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Dedication

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

THE STONE MONUMENTS OF PRINCES HAVE SUNK INTO THE EARTH

AND NO ONE WOULD EVEN THINK TWICE OF SUCH THINGS

FOR SURVIVAL HAS BECOME THE CHEAPEST OF LAUGHS

IN THE DESERT WALKED A MAN
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THREE HANDLES ONE.

—an ancient saying



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Blood.
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“YOU THERE! ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?”

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

“Who are you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t concern yourself with that.”

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

“It’s not my blood.”

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

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

“What’s inside the sack?”

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

“That’s blood!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can you tell me what’s in the sack?”

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

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

“What they say is correct.”

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

“There’s Kiboren.”

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

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

“What?”

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

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

The owner almost nodded but caught himself in time.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the next moment, the tavern owner’s wife was startled off her feet at the sound of a bloodcurdling scream.
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EVEN THE HIGHEST-FLYING SKY RAY COULD NOT SEE THE GROUND, which, here in Kiboren, stretched to every horizon.

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

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

There lay a heartless city.

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

Hattengraaj.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Do what?

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

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

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

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

I don’t like it, Hwarit.

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

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

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

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

It’s not immortality.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If I did, what would they do to me?

Hwarit nearmed in despair, That’s impossible.

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

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

What happened to them?

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

And the men?

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

Killed? By whom?

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

Ryun’s scales bristled once more.

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

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

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

… be eaten.

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

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

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

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

Darkness suddenly fell around him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But something was wrong with one of the kites.

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

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

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

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

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

But he was met with an incredible sight.

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

This rider had barely a scratch.

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

The kite rider whipped his fearsome beak in his direction.

“What! Do you mock me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But luck was far from these adventurers.

One hundred armlengths too far, to be exact.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Rekon was contrite.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I come from the Great Temple of Hainsha.”

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood erect.

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

“Have you changed into a human?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Half a year.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, I certainly hope that you do.”

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

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

“About six months.”

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

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

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

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

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

Orenol groaned at the word “little.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You have many workers. And horses.”

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

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

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

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

But Orenol said, “I have a proposal.”

“A proposal?”

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

“A Rekon?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Teenahan’s coxcomb stood on end.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

“Hmm …!”

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

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

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

“Your business!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do they, now?”

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

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

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

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

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

“For what?”

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

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

However, Sabin seemed serious this time.

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

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

“As are the other members of the mission?”

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

“How amusing! What are they offering?”

“Two hundred in gold.”

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

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

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

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

“Why not?”

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

“That Kim would know.”

“Pardon?”

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

“There is such a Kim?”

“Kagan Draca.”

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

“He’s still alive?”

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

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

“Hunts them for breakfast?”

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

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

“Is he … insane?”

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

“Oh … I see.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Carefully taking it from him, Sabin started to read.


Peace be unto you, this is Kagan.

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

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

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

I am the son that survived, my lord.

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

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

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



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

“The black lion and the dragon?”

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

“Ah. So that’s not his real name?”

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

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

“So. What do you think?”

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

“Rather succinct, but yes.”

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

“A terrible thing.”

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

“A most terrible thing indeed.”

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

Bao sighed and shook his head.

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

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

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

“How could you be sure of that?”

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

“What a sad state that is.”

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

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

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

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

“Who?”

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

“… The very next Tokkebi?”

“Precisely.”

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

He did manage a short complaint, though.

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

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

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

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

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

Byong blinked as he considered Bao’s words.

“A rescue mission?”

“Yes. You have to go into a place no one has gone into for several hundred years. And rescue someone.”
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THE HERO KING SAID, “WHAT? ME, SHED TEARS? LOOK HERE. LET ME GIVE YOU FAIR WARNING. ON THE NEXT CLEAR DAY, YOU SHALL HAVE THOUGHTS THAT ARE QUITE DIFFERENT FROM WHEN IT RAINED.”

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



Ryun Pei lay on the cold stone altar.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Am I not myself?”

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

And now they were about to extract Ryun’s.

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

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

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

Ryun could scream no more.

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

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

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

It was the face of Ryun Pei.

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

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

Humans believe in dreams as well.

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

I want to believe them.

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

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

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

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

How many men are staying here now? 

Maybe about eight.

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

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

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

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

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

That was my plan.

I’ll nearm goodbye now, then.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the still peace, he thought of Sammo Pei.

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

A sharp nearm dug into Hwarit’s mind.

Do you want to lie with her?

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

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

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

Three? Not just one?

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

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

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

And the third?

The third is the reason that only we know. 

I do know. I haven’t forgotten.

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

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

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

Almost.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I do.

Good. Have you been practicing your singing?

It’s a little awkward. This singing business.

Karu spoke using his voice. “Try it.”

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

Here? Are you out of your mind?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

RYUN WAS MESMERIZED AS HE LISTENED TO THE SOUND GROWING farther and farther away.
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