to succeed, he had better think of something plausible, yet outré enough to satisfy this common prod dealer’s appetite. “Just tell me where he has gone and I’ll be along. Come on - I haven’t got all day.”
“That’s fine. I tell you what,” said the dealer. “Since we are both traders, let us trade information. I’ll tell you where he has gone if you tell me what business proposition yours is. Not to be your competitor, friend, just for curiosity’s sake. One must keep abreast of change - that’s the motto of the engineers, is it not? ”
“That sounds like a good trade,” Honki had just thought of a very good idea. He had always thought himself to be inventive, but today, he felt himself going over his head. “It is a deal.”
“Fine. What is it? ”
“You begin,” Honki said.
“Come on! You’re not playing by the rules. Don’t you understand trade at all? ” the dealer said. “How can you be good if you don’t deal straight? ”
“All I know is that if I say it first, what assurance do I have that you will keep it? ” Honki stared, seeing his plan fall apart.
“You really are new at this, aren’t you? ” the dealer said again. “Look here - you are right. You have no assurance of cooperation from me, but it is the same for me too. Can’t you see that? Hence some other consideration must come in to break this deadlock for the trade to be successful. Look at it this way, our agreements are not independent - you cannot achieve your ultimate goal without cooperation from me. I, on the other hand, don’t benefit directly from the trade, not immediately anyway. Hence the wording of the deal: I’ll tell you where he has gone if you tell me what business proposition is that.”
“Wait,” Honki said, thinking furiously. It took him great effort to think so fast, “What if after I reveal it to you, you refuse to say? ”
“Why should I? I am an honourable keikain. I run a legitimate business. We have a verbal deal. The deal guarantees that I’ll cooperate with you. Look at the wording of the deal! ”
Honki could not understand, but did not argue. The keikayu of House Linoka had always thought he was the master of such urbane matters. It turned out that he wasn’t - not this time anyway. He would have to take a chance, and hope he would cooperate.
“It’s the hitsu,” Honki said. “I have an idea of bringing the seishi from the shore, bring it here to be sold. Instead of us going for hikonkii up to the lands.”
The dealer blew bubbles of laughter.
“You must be joking! Have you any idea how long the hitsu lasts? From the lands, after it is stripped, it starts to lose its consistency soon after immersion in water. You start with a kotuna-load full and come back empty! ” The dealer blew bubbles of mirth. He blew so much that he almost choked. A small audience had formed around his stall, and Honki felt extremely uncomfortable and small. “What’s more, hikonkii is more than eating hitsu. We want to get up there where there is sun and sand! ”
“You did not hear me properly,” Honki said boldly, forging on. “I’ll said I have a method of bring the seishi - I meant the whole plant! ”
“What? Are you crazy? That thing is a land plant - you can’t grow it in water - and salt water at that! Have you any idea about the water pressures involved? I’m no engineer, but at least I have sense.” More laugh bubbles were blown, this time from the audience as well.
“Hey, he wants to be like King Yashi of the Diamond Clan! Make the seishi come to him if he won’t go to the seihi! ”
“Must have had too much kihon and not enough hitsu.”
“Provincial self-prober! ”
“What do you know? ” Honki sniffed at the crowd, pretending to be unperturbed. In truth, he was terribly insulted. Outwardly, he waited calmly for the laughter to die. Inwardly, he nursed his bruised ego. Whatever it was, he must endure this - for Yunaha.
“I’ll take my flippers off to you,” said the prod-dealer after he had composed himself. “A deal is a deal. What’s more Master Kraheiga could use the entertainment. He has gone down into the caverns - under that seal there. Be careful - that shutter closes awfully fast. Pressures and all that - you know.”
“As I have said, I’ll take my flippers off to you.” he continued, more controlled this time. “Good luck to your venture, however crazy it sounds. Lands, there was a time when undersea domes were thought crazy too - look at what we have now! I’m sorry.”
Honki turned away and swam towards the seal. The apology could not assuage his hurt feelings - even if the idea was totally fictitious. Why can’t these city folks be more like the respectful keikayus back at home?
The corridor behind the door seal was rather narrow, and Honki found it rather incredible that a trader and his servants could have went down this. Only if they had gone down in a single-file, would that be possible. But Honki was rather inclined to believe that he had been had by that dealer. And to think he did not even get his name! Well, at least he doesn’t know my name either
Still he went on, not daring to hope, yet not giving up. The corridor was rather dark and quiet. Honki wondered where it went. Perhaps the prosperous trader was not very legitimate. I wonder what dirty business he engages in - that is if he come down here at all.
His persistence was rewarded, for in the distance, he could make out the silhouette of a keikayu. Yunaha! This is not a very good business for her to get mixed up with, he thought grimly. He noticed that the corridor was widening out in front, and as the lighting was getting better. Honki decided that now was the time for him to stop and lurk behind, within the shadows. He swam slower, allowing the distance to widen.
Finally he stopped, for they too had stopped. Honki tuned his senses to the maximum and strained his ear-skins. The corridor was rather winding, and he was at least ten lengths behind, remaining wisely out of sight, he could not see. But he could at least try to listen. It seemed that the trader was down here to meet someone, and that someone had failed to turned up. He strained his ears further to hear more they were turning around and coming back!
Honki retreated further. In such a cramped corridor, there should be no chance to shuffle around - so Yunaha should be the one that approached. Honki did not know whether to leap for joy, or to swim for escape. But it was too late, she had advanced to the point where mutual sight was possible it was not Yunaha! She did not even look like her, save a passing resemblance in size and gait. “It’s him - he’s here! ” she cried.
That cinched it. Honki turned around and swam like keiooki. The corridor was long and narrow. Going down was easy and took no time at all, but going back up in a hurry seemed to take eternity. Passing thoughts raced through his head as he swam. All those assumptions he had made, those silly probings that he had thought so brilliant. How wrong he was, and what a dirty, criminal nest he had stirred up!
He was smaller than her - all keikains were compared to keikayu. And so he outdistanced them. Soon, he would reach the seal, and then the market dome, where he could blend back into the crowd. Soon -
The way was blocked by a keikain who had turned his torch directly at his eye-stalks. Blinded, Honki sounded, and the echo returned his worst fear - the keikain was armed with a prod.
“Makleigo! ” he exclaimed, as his eyesight returned. Here was that slave-master, Makleigo, who had directed him to this trader and to this trouble. He should have known something was up!
“No you are quite wrong, Honki” he said coolly, brandishing the prod for effect. “He is Makleigo the slave-master.”
Behind the single file chain that had finally caught up, he could hear the voice of the trader. “Have we got him, Meghari? ”
“Yes, and it was a very good trap too,” another voice behind Meghari said. “Leading the kihon to the tokak. And just as planned too.”
That was the voice of the prod dealer! These revelations came one at a time, and Honki was desperately trying to control his emotions. He needed to think quickly - and correctly - to extricate himself from his mess. “I am afraid you have the wrong person, kind masters. I am not who you want.”
“You are Honki, healer of the House Linoka, is that not? ” the prod dealer asked rhetorically.
“Yes he is, Kraheiga,” Meghari said for him. “I am sure of it. Take him and tie him up! ”
“Wait - you are right, I am Honki the healer. I am sorry I got into whatever business it is that you are doing. Let me go, and I’ll pretend I never saw anything! ” Honki spoke desperately. He fished out a few hundred worth of nukhaki and held it out to Meghari.
Meghari laughed at the proffered bribe. Honki added more to the pile. He laughed again, as Kraheiga said, “Enterprising, isn’t he? Bold and inventive. We have undiscovered talent here! ”
Honki saw that the bribe did not work and immediately changed tack. “Come on, I do not know and do not care about whatever illegal dealings you have here. It is my mistake. Whatever it is, I am a citizen of the King Henka and he would not take kindly to have his subject treated like this. Just let me go! ”
“He still does not get it, does he, Minister Meghari,” Kakleigo said from behind. Honki could only stare really hard at this Meghari - why, that is Minister Keghari, his Majesty’s Minister of Intelligence!
“Don’t look so surprised, Honki,” he said. “Trying to bribe a senior officer of the court is treason punishable by shisan, don’t you know that? ”
Honki could only stare on in silence as flipper-restraints were clapped on. He should have followed his uncle Hireigli’s advice and stayed out of trouble, For not only was his adventure finished, his life too, was forfeit.
The clouds covered much of the western sky. The rapidly retreating sun granted them the glory and their triumph was proclaimed across the far horizons. Brazen banners of sienna-orange and scarlet-blue, carmine and carnelian flaunted their victory. Flamboyant and flagrant, the celebration for their conquest was, but the inexorable advance of the cooling night, sapped away the volatile brilliance. The seeping night subdued the fiery tones of copper and cinnamon. Flaming fuchsia faded into smoky sienna-scarlet, annexed by ashy grey, and finally vanquished by sooty black. After the cataclysm, dusk seemed particularly more splendourous, perhaps to compensate the death and damage that had been inflicted on the land.
Diawyn reflected that she had been turning to the sky often ever since she left Wor Senya. Perhaps the surrounding plains dotted only with clumps of trees hold little appeal to me. To the south, Diawyn could discern a herd of Ianxan grazing. They were more than three lees away and posed little danger. However, Diawyn reminded herself to get her WindRacers to check the deterrent odour to repulse any Ianxan from moving towards the sky port.
“The Blood Pass is unblocked, and the BloodGuards are zealous as ever." Reekon updated her about the situation at the Blood Pass after Diawyn told him briefly about the situation at the main hive. “So we must be equally conscientious in guarding the route to Wor Senya too."
Diawyn returned her gaze from the sky and flexed her throat sac, fully agreeing with his last statement. “I fly the path of warrior diligently." Changing the subject, Diawyn asked, “Has any caravan crossed the pass since the quakes?”
Reekon bloated, “Yes, a trade caravan from Sargoth came by three days back. Their initial destination was Wor Senya but upon hearing the rumour of greater destruction in Wor Capeborn, they decided to skip Wor Senya and travel straight to Wor Capeborn. Disaster brews profits, and they hoped to reap tidy profits there.”
“That explains why we did not encounter them on our way here,” said Diawyn. Then she thought of something, “Was the caravan thinking of using the Triad Link to cross the Wise River? "
“Yes, they intended to. It’s the shorter route to Capeborn,” Reekon answered.
“They have to detour south to the Trillium Bridge as the Triad Link is completely severed,” Diawyn explained. “The border guards may also stop the caravan from leaving Senya with such a load of food. The food shortage in Senya although is not that acute, but extra food will always be welcome.”
Reekon laughed, “The caravan would have an interesting time.”
They continued their conversation for a while before they stopped to oversee the final phase of the handing over of the port. By the sechen of HighMoon, just four sechens after the WindRacers reached the sky port, the ShadowKillers started their way back to Wor Senya.
Diawyn looked at the ShadowKillers’ fast retreating figures. She did not feel like going back to all the details that still required her personal attention. She needed to meet the administrators who would be helping her run the Sky Port. Unlike other hivelets, Sky Port was a military facility and thus she headed sky Port instead of an administrator.
Her gaze once again drifted to the sky, but her attention went inwards. Letting her mind fly free, the image of Deymayn seemed to recur often. Let’s hope Deymayn does not let glory and fame cloud his mind. Wisely, she realized that her thoughts were not brightening her up, so she left them and returned to her duties.
It was not a good time to be on land. Flashes of lightning, accompanied by loud claps shook the plant life on land. Although it was day, gathering storm-clouds had darkened all in sight. It was cold – much colder than any keikain had experienced out of the water. In contrast, the water underneath was peaceful and warm. News of the imminent storm dampened Eisha’s spirits. He was having regrets about asking his staff to bring their mates along.
“Are you having second thoughts, my mate? ” asked Yuri, sympathetically.
“Perhaps,” Eisha replied. “But of bringing you keikayu along, not of coming here. The weather is not good, as reports indicate.”
“Do not worry. When this trip is over, I am sure you would be thankful for the extra help.” Yuri reassured him. “This is a supremely important project you and Prince Anagin have undertaken. Have more faith in the trust others have put upon you.”
“Dear Yuri, sometimes I wonder what I have done to deserve such a good keikayu like you,” Eisha said. “Thank you for the support, I could not wish for more sometimes.”
“If only sometimes” Yuri snuggled up to Eisha and said no more.
“Sometimes what? ” Eisha asked, quizzically.
“Nothing” she said, distracted. Keikains and keikayus shared a brief moment of warmth as the kotuna cruised on through cold, dark waters, pulled by teams of keilookis.
About fifty keikain lengths from the beach, the kotunas stopped. From here, they would have to get down and swim to shore. Eisha got off, and directed his staff to unstrap all equipment.
Moving the bulky equipment was not simple. The chief contribution to the bulk was the size of the air-tight capsules. The large, ovoid glass capsules, slowed their progress toward the holy land considerably. Eisha bubbled a curse as he unbuckled this extra burden that King Yashi’s ‘committee of advisors’ had ordered to be brought along. To bring back live specimens to be grown underwater. A ridiculous proposition that only a committee ignorant of biology would demand.
As the unloading proceeded, a squad of Diamond Clan troops approached. “May I know of your purpose here? ” the sergeant asked. “If you are thinking of Hikonkii, then forget it. A storm is brewing up on shore. Go back! ”
“I’m sorry, sergeant, but we are scientists of the Academy. We have a mission to the lands above,” said Eisha. He passed a slate stamped with Hiklahi’s royal seal to the sergeant. “Here is the authorization.”
“It says here that I am allowed to search your party, and satisfy ourselves that no security violations have occurred.”
“Please do what ever is necessary, sergeant,” Eisha said.
“You do understand, that this requirement, do you not, sirs? ” the sergeant said, changing to a respectful tone. This respect for the members of the Academy was granted freely and generously. The sergeant was obviously not afflicted with the arrogance of those in the court towards academicians. “It’s the attack on the western generators. Our patrols have now included the beach. My orders are to disallow weapons of any sort past this point.”
“I understand, sergeant. We all have to do our job,” Eisha gave him a smile.
Slowly, the soldiers inspected the equipment, making a big fuss mainly to demonstrate that they were indeed doing their job. When they had finished, the sergeant said, in a tone most apologetic, “Everything checks out, you may go.”
“Thank you,” Eisha said.
“If I may ask a small question, sir,” the sergeant continued. “Is it usual for you academicians to bring your mates along? The weather is rather inappropriate -”
“No sergeant. We are just rather short-handed at the moment,” Eisha replied truthfully. He understood the question. It was to satisfy the simple curiousity of the sergeant, whose non-acquaintance with academicians or even with the court make him uneasy with strange customs and conventions.
“Thank you, kind sirs,” acknowledged the sergeant. “Please, you may go.”
As the group of academicians watched the squad go, Eisha waved with his extended arm. They too were going, but in the opposite direction, up towards the stormy land. They proceeded to move the equipment up. It was slow, laborious work, and not everyone was happy about it. Yuri was struggling behind, pushing a bulky atmosphere capsule, and Eisha slowed to help her. “Allow me,” he said to his mate.
“It’s alright,” she replied meekly. “I can manage.”
“Why don’t you put down that -” Eisha said, and then stopped, staring at the instrument. “That -”
“Electric prod? ” Yuri spoke softly but grimly. “I stole this from one of his troops back there! ”
“But, but why? ? ” Eisha was amazed, and shocked that his mate would attempt something as audacious as that. The reason for the act escaped him altogether.
“For insurance, my mate,” she said. “You know the danger. That’s why they were on patrol.”
“But this is ridiculous! We are on a scientific mission,” he protested.
“Yes, and call it a hunch, but I have a feeling it will be needed,” she said.
“Then let me handle it,” Eisha offered. “After all, I am in charge.”
“No. Do not alarm the rest! ” she said. “Just keep quiet, can you? ”
Eisha stared at his mate, as she continued silently behind the party, prod tucked within her shell with one arm and capsule in the other. Well, if she insists, I can’t refuse. He thought, as he started to swim after her.
“What is this? ” Xayken asked, trying to read the document more carefully.
“Your queen thinks that with the chaotic situation in Wor Senya, the Royal Museum should not be opened to the public," his secretary explained. Mynin, seeing that the Z’Don was not convinced by this reasoning, quickly continued. “Geenar thinks that the artefacts in the Royal Museum are too precious. If the riots erupt again, all our heritage may be dispersed in the wind, leaving us rootless."
Usually Xayken would sign any document that his queen thought to be important. Indeed she had saved him from numerous political embarrassments. but this time, Xayken thought that the reasons were not strong enough to close the museum. The museum could serve as a source from which hivers could draw their strength. Especially in this dark hour, the hivers needed to be reminded of their heritage.
The Royal Museum used to be the Empress Chamber when Senya was still ruled by the Great Empress. After the revolution, it was turned into a museum. Visitors to the museum would see the luxury that the Great Empress once enjoyed - a testimony to the tyranny that the lineage of Great Empresses had wrought.
“No. We will not stop the hivers from visiting the museum. I will post more guards. Also announce that any troublemakers would be harshly dealt with. That should be adequate measures," said Xayken, his throat sac bloating in crimson. Mynin’s throat sac was slightly ruffled. Xayken knew that he was uncharacteristically stubborn on this issue and that might have surprised Mynin had been his secretary ever since Xayken was an Administrator Officer eight hatches ago.
Xayken smiled, “Geenar will understand once I tell her the measures that I have taken. If she is not reassured, then I will consider signing the document." Mynin kowed, took the document back, and retreated from the chamber.
General Rigenla of the Blessed Six-Star Army swam back and forth agitatedly. Although his rank was high, he knew in his heart that he was totally unqualified for the job. He was a dress general, one that conducted parades, held ceremonies, and ate hitsu excessively at state functions. He hated this war, which, as far as he could tell, was a useless and senseless one. Let the Diamonds and the Hard-Circles fight each other to death, if they wanted to, he thought bitterly. As the legends say, there shall be a war upon the land when we pass on. I’ll rather fight that one, one the side of the Great Aulerka. Nevertheless he was a subject of King Shinogu, and thus had to be in here, in the tactical command centre, ready for action.
“Any news at all from the High Command? ” he asked the private before him.
“No, sir,” the signaller bleated, ears-skins straddled within the confines of the his ear-phones.
“What about the border patrol? Any word? ” he asked.
“No,” the private replied again. The general’s nerves had rubbed off apparently, and the lowly soldier was not feeling much better.
Such a young stripling, Rigenla thought to himself. Not much older than my son, the builder echoate. Privately, he was glad that Markov had been simply a builder, and in no way was involved in the war. True, the rebuilding of the cities was not an easy job, but it was much preferable than fighting a war.
Still, Rigenla considered himself lucky. For one thing, our army is an extremely fresh army. Morale is high, since we have not been decimated - not yet anyway. And whatever that King Shinogu has done, he is still wise not to leap into direct confrontation. If I can just hang on for a while more, maybe I can retire without having to see any action.
“Don’t worry sir,” Raklaka, the Minister of Intelligence tried to assured the general. “The border dendetsu has been in place for three lifetimes. Our battalions are ready to move in with deadly force at a moment’s notice. No enemy troop movement has been detected for thousands of lengths from the dendetsu.”
He spoke too soon, for the lowly signaller reported in. “Sir, border patrol reports that our dendetsu is down.”
“What? ” Both officers exclaimed.
“What do you mean - down? How can a dendetsu thousands of lengths long be down? And the electric shock - it would kill any keikain foolish enough to tamper with it! ” Rigenla was becoming hysterical. “Give me your headphones, and switch to sonar.”
The private did so. He knew that the sonar on his signal set was not powerful. But he did not mention that fact as they were not far from the dendetsu, so some echo could still be audible at this range. General Rigenla donned the headphones and retracted his eye-stalks. He had ‘seen’ the dendetsu on sonar before, and knew what it looked like - a grid of glittering lines against dull background of the ocean. This grid was not there - the entire length of dendetsu was gone, sunken onto the sea floor. It seemed so impossible, but was nonetheless true. Rigenla numbly returned the headphones back.
“Sir,” Raklaka said, composing himself. “Our dendetsu has been known to be sabotaged before. Explosives, grounding, shorting and ramming - all are known methods of disabling the dendetsu. What is strange is that the border patrols have no reported any unusual activity”
“Never mind that - what are we to do now? ” Rigenla asked. Both subordinates stared back at him expectantly. “I mean - Raklaka, what do you recommend? ”
“We are now terribly exposed, sir.” Raklaka said, being careful to word his suggestion so that it did not sound like a command. “The enemy may now strike with impunity at any point along the border where the dendetsu once was, and at any depth. We must be prepared to meet and engage them! ”
“You are right - they must not be allowed to cross into Six-Star territory,” Rigenla said. Turning to the signaller before him, he commanded, “Tell Commander Klokla to move his troops to the border. Go to deep alert. Use my authentication code.”
“Yes, sir! ” the young private said.
“After you have done that,” Raklaka said. “send a commander to the scout squad at this location - see that? Tell them that I want to know what is happening behind the enemy dendetsu. I want regular reports every half zhikan. Then request that this scout unit here - see that? - to inspect the wrecked dendetsu.”
“And now we will wait for these reports,” Rigenla said nervously.
“Are they there? Have they blockaded the border yet? ” Rigenla asked.
“Sir, Commander Klokla has not reported in,” the signaller replied.
“My scouts however have interesting news,” Raklaka said. “The wreckage of the dendetsu is most intriguing. See the map here. The dendetsu section was originally held up by ten buoy points. The buoy stays float, and anchors the dendetsu on a line running north to south. Generators on each side power and maintain the electrified fencing to prevent any keikain-sized creature from passing through. However, my scouts reported many severely damaged buoys. Most severely damaged was this one here, the one closest to the beach. It was apparently struck by lightning - I trust you know what lightning is. Normally, this should not happen at all, since the buoy was well-grounded. However, this buoy was sabotaged! The saboteur has attached a metallic rod to it. The bolt that struck it was sufficient to damage not just that one buoy, but sent a current huge enough through the dendetsu to damage all the other buoys and take out the generator itself. It’s an ingenious piece of work.”
“I’m not interested in what has been, Raklaka,” Rigenla said. “Tell me about the enemy’s battle plan.”
“Ah, that is even more curious,” Raklaka said. “I have updated those scout’s reports on the map. See here, the border between the Diamonds and us is protected by a series of dendetsu nets, all electrified. The parallel pairs of dendetsu are not continuous however. The section of dendetsu that has fallen is this one - the one closest to the holy land. What is interesting to note, however, is that although the dendetsu on our side has fallen, the one on the Diamond side has not opened. It appears that although they have taken out our dendetsu, they are not attacking. Now isn’t that strange? ”
“Why should that be? It wouldn’t take much time to open their nets and swarm us,” Rigenla said.
“That’s true, but yet tactically, it would be unsound to do so,” Raklaka explained. “They can only come through the opening, say, a squad at a time, while we would have a huge army behind us to neutralize any that comes through. Unless they decide to drop their nets too, which is a ridiculous thing. If that was what they wanted, their side would drop first, then they would swim in to tackle our dendetsu. Unless”
“All that unlesses and buts are very confusing to me, Raklaka,” Rigenla said irritably. “Just let me get that battalion in place. Whatever happens, it all amounts to a straight fight. War is senseless. Don’t think too hard.”
“Sir, Commander Klokla has just reported in. His battalion is in place. He reports seeing enemy troop movement on his sonars.”
“That cannot be! My scouts reported nothing,” Raklaka said.
“Raklaka, your scouts reported in half a zhikan ago. Lots of things can happen in half a zhikan.” Rigenla countered.
“Can the Diamond Clan Army move that fast? I find that hard to believe,” Raklaka said. “Unless they came in on keiooki-chargers.”
“Yes, sir, they did,” the signaller interjected. “Fully mounted keiooki-chargers with double foreprods.”
“You should tell that to General Rigenla,” Raklaka said. He was getting back at Rigenla for brushing him off. “The straight fighter should be concerned about that.”
“Your scouts are sleeping on the job,” Rigenla was swearing. “They should have reported this sooner.”
“It’s not like you can do anything about those keiooki-chargers. The Diamond Clan is the best-equipped army in all of keikai.” Raklaka said. “But I find this a very intriguing way to make war. See here - somehow, the enemy has managed to sneak in a saboteur to bring down our dendetsu. But they did this before they dismantle their own dendetsu, before they can assure themselves of a comfortable charge. They must be supremely confident of their military might. Or maybe they have spies within our midst, and know the numbers that are guarding this section of the border.”
“Spies are your problem,” Rigenla said again. “I think I should put the other battalion into a defensive line along the continental shelf here -”
“Sir, a transmission from the enemy! ” the signaller held the headphones up to the General Rigenla. “They know our frequency, sir! ”
“Of course they do,” Raklaka murmured. “That’s not surprising, We know theirs too. That’s why we transmit in codes. But this is really strange - why should the enemy transmit to us? ”
Rigenla had already donned the headphones. His eye-stalks were raised in obvious alarm. “They are ordering us to retreat! Or be destroyed! ”
“What? ” Raklaka cried. “They sabotage us, prepare and march their troops all the way here for direct confrontation, and ask for a retreat. Is the enemy sane? ”
“They tell me that they are lowering their dendetsu! ” Rigenla bleated.
“In that case, retreat. We cannot afford a direct confrontation,” Raklaka said. “If they advance, we can maintain a defensive line along the continental shelf and hold them there.”
“Raklaka, this is unacceptable. My order from the High Command is to defend this section of the border. I’ll go to the shisan if I allow them to move in without a fight,” General Rigenla said. “For all we know, the retreat order may just be a feint. Maybe they are not as strong as they pretend to be.”
“I won’t count on that,” Raklaka warned.
“Moreover, the second battalion is not positioned fully yet. I say we fight, which should give them time to position. But - then this would give them a beach-head to fight upon”
“It seems the best that we can do, General. You have no choice – shisan or no shisan.” Raklaka said. “Let us make a choice fast, before the enemy makes it for us.”
“Attention Diamond Clan,” Rigenla transmitted. “We will not retreat from our borders when our dendetsu has been sabotaged. Be warned that we will counter any intrusion into Six-Star waters with deadly force. Do not advance, I repeat, or you shall suffer ...”
Rigenla threw down the headphones in disgust and desperation on hearing the reply. “Great Lands! They have advanced! We have no choice but to engage them. We have no choice at all.”
The weather was miserable. Rain pelted down from the heavens in huge drops, and flashes were accompanied by loud, percussive crashes. It was a strange experience for a keikain, being pelted by water droplets, rather having silky smooth currents of water running along the skin. Many of the staff were feeling nervous, and some were not afraid to voice it, albeit respectfully. Eisha, however, was lost in fascination.
His eye-stalks were raised as high as they could, and he was observing a seiki tree. In these moments, not even a charging keiooki could interrupt him, much less a mere storm. The seiki, as it turned out, was very interesting indeed. It was supposed to be a tree, one of the tallest kinds upon the land. But sometimes, Eisha had his doubts. For example, the seishi had some sort of maw, which it used to engulf flying creatures. He was sure not many keikains would believe this. It was still a controversial point in the Academy. That was one reason for his anxiousness in observing it personally. In the few brief years of his life, he had never seen it before while onshore. Now he had a chance.
It was not a big creature, unlike those bigger ones that were occasionally sighted from far. Segmented, and having a iridescent band across its head, its wings had been torn by a water droplet, and it was resting upon a branch sheltering itself from the rain. The rain pattered it, and it moved backwards, fearing the wetness. But it seemed unaware that as it retreated into the shelter of the tree, it was moving towards maw. And then it happened. If Eisha had not been on the watch, he would have missed that quick thrust of the feelers snatching it into its maw. The creature struggled hard, wriggling its legs. But it was brief, for the digestive juices did its work quickly. Brief flashes of colour shifted on the leaves of the tree as the digestion took place. Although the creature was dead, it most probably would take days for the acids within the maw to digest the prey completely.
Eisha was surprised not at the range of behaviours of the seiki, but by the lack of information on them. For generations had the keikains come on the shore. For lifetimes had they stripped the lower bark of the seiki, taking it as holy food. Yet nothing was known about the seiki, their ecology and their livelihood. Briefly, Eisha wondered what would have happened if Anagin did not have the influence upon the keikain Academy that he had. Worst still, such information gap regarding the seiki trees would never have occurred to me too, he thought, candidly snorting at his own pride.
“Sir,” came the voice of his assistant. Eisha’s train of thought was interrupted. “Sir, shouldn’t we be setting up shelter? ”
“I’m sorry. I’m still not used to air speech very much. I could not hear you,” Eisha turned his eye-stalks towards him and spoke with sympathy, “Come, let us be along.”
I must not forget their welfare, and their dedication to me. He reminded himself. If I do, I would be no better a leader than King Yashi.
Slowly, they made their way through the forest thicket. Progress was slow, since the keikain torsos were bulky, and they were carrying much within their belly pouches. It is obvious that we are not well adapted to life on land, Eisha thought. Finally, they managed to make their way into a large clearing. The clearing was relatively dry, since the tremendous canopy formed by the seikis and other trees had shielded it from most of the rain. Still, it was less than ideal, for space was limited. They would have to squeeze a bit. But it was definitely better than staying within the prickly thicket.
That was when Eisha noticed that Yuri was missing. His assistants had all huddled in pairs, heads and arms retracted into the shells for comfort. He himself was alone; his mate was missing. In panic, he cried out, “Yuri is missing! Where is she? Didn’t any of you watch out for her? ”
Only questioning glances from raised eye-stalks answered him. “Come on! We must go back and look for her! ” Anything could have happened. Who knows what dangerous species live on the land? Who knows what are their predatory habits, what sort of exotic cuisines they search for? He crashed though the thicket, way ahead of his assistants. Their grunts of discomfort went unheard. Concern for Yuri’s safety took precedence.
They searched for a very long time - two zhikans at least. Some of the keikayus were mumbling about the limited time that they had. This was merely an excuse, Eisha knew. All normal, healthy keikains could stay for at least two to three days on land without any problems. That was twice the duration of a typical hikonkii. These weaklings were more worried about their own discomfort. They disliked the strange thundering sounds and pelting drops of water. That was their problem.
Finally, they heard it - the booming keikayu cry. It was a cry for help - a deep bellow that could be heard for thousands of lengths up here on land. Eisha recognised the effort it took to make such a loud sound. He raced towards it, but his heart went faster and further ahead
It was a pathetic sight. Yuri was trapped in a sandy bog that sucked and pulled her down the more she struggled. Her hind flippers were already totally submerged, as was the rim of her shell. The struggle was mainly one of keeping her head above the sand. The keikain eyes were too sensitive to allow sand to enter. She was smart, however, and thus was not fighting the bog. This had enabled her to keep her blowholes above the quicksand, and thus call for help.
“It took you long enough to get here! ” she scolded. Calmness was always one of her virtues.
“Sorry,” Eisha replied. “What are you doing so near the marshes anyway? ”
“Never mind that - get me out! ” she insisted.
“We will need rope,” Eisha said. “You will all help me pull. I’ll go find some.”
Yes, a vine would do just fine, he thought. He raced back into the forest. There were lots of trees that had vines, even if the seiki did not have any. An old tree was probably too tall for him to reach its vines, but a young one
But it was not necessary, for he found one vine, lying on the ground. It had been part of a dying tree that had bent and bowed in the storm. I’m lucky, he thought. Sap flowed freely from the cut notch he had made, and the plant started to turned the red. Eisha did not notice it, even with his biologist’s eye. He was more concerned about its length. Hoping that the vine was long enough, he returned.
It proved to be long enough. Eisha threw the loop of vine to Yuri. She calmly took hold of it, while the other end was split and tied to two keikayus. Only another keikayu had the sufficient bulk and strength to pull her out. Keikains were in comparison, too small.
“Pull! ” Eisha shouted. They did, and after much effort, Yuri was finally back out.
The sun was shining, and the thunderclouds were gone. The oppressive humidity and gloom had also disappeared with them. At the clearing, the keikains were very pleased with their efforts. It was cramped, yes, but that just added to the coziness. After the rescue, everyone had been too excited to take shelter, so Eisha had ordered their work to proceed. The sacrifice made in working during the storm was finally paying off. Now they would have the opportunity to enjoy hikonkii.
Eisha was eyeing at the keikain sized capsules. Ridiculous things. These were the heaviest of all the equipment they had brought. Within them were living and breathing seiki trees! Not the old, mature trees that grew to dazzling heights, but freshly grafted ones, with developing foliage. They would be brought back to be studied in greater detail. It was hoped that the technique of grafting, which worked for the undersea suishoku, work for the seishi. Despite his skepticism, Eisha could not help but feel a little hopeful that the attempt to grow them underwater would be successful.
Meanwhile, his thoughts were already on the report that he must prepare when he returned to the Academy. The main points were all clear to him. The seishis were definitely dying by the masses. And it was clear that there might be problems farming the plant for its bark, for not only was it large, it also had a peculiar diet. And that was not to mention the strange variable patterns of foliage colour. But the latter was just a merely academically interesting question - of no practical consequence whatsoever
Eisha stroked Yuri’s head which laid within the nook of his elbows. The poor keikayu was cooing coquettishly. He looked into her eyes and bleated. She had to suffer that quicksand, the poor dear. How lucky it should be that she was not one of those excitable ones. Rather, she was smart enough to take it calmly and not stir up a mess. Such things were well known, of course, which was why all keikains stayed away from the marshy area close to the river mouth.
“What were you doing in the marshes?” Eisha asked, suddenly remembering his unanswered question.
“I was going after this flying creature I saw,” she replied smoothly. “I wanted to catch it - for you. After all, so little is know of land-life much less air-life.”
“You were stupid to do that! ” Eisha scolded. “Firstly, knowledge is gained by observation, not by catching things. And next, you should have told me - who knows what dangers there might be? Finally, we are not here on a frivolity - the study of the seishi takes precedence.”
“Is this kind of frivolity not allowed, my mate? ” Yuri asked rhetorically, playfully probing Eisha.
“Is that why you stole that prod? ” Eisha murmured, his anger subsiding. Desire was building, as her probings became more insistent. He started to react, by returning the probe. He dug deep into her, and she plunged deeper. Their eagerness grew, and suddenly, it was urgent. Probe for probe, nokin gripping nokin, their urges not stopping but ascending into a burst of mutual satisfaction, followed by wave upon wave of pleasure.
He never got his reply, but it did not matter. Their mission was a perfect success.
“You have to be careful with the dosage and methods of preparation. An infusion, prepared by steeping kaylamyn berries in boiling water, will extract its aromatic and volatile principles and essences,” lectured Dorayn as she foraged for the green berries. Valynn, the young yishi apprentice, bloated showing understanding. “Kaylamyn berries can treat aching joints, right? ”
“Yes, you are right. Not only that, they can be used to treat stomachache when used together with white xuehua petals,” Deslin added.
Deslin and Dorayn had been teaching the apprentice as they gathered the herbs. The C’Yishi had, at the last moment, asked them to take Valynn along for the four-day herb-gathering trip. Dorayn did not mind an addition to their party. In actual fact, it was better for her. With Valynn around, she would not have to be alone with Deslin and afraid that her temper would get better of her. Furthermore, with one more hiver, herbs could be gathered more quickly.
Valynn was not the only attachment to their group. A section of SunRoamers also accompanied them. Dorayn had asked Chynyn about the presence of the yongsheis in this trip. The C’Yishi replied that it was for precaution. The outlying hivelets were presently in chaos. The danger from the renegades could be even higher than before. Since there was no harm in the SunRoamers following them, Dorayn did not mind their presence.
“Boiling produces a decoction, withdraws the extractive, resinous principles and is more effective on hard substance like barks, roots and seeds.” Deslin explained. Valynn puffed her throat sac as understanding dawned on her. “I see we have to depend on pure memory to remember the various preparation techniques for each and every type of herbs.”
“Memory is needed, but it must be coupled with understanding,” said Dorayn.
“I think we need to look for a camp site soon,” Deslin remarked.
Looking at the sky, Dorayn found the sun just three fingers from the horizon. It should be the sechen of Heavenglow. “Yes, I think it is about time we stop for the night. This is just our first day and we are making good progress with the herb-gathering.” The other two nyuus bloated in agreement.
“If we are stopping for the night, may I suggest the open patch a mee east of here? ” Edberg politely asked her. Dorayn looked at the Two Blade yongshei replied, “You are too polite. You have more experience in selecting camp sites. We will camp wherever you suggest.”
The SunRoamers quickly set up the camp, while the three nyuus sorted out the herbs that they had gathered. Some had to be treated properly before they could be stored properly. Dorayn helped for a while before she left to prepare their night meal.
After setting up the camp, two SunRoamers began their patrol in the vicinity. Dorayn saw them flying around a mee away, rounded a hill and went out of sight. The other yongsheis were taking a rest while others were sharpening their blades using the whetstones. Edberg was talking with Deslin and Valynn. From where she was, she could not hear what they were saying. However, it was obvious that Deslin was flirting with the nyan commander.
Maybe I do not need to have that little talk with Deslin after all. Dorayn thought. But to be on the safe side, she decided to help Deslin snare her catch. Then Dukryn would be mine, Dorayn smiled.
After checking the food in the pot, Dorayn announced “The night meal is ready. Eat while it’s hot.” The SunRoamers and the two nyuu yishis streamed towards the cooking pot. Dorayn was handing out the bowls when suddenly shouts came from all around her.
The SunRoamers swiftly turned around and saw many fayzhons, all masked, charging at them with steel blades in each of their four hands. In an instant, the yongsheis had their blades out and without a single command from Edberg formed a protective circle around their charges, the three yishis. In a few heartbeats, the first of the assailants had reached them. Edberg warded off a clumsy stroke from a mindlessly charging attacker with his left blade and finished him off by cutting his right blade through the attacker’s neck. Dorayn stood there and saw for the first time a beheaded Fayzhon. Renegades? She wondered, but immediately rejected that thought. The assailants had many steel blades – too well equipped to be renegades. Valynn saw the head rolled on the ground and immediately launched into an ear-piercing scream. Dorayn did not have time to study the attackers further as she turned her attention to the hysterical Valynn, hoping to calm her down.
By the time the first assailant had fallen to the ground, the rest of the mob had charged towards them. The momentum of their forward charge pressed the ring of SunRoamers inward and clashes of steels filled the air. Body against body, there was no room for much manoeuvre. In order to effectively utilize their blade training against the attackers, they had to fly upward to give one another room to fight. However, with the three nyuus on the ground, they could not leave them. The tight struggle lasted for a few pis before Edberg broke the deadlock by killing two of the masked assailants in succession, giving him room to push outward. With the extra space, the SunRoamers could finally execute their blade stances properly and soon six of the attackers were down. However, before the SunRoamers could step forward to widen the ring, the next wave came. Behind them seem to be countless more.
Four blades came at Edberg at the same time from many directions, but found air rather than their target. The SunRoamer had shifted lithely aside and hovered slightly above the ground to avoid the multiple assault. Smooth like oil, Edberg launched his counter-attacks by taking advantage of their exposed limbs when they thrusted out their blades and cut deeply into two sets of arms using a smooth flow of quick blade strokes. Howls came from the attackers’ throat sacs as blood gushed out from their arms. However, their pain was swiftly terminated by Edberg’s blades piercing their hearts.
Dorayn watched the actions while calming Valynn. She realized that even though their opponents were many, the SunRoamers were holding very well. They were not in immediate danger. She then quickly turned her attention to Deslin. Deslin was not screaming her throat sac to explosion like the young apprentice, but the stunned look on her fluttering throat sac did not augur well. I must do something. Dorayn thought. There must be something I can do. She quickly calmed herself, even though the air was engulfed with shouts, howls and clashing of blades. Get Deslin to help Valynn, Dorayn’s mind told her. She got hold of Deslin and pulled her down towards her. “Deslin! I need your help! Deslin! Look at me, I need your help! ” Dorayn’s shout seemed to penetrate the numbness that Deslin had cocooned herself in, and her eyes refocused and her throat sac was becoming more visibly controlled. “What? ! ” She gazed at Dorayn, still confused, with no mind of her own.
“I need your help. Valynn needs your help. Calm her down.” Deslin turned and realized that the young apprentice was screaming hysterically. Her yishi’s training immediately kicked in, and she walked out from her fog of confusion. “We need zhenjin powder,” Dorayn’s voice seemed loud and clear to her amid all the fighting. “Yes, I have some with me,” Deslin responded quickly. “Valynn, calm down. Its me. I will help you.” She said as she administered the drug to Valynn.
With Deslin and Valynn under control, Dorayn looked at the fighting around her. It seemed so surreal to her. Many bodies were on the ground, many of which were still alive and groaning. However, many more were still charging at them, each waving with four steel blades. Dorayn looked at Edberg and saw that he was fighting three assailants simultaneously. The other SunRoamers were also engaging two or three attackers each. She finally understood why the SunRoamers could hold up for so long. Not only because of their blade training, but also because they were making use of the clumsiness of the attackers. By wielding four blades each, the attackers were not using any of them effectively and in fact were blocking one another’s attacks. The assailants clearly had no blade training yet they had access to steel blades. Who are they?
After a while, the attackers finally became aware that four blades were too many to handle. “Drop some of your blades! ” One of them shouted. The attackers quickly did so, and soon the fight was pushed to a new level. Their attacks became smoother and the SunRoamers began facing increasing difficulty blocking their strokes. Suddenly, one of the attackers shouted, as though he went berserk and charged with all his might towards a One-Blade SunRoamer to Edberg’s left by the name of Penren. He was quickly killed by Penren’s blade thrusted into his chest. However, before Penren had time to withdraw his blade, another assailant had flown above his dying associate and swiftly beheaded him. Dorayn and Deslin were shocked at the sight and it took them a while more to realize that the sudden turn of events did not augur well for them. With one down, the SunRoamers had to step backward to tighten their circle and once again they were in an unfavourable position.
Dorayn could see Edberg and his SunRoamers trying their best to hold their grounds. They feinted and attacked, attacked and feinted and with each pi, at least one attacker would be inflicted with a wound but the situation still looked grim. The SunRoamers were heaving with exhaustion, but they had no chance for respite. The attackers were simply too many.
Edberg was now engaging another three attackers and he was fighting with his life to hold his ground. Blades that should hit air, now touched his jacket as Edberg was also getting tired, and his responses were getting slower. It would only be a matter of time before Edberg dodged too slowly and became wounded by the attackers. Do something! Dorayn urged herself. She looked around and saw the pot of hot soup. With no time to think, she lifted the pot, flew up a little, and threw its contents over Edberg’s shoulder. The hot soup hit one of the attackers straight in the face, and he howled in pain. He stopped his attack momentarily to wipe his face. Despite Edberg’s amazement at the unexpected aid from Dorayn, he immediately took advantage of the distraction. Using his left blade, Edberg quickly sliced through his torso from left to right curving upward. Following his body’s momentum, Edberg lifted from the ground and turned his right blade downwards towards another assailant’s head. The attacker raised his blade horizontally and managed a riposte to block the attack successfully, but Edberg’s right blade was followed almost immediately by his left blade, performing the stance of Sweeping Leaves. Before the attacker had a chance to react, the blade had cut through his right upper arm. With pain shooting through him, the attacker howled and mindlessly charged at Edberg. His strokes were clumsy and full of flaws, however their strength and the speed of the blades whirling at Edberg were still intimidating to the Two-Blade. Every parry and block of his blades sent shock to his very bones. Edberg was amazed at the power of the attacker’s mindless strokes. It took all his skills to counter him, while at the same time being harrassed by other nearby attackers.
Just about then, another scream punctured the air. One of the SunRoamers, Larreak, had a deep cut across his upper right arm – his sword arm. His lower right arm quickly snatched the falling blade and continued the battle despite the pain that was obviously painted on his throat sac. Dorayn was very moved by the sight. The SunRoamers are protecting them with their lives. However, she knew that despite all their courage and skills, the odds were increasingly against them as time passed and the SunRoamers weakened. There were still about fifteen more attackers beyond the first ring of assailants, waiting to engage them once their comrades were down.
It seemed that all were lost, when she heard battle cries coming from the south. More attackers? Dorayn cried mentally in dismay. Surrounding by the SunRoamers and the assailants, she could not see how many more were coming. However instead of hearing cries of encouragement from the assailants as their reinforcement had arrived, she heard sounds of battle engaging just outside her view. The newcomers were attacking through the ambushers towards them. A ray of hope dawn on Dorayn. The new arrivals were indeed reinforcements, but not for the assailants. Soon they broke through the masked attackers and came face to face with the SunRoamers. Shouts of recognition sounded through the ranks of the SunRoamers.
“Gekmann of the StoneBlockers! ”
“Krehan! Glad to see you! ”
One of the StoneBlockers holding two blades grinned, “Well, we can’t just let you all roam in the sun alone.”
“That’s right Gekmann. We must show them the best way to block an attack.” The other Two-Blade StoneBlocker joined in.
With the arrival of the StoneBlockers, the battle swiftly turned to their advantage. Dorayn estimated that two sections had come to their aid. Gekmynn and Krehan must be section leaders then. The assailants, seeing that they no longer had the advantage, fled. The StoneBlockers gave chase, while the SunRoamers remained with the three yishis.
Dorayn heaved a sigh of relief and heard a similar one from Deslin. Both looked at each other and weakly smiled. Valynn was still unconscious as the effect of the zhenjin would not wear off for another sechen. Dorayn heard a slight inhale of breath, and her experience told her that the hiver was in great deal of pain. Turning around, she saw that he was Larreak, the SunRoamer who had valiantly kept on fighting despite deep wounds on his upper right arm. The sight of a hiver in pain quickly turned her from a passive nyuu to a powerful healer who cared.
“Deslin, see whether you can help the other SunRoamers.”
Deslin bloated meekly and began to look at the wounds of the other SunRoamers. Other than Larreak, the others had only minor cuts. Of course, there was Penren, who was killed by a blade through his head. She grieved for him, even though she had only known him for just a day. His gallant protection of them would not be forgotten.
Dorayn applied Lobom powder on the blade wounds to aid in blood-cotting and bandaged it. “You have lost much blood. Do not attempt to fly. The exertion might open the wound again.” Dorayn advised Larreak. The One-Blade bloated his thanks weakly.
“No, It’s me who needs to thank you.” Dorayn corrected him. She turned her eyes to the other SunRoamers, “Without your gallant deeds, we might not have live through the terrible ordeal. I thank you and my throat sac willingly deflate for you.”
“Me too,” Deslin joined in weakly, slowly deflated her throat sac to express her gratitude.
“Your thanks are appreciated. We are yongsheis and it was our duty to protect you. If anyone of you gets hurt, we would have failed in our duties,” Edberg said.
“Pathless Trillium! They really could fly.” Krehan’s complaints reached them before his body did.
“Well, at least we managed to kill off another five more,” Gekmann interjected as he landed and retracted his wings.
“Is anyone injured? We can treat the wounds,” Dorayn offered.
“We are fine, yishi,” Krehan answered.
A full section of StoneBlockers patrolled around the camp site to prevent being ambushed again. Valynn had finally awakened and was sedated enough when she saw the StoneBlockers removing the bodies from the camp site. While a few of the SunRoamers were helping to set up camp and preparing the night meal, the three yongshei leaders settled down for some serious talking. Edberg gave them an account of the ambush without any embellishment, and the two StoneBlockers listened quietly without any comments. “ without your timely help, we would surely have perished,” said Edberg at the end.
“Our arrival was indeed timely, but we are not the heroes of the day. We counted about fifty bodies. That’s an amazing feat of defence,” Krehan praised the SunRoamers.
“A feat that could have ended in tragedy without your help,” Edberg insisted. Krehan was pleased that the SunRoamer had acknowledged their assistance.
“Any idea who the assailants were? ” Gekmann asked, his bloat sac pulsating slowly as he thought about the mysterious attackers.
“No. They are not renegades, that’s for sure. Whites? ” Edberg hazarded an educated guess.
“Possibly. They were crazy enough,” Krehan admitted, scratching his throat sac as he pondered.
“Crazy enough to attack with nothing but steel blades,” Edberg commented. “They were very determined to get what they wanted.” The two StoneBlockers glanced at the three nyuus, thinking the same thought.
“Any findings from the bodies? ” Edberg asked the StoneBlockers.
“None, we checked. Nothing to identify them.” Krehan replied with a hint of frustration.
“Have some food,” said Deslin, as she and Valynn handed the yongshei leaders and Dorayn their meals. “The warm soup is good for such a cold night.” Valynn said meekly. All agreed. Soon they were sitting down enjoying the hot meal.
The warm meal and the cool night at the end of an exhaustive day relaxed Dorayn greatly. She looked at her food. It was not even half-finished, but she felt sleepy and hardly could keep her eyes opened. Not only was the motive of the ambush a mystery, the sudden arrival of the StoneBlockers was hardly pellucid to her. However, her drowsy mind could no longer string out proper questions, and soon she felt asleep.
King Henka of the Hard-Circle clan regarded King Shinogu of the Six-Stars. Now he knew how Shinogu must have felt then: how difficult it was to reject outright a desperate keikain’s request. It made him feel guilty about his past actions. But King Henka was king enough not to let his remorse show.
“You must help me, Henka,” King Shinogu pleaded. “I helped you when you came to me, convincing me that Yashi is our biggest common enemy. Now I have lost my entire northern shore! ”
“But my prediction was right, was it not? Yashi has invaded you.”
“Yes, that was true,” Shinogu said. “My general - Rigenla, his name - reported the highly belligerent stance they took. Imagine - asking us to retreat to let them in - that’s the arrogance of the Diamond Clan for you.”
“You are doing a fine job holding them off, preventing them from entering the deep waters of your territory,” Henka said. “Your defensive line along the continental shelf seems inviolable.”
“Yes, and we have no problem holding them off,” Shinogu said. “But I have lost my northern border almost entirely! Their soldiers are far too numerous. After we have lost that section of the dendetsu on my eastern border, they just entered in droves through that. And although I have managed to keep them to the coastal waters, I have lost slowly, bit by bit, my coasts, until now I don’t have any left! Soon, they will be swirling on your border.”
“And we shall assist you. Even now, my troops are moving east towards the border to meet them.”
“No, you do not understand,” Shinogu said. “Now that we have lost the coast, we will have no hitsu to eat. Without that, our shells will weaken. We will die in a moon or two if our hitsui supply is cut off -”
“Have no fear. Within half a moon, you will have your portion of the shore back. Your attack on them has shifted their attention somewhat, and this has given my troops a chance to regroup and crisply. I’ll get back a portion of the shore for you yet! ” Henka said vehemently.
“Meanwhile, I request permission to let my subjects pass through your territory to your shore.” Shinogu said. Henka stopped and hesitated. To declare the intention to fight was one thing, and he was truly sincere about it. But to concede precious hitsu and hikonkii territory was not something that his court would like
“Please, your war is really not something we wished to join. And now that we have cast ourselves in with you Hard-Circles ” Shinogu said. “My subjects will die! ”
“Well -” Henka said. He still felt guilty, and here was a chance at redemption. “Fine. It shall be done. I am, after all, King, and they must follow me. But I warn you, you might have problems passing through my waters.”
“I know, the differences between long separate Clans cannot be erased easily,” Shinogu said. “And there will bound to be bandits, robbers around who hate us Six-Stars to the core. I will have to send guards to protect my subjects whenever they pass through your border. This will be difficult. I need all the soldiers I can get ”
“Worry not,” Henka said. “My troops will protect your people, if necessary.”
“Thank you, Henka” Shinogu said. “I know I could trust you. Maybe after this blood-tainted war is over, we could have a chance to mend those dendetsu between our houses ”
“Maybe, but we will let the future worry for itself.”
“If only more keikain held that philosophy! All of this is a result of Diamond Clan believing that they are the unmai! ” Shinogu ranted. Then changing to a resigned tone, he added, “I hope have picked the right side to ally myself with.”
Henka stared as Shinogu disappeared through the door seal. Maybe you may not have, but that cannot be helped.
Within his own chambers, Henka was alone and could keep his own thoughts company. He reflected upon what his operative had said about the Diamond Clan. That they lived in fear of Yashi. And all it was necessary was to make Yashi extend his fleet or army, so that their morale would drop. Thus the necessity of bring in the Six-Stars. And the necessity of inducing them to fight. At least, that was the analysis that his Minister of Intelligence, Meghari, had provided.
The door light flickered. After he had given the permission, the door dilated and in stepped Meghari. The Minister of Intelligence approached Henka upon his flippers, the traditional posture of subject towards his king.
“Please, dispense with the formality, Meghari,” Henka said. “What do you have to say? ”
“I wish to inform Your Majesty that we have captured a spy,” Meghari pronounced. “Claiming to be a healer, he has been poking into the matters of the court. Two days ago, he bribed a guard master to reveal the whereabouts of a certain slave keikayu. This guard was smart, and reported this matter to me immediately. And I have managed to lure him into a trap. This spy - Honki by name - is presently locked up in a detention dome, awaiting interrogation.”
“This is an interesting piece of news,” Henka said. “I find it audacious that a spy should choose such an obvious method of inquiry. You suspect something, Meghari? ”
“Indeed,” said Meghari. “That was why my trap was rather elaborate. It was to test him, and he was very convincing, I must say. He was brought in like kihon to tokak.”
“I think I want to personally interrogate this keikian. Doesn’t sound like a simple keikian to me,” said Henka.
“If it so pleases Your Majesty,” said Meghari. The conversation seemed to come to a halt as Henka offered nothing else, and Meghari did not dismiss himself.
“Well, what is it Meghari? ”
“I have noted, Your Majesty, that King Shinogu has just consulted you privately.” He added. “My advice to you, your Majesty, is not to extend any help to the Six-Stars.”
“How did you know what it was that he asked? ” Henka was irritated at this particular line of questioning. It was true that he gave Meghari the permission to speak freely. But sometimes, Henka felt that he was overstepping his authority.
“I guessed, Your Majesty,” Henka said. “My intelligence reports that the Six-Star army suffered heavy losses after they started fighting with the Diamond Clan. It is natural that they would come to plead with us, since it was us who brought them into war.”
“Us? It was I who did it. I went personally. Your King. To grovel before a foreign power,” Henka intoned. “I hope you never forget the advice that you have given me.”
“Ah, I will never forget that,” said Meghari. “But hasn’t everything I predicted been true? Isn’t it true that, with the Six-Stars joining us, we have been able to hold out for much longer than we otherwise would have? Is it not just as I have predicted that Shinogu would hesitate to join us? Is it not true that this required some – ah, shall we say – intervention from us? ”
“You have a way with words,” King Henka said dryly. “But you are wrong. Shinogu did not ask for assistance to fight in the war. He came to ask for aid. His entire clan has lost their lands! They would die if they do not have their diet of hitsu.”
“Your court would not be happy to know that you agreed to let them come over to our shores for hitsu,” Meghari stated.
“Blood-tainted water! I am King and I say we need an ally, rather than an enemy.”
“I did not say I disapprove of your aid to Shinogu,” Meghari quickly added. “We definitely need to keep them as allies.”
“I am glad you think that way, Meghari.” Henka said.
“But I must say that this presents us with a unique opportunity –”
“I have you know that I have personally guaranteed the safe passage of all Six-Star keikians through our waters,” Henka said pre-emptively. “What do you want to do? No more tricks, I warn you. I do not want any part in it.”
Meghari was silent. He was looking with raised eye-stalks upon King Henka. The king was unsure as to whether it was a look of defiance, or one of fear.
“So it shall be, Your Majesty. No more tricks.” he said, calmly obsequious. Henka acknowledged it, and dismissed him. He suspected that Meghari was up to something, and he was determined to find that out. And he would hold Meghari to his promise. No more tricks.
Dukryn and his Letters
“Can you really believe that there is no vacant lab for us to use? " Spots of angry cerise red and dark russel brown of impatience could be seen on Conare’s throat sac.
Dukryn tried to calm him down, “Me neither, but I think this mistake --”
“- this is S’Hai, the hive for keshuekas, you know.” Conare did not seem to hear him.
The young prodigy ruffled his throat sac slightly before speaking again, “Now it’s already sechen of SummerDusk. Tommorrow, we will certainly raise the matter with the head administrator here.”
“Tommorrow? " Conare puffed once and realized that it was indeed rather late. ”Yes, we must do that first thing in the morning.” Conare bloated strongly.
“First thing in the morning,” Dukryn agreed and before his one-eye friend could start complaining again, he continued. “Now, go and have some rest. We may yet need your volcanic fumes when we meet up with the head admin.”
Conare finally broke into a smile. “You jested? Quite rare for you. Most of the time, it’s me who make a joke. I must admit that the snobbish administrators here irritate me.”
“Their attitudes do indeed need some time to get used to.” Dukryn’s blatant understatement finally triggered laughter from Conare.
“Thanks. I need that,’ said Conare as he slowly bloated his throat sac into a more calming tone of green.
“Go and have some rest,” said Dukryn.
“You too,” Conare bloated and flew off to his own cell in the next block.
Dukryn closed the door and began his unpacking. A biolum lamp cast a bluish-white light uniformly in his cell. The lamp contained the essence of yindezhon, a type of glow worm. It was one of the few new gadgets invented by the keshuekas in S’Hai, but had yet to be disseminated to other hives. S’Hai station. The hive that was built solely for keshuekas to advance our sciences. It is indeed a splendid place and we will be here for the next three moons.
Cool air entered through the open window, and he shivered. As Dukryn rose to close the window, he noted that the nights were getting colder than usual. Preparing for sleep, he unzipped his flying jacket and remembered the two letters in his inner pockets.
Laying them out on his bed, he looked at the unbroken seals. Which one should I open first? Given the unpredictability of Dorayn, especially recently, Dukryn decided to delay opening her letter. He could feel that her letter would bring some upheaval into his world. So he read Xiimen’s letter first.
The letter was rather long, and he slowly read through it. It was written in his mentor’s usual style – indirect and seldom to the point. It began with Xiimen’s accidental discovery of the possible connection between the cocoon site and hiver intelligence. Dukryn was delighted for his mentor, and also excited about the discovery. Almost immediately, without much conscious effort, Dukryn had already thought through a few experimental designs and set-up to verify his mentor’s hypothesis. Before he further read the letter, the young prodigy had an uncomfortable feeling of precognition. Why did Xiimen reveal this discovery to me in this manner? Why not publicly?
With a sudden heavy feeling of dread, Dukryn read on and realized that it was much worse. When the letter revealed about his unnatural origin, his thoughts and emotions writhed uncontrollably. I did not live in the Wise River. Such simple common fact of life that every hiver in Senya took for granted was no longer his and neither were the other three prodigies.
Could Xiimen be lying No, that cannot be. He has nothing to gain from making such a lie. Dukryn’s throat sac slowly but staidly calmed as he began to accept the unusual passage of his life-cycle. Surprisingly, after the initial shock and uncertainty, he was able to take the news rather well. Perhaps his strong scientific and rational upbringing had to do with his quick and calm acceptance.
Dukryn picked up the letter again. It continued on with news of the missing report, which was suspected to have fallen into the hands of the whites. It ended with a warning that he might be in some danger, and he had to be on his guard. Danger from the white pathfinders? Dukryn worked through his thoughts and was alarmed at his conclusion. Dorayn will also be in danger too! More so since she is still in Wor Senya. With him here, the likely target of the whites had to be her. He had the sudden rash urge of rushing back to Wor Senya, but his rationality soon arrested his panicky thoughts. What can I do to help her? Dukryn’s throat sac sagged with the feeling of helplessness. Most likely, Xiimen would have also informed her of the imminent danger and has her under protection, or she may have been posted out to some outlying hivelet. That thought bloated away some of his bleakness. That must be it. That’s why Xiimen asked me not to read the letter till I have reached S’Hai. He does not want me to worry unduly. He had everything planned.
Maybe her letter will reveal Xiimen’s plan for her. He hesitated for a few moments before forcing himself to open it.
Dorayn likes me?! Dukryn’s throat sac flip-flopped. The previous letter had caused a great enough upheaval to his entire world. But that was nothing compared to Dorayn’s letter. It sent a shock comparable to the recent cataclysm. It was horrifying, because the world he knew had been suddenly turned on its head. This letter finally illuminated all that had transpired between them recently and gave vastly different meaning to everything. No wonder he was confused.
Dukryn’s throat sac bloated with hues like the first fresh green in spring, but the feeling of slight unease brought about by Xiimen’s letter dampened it. How could I have been so blind? But if that was so, why did she act so harshly towards me? Have I not always treated her with respect and kindness? Dukryn’s throat sac vacillated between puzzlement, elation, confusion and unease.
He decided not to think further about all the implications of Xiimen’s message. It would take him at least a few days to figure them out completely. With that in mind, he lifted Xiimen’s letter again. He realized it was unwise to leave this letter around. He was about to bring the letter towards the light before realizing with an awkward smile that his cell was lighted by biolum lamp and not candle. Going through his closet, he found a packet of matches. Dukryn took out one, lighted it and burnt the letter to ashes. With the letter gone, Dukryn felt more at ease.
Dukryn decided that sleep was what he needed. Before turning to his bed, he carefully kept Dorayn’s letter. She would not like it if others get to know the contents of her letter.
Physically and emotionally exhausted, he covered the biolum lamp, and retired for the night. But just before he plunged into the dark maw of sleep, he realized that Xiimen’s letter did not explain the reasons for choosing such strange companions for his trip to S’Hai. An obscure answer popped into his mind, but his mind did not linger much it. Instead it was smoothly, but surely, replaced by an image, an image of Dorayn.
Honki’s eye-stalks felt sore. It was not his fault actually. There was nothing else to do, strapped to his harness, anchored to the wall, and locked within an iron netting that formed a domed shell around him. As far as he could tell, this was the worst prison he had been in. Not that he had had any experience with prisons, but nothing could beat the feeling of hopelessness that came with being confined motionless. Only his eye-stalks were free to scan the environment.
He was not alone, for the domed prison housed eight other prisoners. Some were Hard-Circles but some were obviously nomads by looking at their unshaped shell. The prison was not dark, for strips of electrically fluorescent light lined the walls. Wherever he looked, the others looked back at him. The mutual stares were uncomfortable, and Honki had tried to ameliorate it by talking.
“Sweet water! I am Honki of Linoka! Do you know how I got in here? ” He had said to the keikain next to him. This keikain was a sullen one, and he only responded with a grunt. It could only be interpreted as a negative answer, but Honki went on.
“I was arrested by Meghari.. You know Minister Meghari? ” And the bragging had proceeded from there. He had revealed that he was following one Yunaha, although the exact reasons were not disclosed. He skipped the disgust that he had felt at the shisan. Instead, he was Honki the Investigator, led to follow a clue. The scene at the market, he described, but omitted some embarrassing details. And finally, came the dramatic part when he was led to a chase in the tunnels. All these events, slanted with some elements of truth, he revealed to the disinterested keikain prisoners. Clearly, confinement had not been sufficient torture for the prisoners.
When Honki had finished his grand rendering of his capture, the prison returned to its silence. Honki found the silence oppressive, and the itch to reveal that he was a Healer bothered him. But the fear of being called a “provincialier” was too great. Being strapped in meant that he could not turn away from ridicule. So the itch could not be scratched. Thus silence. But days later, oppression turned into boredom. With this change, the itch disappeared.
On the seventh day of his imprisonment, a new prisoner arrived. She was a keikayu, one without shell adornments. Her irregularly shaped shell enhanced her natural beauty. After days of enforced silence, and her being strapped so close to him, it was hard to keep quiet.
“I am Honki of Linoka and I have been here for seven days ”
“And I am Yayaki,” she said. Like all prisoners, the initial urge for conversation could not be stopped.
“And you are from ” Honki asked, too late to stop himself. It should have been obvious. Her shell was formless, not manicured and shaped. She was neither Diamond, Hard-Circle nor Six-Star. A nomad. Counting her, more than half of the prisoners were nomads. The other five, like Honki, were all Hard-Circles.
“It’s fine. I am a nomad, like the others here, Aren’t we all? ” She blew hard, making herself heard throughout the dome. The response was stares, though nothing was said and no bubbles were blown.
“Do you know that I was captured by Minister Meghari -”
“Shut up, Honki! ” A voice clicked from the side of the other dome. One of the keikains was obviously agitated and impatient about something. “How do you like the kihon, Yayaki? ”
Honki turned around and saw that it was Rarakara, a black-shell Hard-Circle. Honki had heard some of the prisoners simply calling him ’Ra’.
“Better than ever,” Yayaki replied, eye-stalks scanning the other side of the prison dome. “Especially when tokak have been sharpened! ”
All his life, Honki was used to such rude interruptions, but his blood boiled this time. This peculiar Hard-Circle had asked him the exact same question when he was here. And he had bleated back his rude retort. Now he was starting on Yayaki. It did not occur to him that the Hard-circle prisoner had called Yayaki by her name.
“So what’s it to you, Rarakara, how the kihon tastes! ” Honki barked back. Now he was angry. He had tried to speak to everyone nicely, but had only received pure anti-social silence in return.
“Keiooki’s nokin! ”
“What did you call me? ” Rarakara blew. He was struggling within his harness in rage. “You puny provincialier -”
“Stop this,” Yayaki snapped. Honki felt admonished. Here he was trying to stop that stupid Rarakara from making advances on her, and what did he get? Not that he was interested in Yayaki, of course – his heart was with Yunaha. He was just being gallant.
“I am not fighting over--” Honki retorted. He stopped short, for a warden had entered into the commotion, and was brandishing his prod at him. Honki complied with the unsaid order. On the other side of the prison dome, Rarakara was silent, although rage was still in his eyes.
The prison warden blew a hard-pitched note. He pointed his prod in a sweeping stroke at all the prisoners. The implication of his gait was obvious. Making sure that all could see him, he turned around and swam back towards the exit.
“That’s right.” Yayaki said when all was calm and silent again. “Since I’m new here, why don’t we get to know one another.”
“What’s the point? We’re all going to the shisan sooner or later.”
“You, fellow wanderer. Let’s start with you then.” Yayaki said.
“Otahi,” the nomad with a dark greyish shell replied curtly. “I am a nomad, and nomads live alone.”
“I am Otaro, and I am his brother,” the keikain in the harness left of him said. To Honki, he would see this prisoner’s interest in Yayaki. Except that it was overlaid with respect for his brother’s words.
“Lunya, Tanglaa and Tanklii”, the only other keikayu nomad volunteered. “We’re free nomads of the oceans, and this prison is detestable! ”
“Honki of House Linoka! ”
“Hihoula.”
“Honeta.”
“Klokev, and Rarakara you know,” said the last Hard-Circle. They offered no information about themselves, although there was an expectant look in their eyes. Honki presumed that they were all bandits, and did not wish to reveal that fact. Still he finally got to know all their names. Prison life was suddenly interesting again, especially with Yayaki around.
To seek an audience with the King was a highly involved process. It was more than the fact of the King being busy. It was because of the endless stream of minor perfunctuaries that liked to interpose themselves between the King and his people. Eisha did not know if they actually had the authority to do so, to exact payment and demand to know his business. But this was an extremely urgent business, and so he complied with them all.
And for once in a long time, someone had actually told the truth - the seiki was dying, and Prince Anagin, the Chief Biologist was locked up and prevented doing the work that would save his people. All this Eisha repeated, and all these the perfunctuaries listened to. So by the time he was actually facing King Yashi upon his elevated dais of the court-dome, the whole court was abuzz and ignited with the bad news. And King Yashi was not pleased at all.
“What is the meaning of this? ” he barked, as Eisha approached in attitude of prostration.
“I am here to present my report on my expedition of the lands above, your majesty,” Eisha said, to the gasps of bubbles from the barons. Down-swimmers. Those whom any mention of the lands others than for hikonkii was sacrilege. How keiooki-like it was. Blind to the eddies and tidal waves of history.
“Is this the expedition recommended to me by my committee of advisors?” King Yashi blew immediately. “The one where I have ordered an investigation to the strange matter of the dying seiki trees? Give it, quick then,” King Yashi waved impatiently, silencing the court.
“On our science expedition to the holy lands above, in the two hundredth and twenty three cycle of the reign of Dynasty -” Eisha chanted, assuming the posture of propriety.
“Cut it short, Eisha, cut it short,” Yashi said. “These are difficult times. First there was the quake, and now this business of the dying seiki. Let us not swim like lost keiooki amongst islands.”
“Yes, your majesty,” Eisha said, glad to be free of the burden. “In a sentence - the seiki are dying. Not just the seiki, but every land plant. A haze is about the land, and sunlight has been cut. Everything is dying.”
“So it is true, just as I had known! ” Yashi stated. The court was abuzz with alarm. What was passed from one to another by word of mouth was now confirmed. And this was not a good news indeed.
“Silence! ” King Yashi demanded. “This is a serious matter that academician Eisha has presented. I assure you, I, King Yashi will not allow Diamond Clan to suffer for our loss of seiki. This expedition as you now know, was requested by me, and we will get the seiki plants to grow here.”
“But ” Eisha blew bubbles of consternation for having the flow thicken against him. Weakly he protested, “We do not know the seiki sufficiently well for us to be able to farm them underwater.”
“You’ll have to find out,” King Yashi spoke in carefully measured tones. “Employ all your resources, perform the necessary research. Save us from this, academician! ”
“Yes, this echoate is honoured to be entrusted with such a important duty,” Eisha spoke. “In this time of difficulty, we will need all the expertise that we have. I ask your majesty to release Prince Anagin to working on the problem of the dying seishi.”
“I am arresting Anagin because he refuses to fight for me in the war,” King Yashi said. “Desertion is punishable by shisan. As it is, I have already let him off lightly.”
“Surely, you majesty has the interests of his keikains at heart,” Eisha said. “We would die a slow death if the source of seiki is depleted. And Prince Anagin is the best and most qualified to save us all from the impending calamity!”
“No, Eisha,” King Yashi said. “It is you who are brilliant. Your name shines even brighter than your emitsei’s at the academy. Wasn’t it you who have confirmed that indeed the seiki is dying and you who led the expedition? And you who executed my committee’s orders, brought us precious specimens to grow and study? ”
“But yet I am still an echoate. There is still much that I do not know, and lots that require my emitsei’s wise guidance,” Eisha said again. “I beg you to release him, so that he can help us. In fact, I have here with me a letter from the staff of the biological laboratories of the academy. Everyone of these keikains - good honest workers, desires to see their leader and beloved emitsei back.”
“NO! I will not reverse my decision. Are you trying to say that the King makes erroneous judgments? ” King Yashi was visibly angry, and looked extremely dangerous. All voices in the court had died. It was a familiar sight to them - an angry king, and everyone knew better than to offend him. Although Eisha was politically naive, he was not blind. He could see the fear, the bowed heads and the constricted blow-holes of the keikains. Nervously, he continued, suddenly well aware of the scathing repercussions that even the most innocent word may have.
“I apologize most humbly, your Majesty, for the implication that my words have drawn. You subject begs for pardon and sincerely seeks absolution from any remarks that he has made,” Eisha said. “I was simply concerned about the state and well-being of the Diamond Clan, and thus spoke with the excitement of a startled keiooki. Nevertheless, I wish to stress that all of my actions and words have been utterly truthful and wish that your exalted Majesty may see the wisdom in a time of great difficulty for Diamond clan.”
“You are pardoned,” Yashi said. He knew that Eisha spoke the truth, and was unwilling to put him to the shisan. Yes he was the King, and yes his power was absolute. The other houses all feared but respected this line Kings of the House of Konkouseki, who may yet prove to be the unmai, claiming the keikai for all. But Yashi was King enough to know that the truth was a powerful weapon indeed - more powerful than all the machinations of politics. And this echoate of Anagin - why he was like a furious, rampaging keiooki - wise keikains had better get out of the way. And thus he would be spared of the shisan, at least to save their own skins.
“Enough of this. Just do your job that your King as assigned you. Find a way to save us from this strange scourge of the dying seiki. As for Anagin - well, he shall continue to be locked up. That cannot be helped. Meanwhile, do not worry about the seiki supplies. Our conquest of the Six-Star shores is now complete. And thus, the immediate problem of finding enough seiki is no longer a big concern, since we may take it from their shores.”
“Yes! We thank King Yashi’s foresight and see the wisdom of our conquest! Long live the Diamonds! Prosper and Procreate! Long live ” Someone had started the chant, and within minutes, the entire court was chanting in unison. It was a rhythmic chant, to drown out the unpleasant exchange of bad news. No-one wanted Yashi angry. That was their signal to this messenger of bad news.
Eisha prostrated himself and left quietly. He had believed himself to be a patriot - a defender of the Diamond clan. Now he knew that such an emotion had been wholly misplaced. Yashi was not a King that could be reasoned with.
Outside the door seal, a keikayu flagged and approached him. Eisha had never seen a keikayu such as this. Her jewels were flashy, and they were obviously of the expensive type. But her face held the world weary, dishevelled face of one who had seen much. “I have heard of what you said, and I must say, you been both masterful and naive! Follow me.”
“Who are you? ” Eisha asked. But there was no reply, only the beckoning ripple as she backed down an alley to the interior domes of the city. Eisha had no choice but to follow along, unsure of where this would lead.
It lead into a plush chamber within the dome. The word ‘harem’ was carved in large stone printing outside of the dome. Eisha stopped. No keikain was ever allowed to enter the King’s harem. Only slave and servant keikayu were allowed, and still then, these had to be personally vetted by the King himself. Eisha knew better than to go against such a custom. Nervously, he waited outside of the seal, unsure as to whether even his presence here would arouse suspicion. But fortunately, no one was around on the deserted street.
The keikayu that had disappeared into the door seal reappeared. She had an demanding look, and her eye-stalks were lowered in obvious contempt, “Come on in.”
“No I cannot,” Eisha stated. “I would go to the shisan if it were ever found out that I had entered the King’s harem.”
“Don’t be an idiot. Do you or do you not want to save your emitsei? ”
“Of course! ” Eisha protested. “But I fail to see how entering this - place - would help me. And I don’t even know who you are - maybe you’re someone sent to entrap me.”
“Come on! Don’t you know me? I am Yashi’s first concubine, Yunuiga. Everyone knows me.” said she.
“Really? I don’t,” Eisha stated honestly and candidly.
Yunuiga scanned Eisha with her eye-stalks. It was not difficult to read this keikain’s emotions. He was being perfectly honest. It was true after all that concubines were not accorded much royal status, despite whatever the flatterers said. “I’m here to help you,” she said again.
“How? ” Eisha asked. “I want an explanation.”
“I’ll explain,” Yunuiga said again. “As first concubine, I see a lot of visitors to the court, asking for judgment and justice. Appeals for all manner of things. This is the first time I have seen someone like you.”
Eisha’s eye-stalks were wavering in impatience. Yunuiga went on, “I’m sure you do not understand just how amazing your petition was! Do you know that despite all that happened, you have actually managed to stir up and create publicity sufficient to make Yashi fear you? ”
“Really? ” Eisha was skeptical. He was routinely skeptical of all laudatory claims about himself. This was not only not an exception, it ought to be so, in such circumstances.
“Yes! ” she said. “And to think you accomplished that through mere honesty - score one for virtue.”
“So what’s the point here? ”
“You are naive, academician! ”
“Perhaps so, but I have done things honourably,” Eisha said. “An academician’s honour is his most precious thing.”
“Yes, but that’s not the way things are done here! ” she chided. “You will become notorious - famous even. But you will never get what you want.”
“So how are things done here? ” Eisha asked again.
“Look, I am Yashi’s first concubine, and so I am an observer to most of the court. Confronting him will not help your cause. He responds better to other forms of persuasion.”
Eisha’s eye stalks went stiff in astonishment as understanding dawned. This was after all a harem.
“You mean you - Yunuiga, the King’s first concubine, are willing to go to such lengths to help me? ” Eisha spoke, incredulous.
“No, not me personally,” Yunuiga said. “I am far too old to hold the attention of Yashi. One of our younger ones will have to do the persuading. But know this, young echoate. We don’t really care about you. I am more concerned my son, Anagin. The rest - well they should be concerned about the future of keikai! ”
Eisha could not argue with that. Everyone had their interests, as Yuri would say to him.
“So come on in. I believe you should speak to Yashi’s youngest concubine, Yunaiko. You may direct her personally as to what it is that you want to be done.”
Well if she insists, I can’t refuse. he thought. Eisha stepped into the harem. There was no hesitation, not any more. In fact, what Yunuiga said exactly mirrored what his mate Yuri had told him. These keikayu really knew the tugs of the keikai-waters.
“What?! Dorayn was kidnapped?!" Xayken jumped. The bad news punched the air out of his throat sac.
Gekmann stood rigidly in front of the Z’Don. The StoneBlocker section leader’s throat sac deflated in shame. It chagrined Gekmann greatly that he had to return to Wor Senya to report a failed mission instead of smooth success to the Z’Don. It had been a great honour to them when the Z’Don directly selected them for the covert mission. If only the mission was a success, if only. Gekmann could not help but sighed inwardly.
“Not only that, Z’Don, her companion Deslin was captured too," Gekmann reported.
I thought I have anticipated every wind! How could it have happened? Xayken asked himself in exasperation. His throat sac had bloated back, but was not in a healthy green hue. I am to blame for Dorayn’s capture. “What actually happened? ”
Gekmann gave a detailed account of the incident from the point they reinforced the SunRoamers. “We almost did not come to the aid of the SunRoamers in time.” Unknown to the SunRoamers, the StoneBlockers had been instructed by the Z’Don to secretly assist them in protecting the herb-gathering team. The StoneBlockers must remain hidden until the SunRoamers were attacked. Thus, they had to keep a discreet distance from the herb-gathering team to avoid detection.
“The SunRoamers must have fought valiantly,” said Xayken.
“Yes, Z’Don. They fought well.” Gekmann reported. “We failed to capture any of the attackers alive. Searching through their bodies also did not yield any clue of their origin. After taking care of the injured, the yishis ate their night meals before retiring to sleep. My section took the first watch and it was uneventful. Krehan’s section took over us at the sechen of GoodHarvest. The kidnappers must have drugged them before kidnapping the two yishis.”
The Z’Don asked incredulously, “Drugged? ! They have taken boosted antidote, right? Never mind, continue the report.”
“Yes, they had,” Gekmann continued. “I suspect that darts with more potent drugs were used. One of my yongsheis woke up during the sechen of DawnSun and found the entire watch asleep. Immediately realizing that something was amiss, he quickly alerted my entire section as well as Krehan’s. A quick search was done around the camp, but the two yishis were nowhere to be found. We asked Waylynn, the yishi apprentice, but she knew nothing.
“Krehan’s throat sac was deflated in desolation and shame. So were the rest of his section. The agitated Krehan almost committed kamashe on the spot. Only with our utmost persuasion did he finally drop that idea. He vowed to rescue the two yishis to restore his section’s honour and to remedy his incompetence. They are now heading towards the Trillium Bridge because we believe the kidnap most likely is the work of the whites. The kidnappers are carrying two very reluctant nyuus with them, most probably drugged and loaded onto balwinhis. Krehan’s section has a good chance to catch up with them. Half of my section is flying to the Sky Pass just in case they try to sneak through there. Another of my StoneBlocker is on his way to the Blood Pass to inform the Blood Guards about the situation. The rest of my section escorted the injured SunRoamers and the yishi apprentice back to Wor Senya.”
Xayken bloated. He agreed that the plan was the best they could arrange at that time. A balwinhi could swing as fast as a hiver could fly, so they would not hamper the kidnappers’ progress. If the kidnappers were white pathfinders, they would either flee to Sargoth or Capeborn. There were only two possible routes to Sargoth – through the Sky Pass or the Blood Pass. Although balwinhis could move as fast as a hiver, they could not survive in very high altitude. This ruled out the Sky Pass, which was more than three mees in elevation, and sneaking pass the Blood Pass was virtually impossible under the eyes of the Blood Guards. Eliminating the choices would mean that the only possible sanctuary for the kidnappers was Capeborn. Then the Trillium Bridge would be the best place to intercept them! Unlike a hiver who could fly across the river at any point, the balwinhis needed a bridge to swing across the river.
“Mynin? ”
Mynin, who had been listening by the side, immediately kowed. “Yes, Z’Don."
“I want a fast hiver to relay an order immediately to the Trillium Camp. The border guards must be alerted about the kidnappers,” the Z’Don ordered.
“I hear and obey,” replied the secretary, retreating out of the cell. But before Mynin could leave, Xayken called him again. “When you leave the chamber, call in Edberg.”
Mynin bloated an acknowledgement and left the Z’Don office, now temporarily housed in one of the vacated silos. Edberg entered and kowed.
“Edberg? ” Xayken asked. The SunRoamer replied, “Yes, Z’Don, I stand ready to obey.”
“Tell me everything you have seen and heard during the attack by the masked hivers. Leave out no details, however trivial.”
Edberg was stunned at not being reprimanded for the dereliction of his duty. The lack of reproachment did not help lift the weight on his spirit. He too felt ashamed.
“They attacked just before we were about to have our night meal. Wearing black masks covering their cheek ridges and throat sacs, they charged at us each with four steel blades." Edberg paused to recall more details. “However they could not even use one properly. None had any trace of weapon training. But they outnumbered us, and their fearless attitude could almost rival the DeathRiders.”
Xayken thought through Edberg’s account before ordering Edberg and Gekmann to swear a vow of silence. The two section leaders did that without hesitation. Xayken then dismissed them, leaving him alone to muse about the whole incident.
His eyes still hurt, and his vision was still largely in dichromatic black and white. Xayken unconsciously rubbed the muscle around his eyes as encouraged by the C’Yishi. The StoneBlockers were very skillfully drugged. Most probably the work of an operative in their camp. Perhaps more than one. Carrying two slumbering hivers required a few hivers. Must they be whites? What about the blues? No, it could not be the blues. They have nothing to gain from this kidnap. Or perhaps this was the doing of the reds.
Every being has an inner sun, the source of action. All actions are mere shadows cast by the inner sun. It is through these shadows that we know someone. Their motives can never freely be known, but we can elucidate them through their shadows. Xayken was aware of the difficulties. But how can I guess their motives if I can not even catch a proper glimpse of their shadows? Xayken heaved a sigh.
Xayken felt uncomfortable thinking of the reds. His spy master had reported that many of his spies had been identified and killed by the reds. Fortunately, a spy had finally managed to penetrate their real organization.
Xayken rated the reds to be more dangerous than the whites. At least the whites were out in the open, and their agenda was known. The reds laid hidden. The whites and the blues might not even know the existence of the reds. That’s not good now. They might be used unwittedly by the reds. Its time to share the knowledge with the pathfinders. Hopefully, this would alert and prevent them from being manipulated by the reds. He called in Parkuan, the SunRoamer stationed outside his chamber. “Get me Kinthem, the minister of information." The SunRoamer kowed and immediately flew to escort Kinthem to him.
Xayken was still worrying about the reds. Should I outlaw them? Would that be a good move? Even if I do so, they will still continue operating in hiding. Nothing much would change other than making the reds more alert for my spies. His spies had yet to discover the identity of the Red Empress. Xayken had accorded that piece of information the highest priority. The fact that the reds were based in Wor Senya irritated him. He would return to this perplexing matter later, after harnessing more information.
He turned his mind to another thorny problem. How am I to rescue Dorayn and Deslin? Would the reds gain anything from kidnapping them? Maybe the reports are in the hands of the reds instead. Would they treat Dorayn as an abomination the way the whites would? From what he knew about them, he doubted it. If the kidnappers were reds, would they flee to Capeborn?
He knew the reds aimed to elevate the status of the yongsheis over the Keshuekas. That would mean they were primarily attracting nyuu hivers who were aspiring to be empress of a hive and yongshei who longed for higher glory and respect. Nyuu and yongshei. Xayken had a look of alarm. What about Diawyn? Had she been converted? She is a natural target – a nyuu prodigy and a yongshei. The reds would want her. He did not know Diawyn very well, so he was uncertain whether she would accept such offer. Xiimen knew more about her. I would have to ask him.
Thinking of Xiimen brought the problem of Dorayn to forefront again. He had to break the news to Xiimen. Ever since he had regained his sentience, problems kept on flying his way. In a way, he was glad. He lived by the irrational maxim that if he actively used his mind, he would not succumb to the zhon state again.
Just then Parkuan returned and announced the arrival of Kinthem and his secretary. Xayken quickly motioned them to enter.
“Your throat sac shows a better hue now, Z’Don." Kinthem greeted him, followed by Kuboto, his secretary “Good day, Z’Don. I hope your eyes are getting better." Xayken smiled and told them his eyes were on the path to full recovery.
“Kinthem, I want you to announce a few things. Firstly, as a reward to the yongsheis for maintaining order in the hive during the cataclysm, all yongsheis would get a pay raise. Also, the Hawk Award is now open for nomination. They can nominate any yongshei whom they think deserve the award,” the Z’Don ordered.
“The Hawk Award?! But that’s the highest honour. It is only bestowed to hivers whose achievement are considered to soar as high as the mythical hawk!” exclaimed Kinthem, his throat sac fluttered.
The Hawk was a mystical flying creature thought to be even more majestic than the hivers. It could soar higher and fly faster than hivers, and it was a good fighter. Thus it was a natural symbol to represent the very best of the yongsheis. Only five yongsheis throughout history had received such an honour. The first recipient was Jenlong, the Blood Guard Commander who repulsed the Queen Guards and secured the Blood Pass.
“Calm down, Kinthem. I only asked for nominations. Whether anyone would be awarded will still be determined by me,” Xayken explained. He could see Kuboto hiding his smile.
Xayken saw that Kinthem was still uncomfortable with his decision. “Kinthem, I want you to spread some rumours that more rewards are on the way. You can also spread another rumour that, purportedly from a reliable source, that the Z’Don is thinking of making the day of the cataclysm a day to honour the yongsheis. We will celebrate the dedication and sacrifices of the yongsheis. There will also be a parade where the public can show their gratitude and thanks to the yongsheis who have rendered their important services to the hive in this time of great need,” Xayken instructed him.
With all that instructions, Kinthem realized that the Z’Don was serious. “I hope you know what you are doing, Z’Don." Xayken gave him a smile and told him to implement all that as soon as possible.
“Oh yes. Kinthem, can you leave Kuboto here again? I need to ask him about some Waykey moves. My queen has seen through my moves again,” Xayken asked with a smile. Kinthem returned the smile and acceded to the Z’Don’s request. Kuboto was a renowned Waykey player and the Z’Don had been taking lessons with him. Kinthem left and closed the door behind him.
“Very shrewd, Xayken. Very shrewd," Kuboto commented. Xayken looked at him and smiled, his cheek ridges arching upward. “Your plan might work, although it might be a bit too late now to stop the reds,” Kuboto told him. “But that will at the very least reduce their rate of conversion. Some redling yongsheis might start doubting whether they had made the right choice. Their loyalty to the Red Empress will not be so certain. Most probably some will lean to whichever side that is winning."
“That is what I thought too," Xayken revealed.
“I have not realized that you are becoming a master in this game, Xayken. You have indeed changed after you returned to sentience,” Kuboto commented.
Xayken did not remark on his last statement. He knew he had changed. He looked at Kuboto, the actual spy master of Senya in charge of the vast network of spies and informants throughout the entire Dalu. Letting Kinthem took charge of publicity and a small, rudimentary network of spies as a ruse was not his idea. It was his predecessors’. He had kept this arrangement and had found it to be very useful. Besides his clever queen, Geenar, Kuboto was the single hiver who had helped him weathered through all the political storms as the Z’Don. Without the network of spies providing early warnings of political betrayals, he would not have time to react. Only Xayken knew of the true identity of Kuboto. Not even his queen knew about this secret and Xayken seldom hid anything from Geenar.
Thinking of betrayal, Xayken asked “Have you found out which triad commanders are reds? " Kuboto bloated, “To a certain extent. Reekon of the ShadowKillers and Ruesyn of the DeathRiders are definitely reds. The rest I’m not sure."
Xayken was very aware of the relationship between these two commanders. They were fellow hatchlings of Raisyn, the Chief Commander. Then Raisyn would most likely be a red too and so would his other fellow hatchlings, Rootyn of the MountainDancers and Ratarii of the SkyRiders. That would mean possibly five out of eleven of the triad commanders in Senya would fight for the Red Empress. This piece of information, together with the redeployment of the triads some days ago, made him realized that Wor Senya was in a perilous situation. The SunRoamers and the ShadowKillers were controlled by the reds and they were stationed in the main hive. If Deymayn and Yuetar were also reds, then the entire hive would be in their control. He knew that he could have unjustly placed some of Reekon’s fellow hatchling as reds but he could not afford the luxury of not doing so.
He knew Kuboto was aware of the possible danger they were in but the spy master had refrained from saying anything, allowing him to use his newly gained insights. “What about Deymayn and Diawyn? ”
“As I have said earlier, the loyalties of the other triad commanders are still uncertain,” Kuboto replied. “However, if I have to place a bet, I would say Diawyn is not a red.”
Xayken looked at Kuboto and asked seriously, “Why do you say that? She is a nyuu yongshei, and also a prodigy – an obvious target for the reds.”
“Yes, she is all that, but she is also not the type who seeks glory or attention. It is not her nature,” Kuboto explained.
Xayken bloated as he thought his spy master’s words held much truth. “What about Deymayn? ” The Z’Don wanted Kuboto’s view of the young nyan prodigy.
Kuboto ruffled his throat sac a little, “Though both Diawyn and Deymayn are prodigies and the finest yongsheis, they do not have much in common. Deymayn definitely craves glory. Being the youngest triad commander may have sedated his ambition, or maybe not.”
Xayken pulsated his throat sac gently as he thought about the two prodigies. Finally he said, “Place some spies close to Deymayn and Diawyn. If necessary, they should inform them about the danger of the reds. I do not want any of them to join the reds, if they have not already done so.” Xayken’s throat sac bloated in deep crimson showing his determination.
Kuboto bloated in agreement. He sat facing the door and placed his next seed on the board. If any hiver happened to interrupt them, they would only see a Waykey lesson being conducted.
“What about Dorayn and Deslin? " Kuboto asked, his throat sac expressionless. Xayken heaved a sigh, “I have yet to think a way to save them."
Suddenly the door flew opened and the SunRoamer stationed outside rushed in, his mouth gaping and throat sac fluttering in multiple hues. He was speechless, and just pointed outside. What could have disturbed him so much?
Through the door, Xayken saw small white dots were falling from the sky. His vision could only discern that much. He was puzzled about the white stuff when the wind blew some into the cell. Some landed on his hand. The wind was cold and the white powder that landed on him was even colder. It stung and liquefied on touch. Xayken had travelled north before for federation meetings and he recognized the white powder. Snow? ! In Senya?
And then he experienced another flashback. This time it was more vivid than the previous one he had. He was in shallow water near the western bank of the river. Grown to a fairly large size, his survival instincts and skills had allowed him to grow and mature in the river. He was no longer gripped by the sense of fear and danger which he had experienced too often throughout his life in the water. Alone. Though he saw many of his own kind. They shunned one another as they learnt long ago that gathering together would simply attract the predators faster. Eventually the feeling of loneliness had become numb and he had become bolder, though not more reckless. He had felt changes in his body and his inner clock had told him that it was time to venture beyond the silvery surface. He was filled with grim determination that he would not succumb to fear any more, no matter what would happen once he breached the water surface. Cold. He boldly crawled forward till he broke the surface. Cold. He choked for a few moments before his other breathing apparatus kicked into action. He crawled out of the river till he was on dry sand. There he stopped and his instincts kicked in and he started to spin a cocoon around himself. Finally the cocoon was completed and for the first time since he had broken free from the water, he felt warm and secure.
“Z’Don, are you alright? " He heard someone ask. His mind was finally able to discern the flash-back images that had been continuously transmitted to his mind from the real ones. He saw that both the SunRoamer and Kuboto were very concerned. He broke into a smile, “Yes, I’m alright. It’s just a minor flashback. Nothing to worry about." He could see that their throat sacs had uubeaoed to a more or less healthy hue. Their concern for his state of mind had overridden their curiosity over the occurrence of snow. Touched by their genuine concern, he finally understood that he would never be alone again, even though he knew he had many enemies and much dangers awaited him. He would never need to face anything alone. Not anymore.
“I am fine. I want to see the C’Keshueka,” Xayken told the SunRoamer. He kowed and quickly left to find Xiimen. Kuboto went out and looked at the snow for a few moments before locking the door. “Strange things are happening, aren’t they? " Kuboto was not talking to anyone in particular although Xayken was the only other hiver in the cell. “Later, you should give a gentle reprimand to that SunRoamer. He had come in without knocking," Kuboto advised him. Xayken bloated.
Dorayn and Deslin. Xayken immediately went back to some hard thinking. He was puzzled why Deslin was captured as well. Besides being a fellow hatchling of the four prodigies, she was a remarkably average hiver. The most simplistic explanation would be that Deslin woke up and saw the kidnappers capturing Dorayn. If so, the attackers would have no choice but to bring her along. But could it be so simple? They could have killed her instead of adding their burden with another nyuu and hinder their escape. He mused. Letting his imagination run wild, he surprised himself with what he came up with. One was assuming Dorayn was a whiteling operative. He laughed at that impossibility. Another was assuming that Deslin was a spy. That could be plausible. After all, she was a full-fledged yishi with her own badge and her right to carry her own medicine pouch.
The HillStormers had been drugged. Only an yishi had the subtlety of skills to administer drugs without alerting the yongsheis. The possibility of Deslin being a spy could not be ignored. If she was indeed a spy, then the kidnappers only needed to carry one nyuu hostage instead of two. That would mean they could escape faster then he had thought. Also, with her around, the whites would be able to cross the Trillium Bridge instead of having to creep across the river with Dorayn, who would most probably drugged and carried by a Balwinhi. Her yishi badge, together with some clever excuse, could possibly get her across to Capeborn. The more he thought about it, the more Xayken realized that the possibility of Deslin being involved in the kidnap not as a victim but as an accomplice.
Before he could delve deeper into his thoughts, a knock on the door disturbed him again. Kuboto left the Waykey board to open the door. Xiimen came in, his throat sac fluttering around, clearly agitated. Xayken noted that Xiimen was not doing anything to stop his fluttering throat sac, showing that he was indeed very disturbed.
“Did you see the snow? ” Xiimen asked him, his four hands waving together with his throat sac. Xayken still had not recovered enough to distinguish different shades of hue yet but he could guess that his fellow hatchling’s throat sac was excited into purplish tones.
“Yes, I have seen it,” Xayken replied. He knew it was very strange for snow to fall in Senya. An intelligent guess would put that as an effect from the cataclysm, even though he did not understand the chain of effects that had followed from the devastation.
Xiimen looked at him for a moment before calming his throat sac. “You don’t realize what this means, do you? Probably not. But that’s one of my jobs, isn’t it? To explain to the Z’Don the repercussions of any strange happening. That is my duty as the chief scientist,” Xiimen said to himself.
Xayken said nothing. Clearly Xiimen was very disturbed. Perhaps this is not a good time to tell him about Dorayn’s disappearance.
“Very well,” Xiimen heaved a sigh and calmed down, his throat sac uubeaoed. “We live in the tropics. The entire ecosystem has evolved through eons to adapt to the copious sunshine, the sweltering heat and abundant moisture. But all these adaptations will not help the animals and plants to survive any winter. The hive will collapse from starvation and our civilization will go like a petal in a gale.”
Xayken sat there and brewed through what Xiimen had just told him. He finally understood the true ramification of the snow – the fall of civilization! As Z’Don this problem would take precedence over all his other concerns. Xayken’s eyes sought Xiimen’s. The looks conveyed their mutual understanding of the severity of the situation. Even the usually composed Kuboto was also trying hard to smooth his throat sac.
Xayken did not say anything for a while but keep on thinking that somehow all his major troubles had seemed to come together, each reinforcing the other. He did not want to be afraid, this he had promised himself after his latest round of flashback. He no longer had the luxury do to so. As the Z’Don of Senya, he had to do something to save whatever he could. He had to.
S1:eb White rain? Unusual. Cold.
S4:es Losing warmth, we are. We need to ponder this.
S5:wts It’s getting heavier. I say heavier?! Ponder alone again.
For four days and nights, they fled west towards the Wise River. As each day passed, his enemies seemed to be closing in. Would they catch up with us before we reach the Trillium Bridge? Dartrim’s mind was harping on this question again.
The land that he was flying across had an different texture to that around his native hive. Here, it was less rugged, more tame. Sargoth, the third oldest in Dalu, was far younger than the two hives in the tropics. The northern land had not been fully explored and so seemed livelier and richer to him.
The canopy of the forest flashed past him like thoughts barely contemplated before being forgotten. Flying above the thick canopy of the tropical forest, he hardly could see the raw earth underneath. Animal howls and shrieks, did not seem to be from any specific source. The canopy muted and diffused the calls of the wild balwinhis. His domesticated Balwinhi carrying the drugged yishi in its pouch, answered the call from its wild cousins without stopping its swings. Its six long agile limbs were swinging along the upper branches of the trees, carrying its long body forward almost as quickly as any hiver could fly.
He was not interested in the vegetation nor the animals. He was not a keshueka. Dartrim’s cheek ridges twitched a little just thinking of the arrogant hivers who rejected the path, hivers who believed they were smarter than Trillium. Such arrogance! Someday when he finally sat on the throne as the Great White Lord, he would forbid such skepticism to the Trillium Stones. It was with this goal in mind that he conceived the plan to kidnap the abomination.
After infiltrating Wor Senya with the assistance of Daylynn, the nyuu whiteling who had given him the secret report, he began his plan by contacting fellow whitelings in the main hive. Dartrim stayed in one of the whitelings’ cell as he wished to avoid the Sargoth embassy in Wor Senya since it was full of spies from all factions. Dartrim was pleasantly surprised that within the so-called strong-hold of the TruthSeekers, there lurked more than a hundred whitelings secret operatives.
Of course, Dartrim did not reveal to them what he knew about the prodigies. There was no need to. He was the white lordling. His word was command. He simply instructed the whitelings to capture one of the prodigies for the White Lord. He decided that neither Deymayn nor Diawyn was the one. Dukryn and Dorayn were more suitable. Both would be the best, he had thought. However the lowly whiteling, Daylynn, had advised against capturing both of them, arguing that they did not have sufficient numbers to pull it off. Dartrim finally agreed with her assessment, but nevertheless chided her and reminded her of her place. He realized by himself that he needed only to capture one to restore himself to his former glory, and beyond.
After another day of hiding, Daylynn reported that Dukryn had left for S’Hai station, and it was already too late to intercept him. Their target turned naturally to Dorayn. Dartrim continued his hiding, as Daylynn acted as his intermediary until the opportunity to capture Dorayn came. He did not have to wait long, for Daylynn soon brought news that she would be accompanying Dorayn on a herb gathering trip. If the kidnap was executed properly , they need only to neutralize a single section of SunRoamers.
The reputation of the elite guards was not lost on Dartrim and he was worried. The problem was that he could not explicitly show it to the whitelings. Once again he used his usual trick of being concerned for their safety in order to indirectly voice his worry. However Daylynn and the other whitelings did not seem to worry about the SunRoamers at all.
Instead Daylynn suggested, “We would send a hundred whitelings armed with four steel blades against the SunRoamers. No matter how skilful they are, one section cannot possibly ward off such overwhelming odds.”
Steel blades? That’s a taboo! But, why not? Dartrim smiled. We have the power of Trillium behind us. Such taboo should not affect us. I’ll get the abomination at any cost, Dartrim reminded himself and accepted Daylynn’s suggestion.
Their plan was relatively simple. They did not even have to tail Dorayn closely. Daylynn assured him that she would influence the speed and direction of their forage for herbs so that there would be only one possible good resting ground. Daylynn had pointed to him the exact location and briefed the whitelings on the direction of attacks and so forth. A balwinhi would be brought along to carry the captured prodigy – again another suggestion from the nyuu whiteling. Dartrim had to admit that the young nyuu had thought of everything. It had not occurred to him that a kidnap would require so much planning.
But I was the fearless one who led them! Triad and Trillium have bestowed great courage on me! Under my leadership, we have prevailed! Dartrim’s throat sac again pulsated in deep crimson hues.
He leaned further into the strong howling wind that brought drift of snow. Looking around, he saw the others were also deep in their own worlds. The squall made conversation difficult anyway. Dartrim flew down below the canopy and kept up the same pace as the balwinhi. The two whitelings flying beside it greeted him and Dartrim gave them his blessings.
The wind below the canopy was less harsh and the air less cold. However, flying here had its difficulty. He had to constantly look ahead at the crisscrossing branches and vines, making long distance flying very taxing. Dartrim looked into the balwinhi’s pouch and patted the sleeping Dorayn. Reassured that Dorayn had not awaken from her drugged slumber, Dartrim flew up above the canopy again and returned to his thoughts.
They had waited for an agonizing sechen before slowly proceeding to their ambush position. The plan was to strike when the SunRoamers were having their night meals as that would be the point when their guard was the lowest.
Dartrim initially had wanted to lead the charge. However all the whitelings thought otherwise and pleaded against his decision. They reminded him that he was too important and precious. In the end, he graciously gave in to their kind demands and blessed them with strength. Leading a prayer to Triad and Trillium, he thus sent them on their mission. “Trillium will guide us to our prey. Triad will give us success.”
Waiting alone for the returned of the whitelings with the balwinhi, he realized that there was a drawback to his plan. If the whitelings returned with Dorayn in triumph, all would be well. But what if the whitelings were all dead or taken captives? The SunRoamers might extract his location from them and come to catch him! He waited like a prey hiding in a small cave afraid of every noise outside. Looking at the moon, he estimated that the whitelings had left for more than a sechen. Dartrim had not seriously entertained the thought of failure until he was alone. But we have so many hivers!
For a long time, he debated with himself whether he should leave at once or wait until dawn. Leaving in the middle of the night would mean that he might stumble upon the Senya forces searching for further attackers. However leaving at dawn would mean staying here for the night. The SunRoamers would then have ample time to extract his location from the captured whitelings. Although he was so far away from the ambush point that no sound of the attack could reach him, he still could not feel safe. Most likely the mission had failed. It’s no longer save to stay here. I should leave now and plan to capture the abomination later. He was about to leave when he heard hivers approaching.
He froze. His throat sac was completely still and deflated. Under the cover of the thick undergrowth, he waited anxiously, until he finally heard a familiar voice calling, “Path awaits the white.” Daylynn! Dartrim heaved a sigh of relief and his throat sac soothed with relief. Six hivers carrying a sack followed behind Daylynn. The fact that a hundred had gone for the attack and only six had returned did not register in his mind. When they had approached closer he saw that two of those carrying the sack were StoneBlockers. Pathless Trillium! Daylynn has been captured and forced to reveal his location! Dartrim panicked, his throat sac fluttering in saffron-yellow hue.
Seeing his panicky look, Daylynn quickly convinced him that they were fellow whiteling operatives just like her and they had aided them in their plan. After hearing her assurance, Dartrim calmed down a little. Daylynn proceeded to report about the ambush.
Dartrim was dismayed to hear that the StoneBlockers had decimated so many of his whitelings. He stared at the yongsheis. One of them apologized, “We beg your forgiveness, White Lordling. We had no choice but to kill them or our identities would be revealed. Fortunately we were the ones who gave the pursuit. We merely killed a few to bring back evidence of the chase. We were quite far away when we revealed to our fellow whitelings our true identities.”
“It was a Trillium guided path,” Dartrim spoke automatically.
“Indeed, we have been guided. We were unaware of the plan to kidnap Dorayn. We were on hive duty all these while and Daylynn could not contact us. Thus the complication in the kidnap arose. Since we have unwittingly ruined the plan, we decided to rectify the situation. We let the rest escape, then we returned claiming that we had killed the fleeing attackers. To make the ruse more believable, a few decapitated heads were brought back. That cannot be helped. We found Daylynn and she conceived another plan. Since frontal assault was useless, covert action was contrived. She placed some sleeping drugs into the night meal. However, it was slow to take effect.” The StoneBlocker bloated.
“That could not be helped either,” Daylynn continued. “Any higher dosage would not fool the yongsheis,” she explained.
Dartrim bloated as though he understood though the truth was that he could not fathom why the yongsheis would be fooled by higher dosage. Wouldn’t they fall asleep more quickly and hence less chance of detecting it?
“It took too long, for until the second watch, those in our section who are not of our cause still had not succumbed to the drug. They were just feeling sleepy. We had to blow darts at them to speed things up. When they were finally asleep, we quickly moved Dorayn out of the camp.” The StoneBlockers finished his report.
“It seems Triad and Trillium shine on us after all,” proclaimed Dartrim, his throat sac bloated in triumph. Resolutely forgetting his incertitude and fright that he had experienced earlier, Dartrim was sure that his unwavering solid leadership was the only factor that had brought them success. The fact that the original plan had failed horribly also did not leave a single mark in his mind.
“Open the sack. I want to take a look at the abomination,” he had ordered. The two yongsheis complied and opened the sack. Dartrim looked into it and found a sleeping nyuu about six hatches old, blind-folded and gagged. She looked like any hiver to him. But she is an abomination, Dartrim nudged himself. Closing the sack, the two StoneBlockers packed her into the balwinhi’s pouch, then bid farewell and return to their camp. However, Daylynn had insisted on staying.
“Blessed lordling, I can assist in the administering the drug to keep the abomination asleep throughout the whole trip,” she said, her throat sac half-deflated showing proper deference.
Realizing that he still needed her, Dartrim agreed grudgingly to the arrangement.
King Yashi Konkouseki was not pleased. He strode about the war post, muttering to himself, deep in thought. Around him, Diamond clan soldiers scurried about, frightened with anticipation. They were like the magma engineers that swam about their generators around a undersea volcano. Wanting to tap its energy, but fearing for their lives in case of an eruption.
“Are you sure our perimeter here in the north is inviolable? ” Yashi suddenly spoke, demanding an answer from General Keenlaka.
“Yes I think so, Your Majesty,” Keenlaka replied obsequiously. That was how difficult it was to speak to Yashi. One never knew what would anger him into finding a reason to send one to the shisan. This was what inspired terror in all Diamond Clan subjects. Yet for unmai, they would tolerate it.
“You think so? You think so? ” Yashi raged. “What if the enemy attacked our line from above? ”
Keenlaka’s eye-stalks stood stiffly in fear. His irises were dilated, and half-blown bubbles emerged from his blow-hole.
“It would be simple enough to bomb it with explosives, would it not be? What exactly do we have against such attack? ”
“We have keiooki-chargers, prepared to charge twenty lengths above, at any one that may venture above. Anyway, we are the unmai.”
“Unmai! To be unmai, we must conquer like one,” said Yashi. Keenlaka kept safely quiet, knowing that Yashi could find no way to refute his strategy, for now. But Yashi did know that the enemy was desperate, and desperate enemies had a tendency to be extremely creative in their strategies. That was the flaw in having a huge army. Their morale, and trust in their numbers tended to be taken too much for granted.
“General, I need you to think carefully about what the enemy can do,” Yashi commanded. “I don’t need another flunky to echo yes, yes to me all the time.”
“Understood,” Keenlaka said. He was very careful not to reply ‘yes’ to that. A few cycles back someone – a minister – had thought wrongly that he could have some fun with Yashi when commanded precisely thus. It had meant a miserable term in prison.
“Well, what can the enemy do? ” Yashi demanded. Keenlaka had no answer. How can I be commanded to be creative? But he kept that thought to himself and remained silent.
“What? ” Yashi demanded. It sounded like a rhetorical question. But Keenlaka was sure it was not so. It only added to his anxiety.
“I don’t know, Your Majesty,” he finally blew out the only reply he knew.
The gaze of Yashi Krukeiga was upon him. It was a demeaning gaze, but at least, Keenlaka hoped, not one that indicated a murderous anger. Please, not the shisan. There was nothing but silence.
Then Yashi turned his back on General Keenlaka. He swam out of the war post, barking, “Never mind. I’ll inspect the perimeter myself. Prepare a charger with a signal set and an escort for me! ”
Astride in his keiooki, Yashi sat regally, surveying the fortified southern perimeter. All his troops were fully armed, wearing the best equipment the toolmasters had manufactured. He donned sonar headphones, and was ready to transmit any orders to any one of his troops.
The northern perimeter was his weakest link in his attack and Yashi knew that. Further along the west was his main force, which kept the Hard-Circles busy. That part did not need supervision, as the technical superiority of his forces was unquestioned. But here, along the beach-head, he must set up an impenetratable defence. Damn those Six-Stars for breaking their neutrality. Why are they so stupid as to presume that just because of the sheer difficulty in maintaining two fronts, that I’ll give up? Never! I’ll die doing it, with or without help from that ingrate, Anagin.
Spies had reported major enemy troop movements by the Six-Stars. This was expected, for they had lost their portion of the beach and were launching a major strike to reclaim that. It has to be so. King Shinogu is a fighter, he would never give up. Their waters have been still for too long a time.
Below his keiooki, Diamond Clan soldiers had dug into the floor of the continental shelf. Sonically indistinguishable from the rugged terrain, their fortifications kept them hidden, allowing any invading force that ventured across that imaginary line to be ambushed. Above him, keiooki chargers patrolled near the sea surface, sounding out the sea bottom regularly, ready to dive and take out enemy troops that they detected from their high vantage points. These forces formed his northern perimeter. Ideally, a dendetsu net would be best, and his engineers were working furiously to set it up. That took time, so in the interim, this defence would have to do.
Yashi sounded off his sonar. He did this at regular intervals to detect enemy troop movement. Here in the open sea, no obstructions were expected. Unfortunately there was. A white patch appeared on his sonar. At that distance, it was hard to ascertain what it was.
“Keenlaka! ” Yashi blew into his signal set. “Enemy in front. Identify.”
From behind him, Yashi felt the twitch of the war post sonars, searing past him to the south. Those sonars were far more powerful, but consumed a lot of electricity. “Looks like an amorphous clutch of dahougo floating near the surface,” Keenlaka reported.
“But dahougo can’t move! ” Yashi countered.
“Your Majesty, our forward observer says the clutch of dahougo is being towed by a group of ten keiookis,” Keenlaka replied.
I am right! They are really creative when desperate. Yashi congratulated himself. The question is: what are they doing?
As Yashi sounded off another sonar, he saw pin points of white converging upon the floating dahougo. Those were his keiookis, charging in on the enemy, each bearing foreprods that were set to discharge death upon contact. More and more clutches of floating, normally sessile dahougo had appeared, each one tugged by enemy keiookis. The clutches made slow, ponderous progress, since each floating mass comprised hundreds of dahougo. But they moved nevertheless, slowly advancing.
He put more power into his signal set and sounded off again. In the distant background, a pattern of white appeared as dotted spots. So like the stars. It was like battling amidst the stars. But these stars were the angry, vengeful enemy, back to reclaim what was theirs.
The fast moving, now brighter stars were his keiooki chargers, moving in to take out the patches of white, the clutches of floating dahougo. In his ‘sight’, Yashi could see more bright spots. Keiooki chargers. Shinogu is sending keiooki chargers against mine in a straight fight. Is he mad? Does he think his inferior prods can take out mine? Yashi thought, anger building up within his blow-hole. Why are his troops not engaging?
Yet again, Yashi sounded off. It looked displaced, those background of troops. They are descending, Yashi thought. Swimming downwards, either to avoid my chargers, or to meet those troops. Why? My forces are overwhelming – surely Shinogu knows that.
“One dahougo down, Your Majesty,” Keenlaka reported. “Our chargers have taken one clutch out! Moving on to the next one! ”
Dead in the water, one down, many more to go, Yashi thought. He sounded another pulse from his signal set. Retracting his eyes, Yashi listened for the image that it returned. Yes, dead in the water, but what is that? Under the mass of floating dahougo, massive patches of white were now visible. Yashi sounded off again. And again. And again. And frantically more. Great Lands! What are those?
Then it dawned on him. They were rocks! Big boulders, each heavier than a hundred keikains. From where he was, their descent looked ponderous. But Yashi knew what it was. A boulder bash. The most primitive of all warfare techniques since the invention of explosives. But it worked. They would crash into the sea floor, damaging his hidden troops and fortifications. Cutting them into a manageable size for Shinogu’s soldiers to take on. Amazing! I would never have thought of such a use for a dahougo’s clutch.
“Attention, surface guardians! This is your King.” Yashi transmitted. “Do not charge the dahougo! Just hold them at bay. Stop the keiooki-tuggers! Prevent them from advancing. Shikikan squad twelve, listen up! Charge into the dahougo and take out all enemy.”
“Your Majesty, I request clarification,” General Keenlaka said. “Into the dahougo you say? ”
“Yes,” Yashi said. “Kill all the Six-Star troops hiding within that are releasing the boulders! ” They must be monitoring this, Yashi deduced, laughing arrogantly to himself. That ought to poison their mind waters. Taunt the enemy, that’s what Kekrata had taught me.
Sounding off again on his signal set, he saw that he was right. The glittering background of Six-Star soldiers had stopped, as if to take a breather. They must be receiving new orders. Even before his shikikan engaged the dahougo.
Then they started again. This time, funnelling downward like glittering dust, concentrating on a particular portion of the sea floor that had been badly hit by the boulders.
Yashi laughed, and blew big round bubbles. “Keiooki chargers, listen up. Dive. Engage all enemy forces targeting quarter six-two. Forget the dahougo.”
Yashi wondered how they would respond. Would they give up and retreat? Or would they fight his chargers in a battle that they were sure to lose?
But it did not matter. Their attack had been disabled. Yashi allowed himself a few moments of private gloating. Then he turned and swam back to his war-post. That was a cheap trick with the dahougo. he thought darkly. Does Shinogu really think I’m that stupid? What an insult.
Deslin fled with four of her followers and the white lordling. That white burden. She writhed at the necessity of keeping him alive. If the Red Empress had not specifically ordered so, I would have finished him off a long while ago. She fumed, while flying at top speed above the canopy towards the Trillium Bridge. She again toyed with the notion of torturing Dartrim once he had outlived his usefulness, but she had more important matters to think about.
Deslin’s thoughts again returned to the kidnap that was largely built on luck. Triad and Trillium are indeed with us.
From questioning the red StoneBlockers, she pieced together all that had transpired. The Z’Don must have expected us to make a move on Dorayn. Realization dawned on her, and the situation became so obvious in retrospect. Of course, anticipating the worse, the TruthSeekers would assume that the report had fallen into the wrong hands. They know that the abomination would be in danger. Dukryn’s posting to S’Hai was not coincidence but a good move to lure them into targeting Dorayn. Deslin could not help but marvelled the shrewdness of her opponents.
Deslin stopped her musing and glanced at Dartrim. He had fallen back again. Deslin sighed and slowed to allow him to catch up. Appealing to his sense of importance, she said “Blessed Lordling, we have to keep up the pace, or else the force of evil would overtake us. The White Cause must prevail. If we reach Capeborn before they catch up with us, then surely you blessed Lordling, would be praised in the Capeborn parliament for having solidly led us to safety.”
“You speak the truth, Daylynn. I must lead everyone to safety. Under my leadership, we will prevail! ” Dartrim’s throat sac bloated in deep crimson showing his renewed determination.
Leading everyone to safety indeed, Deslin snorted mentally. Initially, the white lordling had wanted them to cross the Old Queen through the smaller, more treacherous passes to reach Wor Sargoth. That was the surest way to get them captured. However, with careful persuasion on her part in order to prevent bruising his over-inflated ego and pride, she managed to change his mind.
The Red Empress’s plan was to make the white lordling to bring the first seed of splitting to the Whites and the Blues in Capeborn. Other than that, Deslin could not fathom her plan, but she would know soon enough. That was one reason why she had decided to go along with Dartrim to Capeborn. Changes bring opportunities.
“Esteemed Wind Lordling, we are about a day from the Wise River. How are we going to cross it with yongsheis guarding the border? ” One of the redlings asked her in a whisper.
“Are you questioning me? Just do as I command,” Deslin shot back.
“No, lordling, forgive me, lordling. I hear and obey." The redling quickly kowklined and returned to his position next to the balwinhi.
Deslin already devised a plan that had a fair chance of success. But she was still worried about it. That was why she had yet to inform them about her idea. This mission was absolutely crucial to her. If she could pull this off, she would surely be rewarded with a large and comfortable hive. Perhaps even Capeborn. But never Senya as the Red Empress herself wants it. This was the other reason for venturing to Capeborn – she wanted to secure a power base there.
She was still thinking about her plan when the redling front scout flew back and reported, “Trade caravan spotted three mees north of us. They seem to be heading towards the Triad Link.”
Trade caravan, Deslin thought for a moment, then her throat sac brightened. Trillium is really guiding me. She approached Dartrim and discussed with him about her brilliant plan. It took a while, but finally he understood. “Yes, the idea that I have come up with will surely bring us to safety. Implement it.” Dartrim commanded her to carry out his scheme. She kowklined before the white lordling and went to execute her contrivance.
The caravan had also sighted them and was flying towards the whitelings. Moving forward to greet the trade caravan, Deslin introduced herself, “Trillium guides us. I am yishi Daylynn from Wor Senya. We are a humanitarian team on our way to Wor Capeborn.”
An aged hiver with a fairly large throat sac came forward and answered her greeting. “Triad protects us. My name is Chowhay, leader of this humble caravan from Sargoth. We are also on our way to Wor Capeborn.”
“I guess you must have heard about the food shortage over there,” said Deslin with a hint of smile on her cheek ridges. “Astute decision, trader. Much profits would be reaped from trading with Capeborn,” Deslin flexed her throat sac, knowing that greed would blind him to her subterfuge. “But you might not have known, Triad Link has collapsed. Furthermore Wor Senya itself may be facing food shortage soon so the border guards may have orders to route all caravans back to Wor Senya.”
Deslin could see Chowhay’s dismay on his throat sac as he realized the extra profits might not be his after all. “Let not worry deflate your throat sac, trader, for I have a proposition for you,” Deslin offered.
“A proposition? ” Chowhay asked, not trusting what he had just heard. His mind could not reason out why would the nyuu yishi help him. To the traders, friendly gestures without apparent benefits to both sides were very suspicious.
“We offer your caravan the chance to travel with us as a group. That way you can cross the river easily.” That was indeed good news to Chowhay but he was skeptical of their intention. From his point of view, not even an yishi would be kind enough to go out of her way to help an out-of-luck trader.
Deslin did not expect to win his trust so easily. “This humanitarian mission is sent by both Senya and Sargoth. Medical skills and loads of herbs are what Senya has to offer to Capeborn.” Deslin gestured to the balwinhi with sacks of herbs hanging out from its pouch. “Sargoth is represented by the Trillium-favoured White Lordling from the Sargoth Embassy in Wor Senya.” The mention of the involvement of a white lordling perked the interest of the Sargoth trader.
“Esteemed Lordling, may I present to you one of your humble subject, Chowhay,” Deslin introduced the trader to Dartrim. The White Lordling stepped forward and intoned deeply, “Trillium guides us. Fate allows me to meet one of my kind. How is the Great White Lord and Wor Sargoth? ”
Chowhay looked at Dartrim and saw that the nyan hiver standing in front of him was indeed a white lordling. It was not the badge but the entire mannerism and posture that identified him. As a hiver from Wor Sargoth, Chowhay knew most of the highly placed lordlings and he knew Dartrim by reputation. A lordling who had lost the favour of the Great Lord, Chowhay sneered mentally but he deflated his throat sac and replied, “Bless me lordling. It is indeed great to meet one who has travelled further along the path. I left the main hive before the quake hit, so I have not an inkling about the situation there. But I believe the Great White Lord would be safe and so is Wor Sargoth.”
“Well, don’t worry, whiteling, Wor Sargoth is blessed by Triad and Trillium and will surely ride through the quake safely.” Dartrim smiled. “Blessed are you in the path of Trillium, and may Triad remove all obstacles from your Path.” Such piety came easily to Dartrim. It was after all one of his tools of trade. “But from what I know, you have a need to venture to Wor Capeborn. Through the guidance of Trillium and the power of Triad, I can be the vessel to remove your obstacles.”
Chowhay knew his type. All propositions were for their own self-interests. Cooperation and help were only given when they needed assistance to move along the path towards the throne of the Great White Lord. “How will Trillium guide me and my caravan to Wor Capeborn? ”
“As the yishi has mentioned, by joining us. I see you have yet to grope the path given to you. Allow me to explain,” said Dartrim. “Senya sends a team of yishis and loads of medicine, a great gesture of friendship. The Sargoth Embassy also would like to help our fellow pathfinders in Capeborn but we have no food to spare. I am the sole representative on behalf of Sargoth to Capeborn, and to tell you the truth, it worries me.”
“What will deflate your throat sac, esteemed Lordling? ” Chowhay questioned but he had an inkling where the conversation was heading.
“I am afraid that the White Lord of Capeborn may deem it a gesture not befitting a great hive like Wor Sargoth. Such a petty issue may rock the relationship between the two hives.” Dartrim explained, his throat sac had a few spots of cerulean blue showing slight embarrassment.
“Indeed wise is the lordling for seeing so far and deep,” Chowhay knew that an accolade was in order if not he would be deemed as disrespectful and strayed from the Path.
“However, with the addition of your caravan carrying food, the gesture from Sargoth will seem larger,” said Dartrim
So, that is the reason, Chowhay smiled mentally. The caravan would get a free ride across to Capeborn and the lordling would arrive in higher status. Nevertheless, open selfish interest was less suspicious than dubious generosity.
“It is kind of the Lordling for so patiently guiding me along the Path. It is my caravan’s honour to fly with you.” Chowhay intoned carefully.
Deslin was pleased with the arrangement. The StoneBlockers were still half a day behind them. With a little luck, they would be in Capeborn before the day ended. At the urging of Dartrim, the caravan continued to travel at night. After about two sechens of hard flying, they finally could see the lights on the Trillium Bridge. The sight of the hanging bridge perked up their spirit and they flew harder. Deslin reminded them to be careful of what they said. She would speak on their behalf. No one objected.
They flew to the Trillium Camp and straight into the wide clearing at the check point next to the bridge. Deslin calmed her throat sac and approached the sentries. I have to be in control. For my glory and future hive. Deslin reminded herself.
With composure she stepped forward to meet the border guards. Some DeathKillers who were off-duty gathered around them out of curiosity. There was no sign of the StreamSliders. That’s strange. Are they not supposed to share border duties?
“Trillium greets you. How are things on the other side? ” Deslin asked nonchalantly. A Two-Blades looked at her and replied, “Bad. Very bad. Food is low and I heard there were riots in Wor Capeborn. But the last I heard, order was finally restored.”
“That’s about the same situation as in Wor Senya, but we have more food,” She then showed him her yishi badge, “I’m Deslin, appointed by the C’Yishi to lead a humanitarian team to Wor Capeborn. We are sending them food and medicine. Accompanying us is a White Lordling from the Sargoth Embassy.”
Dartrim moved forward and bloated, “Trillium guides all. I am a humble servant of Triad, and a faithful follower of Trillium. Warm stomach and great medicine are useless without spiritual uplift. That’s my part in this humanitarian team.” Dartrim too showed his badge as a White Lordling for Sargoth.
The Two-Blades inspected their badges before returning it to them. The badges were authentic and the Two-Blades had no reason to doubt their reasons for crossing the border. If truth suffices, one should not give a half-truth. And if a half-truth is sufficient, no lie should be made. In that way, Deslin’s story would be believable.
“We have to check every hiver and equipment – standard routine,” the Two-Blades explained.
“You will have my utmost cooperation,” said Deslin.
“Is this balwinhi carrying your herbs? ” The Two-Blades asked as he saw sacks of herbs protruding from its pouch. “Yes, it’s mine. Please allow me to aid in your inspection,” Deslin offered. She had expected this. The plan she had come out with was very simple, but it would not work if it was carried out by one with lesser skills of deception and subtlety than her.
“Be careful when you open the sacks in the balwinhi’s pouch. Some contain herbs that I have just prepared on the way here. They may still be giving out toxic fumes,” warned Deslin. The guard’s throat sac contracted a little before it uubeaoed.
“Let me handle the herbs. Some of these herbs do not come easily. Wrong handling will contaminate them. And there’s still the toxic fumes I have just mentioned,” Deslin carefully opened her sacks one at a time for the DeathKillers to examine.
“This is zhitong. It is an anaesthetic. By itself it is harmless but if you had opened the sack containing the yellow powder ground from the Hyssop pod with the same hand which you have used to inspect the zhitong, then your hand will be no more,” Deslin explained in a matter-of-fact tone, her lower left hand holding zhitong and her lower right hand holding some Hyssop powder.
The Two-Blades, together with the other DeathKillers who had crowded around, took her explanation very seriously. Their throat sacs could be seen to be pulsating slightly.
Deslin continued her explanation, “When in contact with each other, the two herbs will form a highly corrosive liquid. That is the reason I have placed the two sacks as far away from each other as possible. Also I have to be careful about the hands used to open the sacks. Part of our yishi’s basic training is to remember such things. I can still remember an unfortunate incident during my training. A fellow apprentice was talking animatedly about the dance the night before when she made the mistake that I have just warned you about. Her entire lower left hand was gone. Not even the bones were left. By the time they neutralized the caustic effect, her entire lower arm was gone. She was so shocked that she fainted. Thus she was fortunate to bypass the excruciating pain as the acid ate its way up her arm,” Deslin said all that while carefully dusting with her two upper hands while the DeathKillers stared at her two pairs of hands. Dartrim and Chowhay were also equally mesmerised. The DeathKillers saved the Two-Blades had retreated quite a few steps from her balwinhi. The Two-Blades had the same terrified look on his throat sac but tried his best to put up a brave front.
“This sack contains the Lopodin seeds, which by themselves are harmless,” Deslin continued to push her advantage.
“Are these seeds deadly? ” the Two-Blades asked, his throat sac showing a little yellow.
“Well, as far as I know, only the white Bryakin fungi in the north will react with Lopodin to produce something harmful. But you don’t have to worry. I do not have Bryakin with me. Even Wor Senya is in shortage of it." Deslin smiled apologetically and closed the sack.
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