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Prologue

 


Pilla aimed her slingshot and fired. The
apple on the fence splattered from the impact. “Seven,” Pilla said
aloud. She reloaded, shot and hit another, then one more. “Nine out
of ten,” she said proudly. “Admit it, not bad,” she said, looking
at Dara.

“Not bad unless the one you missed stabs you
with a spear,” Dara said, playfully thrusting her spear at her
friend who jumped back.

“There’s no pleasing you,” Pilla said,
scrunching up her nose.

Dara laughed. “Sorry. I was acting like
Tyler. You did good. Real good.” Tyler was Dara’s Bauble, a
worm-like creature given to Shamra children on their first
birthday. Although a bit of a grouch, Tyler had taught Dara more
than she could ever learn in school, including patience. The Dara
who patiently taught Pilla to use a slingshot would have been a
stranger to most Shamra. Truth be told, only Pilla and Tyler knew
Dara was far more complex than the face she let other Shamra
see.

Dara was proud of Pilla, and unlike Tyler,
freely admitted as much to her friend. Shamra females weren’t
supposed to be skilled with a slingshot. While not forbidden,
Shamra females were discouraged from practicing with a slingshot or
a spear. Wrestling among Shamra females who were no longer children
was most definitely frowned upon. Arguing, even raising your voice,
drew disapproving glances. Dara knew others whispered and shook
their head in consternation behind her back. Dara didn’t act like a
Shamra female. She could outrun most males in races. She was a
marksman with a slingshot. She was starting to master the spear.
And she constantly got into arguments with males her age who seemed
so full of themselves. Nor did she look like the typical Shamra.
The differences were subtle . . . to all but Dara. Her fingers were
short and stubby while those of other Shamra females were long and
delicate. Her eyes were a natural brown. All but a handful of
Shamra had blue eyes.

Pilla, on the other hand, appeared the model
Shamra female. She enjoyed sewing, knitting and baking. Unlike Dara
she held her tongue even when she disagreed with a Shamra male.
Shamra females learned at an early age to know their place. They
were treasured, but were expected to be submissive.

Most found it odd that Dara and Pilla were
all but inseparable. What they didn’t know was that Pilla admired
Dara for standing up for herself. And while Dara was all thumbs
when Pilla tried to teach her to knit, Pilla was becoming the equal
of Dara with the slingshot, spear and knife, which they practiced
in secret in the fields. Pilla couldn’t run as fast as Dara, but
she no longer ran like a female she proudly told Dara.

Pilla enjoyed herself in the fields with Dara
but she couldn’t help looking around to make sure no one spotted
them. As much as Pilla’s parents loved Dara’s spirit and loyalty to
Pilla, they were concerned Dara might have a negative influence on
their daughter. So, in public Pilla was the exemplary Shamra
female. Out in the fields far away from prying eyes Pilla learned
and competed with her friend.

Dara and Pilla now wrestled, both laughing as
Dara pinned Pilla to the ground. Pilla executed a maneuver Dara had
taught her, escaped Dara’s grasp and took the offensive. This time
Pilla held her own and soon the two were too exhausted to continue.
When they were done both lay on the lush grass, laughing and
smiling at one another.

Dara looked at Pilla. “You practice so hard,
but isn’t it a waste of time? You’re not going to use any of the
skills you’ve learned. You’ll marry, follow your husband’s lead and
we’ll drift apart.”

“We’re seven, silly. I won’t even think of
marriage for another eight years,” Pilla answered. “We’ll both
marry and we’ll always be best friends.” She suddenly turned
serious. “And I’ve learned more than you know. You’ve taught me I’m
the equal of any male with the slingshot. I’m becoming much better
with a spear and knife. My husband, when I marry, won’t command
while I meekly follow. In public I’ll be an obedient Shamra female.
In our home I’ll be his equal. He’ll know that and love me for what
I am before we agree to marry. I owe that to you, Dara. You, on the
other hand show no patience at all when I try to teach you to knit,
sew, cook or bake.”

“Female chores,” Dara said. “I don’t plan on
being a housewife so they are skills I won’t need.”

“How do you know? Something that seems
meaningless may one day come in handy.”

“Hmmm,” Dara said. “Trying to make knitting
sound exciting. It won’t do you any good. I’m all thumbs.”

The two lay in the grass for awhile, each
with her own thoughts. Dara must have dozed for strange images soon
filled her head.

“How long are you going to ignore me?” Pilla
asked.

“What?” Dara asked, looking at her
friend.

“I asked you—”

“I just had the strangest . . . I don’t know
what it was,” Dara said, interrupting her friend. “It wasn’t
exactly a dream.” She turned on her side and locked eyes with
Pilla, so her friend would know what she had to say was important.
“It was like I was somewhere else. I felt hot air whipping around
me. There were smells I couldn’t recognize. It was all too vivid to
be a dream.”

“Are you going to tell me about it or keep it
to yourself?” Pilla asked.

“I share everything with you,” Dara said.
“You know I have no secrets from you.”

“So tell me,” Pilla said, impatiently.

“I wasn’t here . . . not in this country,”
Dara said. “I was on a hill made of rocks that seemed to stretch
far into the sky.” Dara saw Pilla look at her wide-eyed. Where the
Shamra lived the land was flat. What Dara described didn’t exist.
“I was with someone . . . Briana, that’s her name. I was older.
Fifteen, sixteen, maybe seventeen . . . I don’t know, but I was an
adult and Briana was my age. The rest is all hazy. You know, like
someone talking to you while your hands cover your ears. You can
only make out bits and pieces of what is said.” Pilla nodded
showing she understood. “This Briana talked of my family as if they
were a part of her family. She reminded me of stories my mother had
told me when I was an infant. Stories I was too young to understand
or remember. But while we stood face to face, her voice sounded
like she was miles away. There wasn’t much at all I could make out.
Then you were talking to me,” Dara said, then fell silent.

“You miss your parents, don’t you?” Pilla
said.

“Terribly,” Dara said. Her parents had
succumbed to a fever when Dara was two that oddly had struck just
two Shamra families. In a matter of days Dara’s parents had died.
All but two children from another family had also perished. There
was great concern but the fever hadn’t spread. Dara had been two.
Pilla’s family had taken her in. “It’s not just because I loved
them. I did and still miss their smiles and their quiet strength.
Like me, they were different from other Shamra, especially my
mother.” She wiggled her stubby fingers. “She had fingers like mine
and your mother told me she had my brown eyes. Remember how your
mother told us she had . . . oh, what did she say?” Dara said and
paused.

“A bit of a wild streak,” Pilla finished for
her. “Just like you, only she learned at an early age it only got
her into trouble . . . which is not at all like you,” she said with
a smile. “Your mother learned to conform, to be a proper Shamra
female.”

Dara nodded, remembering now. A wild streak.
But why had she abandoned her recklessness when she was even
younger than Dara, rather than wait until she married? It was just
one of many questions about her parents, especially her mother,
that would never be answered. Dara looked at her friend. “I know my
parents had something very important to tell me. Those stories my
mother told me when I was a newborn, I know she was going to tell
me again when I could make sense of them. What she told me is
buried deep within my mind. Someday I’ll be able to retrieve them .
. . I hope. For now I know nothing of my heritage.”

“You’re a Shamra,” Pilla said. “We share a
common heritage.”

Dara shook her head. “I’m not like you and
the others. I feel so lost sometimes. It’s like a part of my life
is missing. I’m a stranger to even myself. And this Briana, I
feel—I know— she possesses the answers I crave. I’ll never meet
her, though,” Dara said dejectedly. Where would I find a hill of
rocks I saw in my dream? I feel like an outsider but have no idea
what makes me an outcast.”

“Hard as it may be, Dara, you’re right, you
may never know what separates you from others,” Pilla said. “But
that doesn’t mean you mope around forever wondering about your
past. It’s not like you. You’ll make your own memories. You’ll have
your own traditions which you’ll pass on,” Pilla went on, trying to
convince Dara, but Dara wasn’t listening. One day Dara was certain
she would meet this Briana somewhere far away from the land the
Shamra called home. Someday her questions would all be
answered.

“Want to practice with the spear?” Pilla
asked. “I still throw like a female,” she said disgustedly.

Dara smiled. It was just like Pilla to offer
to do something Dara enjoyed when Dara was in one of her moods.
“Let’s go to the swamps,” Dara said, brightening.

“You’re kidding,” Pilla said, her voice weak,
as if she was fearful Dara was serious.

Dara had been going into the swamps since she
was four, though it was forbidden. Dangers lurked in the swamps
Shamra children were told as soon as they could walk. Without
thinking one day Dara had entered the swamps while chasing a
Glimmer, a rare and beautiful flying creature. She had gotten lost.
Tyler had taught Dara skills that allowed her to find her way out
of the swamps. Since then, the swamps had become a second home to
Dara. Better than a second home. She could be herself in the
swamps, not a Shamra female looked upon as an outsider. She had
told Pilla about her adventures.

“I can’t make you truly understand the
wonders of the swamp unless you actually experience it,” Dara said.
“I can see it in your eyes. I don’t have the way with words you do.
I know you believe me but I can’t make you see the pictures in my
head. So you don’t really know what it’s like. It’s something you
have to experience to truly comprehend.”

Pilla shook her head. “You enjoy the unknown,
the risks, even the dangers of the swamp. Me—”

“You need a taste, Pilla,” Dara said, not
letting Pilla finish. “Once and then maybe you’ll become enchanted
by it like I am. It’s like nothing else, Pilla. You love beauty and
the swamps are filled with such things. Maybe if you go with me
just once you’ll understand later when I tell you what I’ve
seen.”

No, no, no, Pilla had answered Dara’s pleas
time and time again over the years. “You’re relentless, you know,”
Pilla said now, sighing. “You’ve worn me down. Once. Promise me.
Just once.”

“Once won’t be enough for you,” Dara said,
excitedly.

“Once,” Pilla said, “then no more pestering
me.”

“Tomorrow,” Dara said. “Once . . . then we’ll
see what you say.”

Before Pilla could answer Dara spotted an
insect. With her long tongue she snatched at it, but Pilla, with
her equally long tongue nabbed it first. The two laughed. While
Shamra ate mostly vegetables and fruit, they also had an appetite
for insects. Now Dara and Pilla fought over several insects that
had flown their way. As athletic as Dara was Pilla always seized
far more insects than her friend. Always the competitor Dara often
practiced alone, hoping to equal or top her friend. Pilla, though,
as if instinctively aware of an insect’s flight almost always
prevailed. There were enough insects, however, so Dara never went
hungry.

The next day Dara made sure they were
prepared. She recalled that first time she’d been to the swamps.
Maybe she had been lucky to survive. She had had no weapons and
nothing to eat or drink. Without Tyler she often wondered what
would have become of her. Now she made sure she and Pilla wouldn’t
be defenseless. They each had their slingshot, a spear and knife.
While there was both food and water in the swamps Dara also packed
a snack of dried beef and flask of water for each of them.

Just before they entered the swamps Dara
suggested Pilla cover her stubbly white hair with her bandana.
“It’s . . . sticky, I guess is the best way to describe it, in the
swamps. Your bandana will absorb the sweat.” Dara already wore her
bandana. She was seldom seen without the red cloth with black polka
dots. She couldn’t remember when her mother gave her her first
bandana, so she must have been no more than a few months old. She
did remember her mother saying it had been a family tradition,
passed down for as long as she could remember. Dara knew her
colorful bandana drew disapproving stares from other Shamra. The
Shamra dressed in drab colors, mostly gray and beige. Her bandana
was yet something else that set her apart from her fellow Shamra.
Even though she didn’t know its significance she wore it proudly
knowing her defiance of Shamra customs was frowned upon by
others.

Dara’s mother had given her a new bandana
each birthday. After she had died, Pilla sewed one for her friend
and had given it to Dara on her third birthday. Since then it had
become a yearly custom. Dara had convinced Pilla to make one for
herself, gold with black polka dots. Pilla didn’t wear her bandana
in public. She carried it in her stomach pouch and wore it only
when she was alone with Dara. All Shamra had stomach pouches, a
slice of skin which was like a pocket that was part of their body.
Now Pilla reached through the slit in her dress and took the
bandana out of her pouch.

And then they entered the swamps, both
wearing their bandanas. Dara told Pilla she knew the swamps like
the back of her hand. She’d been to the swamps often enough that
she was familiar with many of its mysteries. Truthfully, though,
every journey was an excursion into the unknown, which was part of
its allure to Dara. Paths that seemed familiar led to sights Dara
had never seen before. It was almost as if the swamp rearranged
itself each time Dara entered, like someone moving furniture in a
room when you were gone. For Dara the different face the swamp
revealed each time she visited was part of its charm.

Fifteen minutes into the swamp Dara was
relieved that all she encountered was familiar. She felt
responsible for Pilla’s safety. Today she longed only to show Pilla
what she had already experienced. They came upon a plant with long
green leaves lying on the ground as if it had died. Dara had seen
this plant before.

“Stay on the path and watch,” she told Pilla.
“Don’t panic. I know what I’m doing.”

Before Pilla could respond Dara stepped over
the leaves and made her way to the center of the plant. Suddenly
the leaves came to life and Dara was imprisoned within. She heard
Pilla cry out in alarm. Dara knew if she didn’t act quickly the
leaves would smother her, then the plant would consume her. She
took her knife and slit one of the leaves that trapped her from top
to bottom. The plant let out a high-pitched sound that Dara knew
was a cry of pain. The leaves collapsed around Dara’s feet and she
walked out. Pilla’s eyes were wide and she was shaking.

“I was caught in one before,” Dara said.
“See, they bleed just like us,” she said, showing Pilla her knife
that was covered with yellow fluid. Some of the blood dripped onto
Dara’s thin arms. “There are dangers here, but we’re not
defenseless.”

“Shouldn’t we go back,” Pilla said. “I’ve had
my taste—”

“You promised,” Dara said. “And you’ve seen
nothing yet. Come, this you’ll like,” Dara said and began walking,
knowing Pilla had no choice but to follow. They soon came to the
mouth of a cave. The entrance was three feet high. Both Dara and
Pilla, just over four feet tall had to bend to enter. Once inside,
they could stand with room to spare. The ceiling was six feet in
height. Even an adult could stand as few Shamra were more than five
feet tall.

“It’s dark,” Pilla said, as she and Dara
entered.

“Trust me, Pilla,” Dara said and walked in
further. She flashed Pilla a smile that she hoped would comfort
her.

As they walked crystals on the floor of the
cave began to shimmer and glow. It wasn’t bright but Dara and Pilla
could see where they were going. Once around a bend Dara stopped
and looked at her friend. She saw Pilla’s face light up.

“What is it?” Pilla asked, not taking her
eyes from what she stared at.

Before them icicles hung from the cave’s
ceiling. The ones closest to them were transparent. In the middle
of the chamber the icicles were far more vibrant and colorful. They
glowed so bright Dara and Pilla had to shield their eyes. Those
crystals in the middle seemed to beckon to them.

“What is it?” Pilla asked again.

Dara ripped an icicle from the ceiling where
they stood and gave it to Pilla, then took one for herself. “Taste
it,” Dara said. “I’ve had them before. They’re not poisonous.”

Pilla licked hers tentatively, then looked at
Dara and smiled. “Sweet and cold. Delicious,” she said.

The two of them sucked on their icicle.

“I don’t understand why other creatures don’t
devour them all,” Pilla said. “They’re defenseless.”

“So they make you think,” Dara said. “Tyler
taught me that appearances can be deceiving. Look at the ceiling
where I broke the crystal.”

Pilla looked. “It’s growing back,” she said,
sounding surprised.

“Still that doesn’t explain their survival,”
Dara said. “The swamps are filled with all sorts of life and these
are too good to pass up.”

“You know something, don’t you,” Pilla
said.

Dara had a ball of twine in the sack she
carried with her food. She threw the ball towards the middle of the
cavern. When it hit the ground dozens of icicles fell from the
ceiling. The glow from the icicles lit the ground. On the floor of
the cave where the ball had landed Dara and Pilla could now see the
bones of animals.

“You can feast on these,” Dara said, holding
what remained of her icicle. “But creatures are drawn further into
the cavern to the most beautiful of the crystals. Even I still
desire to taste those though it would mean my death. When anything
gets close they’re impaled by icicles from the roof of the cave.
Soon creatures learn not to venture too far towards the
center.”

“It is beautiful . . . beyond words,” Pilla
said. “And they taste so refreshing.”

“Take another and let’s go outside,” Dara
said.

As soon as they were outside the cave the
icicles melted, a sticky goo covering both their hands. Dara
laughed.

“You knew this would happen,” Pilla said.

“Another way the crystals defend themselves.
You can eat in the cave, but once outside they melt immediately.
They’re so sticky that smaller creatures die before they can get to
water to cleanse themselves.”

“How do you know?” Pilla asked.

“I’ve sat and watched,” Dara said.

“You, sitting and watching? I find that hard
to believe.”

“I would have, too,” Dara said, with a laugh.
“Tyler taught me to observe to survive. It’s become second nature .
. . at least here in the swamps.”

They continued to walk. Pilla wasn’t asking
to leave the swamp anymore. She was being drawn to its wonders,
just as Dara knew she would. Dara didn’t say anything to Pilla, but
as usual what had been a familiar path now looked like nothing Dara
had ever seen. She was concerned not for herself, but for her
friend. She chatted far more than normal. By the look Pilla gave
her Dara knew Pilla wasn’t deceived. Pilla said nothing though.
Dara smiled inwardly. Pilla trusted her with her life.

Suddenly Dara noticed twigs and vines they
stepped on shouldn’t have been on the path. Before she could tell
Pilla to move off the path the two of them fell into a pit more
than twice their height. Dara landed first. Pilla fell on top of
her. Dara felt a sharp pain in her arm. She knew it was broken.

“Are you hurt?” Dara asked, her eyes tearing
from pain shooting up her arm.

Pilla stood up. “I had the breath knocked out
of me, but I’m more scared than—” She stopped talking. “You’re
hurt,” she said. “Don’t deny it,” she continued when Dara shook her
head. “What is it?”

“My arm,” Dara said. “I think it’s
broken.”

Pilla gingerly reached for Dara’s arm and
nodded. “Give me your slingshot. Do as I say,” she said crossly
when Dara began to protest. With the sticks of the slingshot she
made a brace which she secured with Dara’s bandana. She tore off
the sleeve of her shirt to fashion a sling.

“We may have needed the slingshot,” Dara
said

“I’ve got mine. You couldn’t use yours anyway
with just one arm.”

Dara shrugged, knowing Pilla was right. She
walked around the pit inspecting the bottom for any passages, then
sat down in one corner.

“Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” Pilla
asked. “Or don’t you feel well enough?”

“I’m fine,” Dara said. “I’ve broken bones
before. And yes, we should be getting out, but we can’t be
reckless.”

“Reckless is your middle name,” Pilla said,
sitting next to Dara who was still looking around. “What do you see
that I don’t?” Pilla asked.

“Who dug this? Why? What’s the safest way to
get out?” Dara said aloud, but she was really talking to
herself.

“Did you hit your head?” Pilla asked. “You
don’t seem to be the Dara I know and love.” You’re—”

“Patient. Calm and cautious,” Dara said,
smiling. “Tyler taught me well, at least when I’m in the swamps.
Survival depends on it. Did the creature dig this pit from above or
below us?” Dara asked.

“How should I—”

“Look around you,” Dara cut her off. She felt
like Tyler. It was her turn to teach Pilla what Tyler had taught
her. She wouldn’t lose patience with Pilla nor be cranky like
Tyler. She put her hand through a slit in her dress to get to her
stomach pouch and felt Tyler on her finger. She scratched her
Bauble’s head, something Dara knew Tyler enjoyed. Tyler had also
taught Dara to fend for herself. “Don’t come running to me every
time you’re in a tight spot,” Tyler had told her just a few weeks
before. “I might not always be here for you.” Dara was intent to
get out of this jam without Tyler’s help. Still, it was comforting
for her to know Tyler was there if her help became absolutely
necessary.

Pilla walked around the pit. “There are no
openings down here so it dug from above,” Pilla said.

“Why dig a pit?” Dara asked.

“To . . . to trap it’s prey,” Pilla said, and
Dara could hear fear in her friend’s voice.

“We’re to be its meal if we can’t escape,”
Dara said.

“You’re supposed to comfort me,” Pilla said,
“not frighten me. Tell me you’re not worried.”

“I’d be foolish not to be concerned,” Dara
said. “We will get out. Actually, you’ll get out, then help me.
With this arm I’m useless.”

Pilla felt the sides of the pit. The dirt was
smooth. There were no vines or branches to grab onto. “How am I to
climb out?”

Dara handed Pilla her spear. “Break it into
four pieces,” Dara said. “You can stand on my shoulders, then stick
two pieces of the spear above your head. Stand on the first two
then reach above and stick the other two even higher. You should
then be able to climb out. You can tie some vines together, throw
them down and pull me up.”

As Pilla was about to climb on Dara’s
shoulders Dara cautioned her. “Tyler taught me how to listen.
Really listen. There’s no time to teach you now, but when you get
to the top if I tell you to do something, do it. No questions and
without hesitation. Trust me.”

Pilla nodded. “You know I do.”

Fifteen minutes later Pilla climbed out of
the pit. Perspiration dripped from her forehead and dirt covered
her from head to toe.

“Talk to me,” Dara said. “I need to know
where you are.”

Pilla didn’t understand. No questions, she
remembered. She talked to Dara as she gathered vines and fashioned
a rope to pull Dara from the pit. “My knitting comes in handy,”
Pilla said to Dara. “Just like I told you, you never know when
useless skills can save your life. I’ll knit you a rope strong
enough so it won’t break when I pull you up.”

Dara remained silent. Pilla was worried.
Maybe Dara had passed out from the pain. Maybe she had bumped her
head when she fell and hadn’t wanted to worry Pilla. Still Pilla
talked as she had been instructed.

“Look to your left,” Dara said, suddenly,
making Pilla jump. “There’s something coming out of the woods.”
Pilla turned and dropped the vines she had been knitting together.
A mammoth gray worm-like creature slithered from the forest. It was
three times as long as Pilla was tall. It was covered with a gooey
slime. Leaves, branches and dirt covered its body. The slime, Pilla
thought, helped the beast to camouflage itself. While the body
repulsed Pilla it’s erect head frightened her even more. Its head
was the size of the doorway of her home. Two yellow eyes were on
either side of its head, almost where its ears belonged. Its face
was the same dark brown as the ground with dozens of warts that
pulsed with life. Its mouth hung open, yellow drool spilling from
its lips. Pilla could see a row of razor sharp fangs. A long tongue
darted from its mouth like a whip. It stared at her until Dara
spoke.

“What is it?” Dara asked.

The beast turned towards the pit when Dara
spoke.

“Hush, Dara,” Pilla said. “No questions.”

Dara fell silent and Pilla breathed a sigh of
relief. She knew Dara was full of questions. She knew if she told
her friend what she faced Dara would tell her to flee. She knew
Dara would draw the monster towards the pit. Dara was the stronger
of the two. Dara was the braver. But Dara’s arm was broken and in
the pit there was too little room to maneuver. Dara was no use to
her now, so Pilla would demand obedience from her friend.

The huge animal looked from Pilla to the pit,
back and forth as if debating which way to go. Even more saliva
dripped from its mouth as its tongue darted left and right. It’s
used its tongue to smell, Pilla thought. Pilla wondered if she
should run for help, but knew she was hopelessly lost in the
swamps. To flee meant certain death for her friend. Pilla would
rather perish herself than abandon Dara and knew Dara would do the
same if their positions were reversed. Pilla would fight this
monster even if it meant her death.

Her decision made Pilla moved closer to the
pit. The beast bared its teeth, spitting drool that almost hit her.
Some of the saliva fell on the vines Pilla had been fashioning into
a rope. The vine caught fire and split in two. Acid, thought Pilla.
She had to keep her distance. It hissed at Pilla, as if in
anticipation of a meal. At least it had forgotten about Dara, Pilla
thought. All around her there was silence, as if other creatures of
the swamp knew any sound could mean their death.

Pilla looked for a weakness in the behemoth.
Its eyes Pilla thought, set so far apart. If she could even
partially blind the eye looking at her, she would have an
advantage. She took her slingshot from her back pocket and a stone
from her bag, keeping the weapon hidden behind her back. One shot
would be all she’d have. Then the element of surprise would be
lost. She remembered hitting nine out of ten apples the morning
before and Dara’s words of caution.

Pilla took one step away from the pit, then
another. The one eye followed her. The creature then moved towards
Pilla. It was far quicker than Pilla had imagined. It was no fool,
Pilla thought. It had intentionally appeared sluggish so when it
made its move Pilla would be taken by surprise. Pilla had no time
to think, no time to revise her strategy. Instinct took hold of
her. Holding her breath as Dara had taught her Pilla launched the
rock at the advancing monster hitting the beast in its eye. Yellow
puss began to leak from the wound and the creature let out a
deafening howl.

“What’s happening?” Dara asked from below,
her voice sounding full of fear.

“Hush,” Pilla said. “Not a word from
you.”

The monster turned its head so it could look
at Pilla with its good eye. As it advanced on her its tongue lashed
out like a whip. Pilla knew that if the tongue struck her it would
wrap around her and drag her into its mouth. She had to stay out of
its reach or she was doomed. She moved slowly away from the pit,
away from Dara. The creature moved more slowly than before, as if
aware its prey wasn’t defenseless.

She let the creature slowly close the gap,
its head turned at a grotesque angle to keep Pilla in its vision.
It kept spitting at Pilla. She made sure to keep out of its range.
As it closed the distance between itself and Pilla its tongue
lashed out. Pilla noticed a pattern. One, two, three, she counted
to herself and the tongue reached out for her. One, two, three.
One, two, three. It seemed to need to gather itself before it
struck. One, two, three. Pilla waited and counted and let the beast
draw yet closer. One, two, three. Now as the tongue neared her neck
Pilla slashed at it with the knife she held behind her back. As six
inches of its tongue fell to the ground the creature howled even
louder than it had before.

Pilla stepped back and tripped over her feet.
Clumsy female, she thought, as the creature seemed to gather all
its strength and lunged at her. Its mouth open, it fell towards
Pilla, impaling itself at the last moment on the spear Pilla held
in her free hand. Pilla lurched to her left as the behemoth hit the
ground, inches from her, then was still. A pool of drool lay where
Pilla had fallen moments before.

“Did it,” Pilla said aloud, weakly. “I did
it,” she said, louder.

“Pilla!” Dara bellowed from below

“Calm down, Dara,” Pilla said. “I’m . . . I’m
okay.”

Hands shaking Pilla fashioned her rope of
vines and tossed it to Dara. When Dara had wrapped it around her
waist Pilla pulled Dara from the pit. Dara crawled out and looked
from Pilla to the body of the monster.

“You did that?” Dara asked, looking at the
creature.

Pilla smiled weakly at her friend. “I had a
good teacher. You never know when something will come in handy. All
you taught me, it saved our lives.” She paused and Dara saw her
hand shaking. “I’ve had my taste. You think we can go home
now?”

Dara nodded. Her arm throbbed. If attacked
again Dara wouldn’t be of much aid. Pilla was right. It was time to
leave the swamp. As she had done so often before—as Tyler had
taught her—Dara listened to the sounds around her and one by one
discarded each until she recognized the voice of a farmer singing
outside the swamp. Ten minutes later she led Pilla out.

They both lay on the grass, looking back at
the swamp, their long tongues snapping at insects that flew by.

“It was a grand adventure,” Pilla said. “Just
as you promised. I can see how it’s so hard to describe to someone
who hasn’t been there.”

“You’re my hero,” Dara said, hugging her
friend with her good arm.

Pilla laughed. “Oh stop it,” Pilla said, but
Dara could see she was pleased with herself. “If you hadn’t broken
your arm it would have been you who would have saved me.”

“Still, today you’re my hero.”

They began walking home, Dara trying to
invent a story to explain her broken arm that Pilla’s parents would
believe. Pilla laughed at most. Dara knew she sometimes let her
imagination get the better of her.

They finally agreed on a story and Dara
turned to her friend. “Will you come back with me sometime?” she
asked.

“No,” Pilla said. “You were right. There are
wonders I could never imagine without my taste. Even with its
danger I could become enchanted by its marvels as you have. But I’m
not you, Dara. I’ll relive today in my mind as long as I live, but
it’s not my destiny to seek adventure and danger.”

“How can I thank you for sharing the swamps
with me?” Dara asked.

Pilla smiled. “Knit a shawl without it
falling apart and without complaining.”
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Chapter One

(Eight Years Later)

 


“Tell us a story, Pilla,” Justin asked when
Pilla and Dara entered the children’s play area. The younger
children spent hours in the playground racing one another, crawling
through tunnels built of wood and jumping into soft blankets of hay
from the top of ladders they climbed. But whatever the children
were doing, when Pilla arrived they abandoned their activities and
ran to Pilla beseeching her to tell them a story.

“I don’t know if I can think of a story
today. I’m fresh out of stories,” Pilla said, in a game she played
with the children.

“Pleeease!” they chimed in unison.

Dara smiled. It was the same each day. After
school Pilla and Dara cared for the village children who were too
young to work in the fields. Pilla had a gift for story-telling.
Dara, on the other hand seemed tongue-tied when asked to tell a
tale. She could read from a book, but she was not able to make up
stories that made much sense. The children would pummel her with
questions. Dara would fumble for answers then forget where she was
in her tale. They forgave her because while Pilla had a way with
words Dara could teach the children how to use a slingshot. They
were not supposed to play with a slingshot until they were older,
but Dara had never been one to follow the rules. Dara also
organized races and other athletic activities the children enjoyed.
And sometimes . . . just sometimes Dara would remove the hay from
beneath the ladders and ask a child to jump into her arms. Trust,
she called the game. Only the most courageous of children would
agree to jump without the safety of the hay. Their eyes closed
tightly they would jump and scream. Dara wondered how much was
excitement and how much was terror. Dara never failed to catch the
child and soon others were pleading to jump next.

When it came to stories, the children knew to
ask Pilla and she always obliged.

“Well, okay,” she said as the children
implored her. “What shall it be today?” she asked the children,
rubbing her angular face with her delicate fingers. The children
often supplied her with ideas. Once she began a story Pilla had no
trouble holding their attention. She answered questions they
bombarded her with and never failed to come up with a satisfying
conclusion.

“Tell us about the birds that fly above,”
Logan said. Logan often came up with ideas when the others were
stumped. Now when Logan spoke there was a moment of silence. Huge
black birds had been flying high above for several days. They had
come from the west. They would circle for an hour, their circle
tightening as if they were searching for something. Then they would
fly off from where they had come. They would be forgotten until
they returned the next day. They flew so high no one could really
see clearly what they looked like. But each day they flew a bit
lower. Soon adults and children alike would be able to make out
their features.

It wasn’t surprising that the birds deeply
disturbed Dara, who always expected the worst. She wasn’t fool
enough not to be aware there existed life outside their country.
But their country had never before been visited by those from the
outside world. That the birds flew lower each day distressed her
even more. Dara was certain they were more than just curious. Pilla
and the other adults, on the other hand, thought the birds
harmless. As a female it wasn’t Dara’s place to question the males
who were unconcerned. Children, as was their nature, were both far
more curious than adults and a bit frightened by the intruders.

“Okay,” Pilla said. “A story about the birds.
Well, we know they come from far away. They come from a land so
boring the birds must fly across the desert and the swamp to see
creatures as interesting as us. They are big and they do appear
fearsome, but I’ve been told they’re actually very gentle. They’re
more scared of us than we are of them. That’s why they fly so high
and never land among us.”

“What happens if they do land?” Justin
asked.

“Well, Justin, they will be so grateful for
our kindness they will give all of you a ride into the sky. Shamra
with wings. That would be a wonder to behold. Can’t you just see
yourself flying overhead on the back of one of the birds looking
down on your friends and parents? They would look like tiny
insects.”

Pilla went on for fifteen minutes making the
birds seem harmless to allay the children’s fears.

Dara loved Pilla’s stories. Pilla could spin
a tale about anything and all had happy endings. It was a gift she
seemed born with and was always willing to share. When Pilla had
finished Dara almost believed the massive birds posed no threat to
the Shamra. Almost . . . but not quite.

When Pilla had finished the eyes of the
children turned towards Dara. Lyann climbed up the ladder and put
her hands on her thin waist. “Trust,” she called out. Dara laughed.
Lyann was one of the more adventurous female children. She reminded
Dara a bit of herself. Dara removed the hay from the ground and
stood at the bottom of the ladder. Brave as she was Dara saw
apprehension in Lyann’s eyes. What if Dara didn’t catch her? Dara
knew she was thinking. “Trust,” Dara said to both assure Lyann and
let her know she should jump.

As Lyann jumped one of the giant birds
swooped down and seized the child with its talons. Dara tried to
grab Lyann but her outstretched arms just grazed Lyann’s feet. The
creature rose and was gone. As it flew off Dara heard Lyann’s
terrified scream. Yet instead of the scream growing dimmer the
farther Lyann was carried off, it grew louder and louder until . .
.

Dara opened her eyes and saw Lyann had jumped
from the ladder. At the last moment Dara caught her.

The bird hadn’t come swooping down. It hadn’t
grabbed Lyann. It had been merely a vision. It wasn’t Dara’s
overactive imagination. It was a premonition of sorts. Dara
possessed the gift of sight. She had been having visions since she
was seven. She kept what she saw from all but Pilla. Other Shamra
wouldn’t understand. It would only make Dara more of an outcast
than she was already. Her visions had usually been of a far away
land she had told Pilla about when she was seven. A land far from
the Shamra homeland and totally foreign to Dara. The visions had
frustrated Dara as they lasted but a few seconds and made little
sense. It was as if she were seeing events unfold out of order.

Now she had had a glimpse of the future more
vivid than any before. More than ever she was certain something
terrible was to come. She held Lyann tight in her arms. Lyann
jumped to the ground and went running off, shouting with joy. The
sound of her voice chilled Dara.

After others had jumped into Dara’s arms the
children went off the play by themselves. Dara and Pilla sat
keeping an eye on them to make sure they didn’t get into
mischief.

“I was worried when Lyann jumped from the
ladder,” Pilla said. “You seemed to have . . . drifted off, is the
only way I can explain it. I was afraid—”

“I had another of my visions,” Dara said,
before Pilla could finish. Pilla fell silent. “They’re so
frustrating. How can I explain it? I’m not much with words.”

Lyann tackled one of the males and both Dara
and Pilla laughed, forgetting for a moment Dara’s concern. Other
Shamra would have reprimanded Lyann. A female was never too young
to learn her place in Shamra society.

Pilla then looked at Dara. Think of a picture
and use it to describe what you want to say.”

Dara nodded, thought for a moment, then went
on. “Okay, it’s like there’s someone in a drawer where you put your
clothes. Whoever it is has something terribly important to say, but
it’s muffled by both the clothes and the drawer itself. Instead of
words I get images. But they’re hazy and I can only capture bits
and pieces. I saw one of the birds that fly overhead grab Lyann and
fly off with her, nothing else. But I know it has meaning.”

“Dara, you already worry about the birds,”
Pilla said. “Maybe it’s not really a vision, just you imagining the
worst.”

Dara shrugged. She knew not to argue with
Pilla, though she didn’t believe for a moment she had imagined
anything. “I think if I could remember the stories my mother told
me when I was an infant—before she died—the visions would be
clearer. Those memories that have always eluded me are the drawer
and the clothes muffling my visions.”

“Don’t dwell on it, Dara,” Pilla said. “Maybe
if you stopped thinking of those lost stories your mother told you
they’d come back to you in a rush.”

Before Dara could respond Lyann and Justin
got into a fight. Dara and Pilla went to separate them. Dara held
Lyann tightly. Justin seemed content not to continue the battle. If
he won, it would be a hollow victory—winning a fight against a
female. If Lyann got the best of him, though, he would be
humiliated. Lyann for her part kicked and flayed her arms, trying
to free herself. Dara was proud of the child and hoped her
rebellious nature wouldn’t be crushed as it was for almost all
Shamra females. After a few moments Lyann calmed down. A few
minutes after letting Lyann go Dara saw her playing with Justin as
if they were the best of friends. It wasn’t in the Shamra’s nature
to hold a grudge.
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Chapter Two

 


When Dara and Pilla entered the classroom
Lothar shot them a look of disapproval. Since she was now fifteen
Dara hadn’t been in a classroom for several years. Still, she felt
like a student again, the same one who could never please her
teachers. As a Shamra female Dara had learned, at a very young age,
how to cook, sew, bake and raise children. As Shamra children
females as well as males were also exposed to the holy book which
governed all phases of Shamra life. This was where Dara had gotten
herself into trouble. She was simply too inquisitive.

“Why can’t females be priests?” She’d asked
her teacher.

“The holy book forbids it,” had been the curt
answer.

“But why?” Dara persisted. “Are we inferior
to males?”

“Different, Dara,” the teacher now said
gently. “Not inferior. Tending a house and raising children is no
easy task.”

End of discussion.

“Why can’t females be carpenters, musicians
or teachers?” Dara would ask.

“Tending a house and raising children take
all of one’s time,” the male instructor explained.

End of discussion.

“Why? Why? Why?” Dara always asked her
exasperated educators. The answers were never satisfactory and
often raised a host of new questions her teachers had no desire to
discuss.

Now she was in another classroom and she’d
promised her best friend to hold her tongue. Pilla was to be wed
soon. Before a Shamra couple could receive the blessing of the holy
men the soon-to-be bride and maid of honor had to take instruction
from Lothar, headmaster at the school devoted to the study of the
holy book. Pilla was to be wed to her childhood sweetheart Wren.
Dara was Pilla’s maid of honor.

Lothar’s gaze fastened on Dara, then passed
briefly to Pilla. There were many reasons Lothar could disapprove
of Dara, without her having to say a word. There was her red
bandana with black polka-dots for starters. Uniformity and
conformity were preached in the holy book. Dara refused to remove
the bandana to appease Lothar. Dara’s clothes most certainly
displeased Lothar, as well. Her coarse linen dress was the same
beige color as Pilla’s. It hung loosely to hide her curves so as
not to distract males. But while Pilla’s dress reached to the top
of her sandals, Dara’s was cut at the knees. Dara, unlike other
females, competed in races with males, which also met with
disapproval by most Shamra. How could she race if she tripped over
her dress? So she cut the dress at the knees and wore loose-fitting
leggings Pilla sewed for her to maintain her modesty.

Dara didn’t care if she irritated Lothar, but
it did worry her the way Lothar glared at Pilla when they entered
the classroom. Although she and Pilla had been lifelong friends,
and Pilla would have chosen no other as her maid of honor, Dara was
certain Lothar was perturbed with Pilla for making that choice.

The two sat in the back on a wobbly bench in
front of a long wooden table. With the end of planting season there
would be many weddings. A dozen others filled the classroom. Dara
and Pilla always sat in the back. Once in awhile Dara would doze
during Lothar’s lectures. Pilla would elbow her in the side to
awaken her. Seated in the back they were less conspicuous. Today
Lothar smiled at Dara malevolently as she took her seat. He
beckoned towards Pilla and Dara.

“Come sit up front Pilla and Dara,” he said
tartly. “We have much to discuss and I want your undivided
attention,” he said, looking directly at Dara.

Lothar paced back and forth with his hands
behind his back while Pilla and Dara came forward. He looked far
more stern than the typical Shamra. He wore a perpetual scowl on
his face. Unlike most Shamra he seemed devoid of a sense of humor.
He wore reading glasses that sat on the edge of his narrow nose.
While talking, he would remove them and wave them in his hand as he
gestured. Then to prove a point the glasses would go on and he’d
read from the holy book. His skin was far paler than the students
in his class. He spent little time out of doors. When not teaching
he studied the holy book. Dara knew Lothar had no desire to be
liked. He wanted to be respected . . . maybe even feared.

“Let’s start with some review,” Lothar said.
“Cila, let us say your husband was a carpenter. If he fell and
injured his back how would he repay the doctor who healed him?”

Cila smiled. “My husband might repair the
doctor’s clinic,” she said. “Or he might need some cabinets built
to hold his medical supplies.”

“Excellent, Cila,” Lothar said. He looked at
the others in the class. “Shamra help one another. It’s our nature.
A carpenter could repay a doctor as Cila suggested. He might repair
the barn of a farmer in exchange for food. If a Shamra is sick or
injured and couldn’t tend to his crops or animals, others would
help. It’s the Shamra way to help those less fortunate.” He paused
a moment, then looked at another female student. “Lena, why will
your husband work just three or four hours on his farm each day? Is
he lazy?”

Lena, too, smiled. “Well, sir, with the
weather mild all year round there is no need to work arduous hours
to squirrel away extra food for when it might get cold or during a
drought.”

“You’ve listened well, Lena,” Lothar said.
“We work solely to provide for ourselves. All farms are of similar
size. We have no caste system. The holy book forbids some people
owning a great deal while others live in poverty. The holy book
preaches that everything is shared so it makes no sense to spend
grueling hours working when there is so much more to occupy our
time. And what do we do with our spare time, Shana?” Lothar
asked.

“There is the fine art of discussion,” Shana
said stiffly, then wrinkled her brow. Shana wasn’t as confident as
others in the class, Dara knew.

“And . . ?” Lothar asked.

“There are many games and activities our
people engage in,” Shana said, brightening.

“True,” Lothar said. “But didn’t you forget
something equally important?”

Shana sat to Dara’s right. She looked at Dara
for a moment, appearing perplexed. Dara mouthed the word
“celebration” to Shana.

“Celebrations,” Shana said, in a whisper.
Then she said it again, louder as if she knew it were the right
answer. “Our people love to partake in celebrations.”

“Good, Shana,” Lothar said. “Since we came to
this land two hundred years ago we have been blessed with good
fortune. And we celebrate . . . well, almost daily to show
gratitude to the prophets who look down on us and bless us with
such bounty. Whole towns engage in celebrations, not just families.
It doesn’t matter if someone is related to us or not, we are all
part of the same Shamra family. So we all celebrate birthdays,
weddings and anniversaries, not to mention our many holidays. We
rejoice if the sun is high or if a gentle breeze blows across the
land because the prophets have smiled upon us. We exalt if it
thunders and rains because the land needs its nourishment and that,
too, means the prophets are looking upon us kindly.” Lothar walked
around the room, his thin arms behind his back continuing his
monologue.

“Pilla, could this be any more boring?” Dara
whispered to her friend, out of the side of her mouth.

“Shhhh,” Pilla said.

Lothar turned around as if he had eyes in the
back of his head. “Pilla, my child, that wasn’t you, was it?” He
spoke to Pilla, but his eyes were fastened on Dara. He then waved
his hand before Pilla could respond. “Tell us Pilla, who is The
One?”

Pilla looked at Dara briefly. The two of them
both knew about the Shamra called The One. And both had been
disturbed by the entry in the holy book discussing his great deeds.
“Before our people traveled to this country we were enslaved for
many years. We had . . . angered the prophets by taking for granted
all that was bestowed upon us,” Pilla said, repeating almost word
for word what appeared in the holy book. “One of the most holy of
men had visions which deeply disturbed him. Loran left . . . I mean
escaped and went into the desert for several years to find the true
meaning of his visions.”

“And when he returned?” Lothar asked, his
eyes still on Dara.

“For the first and only time our people
fought oppression with violence. The prophets had continued to
speak to Loran in the desert. An uprising was condoned. Shamra
males heeded Loran’s call to arms and our oppressors were
vanquished. Many males died in the battles that ensued. The
prophets had also told Loran than when victorious the Shamra should
leave their homeland and seek another. Loran led our people here
and never lifted a hand in anger the rest of his life,” Pilla
finished. “He was The One who freed us from our enslavement and The
One who delivered us to our new homeland where we have lived in
peace for over two hundred years.”

During Pilla’s response to Lothar’s question
Dara had bit her lip as question after question popped into her
head. She and Pilla had read about The One often and in this case
both agreed. Loran most assuredly had done all that was written in
the holy book, but both couldn’t believe only males had been
involved in the uprising. If Dara had lived then she would have
joined the rebellion no matter what others said. Pilla would have,
as well. There would have been others who would not sit idly by as
their fathers or husbands or sons risked their lives. There was
something wrong with this story. Of that Dara was sure. And it
called into question many other passages in the holy book. Dara bit
down on her lip harder.

“Do you have something to add, Dara?” Lothar
asked. He had looked at Pilla briefly as she finished but now
abruptly turned his attention to Dara. He’d just been waiting for
her to become impatient, Dara knew. Dara scrunched down in her
seat. She remembered her promise to Pilla and said nothing.

“Well Dara, I have some questions for you,
then,” Lothar said, his sapphire eyes cold and hard. He seemed to
have forgotten about Pilla. He said nothing about her response to
his question nor did he elaborate as he had done with the others.
It was as if he had read Dara’s mind and knew he had ripped a scab
from a slow healing injury. “Why did Pilla’s parents take you in
when your parents died?” he asked.

Dara composed herself before answering. Don’t
let him bait you, her mind told her. She didn’t know if her mouth
would heed the warning. “We are all responsible for one another,”
Dara said. “We help one another and expect nothing in return. It’s
the same with the elderly, sir,” Dara went on. “When they can no
longer work their needs are met. They have spent a lifetime helping
others so it is only fitting to help them in their time of need.
It’s not considered charity, but part of their Shamra heritage,”
Dara said, hoping she was finished for the day.

“And why don’t we fear death, Dara?” Lothar
continued, his beady eyes on her and her alone.

“Those who die join the prophets and look
down upon their children and grandchildren,” Dara said.

“And when does one know a Shamra is ill or
close to death?” Lothar persisted, as if waiting for Dara to
fail.

“When one becomes sluggish or lethargic,”
Dara said, without hesitation. “One near death oversleeps and lazes
about until one day that Shamra doesn’t get up at all. As you know,
sir, our people are energetic. We eat a lot at our celebrations but
you seldom see an overweight Shamra. We’re in almost constant
motion. We walk when we eat and many Shamra, myself included, walk
in our sleep. Somehow we all seem to make it back to our own beds,”
she said and all but Lothar laughed.

“So, Dara, when our old or infirm want to die
we allow them to pass from this world to that of the prophets,”
Lothar said.

Dara wasn’t about to fall into Lothar’s trap.
“I didn’t say that, sir,” Dara said. “Death is not to be feared,
yet the prophets consider life a precious gift. When one is ill
other Shamra do all in their power to help. When one who is elderly
grieves over the loss of a mate other Shamra do whatever is
necessary to make that person feel wanted and needed. Our people
are selfless. Our happiness is increased by helping others. But
none of us live forever, sir,” Dara said. “When death is inevitable
we do what we can to make the journey from this life to that of the
prophets as smooth as possible.”

“Hmmm,” Lothar said, frowning.

Dara knew Lothar had hoped Dara would slip up
so he could berate her. She was feeling giddy with joy at foiling
his plans. So confident she couldn’t contain herself. “May I ask a
question?” Dara asked.

“Of course, my child,” Lothar said, but to
Dara he didn’t sound happy.

“What of the birds that fly overhead. Unless
I am mistaken we are isolated from the outside world, which is why
we moved to this country. I believe the holy book says we have
never been visited by creatures of any sort since we arrived. So,
why do the birds fly overhead each day?”

“We are not to be concerned with these
harmless creatures,” Lothar said coldly. “As you know when our
people have a question for the holy men it is written down and put
in a sacred jar outside the temple where they study. This question
was posed to the priests. They sent an apprentice out to assure the
people these creatures pose no threat. So, we won’t waste time
discussing them,” Lothar said, then looked at another student.

“Why are there only holy men?” Dara now
asked. She could feel Pilla’s stare, but she wasn’t about to let
Lothar off so easily. “Why are all of the Shamra heroes mentioned
in the holy book male? Surely there must have been females who gave
their lives for our freedom? And why are all the prophets male?
These questions—”

“Now you talk blasphemy,” Lothar said, losing
his temper. “One doesn’t question the holy book nor the wisdom of
the priests who interpret the words of the prophets. Or do you
disagree?” Lothar asked.

“Dara,” Pilla said, urgently under her
breath.

Dara knew she had gone too far. She really
didn’t care, but she wasn’t here for herself. Pilla shouldn’t
suffer because she was a hothead. She took a deep breath. “No,
sir,” she said.

“Then we move on to today’s lesson,” Lothar
said.

When the lesson was over Lothar told Dara and
Pilla to remain. He walked over to Dara and tore the bandana from
her head, then the leather string that kept her hair in a bun. Her
white hair fell past her shoulders. “The growing of hair below the
chin is forbidden,” Lothar said. “Shouldn’t your defiance be
punished?”

“I don’t wear my hair below my chin,” Dara
said, doing her best to control her temper.

“You follow the letter of the law, but not
its spirit,” Lothar said. “That’s your problem. You play loose with
the rules. You never quite cross the line, but . . ,” Lothar said,
then shook his head. He handed Dara her leather string and bandana.
“Make yourself presentable,” he said and turned away from her.
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Chapter Three

 


A bird-like creature flew high above what was
the largest city in the country. Its tongue flicked from its mouth
that held razor sharp teeth. The creatures below appeared small
this high up in the air. Small, but tasty. Its stomach ached from
lack of food. Its instinct demanded it swoop down and grab one with
its sharp talons, then fly away to devour its prey. Just swoop
down, it thought. . . . But, it wouldn’t. No matter how hungry it
was, this wasn’t the time. Its mission was to scout the tiny
country and report everything back to their masters. While its
hunting instinct compelled it to snap up a morsel from the ground
their masters had saved their kind from extinction. It would do as
it was told. Soon it had been promised their hunger would be
satisfied.
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Chapter Four

 


“I’m sorry Pilla,” Dara said, as they left
the school. “I tried. I really tried. I just—”

“I know you did,” Pilla said. “Lothar was
baiting you. He preaches conformity and just your appearance brings
out the beast in him. You enjoyed making him squirm, though. Admit
it,” Pilla said, with a smile.

“Well, just a little bit,” Dara said.

Pilla gave Dara a playful push. “More than a
little bit,” Pilla said and they both laughed.

While fast friends, Pilla and Dara were far
different from one another. Dara was quick-tempered and stubborn.
She was a far better athlete than Pilla, who while nimble and
competitive herself appeared elegant and feminine. Dara competed
against males and often defeated them. Dara was especially adept
with a slingshot. And with strong arms few could shoot a bow and
arrow as accurately or far as Dara. And unlike Pilla, Dara couldn’t
keep her mouth shut. Males debated and argued about this and that
while females said little in public knowing their opinions were not
valued. Dara, on the other hand always spoke her mind and her eyes
turned blood red as arguments grew heated. The argument over, her
good humor returned, as she never took the verbal clashes
personally. It didn’t bother her if what she said upset males and
females alike.

While it was utter blasphemy, Dara often
wondered aloud why the holy book portrayed only males as heroes and
prophets while females were never more than wives and mothers. It
didn’t make sense to her when she could compete with any male and
knew she was just as intelligent as they were. Actually, she felt
she was far more sensible than most males. She didn’t care what the
holy men said. As far as she was concerned, females had just as
much right to be heard as males. As for The One, if religious
leaders in the old Shamra homeland were anything like the clerics
who spoke for the prophets now she couldn’t imagine Loran leading a
rebellion of any kind. It was no wonder, then, that there were no
males pining away to marry Dara, while Pilla had been engaged for
over a year.

 


 


**********




Chapter Five

 


The Shriek remained silent as it flew aloft.
It had been instructed to circle the busy city five times. Not
four. Not six. Five times and five times only. Each time it was to
descend slightly lower in order to gather details for its master’s
many questions. The Shriek would follow its master’s
instructions.

Shrieks spent most of their day hunting or,
until recently, avoiding being the prey of other flying creatures.
Those creatures who hunted the Shrieks, while far smaller than
them, attacked in groups of a dozen or more and were almost
impossible to fend off.

Although many Shrieks flew over other parts
of the country, they were solitary creatures except for when they
mated. One would never see two Shrieks flying together. Shrieks
didn’t hunt in packs. Shrieks never came to the aid of one another.
If you asked one why it would have no answer. It was their nature.
Shrieks thought of little other than their next meal and
self-preservation.

The Shriek, then, wasn’t curious about the
two-legged creatures below. It wasn’t interested in the structures
they entered and left. It didn’t care where they could be herded
when captured. It made no difference how they might escape. There
were enough of them so that even if many avoided capture, food
would be plentiful. But its master required this information so the
Shriek noted everything it saw. Its reward scurried about below.
Another few days and the Shriek would no longer have to be bashful.
The Shriek had to hold back a screech of anticipation.
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Chapter Six

 


As Dara and Pilla walked, Dara was aware of
the stares Pilla drew and the smiles that greeted her. Dara was all
but ignored, not that she minded. Everyone seemed thrilled Pilla
and Wren were to be wed. Dara couldn’t think of anyone who had an
unkind word to describe her friend.

Pilla was popular and beautiful. Shamra males
would have fought over her if she had let them. Pilla had been fond
of Wren even when they were both children. He had been her first
and only love.

Now fifteen years old she adored him more
than ever. Like most Shamra females, Pilla was five feet tall, lean
and fit. Her white hair glistened in the sun, giving it a silver
tint. Unlike Dara she kept her hair short as prescribed. She wore
bangs, which almost touched her eyes, spread across her forehead in
three sections. Dara had braided Pilla’s hair. One braid fell on
either side of Pilla’s face to her chin. The pink and red ribbons
Pilla wore were her trademark. Like most Shamra, her face was
angular, her nose pert and her lips thin. Adding artificial
coloring to one’s face was forbidden but, unlike others, Pilla’s
cheeks had a natural rosy glow.

It was her eyes, though, that were the envy
of males and females alike. Most Shamra were born with sky blue
eyes. Their eyes, however, changed color with their mood. Blue eyes
signified contentment. The deeper the blue the happier the
individual. Pilla’s eyes had turned emerald green when she turned
seven and literally sparkled. Only one in a hundred Shamra had such
eyes. Those with emerald eyes possessed a particularly generous
heart and true inner contentment. With her wedding day approaching
Pilla couldn’t be happier.

Dara had been born with brown eyes, which
were even rarer than Pilla’s emerald eyes. Dara’s problem was her
eyes blazed red and orange far too often, something other Shamra
noticed and shook their heads with disapproval. A Shamra’s eyes
mirrored their emotions, with red signifying anger and orange
frustration. Dara didn’t mind that she couldn’t hide her feelings.
Her only desire was her eyes never turn gray. Gray eyes were
brought about by sickness, sadness or the mourning of the loss of a
loved one.

As they neared the road to Pilla’s house Dara
stopped abruptly. “I’m going to go back and apologize to Lothar,”
Dara said. “I don’t want your wedding threatened because I lack
self-control.”

“Don’t be silly,” Pilla said. “Lothar may not
approve of you, but even he wants to see Wren and I wed.”

“Still, I don’t want to take any chances. You
go ahead. I won’t be long.”

Dara ran off before Pilla could object. She
wasn’t going to see Lothar. It was simply an excuse. She was going
to see Wren. He promised the wedding gift she wanted to give Pilla
would be completed that day. It was Shamra tradition that females
gave the bride a special gift. Males did the same for grooms.

 


 


**********




Chapter Seven

 


Having circled the city five times the Shriek
headed west. It saw dozens of other Shrieks do the same in unison.
Not one deviated. Not one Shriek remained to circle one more time
to get a closer look. Once the Shriek told its master what it had
learned it would be forgotten. What did it matter what went on
below? When the time was right their masters would issue orders.
Soon the Shrieks would feast and their stomachs would cry out no
more.

 


 


**********




Chapter Eight

 


Dara ran back into town aware she drew
disparaging looks. Shamra females don’t run. It’s not . . .
feminine, she could imagine them muttering. Dara made her way to a
one story stucco shop. Beige and nondescript, you wouldn’t know
what it held unless you walked in. If a stranger from another town
wanted something in particular, it was the Shamra custom to ask.
Your reputation was more important than the outward appearance
where you offered your wares. Like all Shamra structures, this one
had no door and, of course, no lock—only a doorway. Shamra didn’t
steal. If you wanted something, you asked. A deal could always be
struck. A curtain could be dropped from the doorway when it rained.
Still the dirt floor tended to get muddy when it stormed.

Wren shared this shop with five others. A
carpenter by trade, when he wasn’t constructing barns or farmhouses
he spent countless hours fashioning the most beautiful chairs,
furniture and figures which he bartered. Sharing space was a maker
of pottery, a jeweler, baker, florist and a candlemaker. Dara loved
the smell of the store. It was like a stew with the odors from all
that was made there mingled together. The smell of delectable
pastry concocted by Thon the baker always drew her to that portion
of the store first, regardless of her intentions.

“You have your eye on something today, Dara?”
Thon asked. Unlike others he was not put off by how she dressed and
her sometimes tart tongue. In exchange for bread and pastries Dara
stoked Thon’s oven with coal. She was as strong as most males. More
important she knew how much coal to add so the oven was never too
cold nor too hot.

Dara sometimes spent fifteen minutes looking
over the mouth watering pastries, her eyes turning a deep shade of
blue in satisfaction as she licked her lips at what Thon had
created. Today, though, she had come to see Wren so she didn’t
dawdle. She pointed at one of her favorites, a light flaky dough
filled with sweet cheese.

“Just one?” Thon asked.

Dara smiled. Thon knew the answer, but asked
just the same. Thon was in his thirties but he seemed much younger
to Dara. He could tease her and she wouldn’t take offense because
it was never mean spirited.

“Five,” Dara said, and as usual waited for
Thon to comment.

“You’ll have a lot of running to do or you’ll
soon have a chubby belly like my friend Wren,” Thon said, loud
enough for Wren to hear.

“Not for me, silly,” Dara said, her eyes even
bluer than before as she played out this game of theirs. “One for
Pilla, one for her sister Rhea, two for her parents . . . and one
for me,” she said.

Dara saw Thon place six in a small cloth sack
which she’d return the next day. Thon always added an extra pastry
for Dara. She reciprocated by cleaning his stove once a week,
though it wasn’t part of their barter arrangement.

She thanked Thon and then went over to
Wren.

“You come charging in like a thunderstorm
from the west only to be dazzled by Thon’s pastries,” Wren said,
with a smile. “Should I be insulted?”

Dara shrugged. “Given the choice between food
and much of anything else a Shamra would always choose food. In
that way I am no different than you, Pilla nor those who don’t feel
I’m a proper female Shamra. I imagine you’ve been over to Thon
yourself today,” Dara teased.

Wren smiled and showed Dara a half-eaten
pastry filled with jelly.

Dara knew some thought it odd Pilla had
chosen Wren for a mate, but to Dara it made perfect sense.

Wren wasn’t nearly as good a catch as Pilla
as far as his looks were concerned. At fifteen most Shamra males
sported short thick white beards. Wren’s beard was coarse and
stubbly. Like all Shamra males Wren had short curly white hair.
Unlike females, a male’s hair stopped growing when the head was
covered. Males never had to cut their hair. And even a rebellious
male wouldn’t be able to let his hair grow long.
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