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      The company of two dozen men singing with all the fervor of boisterous cheer, may have been disheartening to any of the critters and wild animals that resided in the short range of woods. The cacophony of their mismatched voices, deep and cracked, and sultry and hoarse, melded into a teeming lyric of folksong. They did not mind that all they made of this common Agreaan song was a noisy harmony akin to perhaps the trampling of the bulls which dragged their wagons of clay charred urns.
      Temju, like the others in his company, did not mind the butchering of their song. He was only happy to be going home at last. He was gladdened that they were not going back defeated and fruitless. The days he and his travelling companions had spent away from their homesteads and their families had peeled into cold, despairing weeks until recently their luck – or prayers – had turned. Now that they had achieved success in their venture.
      Temju only longed to share the tale with his beloved Imari and his little girls. They would want a story of their journey; with a few embellishments on his parts to entertain their laughter and their awe. Oh he missed them so.
      The men were all of them exhausted, all twenty-four of them from Abakayo. It was not hard to take notice of, from the weariness on their dark faces, to their clothes which bore the stains of old sweat and dirt, and their hands and feet were riddled with blisters and sores. 
      Earlier, at the start of their mission, from the bowels of the Kanji mountains, they had been filled with eager hands and energetic hearts. 
      It had taken half a year of digging and pummeling through the impervious stones of the Kanji; living on meager rations of tree water and stale cornbread, sleeping on steep jagged spires on the mountain tops, before their determined toils had produced rewards of which they had left their fair city and families in the first place, to find. They were eager to go back to the better comforts of good food and family. Especially now that they had what they had been sent in search of. 
      Temju, still not believing the wonder of it, turned occasionally as he trekked, to make certain he was not still dreaming. The wagons of earthen-red clay pots the size of a young child, rattled against each other as the bulls pulling the wagons, trudged along their paths. Each pot was filled with cool, clear and untainted water fetched from the new springs Temju and his fellows had spent many moons digging the Kanji mountains for.
      Temju recalled the explosion of tear-filled joy that had erupted through the company when the new spring gushed its first streams of pure water. After six moons of living on finger-sized cups of water for a night and making sacrifices of the goat and lamb they had brought with them, the sight of turbulent rush of fresh water had been like watching a miracle unfold before their eyes. 
      The company had first drank their fill, slaking their thirsty throats, and blessing the chi of the Kanji mountain with an offering of a slain lamb, before they began filling the pots and their water skeins. Now their people could be saved from the terrible drought. 
      It had suddenly descended upon Temju’s homeland, for the past year and a half had been a surprising devastation. There had been no cause for it; his people were most devout in their worship to the old gods. Some might even say the clans of the Red Crowns of Abakayo were some of the only remaining believers of the Old Way. 
      The rest if not all of the other Agreaan clans who populated the eastern regions of Uprysia had given way to the spread of the Rog’ri faith that had overrun more than half the Peninsula since the last century. Regardless Abakayo were steadfast to the gods of their ancestors. And they had reaped the blessings of such faithfulness. 
      Where other villages and cities prospered and declined in famine, floods and wars, Abakayo was perpetually peaceful and bountiful. Every greencome season saw their farms yielding bushels of harvest in grain and tubers, their livestock reproduced doubly and the rains only came when the rainmakers called it, and never anything so disastrous as to claim a life. There were no conflicts against those whose city was protected behind the high faces of indomitable mountains.
     So when the drought had hit the people of Abakayo, they had all been more perplexed than fearful but they had faith in their priests and rainmakers who promised that the rains would come. When the triplet streams that crossed paths at a confluence through their lands, started to dry up and their crops wilted and perished in their lack of water and the ensuing heat, still the people of Abakayo marched to the Altars with offerings to their old gods of the rain and skies and harvest and to the chi that served them.
     Yet their prayers were answered only with empty skies and even more death because then a sickness began to eat its way through the children and elderly. 
      It was just a week after the sudden illness had claimed yet another victim that Chief Duteji, by counsel of his priests and his council who tackled the spread of what they were calling the drought decay, selected the company of two dozen strong, healthy men for this expedition.
      Temju did not want to think of how much the city would have suffered in their absence but he could not doubt that it lingered as a ghost in his heart. It was only good that he focused on the outcome of their journey. They had found an unspoiled water source, the sick would be cured and then maybe the old gods would look upon their perseverance and remembering their faith would send the rains to cleanse the land.
      Temju, in his deep thoughts, had fallen behind from his leading strides, ignoring the slight wind that fluttered his goatskin cloak about like a flag in the wind, that he didn’t notice when one of the men tittered over to Temju.
       “Are you alright back there, Temju? Should you not be as happy as the rest of us; happier even? You get to go back to your Imari, not all of us have something as warm and sweet to go back to.” His name was Dorem, he was tall and broad shouldered with a heavyset brows like caterpillars on his face 
      Another joined in, “Yes, some of us have henpecking crones who would rather leave us with frigid stones than give us pleasures every night.”
      Temju chuckled, but it was not him who replied. “That is because you, Huedo, never learned how to please a woman long enough before you try sticking that twig of your manhood into her.”
      Huedo’s looked briefly confused and wholly abashed at Dorem’s rebuke and his lightskin, reddened from sunstroke, flushed even darker as those closest to then heard and laughed at the jibe.
      “Maybe Temju can teach us some ways about the heart of a woman. He’s the one known for courting his wife almost as famously long as the train of women in the Ezeora’s harem.” The man walking, Temju knew him as the carpenter Nwoye, spoke with thrown glance at Temju.
      Now that he was behind and close enough, Temju touched one of the bull’s flank lightly. He could feel as much as see the beast’s protruding ribs and felt thankful that they had had the foresight to afford more water to their beasts of burden even if they had had no forage. Otherwise the bulls would have long since collapsed and died.
      “What you have to ask, Nwoye, is if you would even listen to my advice or just rely on that flattering face of yours.” Nwoye was one of the best looking men in all Abakayo.
      Temju was of the same age as Nwoye and Temju could recall how despaired he had felt, over a decade ago, when the time for the Abakayo maidens to choose a man to wed had come. 
      All of the maidens at the time had been clamoring for Nwoye and some other young men who shared his burnished brown hair and lightskin. Temju had thought his chances for Imari picking him was slim when standing next to the fair, quick-smiling and sweet talking Nwoye.
      With his thick chest and angular face, Temju was almost at times described as sour in the mornings and reserved even after some cups of shoalwine. 
      His sun-roughened dark cheeks might be lined now, after a decade since his groom dance, and his locked hair now had only gray among the brown, but Temju was neither uncomely nor unpossessing of such eye-catching looks as Nwoye. 
      However on that day, as scores of young men new to threshold of manhood, gyrated the ceremonial steps of the Groom Dance which paraded their virility as a new man, Temju moved to meet the woman whose heart-rhythm matched his own and maiden steps would pursue his own. It had been Imari, bare-breasted and light-footed, the girl whom he had long desired her affections from, that the old gods had pushed into his path.
      “Only if you swear that by night’s end, that I would be smothered by the sweet press of the bare breasts of a dozen maidens as they thank me for saving them from the accursed drought. Then I will.” Nwoye replied, sending a howl through those listening. Temju shook his head in his own laughter, realizing after a quick look about the landmarks that the man was right.
       They were indeed nearing Abakayo. Temju could very much make out, through the spaces between the trees of the forest they had entered, the red stones that climbed and peaked several feet into the clouds, the Red Crowns of Abakayo as the Agreaans had long since called the mountains they had made their homes for several centuries.
      Covering and thriving on hard stones that used to be the face of three mountains were thatched huts and stonework houses, Altars and shrines, claystone quarries, timber shops and market streets, wine houses and graveyards, clustered together. Between the buildings were broad roads lined with trees, wandering crookback streets, and alleys.
      Jirin, the higher mountain on the right was a tier of winding streetscapes, lustrous in the cloudless sky, that were line with meticulous manses and palaces constructed from claystone and ironfir. And on the left mountain – Nokro it was called – held the famous labyrinthine Abakayo market. It ran through both mountains almost like a bridge of both halves of the Agreaan city. Yet separating them distinctly as the clans who called the Red Crowns of Abakayo was their home.
      Since he was old enough to walk, Temju had run loose in the woods carpeting the valley of the Red Crowns, and he knew if not for the drought and illness, they would have found children playing and tappers climbing the trunks of shoal trees for a cask of wine.
     The triplet streams of the Crowns, beyond the last farms east of the few villages on the outskirts of Abakayo city, were where he had learned to swim. But those banks were as dry as the Barren now and as worse for wear as the company now passing could attest. 
      Temju did not stop looking back until the high-peaked, red cliffs of the Red Crowns of Abakayo surrounded him. The city lay close onto the plateau of Jirin, the forest gradually thinning until the last few trees stood actually among the base of the first stout stone face. 
     The land sloped gently down to the east. The land to the west used to be just as fertile, and the pastures there lush in most years, but those too like everything as far as the eye could see, had suffered under the drought. 
      Temju’s ears pricked up, trying to catch the announcing drums that would have been beaten by the sentries at the city walls as the company was within their sights now, or even the bells which the outskirt villages should have been ringing upon their arrival. It took Temju more than a moments to realize that there was not a single sound to the world around them.
      An unsettled feeling was slowly but evidently prowling stronger in the pit of his guts, the farther the sun fell behind the faces of the mountains and the company trudged closer and closer to home. 
      The bulls rumbled a noise, stomping to a sudden halt and rumbling restlessly. Steam jetted from the flaring nostrils of the bull closest to Temju; foam frothing in its mouth. It seemed even the bulls felt the same chilly uneasiness that Temju was feeling. 
      “Peace,” Temju whispered to the beasts, looking from one to the other and then back to the face of Huedo who as a herder shared Temju’s knowing of the behaviors of animals. 
      It was when they reached the fields of thatched roofs of the village just outside the city, did the dread settle comfortably upon their spirits. 
      The entire village was noiseless and still as the grave because it had been turned into one. It was the stench that reached them immediately before the company followed through to see villagers strewn dead; in their homes, on the streets and piled at the steps of the shrines and Altars. 
      Their bodies, bloated and twisted in inhuman positions, sores and blisters inflamed the exposed blackened parts of their bodies. Their faces wore only the look of unimaginable pain and terror.
       “What in all the names of the gods?!”
“Ancestors save us!”
      “It is a plague.” Panic started spread through the company as they saw more and more.
      Thousands of the people whom they had left several moons looking healthy and anxious for the company’s successful return, and now they were corpses despoiled so badly that even carrion would not be made of them.
       Temju tried to unsee it all, but even when he looked away he met hollow gazes of more deaths and felt a pit roiling inside him.
       He sent nonverbal prayers to the heavens and all the divine gods that lived there when they had ridden past the village and rode up to the claystone gates of the city, hewn into the face of Jirin.
      But that relief was short-lived, his dark eyes watered around the city. The bodies the company saw first were those of the sentries who would have announced their arrival; theirs were just as the rest Temju had walked past in the village. 
      And there were more. So much more. Abakayo had been ravaged entirely.
      “By the Spirits!” someone exclaimed as the realization that there were likely no survivors hit them. 
      The company broke away from the cart, scattering through the streets as they shouted and wept and called out for their loved ones and members of family in high hopes of their safety.
      Temju was not exempted from the overwhelming panic and dread as both drive him towards the direction of his home. He feared what this was. A damnation upon the good people of Abakayo. 
      The realization blazed fires of despair in Temju’s guts as he dodged around some of his fellows, distraught as he was, and ran for his own home. 
      “Imari!” he screamed helplessly for his wife. Crippling dread clenched Temju’s insides as he abandoned the satchel of tools he had over his shoulder, screaming for his little daughters. “Amachye! Nija!”
     Skyfather... Igwekala, please let them be well! Please! Yet Temju should have remembered that divine damnation was never inflicted just so a few could survive it. 
      “Imari!” Please! Oh gods!
He should have known as soon as he entered, after finding the door shattered off its hinges – and smelled the stench as putridly familiar as what he had smelled outside.
      Temju crashed to his knees where their bloated bodies were enveloped into each other. His girls. His lifemate. His hearts. 
       He had volunteered to join the company in their search for the city’s salvation for every reason a father and husband would for their own. It was for all them. Now it was of no use.
       Temju roared a heartbreaking scream, joining his own to the rest of the other bereaved company about the ravaged city as they mourned their unfathomable losses.

