from Book One of the Arqiyyon

“Field of Fire”

If the traveler should journey fifteen days from West to East, Haldaria is the first city he should come to. Between Haldaria and the Xhendi Mountains that mark the borders of Calcaida, land of the free people, there are no other cities. The traveler may meet nomadic encampments of Haldari or even Aromites or Azulis who must cross the desert with wares they bring up from the south. But no walled city or permanent village can be found. At the height of feat, when my companions and I had reached our fourteenth day of traveling the Kai-Thal—that desert called “Sea of Sand”— we could discern Cratis, the highest peak of the Xhendi, beneath its misty coronet. At its feet, the pass of Bin-Bhathir is cut, winding over the mountain and into the dha-ma, the plateau that borders our kingdom, tirmanum ren ari harkenii. We had just passed through the valley—called by the bedouins Qel Vetan— and were in sight of the oasis there. The Calcaidii named this waystation Wallac, but it is known by the Jaheirae as Mator-Makesh. When I had crested the brow of the low hill on the western-most edge of the valley, I halted the company. The first assault upon our party was the smell of death. The second, the sound of crows. Far into the horizon, the corpses of mutilated animals bloated in the heat—sheep and goats, oxen and some horses. Most had been lying there for so long their bursting carcasses were partially covered with sand. Some of the animals had rotting flesh still sutured to their bones. Others, devoid of substance, lay on their backs or sides, their empty carcasses like the frames of burned out houses, dust devils swirling through their joists and beams. Exposed, sun-bleached jaws gave the appearance of grotesque laughter. The carnage recalled one of my earliest memories, until now utterly forgotten. At the age of six, my father took me to the lake called Edel where the salmon hopscotched up the cascading falls into the Runa Dart. On our way, we were waylaid by a violent storm so that when we arrived, the spawning had already ended. On the banks of the waterway, the foul odor of rotting fish made my stomach heave. I remember two fish lying head to head, their eyes pecked out, a path leading between their bodies, the pillars of a ghastly gate. Disturbed by our approach, the crows turned their heads, flapping their ominous wings and laughing at us. The shoal was saturated with the dead and the dying. Now, on the hill overlooking Wallac, I stood still as a doe, my longtime companion and lieutenant, Vittoro, at my left shoulder. 


“What happened here?” he said, knowing I knew as little as he. Still, it helped him to give voice to his thoughts. He was always plainspoken. Already, the handlers were disembarking from the wagons and the guards were dismounting their horses. Before their boots had touched the sand at their feet, I was halfway down the slope, approaching the watering hole. Carcasses polluted the water—more than fourty.  I was not looking at an oasis, but a mass grave: a stinking, clotted cesspool. Kneeling, I picked up a piece of old bone, turning it over in my hand absently while I examined the putrid and viscous spring. We were already five days past our expected arrival time at Wallac due to an attack by a theiving Carrick party that had left three of our guards wounded and one dead. We had lost an expensive store of silk in that skirmish, enough to significantly reduce the wages of the caravan entire. And now, this. Vittoro had left my side to examine the perimeter. I could see him a short distance off, looking toward the south, shielding his eyes with his hand, kneeling at intervals to examine something close to the ground. When he returned, he remarked that there were disengaged beams and a few shattered felloes: the remains of several wagons. 


“There aren’t any human bones,” he said, satisfied. “Whatever caravan it was, the atha must have left this place.” I was only somewhat relieved. Just as Vittoro had related to me his finding, Tobe, a boy of sixteen from Suursekht, a village of ironworkers, appeared at my right shoulder. 


“The whores and cooks are both grumbling for a good stuffing,” he said. “Should I tell them to lift their skirts or clench their arseholes?” Tobe says this with the same slight wink that gives all his statements the feeling of a jest. Despite the despair of our situation, I found it impossible not to smile. This is his most useful gift. 


“Perhaps our buried stores have been saved,” I said. “Though from the looks of it, even if we find a meal, we’ll have nothing to wash it down with.” He glanced at the polluted pool and attempted a shrug. Clapping me on the shoulder, Tobe answered cheerfully, “We’ve had worse.” 

