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Chapter 1: Out of the Depths 
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Tall fought to catch his breath and still his racing heart, but the baritone moan of a watching bull came again to his ear. The large beast with its thick scaly hide, powerful jaws and long tail was close, much closer than Tall was  comfortable with. Worse still was that the beast feasted on wetland horse flesh—a prize the bull would defend from all comers.

Tall took quick study of his surroundings as he cursed himself for taking the fast path through the bull’s residence. He had seen the tracks and trails, had known the bull was near, but had not known how near. It was too late to backtrack now, too late to try to work his way around the bull and its feast.

His ears were full of the echoes of voices, mostly that of his mother and father, but also of the village elders. He heard the village smoot’s warning in his ears, “Old Bull and Mother Slither wait for you out there in the great beyond. Too quick, too fast, too soon. These are not good things. Leave this village a hasty boy if you must, but return a man unharmed by moving slowly, methodically, warily.”

Sweat dripping into his eyes burned. Tall wiped it away with the back of his left hand. His right hand gripped his staff as he pushed it into the wet mud and leaned his weight into it. He knew every inch of the straight length of arbor. It was both an aid and a defensive weapon, and its length of six feet two inches matched his height exactly.

His staff was an integral part of his journey, as was the container secured to the bottom of his pack. He and the other 12-winter boys had worked for many moons on their staffs. It was only as spring approached that they  began work on the containers that would hold the earliest beginnings of their life companions.

As his father was a crafter, Tall was accustomed to working with wood. He could craft almost anything of wood and so the task of crafting the container was an easy one. He had hollowed out a log, sealed one end with webbing, and made the wooden cap for the other end in half a moon.

Most of the other boys weren’t as fortunate. Their fathers were gatherers or growers mostly, and they were still hollowing out their logs when he finished. Not one to gloat, he set to helping each in turn. Ray was the last he helped, but only because Ray refused help the first time he offered.

Thoughts of Ray sent his mind spinning. He missed Ray. With Isaac gone to Second Village to win a bride, Keene exiled, and Ephramme busy learning the speaker’s trade, the hope of Ray’s return to the village was all Tall clung to some days. That and hope of winning Ellie’s attentions, even if the girl with the bright eyes and long curly hair had no idea he was even alive.

A life with Ellie was secondary to his pursuit; he must prove himself before he could think of such things. He must reach the place lost and deep. He must perform the appropriate rites. He must choose a life companion. Most chose a slither or a bull.

His father’s companion was a slither. Slithers were a practical choice for  crafters because they could aid in the gathering of goods the crafter wanted to work, and also could wrap and twine to hold goods the crafter worked in place. Much as he liked slithers, he also fancied bulls. Almost every grower and gatherer in the village had a bull. A bull’s powerful jaws and sharp claws aided a grower’s every chore from planting to crop protection to harvesting and in the great beyond bulls kept gatherers alive.

In the distance, the red-orange ball of the sun was beginning its descent, but Tall only vaguely perceived this as he began plotting his escape. The charge would come soon. If he pushed with all his might against his staff and used the leverage to jump away at just the right moment, he might live. He had done so many times before, but never with a full pack.

His thoughts turned. Did he dare slip the pack off and risk losing it? If he lost the pack, he could survive in the deep, but he’d have to gather everything for his quest again. The required leaves: the gritty and the stinging. The required roots: the dark and the light. He had even found the bitter-sweet, and it was the gathering of this final item that had brought him close to the bull’s house.

Ephramme and Keene had told him this would happen. They had taken their quests during previous moons and had both stumbled unwittingly into slither nests. Ephramme’s honesty for telling the smoot he had crushed eggs earned him a public humiliation, but he took it in kind and became a man. Keene’s dishonesty, though, set him back and aided his failure. The smoot cast Keene out into the wilds. Though the village arbor wept for him, the smoot did not change his mind.

To be certain, Tall did not want to share Keene’s fate, and so his thoughts spun while his ears took in every sound around him. Not far off, he heard swarms of fist-sized buzzers. No doubt the winged bloodsuckers were trying to locate Tall, but Tall was rock still as he waited and had just used the gritty to mask his scent. The gritty bush was a small, woody plant with coarse, thick leaves that contained a heavy, pungent oil. When Tall rubbed the leaves together, the oil foamed and the foam put a masking coat over anything it was rubbed on, from clothes to skin and hair.

Tall hated the always-hungry buzzers almost as much as Ray hated black suckers. Black suckers lived in the deep mud at the edges of the wet, and any slip into the wet was sure to come with a few. Detaching suckers was tricky because they not only attached themselves with their rows of tiny teeth— they also burrowed into flesh. The stinging herb was one of the few things that could get a burrowed sucker to detach itself. When suckers came out of the mud at night to feed, the stinging also was one of the few things that could keep them away.

Though he dared not move to look, Tall’s sharp senses told him buzzers were gathering at the edges of a deep pool, near the scatter brush that  blocked his field of vision. His senses also told him the bull was on the move. He steeled himself, resolved to wait. If he was patient enough, the bull would return to his feast and he could resume his journey.

Before long, however, he saw the tell-tale signs of movement in the weed-grass. It was the bull and all the gritty in the great beyond couldn’t block his man scent from a bull that close to him. The time to make a decision was at hand: attack the bull as the bull attacked him or drop the pack and run.

A childhood rhyme came to his mind. “Scatter bush and weed-grass blowing in the wind. Scatter bush and weed-grass shaking in the rain. Scatter bush and weed-grass sticking through it all. The tall, the thick, the wide, the deep, in and around, out and in, out and around, scatter bush and weed-grass never did fall.” There were more lines, but these were unimportant now. The lesson in the rhyme was two-fold. It spoke of the timelessness of bush and grass and of what he must do to survive the wilds.

He must keep calm. He must become like the scatter bush and weed-grass. He must weather rain and wind. He must endure whatever the Great Father of the Heavens sent his way.

As the bull came out of the grass, its great jaws flapping and its razor sharp claws raking, Tall took his long, wooden staff in both hands, raised it over his head, and called out on the winds, “Beware, Great Bull. This path is  my own and I’ll not have you in the way on my journey.”

His voice came out as a shrill scream and he followed it with his staff, giving the bull’s head a series of sharp blows before stepping back and screaming, “Be gone! My path is before me and I must go on my way!” His voice cresting, he struck out again, rapping both sides of the bull’s head with his staff.

The bull for its part, opened its jaws wide and began to hiss. It was a warning. Tall knew at once that the new kill was only a part of the bull’s concern. Somewhere near was a newly hatched brood, and if so, a queen lurked somewhere out there as well.

A breath caught in his throat. Bulls and queens only gathered to brood in one place. He twisted sideways, dodging past the scatter brush that blocked his view and chasing away hungry buzzers with his staff.

His eyes became wide, wild discs as he caught sight of the three great arbors that marked the place lost and deep. He was just at the very edge. If he had skipped past the bull’s house, gone a few over, and then a few down, he would have stumbled straight into the immense hollow loch. It was right there, waiting for him, as it had waited for so many others.

The smoot’s voice echoed in his ears, “Go until you think you can’t go any more, and then go some more…”

“I have,” Tall said to the fading voice. “I’ve gone as far and as fast as any  ever have. The deep spreads just there, at the edge of my reach.”

“Tall, is that you?” a distant voice called out.

Tall turned toward the vaguely familiar voice, just as the bull and his queen came on. He sidestepped, swept back around with his staff, catching the bull and successfully chasing it off. But the queen was there waiting as he turned back, sinking its teeth into the flesh of his right leg. He screamed, letting out a piercing cry that caused every beast around him to stir and jump into the deep loch.

Fighting through the pain, he found the resolve to turn his staff on the queen, striking again and again. This alone was not enough to make the queen release the deadly grip. Suddenly, a second staff was striking the queen, following his own blows. Then the dark, mud-covered and mostly naked figure was jumping on the queen’s back, wrestling against its great claws and prying open its great jaws.

With the vise-like grip on his leg eased, Tall freed himself, his leg leaving a bloody trail in the mud as he used his staff to scuffle back and away from the beast. Strange screams of pain and panic followed, but they were not his own—they were the other’s. Tall was sure the queen was devouring the one who had saved him and he pressed his hands against his ears certain that he could do nothing but close his eyes and pray it was all over soon. But with the next breath he found himself on his feet, racing toward the queen, staff  in hand.

He arrived at the same time the bull returned to aid the queen as they together set upon the stranger. Time seemed to stand still. He cried out as he struck the bull, his arms going back over his head and coming down to strike with all his might.

The bull raked his good leg. He fell back, but managed to strike a blow between the beast’s eyes. Using the staff as leverage, he got back on his feet. Swinging his staff wildly, he came back around at the bull trying to chase it off, but the bull came on as hungry as ever.

The stranger’s panic-filled screams filled his ears. His own panic took over as he attacked the bull with all his might, no longer seeking to subdue or chase the bull away. He repeated this blow over and over until the bull was still and then turned on the queen. Soon, the other was free and time resumed its normal course.

Exhausted and panting, Tall fell back. He crawled to the other’s side. “Are you truly here or do I conjure you of dream?”

“I am here,” the other said, reaching out his left hand to clasp Tall’s right. “You are the one I thought conjured of dream.”

“The bull? The queen?”

“Dead.”

Tall turned onto his back, grabbed at the air with a breath, while he  gripped his shredded calf muscle with both hands. “And you?”

“I live,” the other said.

“We’ve killed, murdered a bull and a queen.”

The other pressed a hand to his left shoulder, straining to sit and look over to Tall. Beneath the scraggly hair, Tall saw the other’s face now. The eyes, he knew those brown eyes. “Keene?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

“Exile for you too now,” Keene said, “We are brothers in that at least even if you’ll never have my sister Ellie’s circle.”

Hot tears began to stream down Tall’s cheeks. Pain didn’t bring the tears, rather the certainty of failure did. His father’s every hope and dream was crushed in an instant. His mother would wear the black veil for twelve moons and cry of his downfall through it all as she moved from village to village begging forgiveness for her family. His brother would never speak his name, nor would Ellie or any other. He would be a lost one. Darkness would be his only companion until his death. It was the law—and yet he was not alone and Keene was not dead, but living. “Keene, is it really you? The elders said the casting out meant certain death.”

“Death of a kind,” Keene said, wincing as he pressed a hand to his shoulder. “Since we’ve no desire for true death, we must see to these wounds or else we’ll bleed out as the bull and queen have.”

Tall’s tears did not slow. “I’m but a crafter’s son. I’ve no healing skills.”

Keene dragged his hands through the mud, creating a large ball of mud. “Then let a gatherer’s son show you how it’s done.”

Keene caked Tall’s right leg in mud from ankle to knee. At first, the bleeding would not slow, but with several layers of mud applied the bleeding at last stopped. When he finished, Tall encased Keene’s shoulder in mud. Soon after, dusk gave way to night, and the two were left to the deep darkness of the wilds. Tall’s last act, before fatigue overtook him, was to enclose himself and Keene in a circle of the stinging. The long leaves were narrow on both ends and accordion-pleated lengthwise. Their scent was sweet, but their touch burned like fire and itched endlessly.





Chapter 2: Across the Waters 
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Tall awoke with the rising sun, Keene did not. “It’s morning,” Tall called out to the other boy as he sat up. When the other didn’t stir, even with gentle nudging, Tall touched a hand to the dark-haired boy’s forehead. Feeling fever fire, he pulled the hand away quickly, almost as if burned.

Fear overcame him. The fever took almost as many as it found. He wrapped his hands over his face and wept. His tears were shameful, he knew, but he couldn’t stop them. His first thought was that he must save Keene, for if he were cast out of the village, Keene would be his only friend. His next thought was that he was unworthy of such a friend as Keene—he was unworthy of any friend. He should work to save Keene because Keene deserved to live and not because he did not want to be alone. All life was sacred—and there it was. The real reason for his tears.

The lives of the bull and queen mattered as much as his own, and yet when it came down to it, he had chosen his life over theirs. Fleetingly he wondered if the village arbor would weep for him when he was cast out. He doubted the ancient tree would. It was one thing to foolishly stumble into a nest and kill the babes, quite another to take the lives of a bull and queen. Had there ever been another who’d killed as he had, he wondered. “Only the outsiders,” came the answer to his mind. “Only the wizard’s men.”

He fought to push down his fright but could not. The Great High Wizard of Adalayia was the ruler of the lands to the east. His men came to steal the wet, to enslave, and to kill. They took their kills with them to parade as trophies. He had never ventured upon their lands and the mere thought of stepping on land that did not shake and move beneath his feet  sent his thoughts racing. The still lands—the stone lands—were a thing almost beyond his imaging. He and his people were one with the moving lands. How could one know a house was occupied if the land beneath it did not shudder in such a way to tell him so? How could one know when it was safe to make a leap from one side of a deep wading to the other if the shifting land did not disclose it was time? How could one feel a bull’s lope or a slither’s crawl if the vibrations did not reveal it?

A distant whisper from another time spoke to him. “Find control, Tall. Focus, live.” As ever, these were the smoot’s words. As the eldest in the village, the smoot knew all and saw all. He carried word of lore and law. He prepared boys to become men. He spoke for the great tree and the great tree spoke with his voice.

“Focus, live,” Tall repeated to himself. He touched the back of his hand to his own forehead, found that he was burning with fever as well. He checked his wounds. The mud caking his calf had dried, sealing the cuts and gashes beneath.

Keene wasn’t so fortunate. His shoulder wasn’t his only deep wound. He had others which still bled, and no doubt they were the reason for his current state. Tall tried to stand, found he couldn’t put his weight on his bad leg even with his staff as an aid. He crawled to his pack, pulled free the container attached to the bottom and wrapped the container’s cord around  his neck. He made his way to the wet using his arms and good leg, dragging his right leg behind.

He filled the container, made his way back to Keene’s side. He washed the other’s wounds before caking them with mud. This time he ensured that he spread the mud in thick layers, waiting each time for the bleeding to stop, as Keene had done for him.

A deep growl from his belly reminded him of how hungry he was. He crawled to his pack, undid the top, and took out several long, dark roots. He chewed small pieces of the root but did not swallow. Instead he spit the chewed root into his hand and fed this to Keene, using the container’s contents to help Keene wash down the root. The process was long and slow and enough to lull him to sleep. He awoke to find the mid-day sun overhead, but it wasn’t the sun that awoke him—it was the sound of nestlings hatching that did.

Crawling over to the nest at the far side of the residence, he found the dead queen draped over the nest. The queen had given the nestlings the final warmth needed to hatch, but without the queen and the bull the nestlings would die. Tall knew this, and yet he vowed to save them all—as he also vowed to save Keene. With his hands, he ripped open the queen’s belly and helped the nestlings feed on the queen’s own flesh. The guilt of the deed would gnaw at him later, much as the nestlings would soon gnaw upon their  mother.

The glowing ball of the sun reflected across the surface of the deep pool caught Tall’s eye. He stared out at the great beyond and a breath caught in his throat as his gaze found the three massive arbors and the large pools they shaded. Although the gnarled and twisted trunks and branches of the arbors dominated the horizon, the long roots stretching into the deep were what Tall studied. The rounds and hollows made by the roots were filled with nests, and those nests were guarded by queens whose bulls were sunning nearby. It was a sight he had scarcely dared hope to see, and seeing it now he knew the stories told during festivals around the village fire did not do it justice.

Across the waters he saw a towering structure with a domed roof and spire that none of the stories spoke of. Though it looked as ancient as the trees and showed no signs of decay, it did not belong in this sacred site, and he wondered about those who made such a thing in such a place. Did they not understand the power and magic of the place? It was lost and deep for a reason and it was not meant to be looked upon by the unworthy. One was meant to sweat and to bleed, if necessary, to reach the deep. The journey was as important as the destination itself, and that was something Tall was certain the builders of the monstrous tower and wall did not understand.

The tower was a desecration. The wall, a blight. He spat and shook a fist  in the air. Angry, he made his way back to Keene, using his arms and mostly dragging his legs. He chewed light root for Keene before eating some of the root himself. By mid-day, he found he was unable to keep his eyes open and so he slept. He awoke near dusk, weak and feverish. He used what remained of the light to prepare for the night, filling his container in the deep pool, spreading the stinging, and seeing to Keene’s needs, though Keene so far had not regained consciousness. As the twilight faded, he applied the gritty to help mask his man scent from all that flew, crawled, hopped, and walked. The last of the gritty he applied to what little of Keene’s face wasn’t covered in mud.

The night was long and cool, and Tall awoke shivering just as the moon was rising. By moonlight, he checked his surroundings to ensure no manner of beast was lurking in wait for him as he dragged himself down to the edge of the pool. He used the thick, moist mud to cake his scrapes and wounds before filling his container and drinking deeply. As he gulped down something thick and slimy with the wet, he started gagging and choking.

Reaching in with his fingers, he gripped the plump sucker and ripped it out of his mouth before it could attach its rows of tiny, sharp teeth. The repulsive creature thrashed about between his fingers as he flung it out into the pool.

“Only fools drink what they cannot see,” a soft voice told him.

Tall wished his hand gripped his staff and not mud as he spun around on his backside. The mud made his turn easy, but his hands balled into fists found only empty air. He quieted his breathing, focused on the darkness.

The night was still. Except for a few infrequent croaks, the bulls and their queens were quiet. He heard a swarm of buzzers not far off but paid them little attention. Mud and gritty protected him from them.

Feeling certain he was alone and only hearing things, Tall made his way back to Keene’s side. Foolishly, he dragged himself straight through his protective circle. The touch of the stinging brought instant fire to the exposed areas of his flesh. He winced and moaned and shivered all at once. The one aid was to cover the affected areas with mud and he did so, applying the mud liberally.

Sleep found him sometime later and so did fever. Some hours later he sensed the arrival of dawn. He did not greet the day, however, for it seemed to him that he had only just lain down. It took a full day’s sun and the arrival of buzzers to get him to stir.

Keene had turned over and the swarm was feasting on his exposed back. Tall set upon them with his staff, spinning the long stretch of arbor in his hand and striking out into the heart of the swarm. Angry, he began shouting as he jabbed and thrust. The ends of the staff stabbed, exploding in and through the blood-filled creatures. The long edge struck and batted buzzers  up and away. Some landed far out in the pool; others deep in the weed-grass.

The heavy scent of blood brought a new swarm. As nothing could mask so close a man scent amidst a feeding frenzy, many of these set upon Tall, and for a time it was all he could do to keep them away. When he finally broke the swarm with his staff and turned back to Keene he was greeted by a most bizarre sight. Hatchlings were everywhere, crawling over the ground and Keene as they fed on buzzers. They seemed to be protecting Keene, but more likely their bellies were empty and the bloated, blood-filled buzzers seemed easy meals.

It was only as the swarms scattered that Tall realized he was standing. Staff in hand, he turned toward the deep pool where a pair of bulls were battling over mating rights. Not far off a queen watched, waiting to see which would be the victor. Tall could not tell which was the dominant and which the challenger, but he enjoyed watching the display against the backdrop of the setting sun.

Morning brought with it renewed hope and heavy rain. Though Keene’s conditioned had not improved, Tall’s had. He felt stronger and found he could walk short distances with the aid of his staff. Between breaks in the rain, he foraged. Bitter-sweet grew in abundance on the house. He feasted on the wiry bush’s silvery green leaves and slender branches over the next  few days while he regained his strength. Soon he was foraging farther and farther away and jumping between residences with increasing ease. Now when he washed away mud caking his wounds, he found scabs turning to red-etched scars.

Keene wasn’t as fortunate. His wounds festered and a putrid stench told Tall the flesh was dying or already dead. Tall could no longer get the other boy to eat, though he did drink on occasion. It seemed each time Tall checked Keene, the boy was paler and thinner. Thoughts of Keene’s approaching death terrified Tall. Not only because he didn’t know the rituals to help see his friend into and through the afterlife, but because Keene’s death was also the death of hope.

His stomach bunched in knots, despair overwhelmed him. He curled into a ball at the other boy’s feet. Deep sobs followed tears. His body shook; he convulsed and screamed out. The pain was just too real.

Return of the hatchlings pulled Tall out of his dark mood. They were hungry and he helped them feed by luring black suckers with drops of his own blood. The hatchlings snatched suckers up in their jaws as soon as they surfaced from the depths of the mud, often fighting over the long, juicy bits as they shredded the suckers with their teeth. Hungry himself, he was returning to get roots from his pack when he heard Keene’s faint voice calling out to him.

“Tall, Tall,” Keene said, his voice scarcely a whisper. “The wounds, suckers. They’ll eat the poisoned flesh.”

“Suckers?” Tall asked, but the other boy had already slipped back into a heavy sleep.

Tall grabbed his container, drank down its contents before returning to the edge of the deep pool. He pricked his finger, squeezed to draw blood by the drop so that it fell to the mud. Suckers surfaced with the first drop, rippling at first beneath the mud and then rising to show their black, slippery forms. He plucked up suckers one by one and thrust them into the container. Something about the feel of them wriggling and squirming between his fingers made his stomach churn. This feeling doubled when he squatted down beside Keene and put the nasty, slimy creatures to Keene’s rotting flesh.

In the still day, he thought he heard their tiny rows of teeth raking and attaching, but that was nothing compared to what he thought was the soft hum of their rending and chewing. It was enough to make the bile rise at the back of his throat. When he couldn’t stand the thought of it any more, he ran to the deep pool and plunged in. It was a mistake, but by the time he realized this, he was already breaking the surface after his dive.

Bulls dove into the pool as if someone had rung the village banquet bell. He swam for the shore, had only gone a few strokes when he felt something  slip past his leg. Instinctively, he curled into a ball, flipped and dove in the opposite direction. He knew his end waited for him when he came up through a tangle of bulls. It was only a matter of which would claim him first.

Taking a deep breath, certain one of the bulls would latch onto him, he waited to be pulled to the bottom of the pool. Lessons from the elders spun through his mind. A moment would come when the bull would loosen his grip. That would be his chance to make a break for the surface. If he could reach the surface, he could reach the shore and there he would be safe. Inhale. Exhale. Breathe. Swim.

His eyes searched the shore. His residence was to his right. He swam for it. He reached the shallows, broke into a run, and didn’t stop until he was standing over Keene. “Don’t die on me,” he told the other between gasps. Keene was in no shape to reply, but Tall felt certain the other could hear him, and so he continued. “I don’t think I could endure if you did. We were as brothers in the village and we will be as brothers in exile.”

The hatchlings had followed Tall from the pool and so when he turned around, they were waiting with their heads raised to greet him. They were what he felt in the pool, but he only just realized this as he saw their tracks leading from the pool alongside his own.





Chapter 3: Unexpected Company 
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Tall awoke to the sounds of his own screams. In his dreams, he was covered in slithers and they were starting to swallow and devour him. Such dark dreams were ill omens and he feared the worst when he checked Keene, but  he found the other boy was in much the same state as the previous day.

Feeling less gloomy, he set himself to the tasks that were becoming his morning routine: filling the container, chewing roots for Keene to eat, and then eating himself. He checked the residence to ensure it was still his own. On the far side of the house, the queen, mostly bones and skin now, still draped her nest. Tall’s arrival startled the hatchlings out of the nest and they alternately chattered and hissed at him. From the nest, he moved through the tall weed-grass to the place the bitter-sweet grew. He gathered some of the plant’s silvery green leaves and moved on.

Soon, with his circuit complete, Tall was back where he started. He put the bitter-sweet in his pack, checked Keene, who seemed less pale, before carefully turning the stinging to renew his circle of protection. The large leaves were wilted but would last until he gathered more.

The day’s foraging began several houses over in a place where the dark root grew. Bright orange lilies floating on the surface of a rounded pool in the center of the house told him of the terrible danger lurking just below. The cool, secluded pool seemed an ideal place for a bath or swim, but under the surface a thick, sandy mud waited to suck down the unwary.

Tall sidestepped, used his staff to help steady his way until he finally sighted plump, leafy-green plumes. Gathering the long, dark root was easy work, especially in the soft ground, but he moved with care and purpose, for  he didn’t want to end up like the creatures whose remains helped the lilies bloom in such abundance.

Rain found him before he could make his return, and he hunkered down in the tall weed-grass to wait out the downpour. The deep, earthy smell of the rain-washed dark root made him hungry for his mother’s sun and moon surprise—a dish of light and dark root spiced with terbil leaf and bathed in the oils of the silfer nut. Although terbil and silfer were things grown and not gathered, he could make a similar dish by mixing light and dark root with pressed and crushed bitter-sweet.

When the rains eased near midday, he went in search of light root. Having gathered as much as he dared already from the closest residences, his search took him farther away from his encampment than he had gone before. He only realized how far afield he’d gone when he pushed his way through a thick growth and found himself staring out at a new section of the deep loch.

There at the loch’s edge were the tall, grassy plumes he sought, but sure as the beauty surrounding a deep sinking hid its trap, so did the seeming calm of the loch. Soft ripples lapping at the dry were what warned him to step back, and he did so with urgency, using his staff to give his feet flight just as something enormous surged out of the deep waters and struck the ground where he had been standing a moment before.

His breath caught in his throat. He didn’t wait around to find out what manner of creature it was. He raced into the weed-grass and there waited for the danger to pass. Just in case the creature moved from the loch, he slowed his breathing to quiet his heart. He sat still with his back straight and his hands gripping his staff while the sun completed its ascent.

Neither sucker nor buzzer stirred him from his hiding place, though both tried. He thought of home and Ellie during the long wait. Surely there was life and opportunity for him beyond Nahtern’n. Perhaps if he followed the outtraders, they would lead him to a village where he could make a home. Perhaps then, once settled, he could return for Ellie. But if he did, would Ellie even look upon him? She would if he could prove himself somehow, he told himself. They’d all look upon him and not see the ghost of what he had been—if he could prove himself.

Before emerging from seclusion, he caked himself in mud. He was just pushing through the weed-grass and into the open when a herd of wetland horses thundered to the edge of the loch to drink. The horses were svelte and beautiful. Some were brown, others black. Their thick coats had a soft sheen and their manes were shaggy and long.

A sudden surge of water and waves preceded the long-necked colossus as it surfaced. This was the only warning as the creature’s gaping maw enveloped and devoured one of the horses. The herd scattered, but not  before the lead stallion reared and snorted. It was a small defiance in the face of grave danger, but that moment froze and played over and over in Tall’s mind as he made his own escape.

Danger was everywhere. Tall sensed it as he ran. Using his staff, he vaulted across a narrow flow, sprinting away as soon as he landed. Past an expanse of scatter bush and an open round, he came upon a dense, prickly tangle. Rather than go around, he pushed his way under and through. The thick cake of mud on his face and skin helped protect him from the long thorns, but he tore his cloak in several places before he emerged on the other side. Only with a wall of spike bushes between himself and the creature did he stop, and that was when he heard a nicker, followed by a faint cry. Both closer than he expected, and especially so when the sounds repeated.

Tall squeezed under the tangle of spikes, worked his way back as far as he dared, and peered out. There in the middle of the open round was a yearling, trembling and unsure where to go.

“Back to your mother. Go now,” Tall said, but the colt didn’t move. Tall heard a deep hissing, saw mud falling from the sky. He lifted his gaze, saw the behemoth towering behind the colt. Gripped with sudden fear, he found he couldn’t swallow or breathe. His body trembled, much as the yearling trembled. He could not calm himself, and yet when the behemoth began to open its maw, he found he could not stop his feet either.

Before he knew what he was doing, he found himself in the clearing, staff spinning in his hand. He shouted, jumped. Using his staff as leverage, he lifted high into the air. He landed with both feet on the yearling’s back and there he stood, swinging his staff wildly from left to right in wide arcs.

His staff met the creature’s descending maw much as it would have met that of a bull. He slapped left, right, left, right while he shouted as long and loud as he had ever dared. When glistening, white teeth and the black hole of the mouth were all he could see, Tall jumped up and stabbed at the top of the creature’s head as hard as he could.

The head swept back and the great eyes regarded him. Tall spun his staff in one hand, shook a balled fist in the other. He jumped off the yearling’s back, picked up a stone and threw it. The creature raised back, moved away.

Tall threw another stone and another. With each strike, the behemoth moved away. Soon he backed the behemoth into the loch, where it sank into the dark depths.

Tall sucked in a breath as he fell to his knees. He curled into a ball, wrapping his arms so tightly around himself he was sure he could stop himself from shaking—but he couldn’t. He shook, convulsed, and wept. Tears and anguish swept him away.

Standing alone against bulls and slithers was one thing; standing alone against the behemoth was something else entirely. The mere sight of the  behemoth was terrifying, but he had managed to push down his fears when it mattered most.

Suddenly, he stood and took account of himself and his belongings. Retracing his path, he returned to the clearing where the yearling still stood frozen with terror. “Your mother waits for you,” he told the colt, but the colt didn’t move.

Deep within the prickly tangle, he found the dark root he had gathered earlier. He was rounding a corner, nearly back to where Keene lay, when he remembered that he still needed light root. After all, dark and light root went hand in hand. One did not eat one without the other to balance the meal. Or did they? They did, Tall decided. Today, black root was dinner. Keene could complain about it later if he even was aware of what Tall fed him.

Tall prepared the dark root by washing it and using a sharpened stick to peel back the thick skin. A large, flat stone became his plate. Another smaller, oblong stone became a work tool that he used to mash and grind.

Movement slow and soft in the nearby weed-grass caught his attention. He knew well enough the sounds of prowling bulls and creeping slithers. This was neither. This was unexpected company for dinner.

Tall knew not to make any sudden movements. He stood slowly, raised his hands gradually. “There now,” he said softly. “Come on. I’ll not harm  you.”

His voice brought the curious beast closer. The muzzle emerged first, then the head and long neck.

Tall pretended not to notice the yearling. He walked back to his camp, got more of the dark root, which he washed and then mashed on a second stone plate. He gathered the tender stalks of the tall grass growing nearby, filled his container in the deep pool. He watched the yearling out of the corner of his eye as he fed Keene the mashed root.

The yearling fed, grinding the soft grass Tall had collected with its large, back teeth. Without looking up or over, Tall asked “Where’s your mother, little one? She’ll miss you if you don’t return soon.”

The yearling snorted, long and loud, as if in answer. Tall started to say something, but stopped short. The yearling seemed about to buck and bolt. Seeing the cause of the alarm, Tall stood, stretched his arms out with his hands open and high in the air. “Easy now,” he said, “The hatchlings won’t hurt you. They’re friends.”





Chapter 4: The Long Goodbye 
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The night was long, cold, and wet. Tall spent most of it terrified, waiting for one of the circling bulls to draw close enough to attack. It was the yearling’s scent that brought the bulls, and perhaps the ceaseless rains that kept the  bulls at bay.

The light of the new day brought hope but no less danger. The ground, covered in suckers brought to the surface by the rains, was slick. He made his way slowly and carefully to the house’s edge.

There were no buzzers or hatchlings to disturb him, only the incessant rain. He studied the deep pool, looking for shadows in the depths before he hunkered down and filled the container. As he glanced back, he saw that both Keene and the yearling were exactly where they had been when the sun sank over the horizon.

Between the suckers, the bulls, and the rain, it seemed that the land was trying to tell him he had outstayed his welcome in this sacred place. It was time for him to make a decision. He must move on and make his way in the great world beyond, or he must return to his village and speak before the elders. Both choices were distressing, for with one he was giving up all hope of redemption and with the other he was giving all hope to redemption.

A nervous whinny from the yearling brought him out of his thoughts. He made his way back. Kneeling down beside his friend, he noticed suddenly how ashen Keene’s face was and yet how serene. It was as if the Great Father of the Heavens had come down, taken the affliction and given peace in its stead. That was when Tall knew with certainty that Keene had journeyed on without him, and that the bulls circled for more than just the  yearling.

One time, when he was far from the village with his father, waiting motionless for a group of bulls to pass, he had dozed off while standing and had fallen over, landing on his side. The impact had startled him awake, but it was the mud at the side of the deep pool that made him panic, for it filled his mouth and nose and ears. As he lay there struggling to breathe, fighting to do anything, all he could think about were the bulls. Surely he was attracting them and surely he was going to die spitting mud and trying to stand.

That was how he felt now, trying to remember how to regain his feet, unable to do anything but spit mud as the realness of Keene’s death bounced around the inside of his skull. He wished there was time to mourn properly, but bulls could smell death’s approach. It had brought them as had the anticipation of feasting. Now, with the scent of death and so many gathered, a vying frenzy would begin—if it had not already.

Closing his eyes, he listened for what wind and land had to tell him. He saw the bulls then in his mind’s eye. They circled; they waited; they yearned.

He sensed the roar of challenge and the returning bellow that would start the frenzy. It would be a single pairing at first, but other challenges would follow, and then this sacred place would be a battlefield.

He opened his eyes, took deep, calming breaths. Methodically, he  emptied and sorted the contents of his pack. There was precious little, but he vowed to make what was at hand work.

With a rounded stone, he crushed dark root and bittersweet. With his hands, he foamed gritty. He poured a mixture of the three into the container, mixing them with a generous portion of wet, and spreading the resulting perfume over Keene by working it in by the handful. He worked with urgency, but calmly to ensure he didn’t make a mistake.

Using foamed gritty, he soaped and washed Keene’s hair. His tears stained his cheeks but he continued to work, folding Keene’s hands one within the other and crossing Keene’s legs one over the other. Tradition also demanded that he open Keene’s eyes, so that Keene would know his way on his journey, but Tall couldn’t bring himself to do it. So instead, he cleansed himself as was necessary to display that he was worthy of carrying his friend across the shore.

As he worked, he tried to remember the sacred words of the journey, but all he could remember was the reprise. It didn’t help matters to hear and feel the circling bulls, though truly their mania lessened as the scent of death and man-flesh lessened.

Tall started softly. The words of his song, barely audible,



A journey begins, a journey begins.

The sun rises and the sun sets.

The wind blows and the wind knows.

The land tells. It does, it does.

The tree listens. It does, it does.

A journey begins, a journey begins.

The tree weeps as I weep.

Our tears are joyful, joyful.

The land speaks as I speak.

Our words are blissful, blissful.

A journey begins, a journey begins.



Tall put Keene’s staff in dead hands, wrapping dead fingers around the smooth, straight wood. The fingers, stiff and cold, didn’t want to cup the staff, but Tall forced them to take a firm grip. Keene needed the staff to complete his journey. Without it he would be lost and would never reach the distant land where the Great Father waited.

The journey pack was as important as the staff, and so Tall filled it with what remained of his previous gatherings. He spared nothing, saved nothing.

As Keene had no life companion, Tall retrieved the remains of the queen from her nest and laid this beside Keene. She was only skin and bones now,  but she’d serve her purpose. Where a boy might lose his way on the journey, a fully grown queen would not. Tall knew this. His heart told him it was so, even if his mind doubted.

Sensing something nearby, Tall spun around, staff in hand. On an outcropping of rocks, he saw a massive bull perched with its snout raised and one clawed hand lifted. The battle scars and markings told Tall that this ancient one was a dominant alpha. The pose was both warning and challenge, not meant for Tall, rather for the other bulls in the area.

A challenging roar that Tall had been dreading came, followed by a returning bellow from the ancient bull. Defender and challenger clashed. The clap of their bodies coming together resounded across the loch like a fleeting thunder. Other challenges followed and then bedlam.

Tall had only enough time to snatch up his staff before his house was overtaken by the bulls. He fled, following the yearling, both racing as fast as they could. It was the unmistakable sound of flesh being rent from bone that froze Tall in place. The yearling stood statue still too, almost as if by instinct or, perhaps, sheer terror.

Tall’s tears returned. He sank to his knees, wrapped his arms around himself. This calmed the shuddering of his body but did not quell it.

Tall did the only thing he could do at that moment. He finished his song,



A journey ends, a journey ends.

The sun sets but will return.

The wind calms but will blow once more.

The land quiets but will speak another time.

The tree slumbers but will remember.

A journey ends, a journey ends.

The tree remembers as I remember.

My sigh is heartfelt, the branches tremble.

A leaf grows, a place earned is given.

I see it, our people know it.

A journey ends, a journey ends.



The song echoed in his ears long after he finished it. The yearling felt its power too, Tall was sure of this. How long they stood stock-still together Tall would never know, but the sun was a full circle on the distant horizon when Tall turned his back to it and whispered, “Goodbye, friend. Your story is written; mine to be completed. I will tell all who will listen of you. Others will know the truth and you will not be forgotten.”

With that said, Tall clasped his staff in his right hand and started walking. The sun was to his right; the day moon, to his left. He had only  taken a few steps when he heard a voice that said, “You’ll need this for your journey.”

“Smoot?” Tall said. He turned around and saw the time-worn elder. “You arrive in time to see my great failure.”

“I’ve seen much more than you know,” the smoot said, returning Tall’s pack and container to him. “Your tears are misplaced. Your heart fills with sorrow when it should fill with joy.”

“Joy?” Tall said, turning on his heel. By now the bulls had finished their work and were easing into the wet to bathe before sunning. Tension mounted. Angrily, Tall said to the smoot, “How can there be joy in this? Keene has, has—”

“—moved on to a better place,” the smoot replied. “He’s found peace when he otherwise would’ve had none.”

“Because you cast him out of the village and made him an exile. He was but a boy who made a mistake.”

The smoot spoke no immediate response. He started walking and Tall felt obliged to follow. His long silence was worse than any rebuke. They switched to a new house, using their staffs to help them make the long jump.

The deep quivered with one final burst of activity as two alphas locked jaws. Other bulls and queens began streaming out, flowing around Tall and  the smoot. Then out strolled the largest of the dominant bulls. Tall couldn’t read anything in the smoot’s face, but he was terrified.

Tall watched wide-eyed as the smoot reached back just as the bull was coming up from behind. It seemed the bull was about to rend the smoot’s arm at the elbow, but that was not what happened at all. The bull gripped the smoot’s arm in its mouth; the smoot reached out with his other hand and rubbed the side of the ancient, battle-scarred head.

In a way Tall was relieved. But then he saw the trophy the bull gripped in its clawed hand—a thigh bone still thick with Keene’s bloody flesh. Tall’s eyes flashed with displeasure. The smoot shot Tall his sternest look, stepping between Tall and the old bull. He said, “You forget the circle is all and everything. What do you think happens to those who journey on when we put them in the little reed boats and push them out into the quieting pools? Keene lives in that flesh no longer. What was his is no longer.”

Tall didn’t reply. He felt ashamed. A boy’s tears were in his eyes. He looked away from the smoot’s penetrating gaze.

“He died not a boy, but a man.” The smoot turned up a hand and gripped Tall’s arm at the wrist. “No shame. A man can cry as long and hard as any boy. When he’s been through what you’ve been through, he can cry all the more and find no shame in it.”

Tall collapsed at the smoot’s feet. “Cast me out now,” he blubbered, “I’ve no strength to return and face the other elders.”

The smoot was old and frail. He was small, with tiny feet and hands, but when he stood over Tall it seemed he was as big as the village arbor. Tall might try to climb the trunk of his legs, or he might reach for the great branches that were his arms. But either way, he’d never reach the great height of the smoot’s eyes.

“You ensured his life’s record was written, and because of that, he will be remembered not as an outcast, but as Keene, son of Rooter, Third Village. He earned a man’s passing and the tribute he’s received in this place will be spoken of until the winters of your children’s children’s children. You’ve a place in that story and I see you are no longer a boy either. You’ve now a man’s sensibilities.”

Tall’s face turned red. “I meant no disrespect. I—”

“—wanted to speak and did. I would expect no less from any man in our village.”

“Man, me? I failed, elder. A bull and queen are dead because of me. I live only because he saved me. His death should have been mine.”

The smoot reached down to help Tall to his feet. “You speak from the place of your sorrow when you should speak with your heart.”

“My sorrow is in my heart. My sorrow fills my heart.”

“Your sorrow fills your mind. Your heart knows it was his time. His pain  has ended now; he has found peace. There is no pain or sorrow or unhappiness where he is now.”

“I mourn him as I would a brother.”

“You know nothing of true mourning. You mourn his absence. You mourn the loss of your friendship. You do not mourn as a father would, as a brother would. If you did, you would see the sum and measure of the choices that lead him to his path. You would know he made wrong turnings, wished with all his heart to correct them, and did so when the opportunity arose.”

If Tall believed this, he showed no sign. “I should have been the one and not him.”

“That is the truth of your sorrow. Isn’t it? You feel guilty because you live. Your sorrow is because you wish he lived and you had journeyed on. Well, that’s not how things happened, but you can make your life into one that’s worthy of his sacrifice. Think now… Think carefully. Will you rise to the occasion if given opportunity?”

Tall didn’t answer. He had no response that seemed appropriate.





Chapter 5: The Outcast 
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Tall walked beside the elder, mindful of his step as he moved across a wide opening and onto another house. Here the smoot stopped to pick through a plentiful growth of black root. The old bull aided the gathering by digging  with his great claws. The smoot put dozens of the long rooted plant in Tall’s backpack—root, plume, and all.

When it was time to go, the smoot bounded away faster than Tall thought possible, with old bull at his side. The smoot called back, “Well, will you or won’t you?”

Tall raced to keep up. “Will I or won’t I what?”

“The boy returns,” the smoot muttered as he turned down a new lane. Then his jaw clenched in the way that forewarned. “The white root there won’t gather itself.”

Tall worked quickly, digging up and stowing whole plants in his pack. He said nothing of the oddity of not separating root from plume.

The smoot set a brisk pace. Tall struggled along behind with the heavy pack. By the time the sun was midway in the sky, they’d worked their way almost to the far side of the deep loch.

Tall saw the deep pool off to their left as they worked their way toward the growing wall of stone. His pack was filled well beyond its normal capacity. After collecting dark and light root, the smoot had taken Tall to a wide growth of bittersweet. Not far from there they’d found both gritty and stinging near a hot wading. The smoot had even told Tall to gather scatter bush pods and spike bush thorns. He had collected these even though he didn’t know what use they were. But in truth, Tall wanted nothing to do  with either.

Plants were tricky. Many were edible; many more weren’t. Some plants cooked before eaten were okay. Others were always deadly. Scatter bush was one of these. One pod mistakenly added to soup killed wise old Harn, the smoot’s predecessor. Spike bush sap was almost as deadly, but it did its job slowly through infection.

Just when it seemed they must be nearing the loch’s farthest shore, the illusion faded. They rounded a bend and Tall saw the long serpentine line of the shore head off into the distance. The new vantage point also gave him a new view of the wall. Moments ago, he was sure the stone wall would collapse in on them. Now he knew how far away the wall really was—and how terrifyingly big.

Tall staggered under the weight of the pack. He was ready to crawl into a cool shading and go straight to sleep. He would have, too, but the smoot and old bull were bounding across houses with the same lively step they’d started out with.

For a time, they seemed to be playing a game of catch-me-if-you-can. He’d race, panting heavily to catch up with the smoot, who had stopped with an elbow perched on the old bull’s back, certain the smoot was going to quit for the day. But no sooner did he catch up than the smoot and bull bounded off.

Each time this happened, Tall’d stare after them for a few long breaths before starting. Then he’d hurry off.

He was hurrying to catch up with the smoot when he got a good scare. A thick mound began to writhe and loop. He caught a quick glimpse of sliding scales and a large, black eye, and maybe a fang. Then an enormous slither appeared.

The slither’s lashing tongue just missed Tall’s face as it shot out at him hissing. The last thing Tall saw was the great hood on its head opening, the body thick as a tree, snapping into a coil. He raised his staff instinctively to protect himself, but too late. Fortunately, the smoot and old bull intervened. The smoot was at Tall’s side pulling him away to the left while old bull came on strong from the right. One rake from old bull’s claws sent the slither hissing in retreat.

“I see now why Keene interfered when I forbade it,” the smoot muttered. He pulled Tall onward. “You’ve the skill, not the application. Of all the 12-winter boys to put our hopes in. If only Ray’d returned by now, it’d all be so less dire.”

The only thing Tall heard of any of it was the name. “Ray?” he said. “What’s he have to do with anything?”

“Never mind,” the smoot said. “Mind your step. It’s gone, only wanted to protect its patch. There’s worse around, though, so I’d keep my hands on  my staff if I was you.”

“Okay, okay,” Tall said. The smoot stifled a rare smile. Tall felt certain the smoot had no high opinion of his skills, and he hadn’t done anything to change the smoot’s mind.

They were underway again, Tall keeping a sharp eye on the weed-grass and nearby scatter bush. He was recovering from his embarrassment, and the smoot was racing along the bank. One moment the smoot was muttering on and on about the loss of hope, or something to that affect; the next the smoot was wading out into the shallows and standing on an outcropping of rocks. The rocks were dangerously wet and slippery, though the smoot fixed his small feet as firmly to them as the slimy covering allowed.

He paused to reach down into the water, snatching up something long and sinewy. Afterward, glancing briefly into the murky wet, he plunged in and plucked up another wiry creature with his other hand. Both hands full of what Tall now realized were squirming bulls—hatchlings by the look of them—the smoot made his way back to Tall. He was weaving to keep his balance.

Behind him, something broke the surface—some things, Tall corrected, and they were all racing after the smoot, whipping tails and generally writhing.

Tall thought of the old queen’s hatchlings immediately, but these were  bigger than he remembered and more plentiful. Mad as buzzers, they seemed to be drawn by the smoot’s abduction of their brethren.

A mob of hungry hatchlings was an ugly thing, and even the old bull drew back at their approach. The smoot kept at it, bending double to offer the two captured hatchlings something from his pack. When all the hatchlings were falling over one another at Tall’s feet, the smoot took more offerings out of his pack—something dried, smelly and pressed into long sticks.

“How did you know where they were?” Tall said amazed. “You couldn’t see them, but you snagged them right off.”

“Been following us all day.” Then, pointing back to something, Tall didn’t know what, the smoot add, “And so has that one.”

“These are the old queen’s. They’ve grown, but it’s them.”

“Bullnip,” the smoot said briefly. Tall knew what bullnip was. He’d never seen it pressed and dried into little logs though. He suspected there was a reason for this. He wasn’t going to ask, but then he said, “Bullnip is against our laws.”

“Never the apt student,” the smoot chastised. “Always with your paintings when you should’ve been learning your father’s trade.”

“I am my father’s son. I know the crafter’s trade.”

“You know it but don’t feel it in your heart. Never have, never will,  because in your heart, you, Tall, are a caller with the mind of a seer.”

“Caller? Seer? Me?”

“Ray’s path and your path must cross, I’ve seen this. I’ve known this. Just as you may start to see.” The great arbors of the loch were starting to cast long shadows. The smoot eyed the biggest and oldest of the three. “My path will one day be yours, but first you must rid yourself of the caller in your heart.”

Tall’s brain buzzed. His father was a crafter. He knew little of other village trades. Gathering, growing, building, speaking, weaving—these were trades for others, not him. His mother had once called him a seer—to his father’s utter dismay. “How else would he get these visions of these, these— things,” she had said. The pictures he had drawn were of mountains floating in the clouds with wide rivers flowing from their lofty heights.

“Tall, listen to me, and listen closely. It’s your time to rise above. You must leave our world now to rid your heart of the calling. Just as Ray’s path took him out into the beyond, so does yours. Ray is in danger; great, grave danger. I’m afraid you may not be able to save him, but try you must. Within him, he carries the key to saving our people. He can end your calling as well, so that you may return a seer and take my place.”

“Take your place? And where will—” Tall noticed old bull’s eyes on him. The bull was watching him around the smoot’s arm. The smoot was  pointing to something dark in the distance that was moving rapidly toward them. Though he wanted to flee, Tall stilled himself. It seemed to him that he ought to follow the smoot’s lead. But when he heard a low cry and another and another, he almost jumped into the loch.

It had felt as if they were isolated temporarily from everything else. Now the soft cries rose up from all around, like there were extra voices chiming in to some unknown chorus.

Old bull slipped into the loch just at the wet’s edge. Through the undergrowth Tall saw flaring nostrils first and then large, black eyes. Above this ears and a dark, shaggy mane.

It was the yearling and he’d brought his mother. Tall started to reach out to stroke the mother’s head. The smoot said, “No, don’t. You’ve already bonded too many to you. Too many attachments weaken the connections.”

“Smoot?” Tall said, turning and looking at the elder as if for the first time. He seemed to lose control of his legs. He drooped to his haunches, then collapsed to the ground. His mouth fell open in shock. “Smoot, what’s happening? What’s—”

Tall tried to stand, found he couldn’t. The smoot moved to steady Tall. “Too late, much too late…” The smoot muttered. “True enough, the connection doesn’t need a touch, only a yearning, and your heart is filled with yearning.”

As if summoned, the hatchlings came to Tall. Scrambling to see which could get closest, some crawled over his legs and lap, others his hands and arms, but every single one looked up at him with its head raised and a hunger in its eyes. The smoot seemed to be speechless for the moment as his gaze passed over the scene.

The sun was beating down now, a hot, orange-red ball just above the top of the towering stone wall. The focused rays brought odd shadows. The oddest of them all was the shadow mountain cast by the tangle of Tall and the hatchlings.

It was a silent scene until the smoot found his voice. “Foolish, foolish. You’ve bonded too many. As the hatchlings grow so does their feeding on the bond. As if that wasn’t enough to break you, you bonded a yearling and now a full grown mare.” More quietly, he added, “If these bonds break, you’re doomed, doomed. They’ll turn on you sure as the sun rises and sets. I warned Keene not to interfere. I warned him. His father’s meddling no doubt.”

Tall felt a numbness move up his toes. He looked down and saw his legs weren’t there. “Smoot, smoot! What’s happening? What’s happening? Smoot? Smoot?”

The smoot look as scandalized as anyone could. “It’s pulling you to the other side.”

“The other side of what?”

The smoot reached out quickly, grabbing both of Tall’s hands in his own. The grip was so tight Tall thought surely his fingers must snap. “Quiet. Focus… Dream it back to life or you’ll be swept away.”

“Away to where?”

“Look down!” The smoot commanded. Tall did. To his horror he saw that his legs, waist and chest were gone now and that only his arms, neck and head remained. His head spun with the impossibility of it all while the smoot spoke quickly of what he must do. “Dream it back now, boy. See it in your mind’s eye. Imagine it to life.”

“Imagine what to life?”

“The connection. The connection. I didn’t mean to scare you before with thoughts of them turning on you, but it may happen someday. You’ve bonded too many, much too many. But believe me now when I say that if you don’t reconnect with them, you will disappear with it—lost to the other side for all time.”

The ball of the sun disappeared behind the wall, allowing shadows to envelop the land. Tall was paralyzed with fear. He stretched out his arms to the smoot as his head started to slip into the other place. “I—I don’t know what to do.”

“The yearning!” The smoot bellowed. “Reach out to them with it! Find  the missing and weak linkages… Make them whole!”

Tall thought he might faint. His chest burned with fire even though the air in the lost place was chilly.

“Breathe!” Tall hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath until he suddenly exhaled. He breathed in, looked inward. “You’ve the yearning in you—in your heart! Find it!”

Tall tried to find the yearning. He was in bad shape. But he took a breath, then another and another. With each exhale, he felt the pressure release a little and when he looked down, he saw his chest—though everything below that was still somewhere else.

“That’s it,” the smoot coached. “You must learn to see the yearning as any other sees with his eyes. Can you see the connecting lines—the white fire stretching from you to them?”

Tall felt faint again, but he did see something that shouldn’t be there. Many somethings. Glowing lines. Tethers really. And all of them reaching back to him.

A sudden urge to touch the tethers overtook Tall. When he reached out, the lines disappeared, and he instead saw his legs, felt the toes in his right boot as he wiggled them. His left leg from the knee down was elsewhere, however, lost in the chilly other place. “Smoot?” Tall said. By then he knew he was in for something, and there was clear panic in his voice. He started  thrashing, pulling his missing leg and moaning.

There was still some evening left, but the light was fading. The smoot reached out, gripped Tall’s shoulders with both hands. “Your movement will attract the othersiders. We don’t want that… Calm yourself.”

Tall’s eyes widened. “Othersiders?”

The smoot held Tall firmly. Air that had been unusually cool turned icy. “Not a word or movement now,” The smoot whispered. “He’s near, mustn’t let him use this doorway.”

An overcast sky hid the moon and stars. When it got so dark Tall couldn’t see, he reached out to the Smoot.

“Foolish, boy!” The smoot screamed, as he crushed and fed Tall five seeds from a scatter bush pod.

The foul taste of the seeds filled Tall’s mouth. All he could think was that he surely was going to die and that the smoot only wanted to speed up the process.

In a matter of a breath, Tall’s heart was beating so fast he thought it would explode. His throat and nose burned. He started coughing and his lungs ached. But somehow he felt certain this discomfort wasn’t entirely from the seeds.

His body was being pulled into the lost place by unseen hands. A shimmering specter clad in a tattered, but-once-fine robe waited there for  him. Tall felt drawn to the glowing eyes and the weathered face with its hollow, sunken cheeks. The head was adorned with an ancient crown fashioned not of gold and jewels but of carved bones and wood.

The burning. The pain. The cold of that other place. Watching as the specter reached and pulled. It was a lot to handle. He didn’t want to think about the specter. Its disfigured body. Its desiccated fingers gripping his legs.

His legs! Somewhere in his befuddled mind one thought connected to another and he started kicking, fighting back. The crown. The bones. He must get them. He saw now in both worlds, so perhaps the smoot was telling him to do this.

He reached for the crown, just as the specter realized what he was doing. The specter vanished. A man, so striking in his golden robes, appeared. Then his features withered, his limbs reduced to half their normal girth, and he became once more unrecognizable as a man. Tall’s legs began to ache because the specter had them. He pulled as hard as he could to free himself. His knees exploded, spewing bright red blood around him. He had to grope for what used to be his calves and feet, but the flesh disintegrated in his hands.

Was this real? Or had he started hallucinating? He squeezed his eyes tight and tried to breathe thought his mouth, telling himself not to become sick. Ringing in his ears blocked everything and his world fell to silence. He  lurched back, tried to free what was left of himself.

“In the time between time I wait,” the specter said. His words, spoken rapidly, were almost incoherent. Tall felt compelled to listen and was almost disappointed when the smoot pulled him back from the other side. All he could think about was whether he was whole.

Panic. He reached down, tried to force his hands to move past his thighs.

“Do this!” He commanded himself. Clenching his jaw, he dug his fingers into his flesh and inched downward. He got a hold on what must be his knee, and forced himself to continue. He couldn’t help it, he could scarcely breath now, the whole thing was like a nightmare and he seemed to have lost his grasp on what was real. His fingers found his calves, his feet, his toes. He realized he was back, whole.

Now the smoot and Tall were only outlines in the dark land. Close by, Tall sensed Old Bull and the hatchlings. A little further off, he felt the yearling and the mare. But something else was out there in the night. Tall sensed that too. He edged toward the smoot. The smoot’s body was warm; his, cold. Half an hour passed. Then the smoot spoke, “So much you don’t know. So much you must learn.”

“Then teach me,” Tall heard himself say.

“Not tonight,” the smoot said in a small voice. “Tonight I must tell you  something of even more import and you must listen.”

Tall wiggled the toes on his left foot. The numbing cold was leaving. He felt warmth returning.

Later, much later, when Tall had almost given up on the smoot saying anything more, the smoot said, “Ray and the high wizard will meet. When they do, the fate of our lands and people will be decided. That path I see very clearly, as I saw that your path and Ray’s might intersect if a fate dealt to you could be averted…”

“This is about Keene and Ray, isn’t it?” Tall barely saw the smoot’s hand come up to rest on top of Old Bull’s head. He had not heard Old Bull approach, but he had felt it. Just as he had seen the momentary fire created when the two connected.

The smoot said, a hint of a smile in his voice, “I felt you. You saw the yearning as Old Bull and I connected. Careful now… Others should not know that you can see in that way.”

Tall couldn’t breathe for listening. All around him the world was aglow with fiery connections. The strongest and most brilliant was the connection between Old Bull and the smoot. It was true that other weaker connections linked himself and the hatchlings, himself and the horses. But that was just the beginning of it.

It was as if he was seeing for the first time. The world was alive with  white fire. Connections were everywhere. In the air. In the loch. In the very earth at his feet. There were connections between the arbors and the loch. Connections between nesting creatures and their broods. Connections between a queen and her mated bull. And on and on and on.

A hand closed over Tall’s. “Careful. You’ll burn yourself out. Second sight is not a trifle. Never reach so fully… or so…” With a gesture, the smoot sent Old Bull to prowl. Tall heard a little scampering, sawing sound as the bull made his way through the weed-grass. From the scatter bush the yearling and his mother made some tiny, terrified sound.

Tall stood, strapped on his backpack. Then he picked up his container and staff.

The smoot looked away, then turned back to Tall. “Not to worry. Old Bull will take care of it. They’ll be safe.”

Tall heard a scuffle in the grass, gripped his staff more firmly. He wanted to race the wind through the grass to the scatter bush. Seconds passed. Then once more the smoot spoke. “What I must say affects you as much as it does the other 12-winter boys. Didn’t you think it strange that suddenly none of your friends were around?”

Tall turned back to the smoot. Even before he realized what he’d just heard, his eyes showed his uncertainty.

“Isaac’s father busied him with winning a bride. Ephramme’s, with the  speaker’s trade. Keene and his father would have nothing of it, however. As a man, his voice counted as much as his father’s. It’s the real reason he was exiled.” The smooth leaned forward, flicked Tall’s forehead hard enough to make a hollow thump. “Think! Banished for stepping on nestlings and lying. Bah!”

“Smoot, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I saw and knew your fate before you left the village. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have shared this. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have made so many mistakes. But this time—this time is different. Your path converges with Ray’s and when it does, there is hope against all possible odds. It’s why I had to tell the others…”

The smoot paused, and though Tall couldn’t see the other’s face clearly, he knew the smoot’s face was wet with tears. “…I shouldn’t have; I know this now. His death should have been yours and all this would be settled. Hope would be lost, but the one who was meant to live would.”

It was Tall’s turn to grip the smoot’s shoulders. “What are you telling me?”

The smoot turned away, breathing heavy. “The boy meant to live is not you. It is Keene… I’m telling you that you were meant to die out here in the deep. But I was selfish… I told the elders what a smoot never should. I told them of the convergence because I feared for the future of our people. Only  Ray can bring back hope, but without you, Ray would never return.”

Tall’s mouth opened in a silent scream. He started running as fast as he ever had before to get away from the smoot and the madness. When the clouds parted and the light of the moon shone down, he got his first real look at the smoot that night, and what he saw would haunt his dreams for the rest of his days. It was the smoot and the specter. They were one somehow.

The smoot called out after Tall. “When you lose your way—and you will—remember this…. Wav’erh’n cluster is close. Outtrader villages. There’s one who will help you in the third village. Ray’s in the stone land. Without you, he’s lost…”

Tall said nothing. He kept running. In a low voice, the smoot added, “…as are we all.”





Chapter 6: Beyond the Loch 
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Tall was thinking he couldn’t possibly lose his way when he realized he had done just that. He was lost, completely and utterly, and no amount of trying to find his way back to the smoot helped. Weary from the long day, he  paused, telling himself it was only for a moment. That moment turned into many hours.

The sun was midway in the sky before Tall stirred. He stared and blinked up at the sky for the longest time before he stood. A foul, rotten taste pervaded his mouth. A thick, chalky film covered his lips and tongue. A heavy dried drool stuck to the side of his face. Sometimes when the adults celebrated too much with fermented nectar his father would complain of headaches and throbbing and dizziness. That was how he felt. His head ached and throbbed. The world spun and made him so dizzy he had to sit.

Sitting, he crushed something wet and slimy that popped under his weight. That was when he noticed the thick carpet of dead suckers and buzzers all around him. Their bodies were bloated, heavy with blood—his blood.

Vaguely, he recalled the smoot feeding him crushed scatter bush seeds. The seeds were poison, he knew that well enough. The poison in his blood must have killed the suckers and buzzers. But he suspected the seeds had some other property he didn’t understand.

He groped for his pack. In one of the pockets he found what he was looking for and pulled out a handful of the long, green-blue pods. The seeds inside the pod were plentiful and small, about half as big as the nail on his little finger. He crushed one between his fingers and put it to his nose. The  scent was overpowering, beyond horrid.

As an experiment, he touched his tongue to the crushed seed. Almost immediately the spinning world slowed and the throbbing in his head eased. Taking this as a good sign, he ate the crushed seed. He had scarcely exhaled when the spinning stopped completely and all pain eased. He saw them then—the lines of white fire that shouldn’t exist connecting everything and all. The tethers told him where the hatchlings were, where the yearling and mare were, and more, so much more. The biggest surprise was a thick line leading away from the loch, for it seemingly pointed the way to where he must go next.

Tugging his pack into place, Tall followed the ribbon of white fire. The hatchlings, the yearling, and the mare followed. He felt and saw them, but with his mind and not with his eyes. It was as if a door opened and he now walked through it into a new, interconnected world.

And this world that existed behind his eyes spun with thoughts and images. There was one image he couldn’t shake as he made his way from house to house. It was the image of a girl with long, brown hair and a golden flower tucked behind her ear. With smiles in her eyes and lips that were thick and pouty, she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. She did not know he existed, but he knew her. Her name came to his lips. “Ellie,” he whispered.

“Keene’s gone on, the great fool took the long journey in my stead. However will I live? This guilt… I’m the boy who was supposed to die, not to live. And now I’m supposed to find Ray so he can save our people? Save our people from what? What do I know of anything? I couldn’t even prove myself properly. Choose a companion. One, not twelve. Return to the village a man, failed that. Win your circle, failed that too.”

“Why her?” Tall thought to himself. Of all the girls in the village, she was the only one who never paid him any attention. So why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? Their only real interaction happened years ago. She’d probably forgotten. But he hadn’t, and knew he never would.

It was during a bad time. Her mother had journeyed on during the coldest winter anyone could remember. She was numb with loss and she’d go behind her father’s hut, break down, double over as her body racked with sobs. No one, Keene included, seemed to notice, but Tall did. He watched her cry and never said a word, until one day when he could watch no longer.

Her father was a gatherer, and Keene was off with him that day beyond the cares of the village. Without a mother, Ellie became the family’s caretaker. Her duties of preparing, cooking and cleaning never ended. That day, he expected her to go back to her work. Only she didn’t. She didn’t do anything but sit in the mud behind the hut and cry.

Tall was mortified. He supposed now that she was locked in some dark  world of tears, but at the time, all he could think about was that he had to get away, that this was something private, that this was none of his business. And yet, his feet wouldn’t move. He could only stand and stare as her raw pain spilled into the mud.

Many times previous he’d made a promise to himself that he’d tell her father and Keene about the fits and sobbing. He wanted to and yet couldn’t. He had no right to interfere. But he wanted to. She couldn’t cope on her own. A girl should never have had to do a woman’s work and deal with such heartache alone, and yet that was the way. Other families in the village dealt with the loss of a father or a mother or a son or a daughter in the same way.

He’d grown up in a family with both parents and without siblings, and so he had no idea how to help anyone through such a thing. The hopelessness and sense of loss she must have been feeling, he could only grope at back then. He wanted to understand, but the sight of so many tears was making him less understanding. He thought it must have been the same with her father and brother, if they knew anything of her tears.

On that day, though, just when he thought his feet would never stir to action, he found himself standing before Ellie. He didn’t say a word, but she must’ve heard his approach. She looked up with her beautiful green eyes. He reached out, helped her to her feet. “Don’t cry, Ellie,” he said, his voice coming out as a coarse whisper. “I miss her too. She was always kind to me.”

Her look at his touch and words seemed to say she didn’t know whether to be offended or pleased. She stormed off without a word just as the rains returned. Tall found himself stumbling away through the mud. Ellie’s place was at the far edge of the village, so he had to go through the square on the way home. One of the old women was trading wild flowers. He took one, ran back through the rain and, pounded on the Ellie’s door until she opened it.

There was a clatter in the hut and he heard someone screaming. Ellie’s father had returned with Keene. Tall gave Ellie the flower as he made his way to Keene. There was no exchange between him and her—not words, not looks. Her father was yelling, “The food is not prepared. The hut is not cleaned. Your clothes are muddy. Why?”

He talked with Keene. Keene was excited about the day’s gatherings. Ellie never even glanced his way as she went to her work, but he watched her. Later that day, she said the only words she’d spoken directly to him then or since, “Go, eat with your own.”

By the time Tall reached home, walking through the rain, he was wet through. He put his clothes to dry at the fire, crawled into bed, and then fell asleep thinking about Ellie. He thought her ungrateful and unkind. It didn’t occur to him until the next morning that he had no reason to feel that way. But he dismissed this. At the least, she should have thanked him for the  flower. Why hadn’t she? He couldn’t explain his feelings.

He ate breakfast alone the next morning and headed out to the market where his mother and father waited. It was as if summer had arrived overnight. Hot dry air. Not a cloud in the sky. In the market, he passed Ellie, her eyes were puffy and red. She was with her father and didn’t acknowledge him in any way. But as he went to his father’s market table, he found her staring at him across the marketplace. Their eyes met only for a heartbeat, then she turned her head away. Tall turned away, embarrassed, and started helping his father hawk his crafts.

To this day, Tall remembered the way Ellie looked at him across the market. The golden flower he’d given her was tucked behind her ear and her expression, lacking its usual pout, was almost cheerful again. He realized then that even the littlest kindness mattered. Something small could affect big change. He saw the world differently after that. He began to see through other people’s eyes, and he let them see through his eyes. The village was stronger together. Hope could be given just as easily as it could be taken.

More than once, he turned in the marketplace and caught her eyes fixed on him, only to flit away. He began to feel like he owed her something. Undeniably it was he who should have thanked her and not the other way around. He thought about doing just that on occasion, but the opportunity never seemed to present itself. And now it never would. Because he was  headed to the stone land and might never return.

“Too late now,” he told himself. “Someone else will have Ellie’s circle before I do.”

Tall planted his staff, pushed off hard as he jumped. He looked back as he landed on the other side of the crossing with a thump. The yearling and the mare were keeping pace at his side. The hatchlings were swimming along in a thinning channel. It took only a few steps for him to realize something was wrong. Some of the larger houses didn’t shift much beneath one’s feet, but they always shifted a little. This house didn’t shift at all and there were hints of an old path leading into the weed-grass. A clear sign the house was occupied—or had been at one time.

He pushed his way through the tall grass and came upon a thick stand of scrub trees. A wall of prickly tangle as thick and high as he’d ever seen was beyond this. He was pushing his way through and under the tangle, trying to avoid the long spikes, when he slipped down a steep incline.

The unexpected slide initially took his breath away. Of course, he has never been in such a place and immediately felt trapped. Surely the high ground on either side of him must be closing in on him. If he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn the land was trying to tell him to stop, to turn back, to go home.

The hollow, cut deep into the land, had a channel running through it. Tall walked to the water’s edge and looked into the flow, following the shifting waters with his eyes. Something about the fast-flowing water was frightening. Somehow the flow to his right must go back to where he just came from, which meant the opposite direction was where he wanted to go.

The position of the sun seemed to confirm this. He turned to follow the flow away. No sooner had he taken a step than he felt himself being ripped back around almost as if giant, unseen hands had him. Soon he found his arm and leg movements were restricted.

In the village they played a game with vines, but he always managed to slip out of the bindings eventually. Not so now. The harder he struggled, the tighter the invisible bonds held him. He relaxed, tried to work the bindings down his body.

Somehow it all came back to growing, gathering, and the trades in the village. The vine game was a gatherer’s game. Vines held gathered goods and the knots had to be tied in just the right way. Perhaps the bindings that held him had knots he could slip. He tried to work the bindings with his hands, found only air.

Tall knew there must be more than air holding him. He moved his left arm up, wiggling slowly, methodically until his hand touched the pocket of his pack. He worked with his thumb and forefinger. It took many long moments to slip open the corner of the pack seal, many more to reach in  and grasp one of the long pod sticks.

Working the pod to his mouth was even harder than getting into the pack. Not willing to chance losing the pod, he pushed the pod against his lips and bit into the entire length. The case surrounding the seeds was even more awful tasting than the seeds themselves. But it was the seeds that blasted open his mind, creating a swirling blend of the here and now and that other place he had almost been lost in. Second sight, the smoot had called it, and it was.

Tall saw the source of the bonds. The tethers of white fire connecting the world were not the only ones. Underneath those, almost hidden, were others. Some were transient. Most, faint and pale, were ephemeral.

The tethers that held Tall were ice blue. He knew their source. They flowed alongside his own tethers. Just as he had connections to those he’d bonded, they seemed to have connections to him. Perhaps it meant the link worked both ways. Whatever the truth was, Tall didn’t see how it would help him break free.

Then he thought that if the tethers could hold him, the tethers could also guide him to freedom. He struggled to turn around, to take a step toward the source of the tethers. The first tiny, tiny step was almost impossible. The second tiny, tiny step less so. By the third step, the bonds no longer restricted his movements.

Across the link he called out to the hatchlings, the mare and the yearling. This much of the link he understood. He simply had to yearn, to want them to approach. In his mind’s eye, he felt a tingling where there had been only absence. He waited and yearned. At the last minute, he remembered to spit out the remnants of the pod and seeds.

For the first time, he got a good look at the other place. It was as if someone fashioned an inverted world and then attached rings around it. The rings were connected to the world only by the faintest of lines. These faint lines bridged the gaps between here and there. He felt like he was going to die.

Only he didn’t die. Instead, he suddenly realized that he had collapsed. He hadn’t felt anything of the fall. He knew he was lying on his back only because he found himself looking up at the heavens. This problem was small compared to an even bigger problem. The sun wasn’t where it was supposed to be. It wasn’t a mid-morning sun, a mid-day sun, or a setting sun. It was a dawning sun.

Something else he realized as he lay in the dirt. It was that the channel couldn’t possibly be. He had been on the far side of the deep loch. He had pushed through weed-grass, stalked through scrub trees, and crawled through prickly tangles. He had fallen down into a sunken hollow. What was missing in all this? The towering walls of stone.

It could have been some play of perspective, but the stone wall had disappeared. He was sure of this, as sure as he could be of anything. Another thing he was sure of was that whatever kept licking his face had better stop. The dry, coarse tongue dragging across his forehead was driving him absolutely bonkers.

He got the surprise of his life when he turned his head. He expected to see the yearling or the mare perhaps. What he saw instead was the oldest, largest slither he had ever seen, with its broad hood raised and its enormous fangs glistening in the morning light. He knew enough about slithers to know this warning. The slither was about to strike, and sure enough as soon as he thought this, he heard the death rattle.

Only the largest slithers can make their rattle tremble so deeply. It was called a death rattle because few who heard it ever lived.

Tall’s father was particularly fond of slithers. When they went out in search of goods to craft, his father’s slither would rattle or hiss rhythmically. The songs, as his father called them, communicated signs and warnings and thanks. Not every slither’s companion was treated with such respect. But his father was. Whenever his fathered journeyed beyond the village, other slithers would gather and follow. Sometimes those wild slithers would sing for him too.

Alarm fled from his eyes. The sound of the rattle changed. It became  something oddly comforting. It was almost like having a piece of his father with him.

He tried to stand, felt what shouldn’t be. The tethers. They were wrapped around him so tightly he could scarcely breathe. He took a step, then another. It felt like he was walking through water. He heard the smoot’s voice in his ears. “Careful. You’ll burn yourself out.” Then more quietly he heard, “If these bonds break, you’re doomed, doomed. They’ll turn on you.”

The world started spinning. His head throbbed. On his knees, he groped for his pack, found the scatter pods. He crushed a seed between his fingers, chewed it. The white fire of the tethers confirmed his fears. He had bonded with the slither, just as he had bonded with the others. But the connecting lines were all stretched thin and they were pale, more like ice blue than white fire.

Tall tried to think. He didn’t remember bonding the slither. He only recalled that he had reached out to the others. His head throbbed. He crushed and chewed a second seed. The tethers regained their former radiance.

He reached out with the yearning, calling the hatchlings, the yearling and the mare. Across the link, he told them of the bonded slither and they  were less afraid. He started walking, following the channel away from the loch. The beasts of his brood followed.





Chapter 7: The Long Road 
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Thoughts of the smoot weight heavily on Tall’s mind. Second sight gave him an entirely new perspective on the world. He knew he had a tough path to follow. But he was no longer merely a boy who ran and hid or took  desperate measures. If the loch beast broke through the trees right now, he wouldn’t flee, he’d hold his ground, give the beast something to remember him by so that it’d never return.

But first, he had to get some strength back in him. It wasn’t that he was hungry. He had plenty of foodstuffs in his pack for the long walk. Rather it was that he felt drawn out and weak. Almost like he was stretched too thin. The seeds helped. They gave him back some of himself, but two seeds were no longer enough. The more he exerted himself, the faster the edge the seeds gave faded.

He hated the still land. It was difficult to jump. It was impossible to feel. It was swathed in plants he didn’t recognize. The water in the channel moved too swiftly, nearly enough to pull his feet from under him. The only consolation: his brood seemed to have little trouble finding eats. The hatchlings navigated the swift waters with ease and found fish. The yearling and his mother enjoyed the tall grasses. In the same grasses and often near the wide scrub trees, the slither found a wealth of small, furry critters with long tails.

“All going to get fat if this keeps up,” Tall said. He wanted to hear something other than the rush of wind and current, but it was more than that. Just as he could yearn, he was learning that they could too, in a way. As if in response the mare whinnied, the slither hissed, and several of the  hatchlings slapped their tails in the water. “Really?” he exclaimed excitedly. It wasn’t the first time they’d communicated with him. They’d warned him several times the previous day when strange beasts were near. The big slither had eaten one of the beasts, tusks and all. It was why the slither preferred sunning to moving today.

“Keep this up, and I’m going to have to name you all,” he said, adding with a laugh, “That’ll be a chore!”

For a moment, there was only silence. Then one of the yearling’s eyes edged around a scrub tree. “You really want to be named?”

The yearling tentatively stepped out. The mother followed. “You too?” Tall asked. He dug in his pack, broke dark root in pieces, and fed them the pieces.

He was about to shoulder his pack when he realized the sun was close to setting. He made camp in a lea hidden between scrub trees and high rock walls, plunking his pack down under the biggest tree. To his surprise, his brood gathered around him even before he started to make a circle of stinging. The previous night they’d backed away, but now they stayed put.

With his back to the tree and their close press, Tall felt closed in. The hatchlings were scrambling over each other to get closer. The yearling and mare pressed forward. The big slither, curled around the tree with its large, caped head hovering eerily beside him. But there was something in their  eyes. Something.

“Ahhh.” The sound came out of his mouth before he could stop it. “No buzzers or suckers here. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

He returned the stinging to his pack. The mare shook its head—her head, he corrected himself—snorting loudly. “I’ll name you, Lady,” He told the mare. “That’ll remind me.”

The slither hissed. “You’re Hazard,” he said. In response, the slither lashed out with a long, forked tongue and wet the side of his face.

To his surprise, the yearling pulled scatter bush pods from his back and dropped them in his lap. “You’re Lucky,” he told the yearling, reaching for the pods and realizing only then his legs were fading.

Alarm. He crushed a pod in his hands, placed a small handful of seeds in his mouth, and began to chew. Immediately it was as if the seeds were actually stitching his soul back together, pulling him back from the other side.

He gave a nervous giggle, stuffed another small handful of seeds in his mouth. The curtain between worlds pealed back, he saw the other world. The tethers. Their brilliant colors. Soon he was laughing because the release was so sweet.

Laughter was still fixed to his expression as dawn arrived. He was statue still, his back to the scrub tree. A trail of dried vomit led from his chin to his  lap. Dried blood etched lines from his nose and eyes. He awoke with a start, rubbed the side of his face. His hand came away with a fresh coat of ickiness.

He noticed he hadn’t completed the circle of stinging the previous night. He didn’t remember much in truth. What he remembered was naming Lady, Lucky, and Hazard. His body wasn’t covered with welts or coated in suckers, though. In fact, he couldn’t recall seeing either in this strange, still place.

He glanced up, looking for the bright orange ball of the sun. It was mostly hidden in the clouds.

He stripped, bathed in the cold, swift waters. The hatchlings joined him, frolicking about as he shivered and rubbed gritty into his flesh. He was starting to see distinct personalities in them. Big Teeth was playful, always diving and surfacing and rolling about. Horn Eyes was irritable, always snipping at the others. Ever Hungry was protective, when he wasn’t stuffing his mouth with fish. Snub Nose was smaller than the rest, but the most mischievous. She’d steal fish from Horn Eyes. Sometimes she’d give one to Big Feet or Bent Snout; other times she’d eat the fish herself.

Tall was dressing when he realized he had named most of the hatchlings. Or had he? He started to wonder about that as he gathered his belongings. It struck him as he shouldered his pack that he hadn’t actually thought up the names. The names had just come to him as he watched the hatchlings play.

It seemed strange to name such wild things. And if they had names were they wild things? A wild bull was just a bull, a thing to be feared and respected. It wasn’t Big Feet or Snub Nose or Horn Eyes.

It was strange, he decided, how wholeheartedly they trusted him and how the bonds kept creatures that otherwise were foes together. None had any misgivings about the others, and took no particular precautions. Needling him, at the very back of his mind, was the obvious. One day, somehow, he’d have to break the bonds. He knew this. No one could bond twelve full grown bulls. Trying to stay bonded was like to kill him as it was.

Ever Hungry was watching Tall as he turned toward the channel. He switched his staff to his left hand and scratched the underside of Ever Hungry’s head. The bull undulated as Tall scratched. Then he and the others swept back into the channel. Each made a splash-down entry, then rolled and smacked a tail against the surface.

A breakfast of scatter bush seeds was all Tall could bring himself to eat before he started walking. Hazard kept pace with him on his right. Lucky, on his left. He was just about to ask himself where Lady was when the mare made an appearance. She was well ahead, near an outcropping of rock. Tall couldn’t help thinking what a sight they’d make if someone saw them. Then the danger occurred to him. The smoot had talked about outtrader villages. What if he encountered those of the Out instead? The ones who came to  theft the wet and kill for trophies. He realized it was a glum thought, but the day was dark, and getting darker.

The rain began as a downpour and only worsened as the hours passed. Hazard loved this. Lady and Lucky, less so.

Tall stopped, near what he thought was midday. Sheltered under a big tree to get out of the rain, he ate scatter bush seeds, crushed light and dark root in a shallow rock bowl. He added some wild greens that grew nearby, after seeing Lucky and Lady feed on them. The greens had a white, fleshy root that he thought might be edible, too, and he collected some to sample later.

Lunch over, he started out. The rains still beat down on everything. That evening, he came upon a stone pathway. It was the first sure sign he was headed in the right direction. Also the first sure sign danger was close. Rather than stop, he decided to keep going. His brood seemed to agree with the decision, as did the heavens, for the rains, which had been slowing, stopped.

Hazard, who had been beside Tall all afternoon, disappeared into the grasses. Tall didn’t know where the big slither was going, but soon felt the connection between them stretch thin.

He dug in his pack for a pod. Noting the dwindling number, he split it in half, and poured a few seeds into his mouth. The seeds helped, giving him  a keener sense of Hazard and the land.

The night was dark. If not for the moon that peaked out every now and again, he wouldn’t have been able to keep his way. Not that the stone path was difficult to follow—rather that he opted to walk in the fields alongside it. Somehow, traveling the unknown seemed safer that way. Whether it actually was, that was another matter.

Hazard wasn’t the only one who wanted space. Lady and Lucky slipped off as well. That left only the hatchlings, sloshing around in the channel, for company.

Separation made Tall think. All of us can’t stay together, he thought. But since the odds were against them anyway, he managed to ignore the thought.

Besides, his thoughts were distracted by his latest idea about Ray and the smoot. Ray had always said his path was long. Talking with Ray about his dreams was what inspired Tall to draw pictures of mountains and wizards. No one in his village had even seen either, but Ray described them well enough for Tall to draw. It was a drawing of Ray climbing a mountain with the wizard towering over him that convinced the smoot it was time for Ray to begin his journey. If not for that, Ray would have been the last 12-winter boy to leave the village, and not the first. Was it fair, then, the guilt he felt? Keene’s death might as well have been his own, and yet he had to live, for  Keene no longer could.

But he was too exhausted to give it any more thought. His mind was getting a bit foggy from the seeds, and the warmth at his side told him Lucky had returned. The yearling liked to press his head against Tall’s shoulder. It gave them both a sense of security.

He realized then how lonely he was feeling. How Lucky’s presence made him feel comfortable. Lucky’s gentle nudging also was guiding him back to the stone path. He didn’t realize this until the stones were under his feet. And being on the path ensured that he crossed the bridge into the village, rather than disappearing into the falling off that surrounded it.





Chapter 8: A Matter of Focus 
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The village was still and dark. There wasn’t even a watch fire to guide the way. Tall waited for the moon to show itself, but the clouds ensured otherwise, forcing him to pick his way with care. Only Lucky kept him true  when he would have botched things. Thanks to Lucky he avoided kicking over a bucket, navigated around a turning bridge, and circled around an overturned pushcart.

Near the village arbor, Lucky suddenly stood stock-still and refused to take another step. It was then he saw the man sleeping under the tree. Lucky nudged him back when he tried to take a step.

“You’re late,” the man said, surprising Tall.

“Late?” Tall asked.

For a moment, there was no response. Then the man stood and beckoned Tall to follow. Tall took a tentative step forward. He wanted to trust the man. The man’s skin and hair, dark like his own, marked him as one of the Out. But his clothes were different. He had seen clothes stitched like that a few times before, but only on outsiders.

Tall was just about to follow the man when he heard a shoe or paw drag across the earth. In one movement, he turned, bringing his staff up. There was no one there. No one he could see, anyway. Then he spotted the strange beast. It was mostly the eyes he saw in the pale light of the moon. He realized the beast had just jumped out of the tree and that this was the sound he had heard.

Lucky moved between Tall and the beast, as if to say, “Don’t.” Irritated, Tall stepped around Lucky. He told himself wasn’t afraid of anything. He  had his staff and his wits.

“My Tag’Erh,” the man said, in a low voice. The man stroked Tag’Erh’s head and shaggy mane. The black tail silently sliced the air.

“Quickly now,” the man said. A moment later, he opened a door. Light from a house spilled out.

Normally Tall would have hesitated, but he felt Hazard strongly now. The slither was close. Lady too. Somehow Lucky knew this, for the yearling relaxed. The hatchlings, though, he barely felt them. He hadn’t really felt them since he entered the village.

The man grabbed Tall by the ear and dragged him inside, closing the door to Lucky. Just as Tall said, “What’d you do that for?” The man said, “If I’d’ve wanted to, I’d’ve already killed you. Tag’Erh would’ve done it nicely, though not cleanly.”

Tall winced. He pictured himself being shredded. Tag’Erh’s paws looked powerful. The claws inside looked deadly. He could hear them scraping the floor as Tag’Erh strutted back and forth.

“Don’t worry,” the man said. “Just sharpening ’em. Likes how it feels.” Tall stared. The man’s movements were like his words, fluid and sharp. “Business doesn’t bring you, so out with it.”

“Your accent. You speak my words. Are you a speaker by trade?”

“Sit before you collapse.” Not waiting for a response, the man pushed Tall into a chair. He shook his head. “A speaker? Ha! I see the old one has barely prepared you.”

“Old one?” Tall removed his pack. It settled to the floor with a heavy thunk. He glanced around. The house was small but clean. Other than the table and a few chairs there wasn’t much furniture. There was a kitchen, a fireplace. A stairs led up to what Tall assumed must be a loft.

The man sighed. “Your smoot, boy.”

“Not a boy,” Tall said, “A man. I’ve just journeyed from the place lost and deep. Bonded with my life’s mates and gone beyond.”

“Bonded way too many if you ask me,” the man said plainly. “It’s unexpected. Never seen the likes of you. No, I haven’t, and you’re late. Many moons late.”

Tall could almost hear the smoot groaning as this truth spilled out like the lamp light into the dark night. But he wanted the man to like him and didn’t know why. Perhaps it was because the man reminded him of his father, whom he missed.

“Not your father, Ray,” the man said. “Pay attention now. You were to arrive moons ago.”

“Oh,” Tall said with a sigh. The word slipped out before he could stop himself. The man thought he was Ray. He collected himself. “This is Wav’erh’n, Third Village?”

“It is,” the man said. “But you’re not Ray, are you? So who are you?”

“I’d have thought you’d have known who I was.”

The man leaned across the table, wagging an accusing finger. “I’d be careful. Might be you’re in something and might be—” The man stopped mid-sentence, pushed himself back from the table as if stung.

“I’m Tall, son of Dent the woodcrafter. Third Village, Nahterh’n,” Tall said quickly, afraid of what would happen next.

“Haven’t been in Nahterh’n in an age.” The man shifted around the table, twisted Tall around as if trying to get a closer look. His mouth fell open as he looked down.

“They’re gone again, aren’t they?” Tall said. He didn’t need to look down, he knew. His feet were gone, disappeared into the other place. He put his hands in his face and moaned just as Tag’Erh jumped up and pinned him to the table with his front paws. The man now knew the things the smoot seemed to not want anyone else to know. Tall would have cried, but the man started rifling through his pack, and this irritated him. “Take whatever you want. Not like I’ve a use for it if you’re going to kill me now.”

“Ha!” the man said. He turned Tall’s pack upside down and dumped its contents onto the floor. Tall squirmed in his seat. Tag’Erh held him firmer. The man asked, “Where is it?”

Tall struggled to turn his head so he could look at the man. “Where’s  what?”

Angry, the man kicked the pack goods across the floor. “You’ve all the signs of the addiction. Where is it?”

“Signs? Addiction?”

The man turned on Tall. His eyes were wild, full of longing. “The seeds, the seeds. I smell them on you, but I don’t see them.”

Tall did his best to look confused. “I need help.”

“Can’t fool me. I know. They’re here. Somewhere.”

“I need help,” Tall repeated.

The man suddenly seemed to realize what he was doing. He collected himself. At the snap of his fingers, Tag’Erh backed down. “Forgive me. Should be able to, but can’t always. Sometimes still it takes me. Like it will take you.”

Relief was so sweet a nervous laugh escaped Tall’s lips. He was about to speak a thank you. There was a flash in the man’s eyes. Then the man almost begged, “Check your pockets. Not a one. Sure?”

Tall tried to flee. Tag’Erh moved to stop him, but he was already stopping himself. He had run from the smoot because he was afraid. He was afraid now but not in the same way or for the same reasons. “Help me.” It was a final plea. “I was told to seek this village, and you expected me. Are we allies or foes?”

“Want me for an ally? Suppose you’ll be telling me that you’ll free me once you’ve the knowhow. Ha!” The man snorted. “Need to learn to pick and choose better. For all you know I’m in league with the wizard and it’s he who’s tethered me here.”

Tall swallowed hard. “Are you in league with the wizard?”

Thwack! The man slammed his open hand into the table. “Wouldn’t need to say it, if I was. Would I?”

Tall blinked at the man, trying to decide.

The man answered for him. “I wouldn’t. You’d be dead instead. Did your smoot teach you nothing?”

Tall tried to speak.

“Not meant for answering,” the man said. “Your problem is hastiness. If I’d’ve been hasty, I’d’ve left this place, and you’d’ve arrived to find nothing.

Not what happened, is it? Your smoot bade me to wait each time the moon was just so. I did, though in truth I grew weary of it. But finally it is, and as much as I dared hope for.”

Tall dared to hope too. He looked down at the place where his feet should be, but they were still gone.

The man twisted Tall around in the chair. “A matter of focus. Already done the impossible. What only one other before has ever done. And I am he.”

“Impossible.” It was a simple word. It escaped Tall’s lips before he could stop it. But it was an important word.

“Possible,” the man said. “Very possible. Just as I know you know the smoot’s secret, I know this.”

“The smoot has no secrets.”

The man clapped his hands, and Tag’Erh curled at his feet. “Oh but he does, doesn’t he. You saw, couldn’t help but see, as I saw too. Maybe though, you’ll succeed where I failed. Tall, I’m Ehzrit. You must know of me.”

“The only…” Tall’s voice trailed off. The only Ehzrit he knew of was long since dead.

“Not dead, undead,” Ehzrit said. “I crossed over, managed to cross back, but this is what I am now. Undying, you could think of it as well. Blessing, curse. You decide. I have.”

“Crossed over? You’re an otherworlder?”

The man, Ehzrit, inched closer. He stretched out both hands, slammed Tall’s head against the table top. A gash opened in Tall’s forehead. Tall bled. Blood ran into his eyes. He tried to wipe it away, but to his horror couldn’t do it fast enough.

Ehzrit pushed Tall’s hands away, held them down even though Tall fought to free himself. “Let it bleed. A blooding gives focus. Focus is needed  to return. Have to want to return though.”

“I don’t want to go to that place.” A chill ran down Tall’s spine. He stopped struggling. “Never that place.”

“Know enough to be afraid. That’s good. Should be afraid. Should be very afraid.” The man got a faraway look in his eyes. “What that place’d do to a boy like you. Best not to think about.”

Tall swallowed hard. That place was the only thing he could think about now. Blood from his head pooled on the table. Pain made his eyes water, but he managed to stop the tears.

Ehzrit pounded a fist on the table. Blood splattered the walls. Tag’Erh lapped up the blood with his great, pink tongue. “You think me cruel,” Ehzrit said. “But this is a kindness. You’ll know this for truth soon enough. The wizard, I expect, will teach you real cruelty. Maybe he has taught Ray the same already—if you aren’t he, that is.”

“I’m not Ray,” Tall said firmly.

“So you’ve said. But your smoot bade me to wait for Ray.”

Tall stood abruptly. “So wait for Ray. I’m sure he’ll be along.”

“Doubtful,” Ehzrit said. “In my day, an impudent boy like you would’ve been taken out to the square and shown his place in front of everyone. Does the arbor even bother to know the name of the likes of you, I wonder.”

“The tree knew Keene at the last, as the tree will know me,” Tall  answered angrily.

“Not if you become like me. The tree will unknow you then.” Ehzrit sighed. “Tell me. Were there many 12-winter boys this year?”

“Well, there was Ephramme and Isaac, Ray, me, and Keene.”

“And?” Ehzrit said.

“Ephramme is learning the speaker’s trade now, and Isaac’s gone to Second Village to win a bride. He’s unlikely to, though, and if you ever got a look at him you’d know why. Ray is gone and I’ve to find him. And Keene, well, he died to save me. He should be the one here with you now and not me.”

Tag’Erh looked up, straight at Tall. His eyes had a kind of fierceness to them. Ehzrit smirked. “Thank you for sharing that. It’s interesting to hear about village life again. Look down.”

Tall did. He saw his feet, wiggled his toes in his boots to warm them. He started to say that he had done it without the scatter seed, but thought better of it.

“Pain and passion can both do the impossible.” Ehzrit drew a line with his finger across Tall’s forehead, causing Tall to wince and groan, but no sooner had he done so than he realized the pain was gone. “Use them correctly and they’ll never fail you. Remember, it takes heart.”

Tall touched a hand to his forehead, found the wound was gone.

 “Wizard’s magic?” Tall asked.

“Ha!” Ehzrit said. Daybreak. Ehzrit saw it in the window at the same time Tall did. “You’ve to leave now, before the dawn.”

“But you’re supposed to help me,” Tall protested.

“I’ve already.” Madly, Ehzrit pushed Tall’s gatherings back into his pack. Seeing this made Tall feel like he’d done or said something wrong. Of course, Ehzrit hadn’t been exactly what he’d call hospitable, but he couldn’t imagine why he must leave so suddenly. There was a man in his village, one of Ephramme’s uncles, that everyone thought of as hasty and ill-mannered. He didn’t much like other people, and others treated him much the same.

“So what am I supposed to do?” Tall said.

Ehzrit puckered his brow. Tag’Erh strutted in front of the door. There was a worn path where his claws had scraped the floor raw. “Your horse is close. Ride out of here, quickly. Take them others with you. Do it before the town awakens.”

Tall tried to say that he couldn’t ride Lucky, but Ehzrit was already pushing him out the door and up onto Lucky’s back. “Now get,” Ehzrit said, “This road leads to Adalayia. Find Ray. This one will help you.” He swatted Lucky’s hindquarters and Lucky shot out of the village like a stone from a sling.





Chapter 9: The City 
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The dawning sun had only just become a full, fiery ball when Tall, on Lucky’s back, reached the outskirts of the Outlander city. He knew at once this was Adalayia, not because he’d ever seen it with his own eyes, but  because he’d drawn it from dream. In the dream, Ray was crossing the lake that surrounded the city in a floating container called a boat —or so the smoot had named it. An outlander girl of an age with Ray was in the boat as well, and beside them was a footed slither, a rare occurrence but a natural one. Most unnatural, though, were the flying things: a beast that was neither buzzer nor like any flyer he’d ever seen, and the floating fells. Fells were air mountains—or so the smoot said.

“A messenger! A messenger!” The cry went out from a tower. Ehzrit’s words were like a haunting melody that he couldn’t rid his mind of as he clung to Lucky’s neck and mane for dear life. Terrified was a word for what he felt as the wind rushed by. Exhilarated, another.

Tall was crossing a bridge over the lake and into the city proper before he realized it. An outsider man in the street stepped aside and shouted, “Make way for the messenger!”

Tall gulped air, held on as Lucky’s hooves skidded around on the cobbled stones. An outsider woman carrying a laden basket nearly dropped the basket into the street as she fled from the sight of him. A few of the large round gatherings spilled down the way. Lucky trampled them.

The street teed before a pair of stone towers. All Tall could do was gawk at them as Lucky broke right. Rather than run smack into a man in billowy white robes, Lucky skidded to a halt. Tall struck the street with a thud and  rolled. His pack hit the street too, before flying off in the opposite direction.

The man, more anxious than annoyed, helped Tall to his feet. He returned Tall’s pack. Then he bent his body forward from the waist, almost doubling over. “I am Nolhan, Messenger, forgive me.”

Tall started, stared. He looked where Nolhan’s body was pointing, then from Nolhan to Lucky. Nolhan was clearly talking not to him, but to Lucky. Tall meant to apologize, but Nolhan reached out and pulled Tall down, forcing him to take a knee.

Tall reached out. Nolhan spat in his direction. If looks could kill, this man’s would. “Lowborn.” It was a curse. “Don’t ever touch. If you weren’t with the messenger, I’d beat you myself. As it is, I’ll have my servants do it.”

Lucky didn’t seem to like this at all. He whinnied and reared.

Nolhan took Tall’s arm in a viselike grip. “This one says to give you lodging, feed, and water. I’ll do it but I don’t have to like it.”

Tall turned his eyes to Nolhan. “You are a speaker? You speak horse?”

Nolhan nearly pulled Tall’s arm out of its socket as he threw him to the stones. With a foot over Tall’s throat, he said, “Speak again, and die.”

Lucky liked this even less. He whinnied and reared, coming down so close Nolhan had to step back or be trampled.

Nolhan helped Tall to his feet. “The messenger has told me to treat you kindly. Must have formed an affection for you. That can be fixed.”

Tall tried to speak. Nolhan returned the painful grip, whispered in Tall’s ear, “Rider matters not. Have the good courtesy to return dead or dying from the outlands next time, will you?”

Tall nodded, turned his eyes down. He was trying to process what was happening. Though Tall’s paintings had led to many questions, no one in the village, not even the smoot, knew much about the Outlanders and their customs. He knew only to fear them. They came. They took. They killed. They went. That was how it was.

Nolhan led Tall to a building with matching pairs of outsized doors. Inside, grass-covered floors with fenced pens growing out of them were lit with flaming lamps that smoked and smelled. Nolhan led Lucky to one of the pens, pointed Tall to an area above filled with dried grass.

Tall shouldered his pack, used his staff to help him make the upward leap. It was a simple leap, double a man’s height, made easier by the still ground that Tall loathed. He landed in a pile of dried grass with a swoosh. Nolhan groaned at the sight of this, pointed to planking that bridged the gap from the lower level.

Nolhan gave Lucky fresh water before brushing him to a perfect black sheen. Others dressed like Nolhan came and went. Some of these were no older than Tall himself. All were Outlanders, except for a man with chains on his legs who brought water.

Tall watched, mildly interested, becoming less and less afraid and more and more sleepy as time went by. He was sure no one who cared so much for an animal could treat any other any less. How wrong he was, though, for Nolhan disproved this when he awoke Tall some time later with the points of his boots. “Told you I’d pay you back,” Tall heard Nolhan say. Then he was being doused in a liquid that stung his eyes.

“Take him,” Nolhan shouted. Nolhan wasn’t alone. Several others were with him. Tall saw them as gray shadows through the confusion of the moment and the blood in his eyes.

To protect himself, Tall wrapped his arms around his face and curled into a ball, whimpering. Any ferocity that had built within him in his beloved Inlands wasn’t with him in this place. He was afraid to defend himself, afraid of what Nolhan and the others would do if he did. His pain only deepened when he reached out to Lucky only to realize Lucky wasn’t below.

Voices, shouting, confused him. He heard the unmistakable slap of a hand across a face, followed by more shouting—or rather one voice shouting above the din. He scooted back, to get away, but before he could burrow into the piled grass, hands were dragging and pulling him out. His left hand balled into a fist, his right gripping his staff, he was about to strike out, when the soft voice stilled him. “Where do you hurt?” the voice said. “Stop  squirming. Let me see.”

Soft, cold hands, tiny hands, poked and prodded. He winced when the hands pushed on his ribs and winced when they touched his right eye. “Calm yourself,” the voice said. “If you behave as an animal, I must let them treat you as one.”

Tall didn’t know what inside him loosed his tongue but he found himself screaming, “You treat animals far better. Bring Lucky back. Bring Lucky back.”

Hushed whispers followed. The soft voice spoke over the whispers. Tall heard a man’s voice say, “Very well then. I will return to finish this once I’ve words with Lord Hravic.” He realized this was Nolhan, but a very contained Nolhan. This was followed by the sound of retreating footsteps.

A long silence followed. Tall wasn’t sure whether he was alone, but that seemed to be the case. He rubbed at his eyes, tried to see through the blurry pain.

“I am Deanna,” the soft voice said. Tall turned toward the voice, saw a gray smudge where Deanna should be. “Don’t rub. They’ve doused you in kero. Meant to burn you. The fools would’ve brought down the stables if I hadn’t overheard and stopped them. Nolhan’s been obsessing about it all day. You must have crossed him something terrible.”

That made Tall worry that the girl helped him only to stop Nolhan  from burning the building. She didn’t leave as he expected. She took him by the hand and helped him up. He was unsteady on his feet until she draped his arm around her shoulders.

“Stop trying to see. We’ll rinse below. You’ve broken ribs, no doubt,” Deanna said. “You do understand me?”

Tall nodded. Deanna helped him move by giving him directions. She was patient with him. As they went down the planks into the lower level, he practically had to lay on her. He realized she must be walking backward down the plank while he walked frontward with his arms draped around her. Every step was painful, yet it was strange how the terrible pain became secondary to the feeling of himself pressed against her.

On the last step, he bowled her over onto the grassy floor. Not on purpose, but because she took an awkward step and he couldn’t hold himself up on his own. He had rarely been this close to anyone except perhaps when he wrestled Keene or Isaac or Ray. Ephramme didn’t much like wrestling, but most speaker’s children were like that. Separating a part of themselves from everyone else seemed to go with the trade, or maybe they became a part of those they spoke for.

Delirium. Pain trumped remembrance. He felt the press of Deanna. She pulled him to his feet. Her touch was different, he decided. It wasn’t like his mother’s or like the time he had helped Ellie stand through tears. Deanna’s  little hands had a soft, caring touch. They told him she felt his pain.

He undressed at Deanna’s urging. Shyness that normally would have been a problem wasn’t. She helped him step into a large rectangular bowl. A trough, as she called it. It smelled of horse, of Lucky perhaps, though he couldn’t be certain. She soaped and rinsed him, tried to be gentle in the places he ached.

Blackness swallowed Tall. He reached out to Lucky, found emptiness. He reached out farther and farther, hoping to connect with Hazard or Lady or one of the hatchlings.

“You stop that,” Deanna whispered. “Stop.”

“No more. No more,” Tall shouted, shrinking from her touch. He wasn’t where he should be. Instead of the trough, he was in a bed. A bed coated in soft finery the likes of which he’d never experienced. He’d felt the stitched cloths of outtraders, but this was nothing like that. That might as well have been bark to this suppleness.

Tall opened his eyes, tried to see past blurred shadows. He noted his ribs were wrapped and the pain was a bit less. His head was wrapped, too. It was why he saw only shadows. He tried to remove the wraps from his eyes.

“No,” Deanna said, smacking his hands. There was immediate regret in her voice. “That was thoughtless. I didn’t mean it.”

Tall grabbed at her retreating hands, found them, held them. “I’m Tall.”

“I know. You told me yesterday,” Deanna said.

Tall tried to sit. “Yesterday?”

“Stop that. A few more days sleep is what you need.”

Frustrated that he couldn’t see her, Tall started pulling on the wraps around his head. This time it was Deanna who held his hands. Tall didn’t dislike this, but he immediately felt guilty. He wondered what Ellie would think of such a thing.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“You’re safe for now,” Deanna said. “Nolhan and his can’t touch you here.”

Tall heard the sounding of a bell. But this wasn’t the kind one held. It must have been much larger. “Lucky?”

“I think you’re more unlucky than lucky,” Deanna said.

“The horse. The messenger. His name’s Lucky.”

“You named the messenger? Nolhan was right. You’ve formed an attachment. This isn’t good.” Deanna pulled away, stood. “I must—”

“Don’t go,” Tall pleaded. “I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong.”

“What you’ve done wrong is to put the messenger at risk,” Deanna said tersely. “Can’t have this. Riders are to keep, shield, and protect. Nothing more, nothing less. You are an oathbreaker, as Nolhan has said. I should’ve let them… I must inform Braddick. The wizard’s guard must know what I know, or I’ll be—”

She stopped abruptly when Tall twisted around in the bed and put his feet to the floor. He took a blind step. “I’ve taken no oaths and broken no promises.”

“Impossible,” Deanna said. “All riders must take the oath.”

Tall took a second blind step. “I’m not a rider.”

“But of course you are.”

Tall winced, forced himself to keep straight when his body wanted to double over. “I’ve no idea of any of this. Please, I beg you, don’t—” Throwing his hands in the air in protest was a mistake, he realized, but too late for he was already sprawled on his backside, flailing like a giant beetle.

Tall called out. No one was there to help him. Deanna was gone, having rushed away in confused tears.





Chapter 10: The Wizard’s Guard 
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Tall tried to grope his way back to the bed. He ended up in a dark corner. He wished Keene were there. The boy might have been smaller than most, but he was smart. He’d know what to do. Then he remembered Keene was  dead. Keene couldn’t help anyone anymore.

Tall recoiled from the soft patter of footsteps. He put his hands up defensively.

“It is I,” Deanna’s soft voice said. “I brought you what I could of my dinner.” She put a cold stone plate in his hands.

Tall sat rock still. “Nolhan? The guard?”

Deanna sat down next to Tall. He didn’t see this; he heard it. “I couldn’t… I…”

Tall held the plate in one hand, reached out to Deanna with the other. “Thank you,” he said. “You won’t regret the decision. I swear it.”

Tall lifted the plate, inhaled. In all his life he’d never smelled such things. He reached in with his fingers. Deanna said, “Here, let me.” She took the plate, fed him something rather bland followed by something akin to pasty fire.

The spices and rich texture made Tall’s mouth water even as he swallowed. The hot made his eyes water. He felt like he couldn’t take a breath.

“Drink this,” Deanna said. “It’ll help. There’s no meat, though. I’m but a laity. Meat is reserved for those who take the robes.”

Tall drank deeply from the wooden mug. He didn’t say that the thought of eating meat repulsed him or that eating meat would go against everything  his people believed in. Deanna fed him several more heaping spoonfuls. He drank the sweet water in between mouthfuls. “I’ve never had such as this. It’s very good. Do you always eat so well?”

“This? You poke fun. When I first fed this to you, you coughed and sputtered, like to die, but it was all I had to give.” Deanna was only a gray smudge before him but he heard the sadness in her voice and wondered why there were tears in her eyes.

“I’d have thought in the city you’d always have plenty to eat. You know, with all you trade and take.”

“Take, yes, you’re fond of that word. Aren’t you?” Deanna said. “You judge unfairly.”

Tall thought that perhaps she referred to something he’d said but didn’t recall. He reached out to her. “I didn’t mean it. I know only what I’ve seen of you Outlanders.”

“And there’s that other word,” Deanna said, pulling the plate away. He heard her skirts shift, like she was about to stand. “Who’s to say you’re not the Outlander and I the Inderlander. I don’t know why I help someone as ungrateful as you.”

Tall grabbed at the air, found her arm. Feeling the raised welts, he pulled back. “Did someone do this to you?”

“Only to show me my place,” Deanna said. “A laity should know her  place. I was in the wrong. My pride showed and they whipped me so that the others may see.”

Tall could tell it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. In Nahterh’n, even the worst offenses were handled by the council elders, and even then only with words. Council decisions never resulted in violence, although violence occasionally occurred. He and Isaac had once stolen a drum from Emette’s father. When they were caught, the council decided that they should spend a winter working for Isaac’s father. That meant learning the oral histories, and then reciting them around the village fire. Their punishment was the humiliation of everyone knowing, and then having to stand before the village night after night.

“It’d have been better if they’d just made me work extra in the kitchens or something, but I suppose I had it coming. It’s been a while since my last reminding.” Deanna scraped the plate with the spoon, fed him what must have been the last mouthful. “There may be bread left. I’ll check and try to return if there is.”

“Do you have to go?” Tall asked. “Will they miss you if you don’t return?”

“No,” Deanna answered. “I’ve done my duties for today. They’ll expect me to be off sulking. That’s what Lady Hravic says anyway. ‘Why, all that girl does is sulk, if she’s not huffing,’ so she says. I don’t huff or sulk really. Just quiet mostly, until I explode, and that makes them think I’m plotting bad things when I’m quiet. I don’t plot anything. Things just kind of happen when I’m around. Like you.”

Tall swallowed a lump of guilt. “Do you always have to do what the Lady says?”

“Lady Hravic? She’s usually too busy to deal with the likes of me, but she seems to notice when I make something go wrong. Always making a mess of things is why they mostly leave me alone.”

Deanna told Tall about accidentally ripping open grain bags at harvest time, ruining soup and burning bread in the kitchens, letting rats get into the hay. Some of the things she talked about he had little concept of. He guessed “rats” were the long-tailed things Hazard had been eating and “hay” was what Outlanders called dried grass put up for the winter. He wondered why they didn’t just call it dried grass.

Truly, though, it was interesting to hear about her life. She did tend to make a mess of things, but as messes went, the one Tall was in was a much bigger one. He couldn’t help thinking about Ray out there somewhere in the stone land. Ray was likely in an even bigger mess, had to be—otherwise everyone wouldn’t be so worried about him. But it was more than worry, wasn’t it? He told himself.

He started to feel light-headed. The world spun. He grabbed the sides of  his head.

“The sickness again?” Deanna asked. He heard her rifling through what he assumed was his pack. “Open, chew.”

To his surprise, she’d given him scatter seeds. “How did you… know?”

“The first day, you begged me for these. Said they’d rid you of the wizard’s curse.”

“Wizard’s curse?”

“The sickness. All his have it. It makes them crazed whenever he withholds it. Never seen a seed cure for it before. Healer Holt wouldn’t like it, I’d imagine. He’d confiscate it if I told him and then Braddick would likely kill you.”

Tall scooted back against the wall. “Why haven’t you?”

“Told, you mean,” she completed for him. “You’re like me. We both make everything around us wrong. Serve them right, not knowing what I know. Besides, I hate the Wizard’s Guard.”

“Who’s Braddick?”

“The worst of them,” she said. “The Prefect now, an Equite originally.”

She went back to telling him about life in Hravic Quarter. He started to understand that this was the part of Adalayia he was in. That the building behind the stables, where he thought he was, was only a small part of Hravic Quarter called the priory, and that the building itself was called the cloister. Deanna herself was one of the cloistered but had not taken the robes.

The whole time she was talking, however, he couldn’t help thinking about the one called Braddick, this Prefect as she named him. “What is an Equite?” He asked her finally. “What does the Prefect do?”

Deanna decided to trust him wholeheartedly. He knew this because she didn’t hesitate to speak her mind about the equites and the prefect, even though her hushed tone revealed both her great fear of them and the danger. “The equites are horse riders. Most are from the wealthiest families. They command the wizard’s army and the Prefect commands them.”

Simple. Blunt. There it was. Braddick was in command of the wizard’s army. Tall didn’t know why this worried him so much, but it did. Perhaps it was because when Deanna mentioned Braddick she seemed to imply that his own death would follow any encounter with the man. She didn’t say this, but he felt it. Then he remembered that she hadn’t implied it. She’d come right out and said Braddick would kill him.

There was something else that was important about what she’d told him, but he was too distracted by the thought of dying to think about it. Somehow he and Lucky must find a way to escape from the city—if Lucky was still in the city. He was pretty sure finding Lucky and escaping would be a tremendous struggle. It wasn’t like the Outlanders wouldn’t notice an Inlander boy fleeing on horseback. That the Outlanders used horses as  messengers could work to their disadvantage, though, because they didn’t seem to see the rider at all. Not when it was an Inlander, at least.

The whole crazed ride into the city he’d thought the Outlanders were talking to him, but they’d been talking to Lucky. He might as well have been an appendage. What had Deanna said about this? Riders were to keep, shield, and protect. Nothing more, nothing less.

Tall decided to trust Deanna as much as she trusted him. He told her about his village, the smoot, Keene, Ray, everything. But he was too exhausted to begin any detailed plan. His mind was foggy from the seed, and together with the warmth in his belly, they were as good as a lullaby. Deanna let him cradle his head on her shoulder as she led him to the bed. Her closeness made him realize how very lonely he’d felt earlier when he tried to reach out to the brood and failed. He missed them. He missed them something fierce. How comforting her presence was. He gave in to the drowsiness, vowing that tomorrow the balance would tip in his favor. Tomorrow, he’d not only find Lucky and the others, but a way to leave the city safely.

It was dark when Deanna woke him. She held something out to him as he sat up. Food perhaps. It was small, round, and warm. But when he tried to put it in his mouth she stopped him with her unexpected giggling.

“Keep your eyes closed,” she told him. Her fast, small hands began  unwrapping the bandages around his head.

He grabbed her hand as she finished, still amazed at how soft and fine her fingers were. His own hands were rough as gritty leaves and tough as dark root. “The burning’s all gone.”

“As is the redness. That’s good.” She took the round thing from his hands, held it up first to one eye and then to the other. He knew this because of the soft glow behind his eyelids. “This’ll finish the job. Healer Holt won’t miss it.”

She kissed his cheek. “For luck,” she said. “Now open, slowly. It may—”

“It may what?” He asked. Opening his eyes, he saw Deanna for the first time. She was small and thin with pale skin and long, yellow hair that was nearly a match for the soft yellow of her dress. Her nose was small but perfect, like her teeth. Her blue eyes were very large, disproportionate to the rest of her. They spoke to him, told him he had been right to trust her as fully as she trusted him.

At times he’d imagined her as being much younger than he. At other times he’d imagined her as much older. In truth, she was perhaps a year or two older. Fifteen winters at most if he’d have had to guess. The dim light made her look almost translucent. Then he realized the soft glow was her own.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m a laity as I’ve told you.” She sat across from him,  dimmed her glow until it disappeared. Her hands cupped a glowing ball. “It’s a healing sphere.”

“Will you be punished if they catch you with it?” He asked.

“Not really; maybe… Won’t cure anything big, but works wonders with the scrapes and bruises I’m always getting. You must be at least a laity to activate it.” She unconsciously ran a hand up her arm. He wondered what the long sleeves hid before he remembered the welts. She saw the question in his eyes. “The healer fixed me, told me to keep my arms hidden for a few days so no one would know. He’s the only nice one of them all.”

She seemed to regret saying this immediately, and quickly added, “That’s not true. Not really, not entirely. There are a lot of nice ones. Even some among the Wizard’s Guard.”

“How old are you?” Tall asked.

Deanna smiled. “Summer before last to training. This spring past, that’d be… fourteen. When’s your birthday?”

“I was born in winter,” Tall said. “I’ve seen twelve since counting age. Do you count the first winter? The first circle of seasons? We don’t.”

Deanna put the healing ball away, shifted back as if suddenly noticing  Tall was different than she. “You don’t count what?”

“An uncounted child returns to the arbor and will be born again.” He said it as an explanation of custom, but saw that it only confused her. He  added, “We are named after our first counting winter. Most of the counted survive, so the naming ceremony’s very important. Dent, my father, gave me my name because I was so much bigger than the rest of the first winters and because of the three uncounted before me who returned to the tree. They were all quite small, you see.”

The addition only seemed to confuse her even more. Into the awkward silence, she said, “So thirteen winters to my fourteen springs?”

There was something odd about that, but neither could think of what it was. Suddenly Tall wished he was older. “If you count it that way, I guess so.”

They didn’t do anything after that because he was too busy formulating a plan and getting every bit of information he could out of Deanna about Adalayia. She wasn’t born in the city, so she knew only what she’d learned since becoming a laity. She’d only seen the wizard once, but she knew much about the guard. They garrisoned in the city and had outposts across the land. The wizard’s domain stretched out from Mount Lar in the east to Stone Canyon in the west. North, a land called Korran, was inhabited by undermountain men. South was a land she called the Wastes, but he knew it as his beloved In.

He realized they were lying down now, still talking, but quietly. Both were on their side, so they faced one another. He wasn’t sure who drifted off  to sleep first, but it was she who awoke him some hours later. He pushed himself up, stood rigidly, but without assistance. His ribs were tender, but most of the real pain was gone. He guessed that she might have been using the sphere to heal the cracks little by little.

She pulled dark clothes from a satchel bag, held first a shirt and then pants up to him. “It’ll have to be good enough,” she said. Her fast, small hands started undressing him. “The sun comes. We have to hurry. Best to leave the city before the dawn.”

“I can do this,” Tall said. “Really, I can.”

Irrespective, she continued. He lifted a leg to slip out of first one then the other pants leg. She slipped the other pants legs into place, pulled the pants up around his waist, and tied them in place with a rope belt. She deftly fastened the buttons of the shirt that followed before slipping a collared cape over his shoulders and fastening it in place with two fist-sized metal buttons bearing a blade and hammer insignia. He’d drawn those markings many times. Usually, though, they were on the metal breast piece of the one-armed man. Thoughts of that man haunted Tall’s dreams, almost as much as thoughts of the wizard did.

Any sense of excitement he had been feeling fled. She noticed this change immediately. “Not the reaction I expected,” she said. “I stole into the Horse Quarters for these. Healer Holt would whip me himself if he found  out.”

Tall squeezed her hand as she brought the flow of the cape around his shoulders. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. You must know. Without you, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

“I don’t doubt that,” she said. She kissed his cheek. “Whatever happens, remember what you’re wearing. A rider is ever silent. A rider keeps, serves, and protects. That’s all.”

“That’s twice,” he said, still holding the hand that rested on his shoulder.

“The kiss of a laity brings luck. Anyone as unlucky as you needs all the luck I can give. Besides when I take the robes I won’t be kissing anyone’s cheek anymore, I’ll be kissing hands. To bless and keep.”

Tall thought the whole business of kissing for luck or blessings, whether cheeks or hands, was silly. “My horse’s name is Lucky. Get me to him and I’ll show you luck.”

Deanna slipped the healing sphere into his pocket. He didn’t know this now, but he would later. Now he knew only that she took back the hand he held, and stepped away. “Messengers don’t have names, and if they did the likes of us wouldn’t be doing the naming.”

Tall realized she was lit with the soft, yellow glow that made her seem at one with herself and everything around her. “How do you control it?” He  asked, pointing.

Deanna was suddenly self conscious. She blushed. “It’s why I’m still a laity. Everyone passes the test the first time. Even Saldal passed this test the first time. I don’t wear the robes because I fail, not because I haven’t decided whether to take them. That’s the truth. If I could use this curse without revealing, I’d be an acolyte.”

“Can’t go around glowing and frightening everyone.” It was meant as a joke, but it brought a frown.

“You think less of me. Don’t you? Why not, everyone else who knows does. It’s why I started telling people I was unsure about taking the robes.”

He told her about his similar problem. He told her what the smoot said about second sight. How he wasn’t supposed to reach out so fully. How the smoot made simple gestures to use it. How Ehzrit said it was only a matter of focus. She was very interested in Ehzrit but he circled the conversation back to the sight.

“How wondrous to think it a gift and not a curse,” Deanna said finally. “My mother always thought it a curse. It drove her mad enough to walk straight into the void one day. She was singing when she did it. “Calling to the Heavens,” the song’s called. I remember because I was chasing after her asking about honey sticks.

“Like to drove my father mad too. His name was Stirling. He and my  sister, Kerry, were never the same after they took me to serve. They visited a few times. Kerry came once recently to tell me my father died. He was a strong man. I think his heart broke and that’s what took him.

“Kerry has the same gift of song as my mother. She’s a tree singer. Why couldn’t I have been born a tree singer?”

Tall had no answer for this, at least no answer that would sooth her nerves. He went back to questioning her about the city and the Wizard’s Guard. The city garrison was behind the priory. The city had four gates. The south gate, the one he entered through, was little used and poorly manned. Only the worst were stationed there. The north gate was the badge of honor. Guards fought over North Gate postings.

“Their commander,” Tall asked. “This Braddick. What does he look like?”

Deanna described him from his long, brown hair and grizzled beard to his one arm and flowing red cape. It was then Tall knew without doubt Braddick was the one he’d drawn and dreamt of so many times. Next to the wizard, there was no one as loathsome. Braddick was always killing something in his dreams. Bulls. Slithers. Flying lizards. Men. It was the dream of himself being killed by Braddick that was the worst. Remembrance of the white-hot fury of the man’s curved blade brought him to his knees and gave Deanna a start.

She took his hand, said, “I didn’t mean to say anything to trouble you so. You don’t have to worry. Braddick and his aren’t in the city. They’ve gone north yesterday, to Stone Desert, in search of something.”

Her words brought him back instantly. He grabbed her shoulders, a bit too firmly he knew from her grimace—or perhaps the healer had not cured her entirely. “In search of what? Did they say?”

Deanna pushed his hands away. “If I knew that I’d be a guard, and not a laity.”

“I have to leave now,” he told her. “Will you help me?”

“I already have. The rider’s clothes will get you out of the city.”

“But Lucky,” he started to say, but she was already saying, “Yes, on a messenger. How else would that work?”

“It has to be Lucky,” Tall said. “Only him. He’ll get me safely north, past Braddick. That’s where Ray is, I know it.”

Deanna crossed her arms in front of her. “You’ll do nothing of the sort. I’ll help you get to the west gate. A friend is there posted till the morn. I told him I’d bring him apples from the priory trees at first light.”

Tall knew better than to try to protest, but he did anyway. “Ray is north. I know it.”

“Head north and for certain Braddick and his will kill you. Make no mistake. You told me you saw a vision of Ray on the back of a flying lizard.

 Those are said to dwell in Stone Canyon. That’s west.”

Tall grabbed at Deanna’s hand, which was still hidden in her crossed arms. “Come with me.”

“Your pack,” Deanna said. “Best to keep it in front of you until you are out of the city.”

She looked to the door anxiously and Tall knew it was time to go. He hugged her before he could stop himself. She hugged him back, then led him from the room, down a flight of stairs. Just before they left the cloister building, she told him, “Don’t speak out there. Remember, you are a rider. Best unseen, but if seen, unheard.”

“Thank you for everything,” Tall said. He leaned forward to kiss her cheek, planning to tell her it was for her luck, but she turned at the last moment and their lips met. Whether it was mistake or intention was something he would brood over later, especially during the long days ahead. For now, he picked up his pack and turned toward the door.

“You’ll need this,” Deanna said.

Tall turned back. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever see his journey staff again, but there it was in Deanna’s hand.





Chapter 11: Unnatural Yearning 
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Lucky was in the stable. Tall ran to him, gripped the long neck and buried his face in horse flesh. “I missed you,” he whispered. Lucky arched his back and his soft eyes shone. He nibbled Tall’s sleeve with his lips and nuzzled at Tall’s shoulder. Tall rubbed the velvety nose and spoke softly of the days they’d been separated.

He’d started to wonder if he’d ever see Lucky or the others again. It was strange that he felt their connection only when they touched. Stranger still that he felt nothing of the others, even under the light influence of the seeds he’d secreted from the pack.

Deanna cleared her throat, reminding him of the urgency. Tall was pleased that Lucky seemed well fed and cared for, even more so when Lucky sent him feelings of contentment and happiness. He climbed onto Lucky’s back, shifting his pack and staff into place.

He saw Deanna near the entrance as Lucky exited the stall and sauntered across the stable’s central causeway. She was carrying a basket of apples in one hand, wiping away tears with the other. He’d never thought of her as particularly pretty. She was too pale, too thin. Her hair, too yellow and straight. Her eyes, too large and blue.

But she was pretty. She had an undeniable grace. Even the way she handled her tears made her more endearing. It made her seem open, vulnerable and yet resolved. Without doubt she was the most stouthearted person he’d ever met, and that trait made her beautiful.

A difficult comparison to Ellie, but one he made. Ellie’s beauty was right there, bubbling on the surface. Her bright green eyes. Her long, curly hair  always wrapping the perfect oval of her face. Her nose sized just so. Her cheek bones, high. She was lithe and sturdy. Years of hard work had shaped her true enough, but she was always more woman than girl. Men listened when she commanded. Even her father. Even when he was of a mood. Her tears were always private, as was her sadness. He’d seen both, but she’d never meant for anyone to see.

“Tall,” Deanna hissed. Her face dead calm, her eyes wide, told him something was wrong.

Tall looked down, saw he was brighter than the pale light from the dawning day. He was glowing, but didn’t know whether from his reflection or something else. He wasn’t reaching out with the yearning. Or was he? He was, he realized. Unintentionally, perhaps instinctively, he was trying to reach Lady, Hazard, and the hatchlings.

He squelched the yearning, reached Deanna at the stable entrance. She was looking out into the quiet streets. “West gate,” she hissed. “Follow on a hundred count. Count slowly; go slowly. You’ll cross the lake bridge, and then the canal. One turn at the great circle of the sun, then straight to the gate. Remember what you wear, what you are.”

Tall watched her depart. Though her soft footfalls were inaudible, he imagined he heard them as she disappeared down the cobbled street. He started counting, wondered if she really meant for him to wait a hundred  counts. There was enough light to make the street seem a place of shadows.

“Now,” he whispered to Lucky as he reached eighty. A few counts more or less shouldn’t matter; at least he didn’t think so.

The sound of Lucky’s hooves echoed softly as they struck the stones. He kept Lucky to a steady walk. Or maybe Lucky did this on his own and Tall only thought he controlled the colt. He knew nothing of riding, only that it hurt. He felt Lucky’s every stride.

It was a long way to the circle, and eventually the slow ride sucked away the urgency of the moment. Tall began to study the buildings that lined the street when he probably should have been paying closer attention to the road, to the doorways, to the alleys. Still, he’d never seen such stone monuments before. Well, that wasn’t true exactly. He’d seen the buildings on the furious race into Adalayia.

Now, though, he had time to study how the red and black stones were laid one on top of the other in long rows, how windows and doors were framed in white stones, how each building had its own great door painted red or blue or black. Some of the buildings had signs. The signs had symbols but none that he recognized. Strangest of all was the stone that wasn’t stone. It kept out weather and beasts but let him see in as those inside could see out.

He saw mostly shadows inside the buildings, but sometimes furniture or  peculiar knitted sheets hanging on metal rods. How his mother would have loved such fine things to hang in the windows. But such fine things wouldn’t keep out buzzers. Only a well-tarred cloth fixed snugly could do that. Every door and window in his village was fitted with a tar cloth at night.

The bridge across the lake was a wonder and Tall could only marvel at it. Eventually the steady spray of the great circle’s fountains concealed the echoes of Lucky’s hooves. Only the canal bridge was between him and the circle now. He was glad for this, but this feeling was fleeting, for his breath froze in his lungs as a shadow within the shadows moved. Then a voice called out, “Who goes there?” This was followed by: “State your business.”

Tall’s heart leapt into his throat. He heard boots, saw a pale man in armor moving to block the canal bridge. The armored man held a long staff with a large blade attached at the top. Tall wanted to call the weapon a spear, but knew that wasn’t the right name. Whatever it was, it was a man killer.

He dropped his shoulders, returned his gaze to the path ahead. He told himself, “I am a rider. Best unseen, but if seen, unheard.”

Lucky continued toward the bridge. Not knowing what the armored man was doing terrified Tall. He sat rigidly, afraid to move. He dared not look, but he had to. He stole a glance, saw the armored man. Their eyes  locked. Tall was certain the man would charge at him and strike out with that terrible weapon. But the man never did.

Tall saw little of the great circle of the sun. He guided Lucky right at the first turning and saw the gate and the walls at once. The alarm sounding in his mind ensured his thoughts kept their focus, just as his eyes kept their focus on the path ahead. It helped calm the crazed beating of his heart.

Ahead, near the gate, Tall saw the outline of two figures. One he thought must be Deanna, just now arriving. The other, a guard, clad much as the other had been. Tall’s cape had a thick collar. He turned it up so that it hid his face partly. He forced himself to take his breaths evenly, as he tried to work away the fear.

A bull could tear a man to shreds. A slither could wrap and crush. A deep wading could swallow. These were dangers he knew, and every one more deadly than a guard at a gate. But just in case, he gripped his staff firmly and prepared to strike, plotting blows that could be landed around the plates of the armor. These plates, not unlike those of a bull or slither, had weak points where they connected. There was a reason one struck a bull in the snout and behind the head. These were the least armored and most sensitive. A blow to either was sure to get the bull’s attention. So how to get a plated man’s attention?

The closer Tall approached, the more he saw. Deanna put her basket  down, hugged the guard. It was quick, impulsive, and it surprised. Into the surprise, Deanna offered the gift of her apples. Tall studied the guard’s movements. Deanna ate an apple as well. The two talked. Tall didn’t know of what.

He was back to studying the armor’s weaknesses. The chin and back of the neck were exposed; so were the arms, elbows, and hands. The back of the knee, the thigh, the groin too. In fact, the more he studied this armor, the more he realized how little of use it was. It protected the torso and the head, but little else. Such might work well against angry blades. He didn’t know. What he did know was such wouldn’t work well against his staff, if he could land blows past the long reach of the poled blade. A blow from that could sever limbs, he didn’t doubt.

He was sure Deanna heard his approach now, but she didn’t betray that she did. If anything her voice grew louder while her banter got more friendly. It made Tall angry, jealous. He didn’t know why, but it did, especially the way the guard looked at her. “May the Great Father of the Heavens help this one if I strike,” Tall muttered under his breath, quietly adding, “For nothing else under the heavens will.”

This kind of anger, this kind of quiet rage, was new to Tall. He neither understood it nor could he rid himself of it. He’d asked Deanna to go with him, but she’d said nothing, changing the subject instead. Was this guard  the reason? Did she love him? Did he love her? And if so, thinking this, could Tall strike the man if needed?

As if suddenly noticing his approach, Deanna turned her head, called out, “A messenger. Make way for the messenger.” She stepped forward into the guard.

The press of her body forced the guard to take several steps backward. Tall saw Deanna grab at the guard as she stumbled. The guard had to drop his weapon to catch Deanna and keep her from falling. Deanna called out as she stood, “Open the gates for the messenger.”

The guard and Deanna exchanged the strangest look. Perhaps in that tangled moment heartbeats ago Deanna had kissed his cheek as she had Tall’s. Whatever happened, the guard was stunned speechless, until at Deanna’s prodding, he turned his head and shouted, “Messenger leaving the city! Open the gates at once!”

Tall risked a glance at Deanna as he passed her. His heart felt like it would break, but that was fleeting, for he was racing through the gate, unexpectedly leaving the city much as he had entered. Lucky slowed from a gallop to a canter only when they were well away from the city’s walls. Tall was sure Lucky was nearly exhausted by that time, but Lucky showed no signs of it.

The road out of the city was wide, packed earth. If it rained in this area  as it rained to the south, the road showed little of it. Tall’s thoughts spun. The image of Deanna looking up at him as he passed stuck in his mind. Her smirk said it all. She had acted purposefully. His reaction to her selflessness had been jealousy. What did this say about him? Did it say that one could be named a man and yet not really be a man? Or that a man was as subject to whimsy as a child?

Perhaps not truly being a man was why he must continue his journey. Perhaps to truly be a man he must find Ray and return with him to the village. But finding Ray and returning would not be easy. The world beyond his beloved Inland was so much bigger than he’d ever imaged. It truly was, and the endless dusty expanse of mostly barren land all around him proved this. In truth, he had no idea how to find Ray, but he knew one thing and it was this: he hated the stone land. It was an unnatural place. It was an ugly place. Nothing but stunted trees and blighted grasses.

He was so busy seething he forgot to be thankful and there was a lot to be thankful for. He was safely out of the city. He was reunited with Lucky. He was back on the path to finding Ray. But where was he, exactly? What little he knew of the world beyond Adalayia came from Deanna. She had told him of the places beyond, if only he could remember.

Tall guided Lucky to a stand of trees before dismounting. He hugged the horse’s neck. “I missed you fiercely,” he said. “I couldn’t feel you. I was  so alone, only Deanna for company. Where are the others, I wonder. I miss them too. Seems so long since I’ve felt them.”

But even as he said this, he knew the error of his words. He did feel the others. They were north. They were there even if the connections were the barest and thinnest they could possibly be and still exist. He reached out to them with the yearning. As he did so, he realized something else. Something in the city had kept him from feeling the connections and that same something had been working to undo the connections. It was a frightening thought because a complete unnatural breaking of the connections also might have undone him.

Then it struck him—the wizard’s hand was in this. There could be no doubt. Only the wizard had such power. This realization brought more questions than answers. But one question rose above all the others. Had the wizard turned him west when he should have gone north? And if so, was any of it real? Deanna being forced to do something against her will might explain all the tears. It might explain a lot of things.

He was walking to the tree to retrieve his pack when he felt the thing in his pocket. He reached in, unsure what he would find, felt the cold, round stone. He withdrew it, knowing at once it was the healing orb Deanna had taken from Healer Holt. But there was something else in his pocket: a folded paper. It had the same strange symbols as the signs in the city.





Chapter 12: Into the Unknown 
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At the edge of the city, Tall turned to survey the land. It was early in the day, but the travelers and patrols he expected were nowhere to be seen. The north road out of the city continued straight and true into the distance. He  saw no roads or paths leading from it.

He continued running, moving alongside Lucky as the horse trotted. With each bounding step it felt as if his feet rooted in the earth before springing out, and it allowed him to move with speed he was unaccustomed to. He found he had to work at times to slow himself to a steady pace.

Lucky easily handled the weight of his pack and staff. For the next few hours he alternated between a jog and a run. He could go a long time. He knew that from his days roving his beloved Inland. Still, he didn’t want to tire himself out, and he would need water soon. It would be a long day. He wanted to be as far away from the city as possible before nightfall.

The land began to change and the stunted trees and blighted grasses gave way to patches of bushy, green trees. Some of the trees had red or green orbs that seemed similar to Deanna’s apples. Tall slowed to a walk, looked for signs that what he saw was edible. At one point, he heard a noise and retrieved his staff, thinking he might have to defend himself.

Deanna’s apples had been good and juicy, though sweet. These were juicy too, he knew, having halved and sniffed one as he looked for animal sign. Since animals ate these, they likely were safe. It was true in the Inland, and it must hold true in the Outland.

His tongue disliked the fruit at first, but the tangy juice satisfied his thirst. He gathered some for his pack and shared others with Lucky as he  waited out the heat of the day. He had a tidy pile by the time he opened his pack and discovered the foodstuffs from Deanna. His first thought was she’d replaced his roots; it made him so angry he upended his pack onto the ground. That was when he saw she’d cleaned and bundled the roots almost as well as his mother would have done for winter storage.

“It’s time,” Tall told Lucky. He slipped a half pod, full of seeds, into his mouth as the two started out at a jog. His brood was closer. He felt them, but there was something strange about how distant they remained. It was as if they were separated from him by unseen voids.

The ground sloped up. He didn’t like this. He wanted to be low, like in his lowland home, where his enemies couldn’t see him from a distance. He had no choice but to keep going.

Trekking through the hills made him think of the wizard’s mountain. In his paintings he’d always drawn Ray and the wizard battling on the mountain, but now he saw himself added to those frozen moments. It was almost as if he’d drawn himself into the scenes—and perhaps he had by living when he should have died.

It was late afternoon by the time his angular path intersected with the north road. Adalayia was a dot in the distance behind him. In the shadow of a thicket, he paused, panting as he looked to Lucky. His pack and staff weren’t that heavy, but carrying them all day must have been tiring because Lucky looked tired and his leg muscles glistened with sweat. The day was proving to be a hot one. He fed Lucky fruit and roots. He ate the same, added pod seeds, while he surveyed the road.

The road was deserted, as it had been since morning. Something wasn’t right about that. Deanna said guards fought over north gate postings. That it was prestigious. But what prestige was there in watching a deserted road?

He crossed the road with Lucky, headed directly east for a time. There was a dip ahead that he thought might hide a water flow.

His fingers scraped at his ribs. The pain was gone, mostly. The healing orb, from his pocket, turned in his hand as he studied it. He wondered about Deanna. Had Healer Holt discovered what she’d done? Had Lady Hravic given her another reminding?

All of a sudden, he was overwhelmed by the thought that Deanna had received more than a reminding, that she’d been beaten to death. Her death, in his mind, became real. He saw her white, being put into a wooden box. No longer here. He tried hard to remember her alive, but he couldn’t. All he could see was her death.

Maybe it was better if she were gone. They’d have to find someone else to give their reminding to, then. People like that always did, he knew. Old Rud had been like that, until the council drove him out of the village and left him where he could never hurt anyone again.

No, not her, Tall told himself. He forced himself to think of her as living. He painted over the canvas of her death in his mind, inserted a picture of her very much alive, breathing and laughing and playfully dancing. No doubt it was the seed taking over, but he couldn’t help it, no more than he could now separate the real from the unreal.

As he ran faster and faster, he had an awful thought. The void ahead. The one he thought must hide a water flow. What if it was dry? That would almost guarantee his own death. He had never been so long without water. The juice of the fruit helped, but what his dry throat needed was water. He didn’t doubt that Lucky needed water as well.

Twilight was closing in. He was glad for the concealment the growing darkness offered. He wasn’t headed uphill anymore so much as he was trekking across hillsides. The void was there, he knew, but he couldn’t always see it. He was hungry, too, but he knew how to go without and did, pressing on.

In another hour, it was clear he wasn’t going to reach the void that day. He had to find a place to camp. Night creatures were coming out. He heard their strange howls and hoots and wondered if the stinging would protect him. Certainly it would mask his scent, but would it be enough if they came for him?

Soon after, he discovered the stone land had a kind of buzzer. They were  tiny, miniscule, but their bite stung well enough. He found a hollow in a fold of trees, hoped he’d traveled far enough away from the city and the road. He didn’t see sign that it was occupied.

Before settling in, he spread a circle of stinging. He arranged his pack so it would be behind his head, shared and ate some of the goods from Deanna. Beans with green pods and thin orange roots that were tasty but chewy. These were better than the fruits he and Lucky had finished off earlier. As a precaution, he laid his staff beside him and then held it in both hands before leaning back. Lucky was behind him, grazing now, but within the fold of trees.

Night arrived. His thoughts swirled. Through the branches he could see the stars, and they looked the same as those at home. He knew he must try to rest. It seemed sleep was all he had been doing lately, but it also was all he could think about. Slowly, he let his muscles relax. His eyes closed. His last thought was that he hoped Lucky would be okay.

Sudden movement awoke him. He couldn’t have been asleep for more than an hour or two. The hollow helped him feel the vibrations of the otherwise still land. The back and forth turning motions were unmistakable. Something large made its way nearer. His instinct wasn’t to flee but to stand and fight. Then he wondered whether the hollow was the creature’s home.

Bulls and slithers would defend their homes to the death. This creature  might as well. Pack in one hand, staff in the other, Tall scrambled up and out of the hollow. Lucky nickered, clearly as a warning, but it also helped Tall locate the horse. He stroked the horse’s mane. With a gentle, soft voice, he said, “North now. We’ll head toward the dip at first light.”

As soon as he said it, he knew it was a mistake. The thing that had been coming on was just beyond the edge of the tree line. It was some sort of contraption. Not much like a pushcart really, although it had wheels like one. Something was powering the cart, for it surely wasn’t moving on its own, but he couldn’t see what.

He stood rock still, afraid to breathe. Were the cart’s owners looking for him? It seemed they were; he heard footsteps. One of them circled around the cart to the other as the other walked toward Tall’s hiding place. Tall closed his eyes, became a shadow within the shadows. He saw with his ears what his eyes couldn’t have seen if they’d’ve wanted to.

“Far enough?” one asked. The other answered, “I think so.” The voices were those of adults, but not elders. The first speaker was a man. The second, a woman. The man said, “Good. We’ve little enough.”

Tall heard the man stalking closer. He was picking up something, fallen branches by the sound of it. The woman was busy clanging and banging things.

A thump followed by the patter of feet surprised Tall. These were the  soft sounds of a third person. Light or fairly small, and not at all like the rather large woman or the heavy man. Tall’s heart beat so fast in his ears he wondered that the strangers couldn’t hear it.

“No sign all day,” the man said. “Dead, likely.”

“Happens easily enough out here, but not to this one,” the woman said from behind the cart. From her commanding tone, Tall knew she was in charge. “Isn’t that right, dearest?”

This was addressed to the newcomer, Tall knew, and the response was: “No, not to this one.” The voice was surprisingly close, and Tall almost fell over. The voice was Deanna’s. He risked showing the white’s of his eyes to confirm it.

“I don’t understand why north and not west,” the woman protested. “You warned clear enough about the Wizard’s Guard.”

“He’s north and not west because he doesn’t fear the Wizard or the Guard,” Deanna said.

The man spat something he’d been chewing. Being close enough to smell the stink of it unnerved Tall. Then the man said, “The fool should be terrified.” Tall was.

Something was glowing. The pulse of it was almost hypnotic. At first Tall thought the woman had started a fire, but then he saw the faint glow was coming from his pocket and not from the clearing. It was the orb. The  orb was blinking and he cupped it in his hands to block the light. What was more, Tall saw a similar glow through the trees. Only this glow was in Deanna’s outstretched hand. How serene her expression as it was reflected in the unnerving, intermittent pulsing.

“What of my sister?” Deanna asked. Tall could have sworn that Deanna was looking straight at him when she said those words. He saw the blue of her eyes clear enough, but it was likely she didn’t see him, as his dark complexion helped ensure he was but a shadow within the shadows to the untrained eye. Still, he dared not move until she turned away.

The woman said, “Our bargain will be held. You’ve my word.”

“Very well,” Deanna said. “He lives. He’s close, but out of reach for now.”

“You know this for certain?” The woman asked, her voice rising at the end.

Tall eased down, reached for his pack and staff as Deanna turned to the woman. “I do,” she said.

“Then you were able to consummate the bond?”

Deanna smirked. “Indeed.”

The woman backhanded Deanna so hard she fell to the ground. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

Deanna looked up from her knees, a hand held to her bloody lip. “I’m  telling you now, Lady Hravic. I only just became certain. We needed to be closer and you drained me earlier before I could try.”

The woman grabbed the orb from Deanna’s other hand. The orb went dead, lifeless, at her touch. “And this, this told you?”

“It did,” Deanna said, snatching the orb back. Her expression said she expected to be struck for this. The woman walked away in a huff instead, muttering to herself.

Tall was about to turn and leave, when Deanna looked directly toward him again. He was certain she couldn’t see him, but somehow she must have felt him. Perhaps she knew only his general direction and that he was out there somewhere. Then she did something that took the breath from his lips. She mouthed a warning.





Chapter 13: The Stone Desert 
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“Move,” Tall told himself. He swallowed the last of the orange root, shouldered his pack, slid out of the foliage, and into the grassy field. Lucky was to his right. The horse had quite the appetite and supplies were going  fast. The Lady Hravic, Deanna, and the man were far behind, but alarms still sounded in his mind. If they were hunting him, others might be as well.

He proceeded cautiously. Meager starlight helped him pick his path to the next tree line. As he hiked along, he was certain he was getting closer to his brood. They seemed to move when he moved. Perhaps they sensed him and followed. Lucky may have sensed the closeness of his mother, Tall suspected, for the horse was unusually calm. Tall’d seen Lucky like this only once before: when the horse faced the colossus from the depths. What to make of it all? Had Deanna showed him she was an ally? He felt certain that she had.

Certainly, Lady Hravic coerced Deanna’s actions. Or had she? Maybe Deanna’s concern was only for the bargain they’d reached and the sister she asked after. He moved from the trees to another field. There were no more hills, as the land had leveled out about an hour back. What was ahead in the distance he couldn’t tell, though the dawn light came soon enough to reveal all.

The sun rose as he trekked through a shrub forest. Lucky carried his pack and staff because it was tough going otherwise. He was closer to the north road than he liked being, but he wanted to know when travelers passed and this was the best way. Besides, the bramble patches scattered here and there would make it difficult for anyone on the road to get to him  quickly. He nibbled dark root and bitter sweet, gave some to Lucky. The roots did nothing for their thirst and little enough for their hunger. It was about all they had left, though.

A berry find seemed a gift. There was no animal sign to indicate the berries were edible, however. As the day wore on, he worried more and more about finding water and less and less about those traveling the road. Even Lady Hravic with her wheeled contraption was hours behind him. He’d been on the move almost since awaking. He and Lucky rested twice, but only for a short while.

A burning sensation as he urinated was the first sign of real trouble. The Inland had plenty of water. Not all of it was drinkable, though, and there were plenty of wide spreads without drinkable water. In these places one traveled with water sacks or not at all. Why couldn’t Deanna have given him a water sack? Certainly it would have fit in his pack.

By late afternoon the grasses and shrub trees were far behind, and Tall found himself in an arid land dominated by outcroppings of rocks and spiny leafless plants. His lips were dry and the need to find water was the only thing driving his feet onward. There was no jog or run left in him. He was down to a walk. It was the best he could manage.

Lucky wasn’t himself. The horse plodded on, but often had to be coaxed. The connection between them was worn and thin. It was almost as  if Lucky wanted to break away and retreat back the way they’d come. Tall knew they must continue north. Ray was north, and Ray was the hope of his people. Tall had the nagging sense that water was there, just ahead, and if he found it, he would find his brood.

Exhausted, his body aching, he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. He chewed light root, tried to force it down, but there wasn’t enough spittle in his dry mouth. He ended up choking and heaving, but there wasn’t anything for him to spew up. Lucky didn’t even bother trying to chew the root. The horse let anything Tall tried to feed him drop to the ground.

He was stumbling, nearly falling down, when night arrived. He bedded down with Lucky in a notched recess. The outcropping of rocks provided just enough cover to be protected on three sides. He used what little light was left to go through the goods in his pack one more time. He separated the edible from the inedible. In the food pile, there were a few beans with the green pod, several broken pieces of orange root, and dark root. The not-food pile contained scatter bush pods, spike bush thorns, stinging, and gritty.

Morning didn’t bring the clarity he hoped for. Instead, he felt as if he’d never slept. He could barely think. He had trouble shouldering his pack and had to use his staff to help him walk. He offered the orange roots to Lucky,  as he tried to choke down the beans. Lucky didn’t want to move until he was struck on the flank. It was something Tall regretted immediately, but there seemed no other way. Tall told himself that he’d do the same if Lucky was a person. The difference between life and death at this moment was movement. Lucky needed to move, like Tall needed to move.

Whenever he stumbled and fell, disillusion was the thing that stirred him. Deanna had to have known that without water in this place he was as good as dead, and yet she’d not given him one drop. He hated her for doing this to him. Why had she even bothered to help him? Was it so he could die this horrible, slow death? Did she want him to suffer?

Then he realized something was terribly wrong. Lucky was stock-still, and this sudden stillness brought focus. He was an easy a target out in the open, fumbling around without care. Even Lady Hravic could finish what remained of him and she could do it with his own staff. He’d not the strength left to fend her off.

But Lucky was motionless for another reason. Tall heard that reason: a rattling almost like a slither’s warning, soft and low. He had only enough time to lift his staff and bring it across in front of him. It was enough, though, and he caught the tiny slither as it struck, flinging it to the side. Another reason to hate the still land, he told himself.

His thoughts turned inward. He started to think of Ellie, but the images  that came to him were of Dent and Marta, his father and mother. It’s likely they’ve given him up for lost, unless the smoot had told them otherwise. For their sake, he hoped the smoot hadn’t intervened. Ray’s mother looked each morning and night for the return of her son, refusing to wear the black even when Ray’s father had. That wasn’t the way he wanted his mother to spend her days.

By afternoon, only pod seed kept him going. He’d taken so much of it that he walked with a foot in two worlds and was unable to separate the real from the unreal. Shadows circled round him in both worlds. One of these shadows was Lucky, only barely there now. Some were creatures of the netherworld, feeding on his warmth. Others guided him.

He saw none of this, knew not the direction he walked in, for he’d forgotten all else and remembered only that he must pick up his feet and put them down. Sometimes he forgot even that, but something would nudge him or help him up after stumbling, and he’d continue on.

Hands, unmistakably, were on him now. They were holding him, pushing him down. He heard things, voices, he realized. He saw fire. It danced before his eyes. He tried to reach out to it, but tumbled onto his side. Fears that should have flooded his mind didn’t. He should’ve been worried that the rough hands belonged to Lady Hravic’s man, instead he crawled and dragged himself toward the light.

Something pressed into his hands. His hands were raised to his lips. He choked, sputtered, and spat. His throat was on fire. He screamed, or at least tried. What came out was a squeal.

More roughly, more firmly, something pressed into his hands. His hands were raised. His lips felt the cool, slipperiness. He thought to himself how much he loved water. How he could swim and play in it. How it felt when it poured from the heavens. He wanted to gulp it down. That only made him choke and sputter, so he forced himself to sip.

Tiny sips, with help, he realized. The hands he imagined as rough weren’t unkind. They were working hands; hands not unlike his father’s. It was his last thought as he let his eyes close.

He’d no idea how long he’d slept when he was awoken abruptly. It was the thing in his hand again, pushed to his lips. This was okay, he thought, not so bad. He doesn’t even realize this wasn’t the first such awakening or that night has arrived before slumber took any other thoughts he might have had.

Slowly, easy now, he tried to sit up. His eyes saw, but didn’t. Everything was out of focus. He felt pain; it was remote, almost as if another’s. Then he knew this came from Lucky. He shouted, “Lucky, Lucky!” Or at least he tried. The others, he felt them too.

Something was wrong. There were hushed voices and noises all around  him. He heard the unmistakable sound of drawn steel. It was a sound Inlanders learned, or died for the lack when the Outlanders came on.

He felt the trembling earth, knew many approached. His first impulse was to reach for his staff, but it was nowhere for his hands to find. Somehow his fumbling fingers found the one who knelt beside him. “No, don’t,” he said, his voice scarcely a whisper.

The hand that had given water was plied suddenly across his mouth. He struggled against it as he repeated his plea. The world has transformed, become a place he no longer knew. He has no control over anything, and could only grieve for what came.

The pain was horrible, but worse than the pain was the grief. He used this grief, commanded his eyes to focus, forced his mind to block the throbbing as he stirred himself to action. He found his feet, shooting pain was nothing as to what came. He called out with the yearning, received replies in the same way. Their instincts were so much sharper than his. He trusted their sense, but the danger they saw could not exist.

He pushed back, thoughts spinning out across the link despite a stinging desire. Absence as much as anything brought both searing pain and momentary clarity. Perhaps his mind deceived itself of its addiction, or perhaps his willpower was stronger than even he knew. Whatever the reason, he saw for the first time the stout, bearded people around him, knew  without doubt the danger was illusory.

“No, no,” he said, his voice stronger. He spoke as much to those that approached as to those that stood around him. “This is a mistake.”

He twisted around the bearded ones until he was standing out in front, putting himself between them and what came. Discomfort turned to distress as each breath brought agony.

In a matter of moments, Tall felt as if his mouth and throat were filled with blood. The coughing and sputtering began soon after and his head began to feel as if it was about to rip open. It was the seed. The lack. The withdrawal. The refusal to surrender to need while reaching out with a power he little understood.

Tall knew he needed to succumb, to surrender, but refused. He reached and reached and reached instead. The world transformed. He saw white fire and ice blue and angry crimson. The crimson was new, frightening to behold as it spread to envelope everything and all. In this way he saw those who approached, the bearded ones, his pursuers, the wizard’s guard. Just there, not too far off was a web of lights from Adalayia. Circling out and beyond, the bright clusters from villages. Far, far out in the east was a glow so bright it could only be thought of as a star or a sun—if such brightness could emanate from so tiny a point. He knew with certainty this light came from the wizard himself. That one man had such power stunned.

The warning came not from his mind but from his heart because the pain there when he beheld the star was surreal. He clutched his chest, fell to his knees. His distress froze everyone and everything around him. The smoot’s voice echoed in his ears, “In your heart, you, Tall, are a caller with the mind of a seer.”

The beasts were there, coming out of the darkness. But the men, with their eyes wide, held still. While their wide-eyed gaze was on him, Tall’s gaze swept up and up, until finally he saw the great shadow that moved in the night sky. That the creature had no glow surprised. But it was there, hovering above, as surely as the moon and the stars. He was certain this was the perceived source of the danger and the confusion. Not the men or anything else.

The creature Tall knew, and now he knew who he was among as well. He was among the undermountain men, and the creature landing beside the fire was a dragon lizard. He’d painted both, to the ire and scorn of the disbelievers in his village. How his heart ached when the lizard’s eyes beheld his own.

He trembled and fell. Even as he gasped for air, he reached out. The lizard’s riders dismounted. He heard a voice, soft, as if from a distance, but he didn’t see the speaker. “Where did you come from?” The voice asked.

It was a girl, or at least the voice was that of a girl, but Tall saw only the  man who’d dismounted, walking toward him. His essence, like the lizard’s, was a dark void. The emptiness, the darkness. It was terrifying.

Tall knew he needed to do something, but he could only tremble as he gasped for air. You got a minute, he told himself. A minute to live. Why couldn’t he breathe? Why was there no air?

The man shouted angrily. Tall didn’t understand. The girl, behind the man, said, “Who are you? How do you summon them?”

The man, so close now Tall felt his breath on his face, continued shouting. The girl said, “Why do they come to your call? Where do they come from? Why are you here?”

Tall heard but couldn’t process any of it. He knew only pain. His lungs were on fire. Blood poured from his mouth. He realized then, in these final moments, that he was still reaching out. The more he reached, the more the void took. Darkness swallowed him.





Chapter 14: An Unwanted Truth 
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Whatever vague truth Tall conjured of a need maintained him. He watched the darkness circle and swirl. Something kept him conscious, barely so. He saw the girl, standing still. Her fists were clenched. She was staring,  surrounded in an eerie haze. It was night still but there was a strange luminescence behind her. Something or someone was hidden there. His mind knew but his eyes didn’t see.

“Dea…” He started to say. She gave him something. He drank it.

How long he stared up at her he couldn’t say, but the darkness finally began to recede, which was good, because he was bleeding again. This time from his nose, mouth, and ears. His eyes wanted to close as his body began to convulse. He didn’t realize it was trying desperately to rid itself of the toxins he’d been ingesting since becoming addicted to the seed.

He waited for the quiet, for the convulsing to end. It didn’t come. The force of the blooding brought tears. They stung. His clothes were drenched in sweat. She offered more drink. Somehow, he swallowed past blood and vomit. He hadn’t realized he’d been vomiting. But he had. It was as strong as the blooding.

“You’ve the wizard’s sickness,” her soft voice told him. “Grandin has never seen it so bad, says most that try to come over die at this point. He says you’re a corpse, only you refuse death. I think it is they who keep you.” She pointed out into the darkness. “If they hear your thoughts, I urge you. Tell them to come no closer. They upset Rhyliath and I don’t know what Grandin will do if they come on.”

His hand fumbled, searched the ground. His pack had what he needed. “Dea…” He started to say again.

She knelt beside him, wiped his face. “Don’t die,” she said quietly. “We need you. Alkin says you’ve the light of a seer. Our seer was lost in the last attack.”

Tall reached out to her, saw strands of bloodied hair in his hand. He stared, fascinated by the blood and the vapors rising from it. His muscles reacted to his body’s convulsing. He twisted into a tighter ball.

“Fight it,” she told him. “Live.”

Tall found momentary clarity. He stared up into her large, blue eyes. “My pack. The blue pods.”

“Alkin says…”

He seized her arm at the wrist. “Just a few. I’ll die otherwise.”

The girl glanced nervously over her shoulder. “Okay, just a few.”

Tall’s body shook greedily. The girl disappeared into the darkness for a short time, returned with pods from his pack. He tried to take a pod, but his hands shook so much he couldn’t. “You do,” he said through gritted teeth. “The seed. Inside.”

She split open a pod. Seeds spilled into her hand. “These?” she started to say. Tall buried his face in her hand, ate them like an animal.

Immediate calm draped him, like a blanket pulled snug around his shoulders would chase away the cold. His convulsions came only  intermittently then. Then they were gone and so was the sickness. He wiped vomit and spittle from his face, tried to stand but found his legs were weak.

Unable to stand, he sat and stared up at the girl who wasn’t quite as he’d seen her before. Perhaps what he’d seen before was an illusion of the withdrawal. The face though was the same. Her nose. Her eyes. Her cheeks. Even her pout. The rest of her was different. She wore a rider’s clothes with high boots, leathers, and a cape. Her long hair was held in place by a circlet. She looked older, almost regal, and when she spoke, the words came with another’s voice. “Deanna,” he said. “You’re so different.”

One of the burly undermountain men interrupted her response with angry, shouted words. This attracted three others; a fight started. Tall understood nothing of what was said.

The girl put herself between the one and the three. Tall noticed the one was dressed similarly in high boots, leathers, and a cape while the three wore simpler clothes: Jerkins, shirts with long sleeves, fur trimmed boots. Mostly they were unadorned, save for the belts and helms which were etched with various symbols.

“Boy,” the girl said, her voice edged with desperation as she turned a tight circle and drew her blade. “Leave.”

Tall didn’t understand what was happening. He knew enough, though, to know he couldn’t leave her. She was defending him and keeping four  others at bay. Until this day, he’d only seen swords used to hack and slash, maim and kill. He’d never known they could move like lightning or with such grace. Whatever words they shouted as they fought, she gave back as well as she took.

Tall pushed himself to his knees, forced himself to stand. He found focus, reached out. The answers returned at once. Lady. Lucky. Hazard. Bent Snout. Big Feet. Snub Nose. Ever Hungry. Horn Eyes. Big Tooth. The others. They all came. He felt them and the tethers were no longer wisps. They had substance.

The dragon lizard took flight as his brood came on. Soon the men who surrounded the girl were themselves surrounded. Tall pushed into this circle as the men turned to attack.“Enough! Enough!” He shouted. “I’ll leave and you’ll come away with me.” This last he said to her.

“Stay out of this,” the girl hissed as she parried four blades. “And I’ve changed my mind. You’ll go nowhere. I need you to help me find them.”

Tall was frightened, terribly so. “To find who, Deanna? This doesn’t make any sense.”

The girl defended. “That’s twice now,” she said.

“Twice what?” Tall countered.

“I must know,” the girl said through gritted teeth as she attacked. “Where do you come from? How do they come to your call? I’ll be able to  save them if I know.”

The girl twisted and turned. The men twisted around her.

Terrified, Tall gulped and swallowed. “To save who?”

“Kerry and the other Outlander,” the girl said as she swept her sword up in a sharp arc.

Tall melted back, shrinking away from the melee. “Other Outlander?”

She offered no immediate response. Instead she grunted, rolled, and came up with her blade, cutting into the men even as they came at her. It was then Tall started to see the melee for what it was. It was a contest of sorts. No one was trying to draw blood though they attack each other ferociously.

“This is sport?” Tall said. “You contest over me? Am I some sort of prize?”

“Prize?” The girl spat back, then she spoke in the harsh style of the men. There was laughter and with this the melee stopped. “Well, prize,” she said. “They said I may keep you.”

The laughter stung. Tall didn’t understand it. He didn’t understand any of it. He turned away to greet his brood. He ran a hand down Lucky’s mane, put his other hand down to Horn Eyes. Horn Eyes put the hand in his mouth and gnawed gently. He was scratching Big Tooth behind the ears when the other came to stand beside him, sheathing her sword. Her brow  was wet with perspiration.

With his new clarity of mind and her standing so close, he saw she wasn’t as he’d imagined. She wasn’t who he imagined either. Still, her likeness to Deanna was uncanny. It was as if it were Deanna but a Deanna aged by many winters. He knew this mostly because of the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. He imagined that if Deanna and this woman stood beside each other people would think the two were daughter and mother.

“The other Outlander,” the woman said. “He looked almost like you.”

Tall wondered for a moment if she could read minds. “You’re the Outlander,” he said.

She said something he didn’t understand to the men. More laughter followed. The only thing he thought he understood of any of it was a name. Ray.

“Ray?” Tall asked.

The woman said, “The other Outland. The one like you.”

Tall glared. “The Inderland is my home. My village is in the Nahterh’n. My father is Dent. My mother is Marta.” The Inderland, his village, his mother, his father. These were things that made sense to him. Nothing else at the moment did.

“I knew Nahter as I knew Wav’er,” the woman said. Then she smiled, warm and genuine. “Both heroes. Both protectors. Are you, Tall, a  protector? Do you have it in you?” She poked his chest with her finger.

Tall rejected her smile as he rejected her. “You couldn’t possibly have known Nahter and Wav’er. They walked before my father’s father’s father.”

“And yet,” the woman said, reaching out her hand. “I knew them as I will know you. The wizard’s men have Ray and I need help to win him back.”

Tall eyed the outstretched hand. “Why?”

“I am Avea,” the woman said. “If I get Ray back, I can save my Kerry. The wizard has her, like he’ll soon have Ray.”

“Your Kerry?” Tall shot back.

“My granddaughter,” she replied. “The wizard already has her mother. He collects us. Tree singers, that is.”

“Your granddaughter? You don’t look a day older than—” Tall stopped mid sentence, changed direction. “Ray isn’t a tree singer. He’s just Ray.”

The woman, Avea, seemed about to reply but was interrupted by the undermountain man dressed like her. “Alkin,” Tall heard her say, as if that was the man’s name. Another joined them. He was the largest of the three others. To him, Avea said “Grandin” in greeting. They began to speak heatedly.

A voice came out of the darkness, “Ray is worth a thousand tree singers to the wizard. We must rescue him even if it means we cannot save Kerry.”

Tall turned, jerked back when he saw the dragon lizard behind him. His bulls swept in protectively, but he waved them back.

“Introductions,” the lizard said, nodding his head. “I am Rhyliath.”

Tall was confused. The huge lizard couldn’t possibly speak and yet it had spoken.

“Not it, he,” Rhyliath said. “And I don’t speak so much as you listen. If you learn to listen, you’ll be able to understand everyone and everything, as Avea does.”

Tall’s incredulous look said he disbelieved. Rhyliath continued, “Not everyone can speak so you can listen. And stop thinking of me as a talking lizard. I’m neither lizard nor dragon. Dragons are myths.”

Tall told himself that he wished wizards were myths. If they were, Ray’d be home and none of this ever would’ve happened.

“Is your Ray, our Ray?” Rhyliath asked.

Tall said, “Ray, son of—”

“Son of Waddymarre,” Rhyliath completed for Tall. “And do you know who Waddymarre was?”

“Waddymarre is,” Tall corrected.

Tears found Rhyliath’s eyes. Tall had no idea such a creature could cry. “Was,” Rhyliath said firmly. “He belongs to the tree now, as does Sharah.”

Tall swallowed hard, sudden tears welled up in his eyes. He cried out, “Ray’s father and mother? What happened? You must tell me.”

Rhyliath turned his head away, spoke to the darkness, “The wizard.”

“The wizard what?” Tall screamed.

“The wizard’s men attacked your village.”

“What? When?” Tall started to ask, but Avea, suddenly standing in front of Rhyliath, shouted, “Rhyliath, that’s enough.”

Rhyliath lumbered away without a further word, though something passed between him and Avea before he launched into the dark sky.

Tall was on his knees, his face buried in his hands when Avea embraced him and said, “Rhyliath had no right to tell you that.”

“Is it true?” Tall asked, his voice breaking with sorrow.

Avea gripped Tall’s arm at the elbow. “It is. Alkin and I were too late, and we returned to find they’d taken Ray. Kerry was lost to us the week before. Pitched battles, but uneven ones. They simply numbered too many, and they came not to conquer but for them. We realized too late. The wizard is good at deception. His eye turns one way while his hands reach otherwise.”

Tall didn’t hear everything Avea said. His thoughts were far away. He wanted to know if his father lived, if his mother lived, if Ellie lived. “The village?” He asked. “Why?”

Avea steadied Tall on his feet. “Perhaps, an attempt to break the cycle of  the ages.”

“The tree, does it yet stand?” Tall was in tears. He asked about the tree but suddenly all he could think about was that he’d never be able to tell Ellie that he loved her and that he’d never be able to feel her lips press his cheek with a kiss as he had felt Deanna’s. It was a selfish thought, he knew.

“It does,” Avea said. “The wizard was after something. I think now it was you. If so, you are hope from ashes.”

Tall was stunned and dazed by the news. Avea took him to the fire, sat him down, then took a seat across from him. He noticed absently that his brood followed. He was angry. His anger made him focus on the one responsible. The wizard.

His thoughts turned. He knew he needed to learn Avea’s ways and gather information if he was going to defeat the wizard. “Are the other things Rhyliath said true?”

“That depends on what Rhyliath said.” Avea turned to the rider, Alkin, as he approached. She pointed to Tall’s brood, said, “Feed them. When their bellies are full, teach them to draw so they strengthen and not lessen.” To which Alkin replied, “Yes, my lady.”

Tall wondered how much Avea would share with him and whether he could trust her truly. He shifted his feet nervously. “Teach them to draw? My lady?”

“You heard that?” Avea asked. Tall nodded his head. Avea clarified, “I mean to say, you understood that exchange. Yes?”

Tall realized he had, just as he realized they’d spoken in the harsh style of the undermountain men. Avea glared in Rhyliath’s direction. The great lizard was just settling down after his brief flight. “Meddling, meddling,” she said, her voice raised above normal conversation but below a shout.

Rhyliath replied just as firmly, “It had to be done. We’ve little enough time as it is.”

Day came softly. Smoke from the campfire caught in the sunlight. Tall’s hunger showed in the growling of his stomach, his weariness in the ache of his body. He could scarcely keep his eyes open.

“Rhyliath’s right, you know,” Avea said, turning back to Tall. “We’ve little time. My granddaughter is lost to us, but there is hope to recover Ray. They’ve many days of marching ahead before they reach the stronghold. If it hadn’t been for—”

Rhyliath harrumphed as he settled beside Avea and folded his great wings behind him. “Blame the boy when we’re all as much to blame. Few are those who can outthink such a wizard.”

Avea replied, “Unfair, you know I have before and will again. You just want to raise my mettle.”

Avea and Rhyliath continued, their conversation flitting back and forth  like a hummingbird’s wings. Tall heard little of their banter. Thoughts of revenge filled him. He would kill the wizard. He would, even if it were the last thing he ever did, which likely it would be.

Hate and anger filled Tall. He seethed and plotted the wizard’s death in his mind. His rage so overcame him that he jumped up, shouting and waving his fists. There was no emotion on his face as he retook his seat by the fire. Avea and Rhyliath seemed to notice him again. Avea knelt beside him, “You’ve had quite the day. You should sleep before we move out.”

Tall didn’t move. There was so much he needed to know, to learn. “You never answered my questions. What did you mean when you said, ‘Teach them to draw?’ And why did they call you, ‘My lady?’”

Avea pressed a finger between his eyes. He felt the weight of it, though she never touched him. “By bonding with them, you’ve awakened something in them, just as this awakens something in you. Teaching them to draw on this instead of from you strengthens you both. It’ll help rid your need for seed.” Rhyliath harrumphed again. Alkin, who was pacing back and forth on the other side of the fire, growled. “I know what I’ve done,” Avea said. “I’ve prolonged it. Yes, but he’s alive and not dead because of it.”

“You don’t know that,” Alkin shot back.

“I do,” Avea said. “I didn’t before, but I know now. Look at him. He sits here plotting and scheming, wondering whether he can trust us even  now. He has no control left. His emotions flow like water. He was too deep, too long.”

“I have control,” Tall shouted. “Am I angry? Yes. Who wouldn’t be? Do I distrust? Yes. Who wouldn’t if they were me?”

Alkin ignored this outburst. “Ehzrit said nothing of this.”

“But he knew,” Avea said. “He was afraid to tell us.”

“For fear of what you mi—” Alkin said.

“Yes, exactly,” Avea cut in. To Tall, she said, “You’ve traveled, haven’t you?”

Tall eyed her, squinting into the sunbeams of emerging daylight. “Of course, how else would I get here?”

“He doesn’t know,” Rhyliath said.

Alkin said, “He knows.”

Avea pulled back her finger, causing Tall to start. “He knows.” To Tall, she said, “What otherworlder has tethered to you? Out with it, describe him.”

Tall started to speak, Alkin cut in. “He’s of no use. Ruined to us.” He pointed at Tall, gestured angrily with his hands, then walked away.

Tall shouted at the other’s retreating back. “I’m not ruined. I am of use to you. You said I had the light of a seer. You need a seer. I can become that seer.”

“Go home to what’s left,” Alkin said, and then he continued into the darkness.

Grandin, who had been silent, weighed in, “Uncalled for. The boy is blameless. He had no part in any of it. It was I who found him; I who nursed him.” He paused for a moment. When he continued his heavy eyes were fixed on Avea’s. “I know him better than any of you. There’s strength in him and his heart is as strong as his mind.”

Avea held Grandin’s gaze, intimidating as it was. “A protector needs a heart as strong as his mind,” Avea said gently. From the way she said it, Tall knew she was speaking to something that had passed between the two previous to this night. To Tall, she said, “You’ve won over Grandin, a mighty feat, and I’ve a mind to follow his lead. Describe the otherworlder now. Spare no detail.”

Tall described the specter clad in tattered, but-once-fine robes. The glowing eyes. The weathered face. The sunken cheeks. The head adorned with a crown of bones and wood. Alkin returned, wide-eyed. “Could it be?” he asked. To which, Avea replied, “I think so.” And Rhyliath said, “I as well.”

Rhyliath seemed to take a sudden interest in Tall. “Tell me,” Rhyliath said, “What did Tag’Erh think of you?”

“Tag’Erh?” Tall said. Then he remembered Ehzrit’s great cat. He told  how Tag’Erh’s tail sliced the air, how he strutted, scraping the floor with his claws, and how he jumped up and pinned Tall to the table. Then he told them of Ehzrit’s nervous laughter and how badly he wanted seed.

Avea lamented this, as did Alkin. Avea said, “I should’ve seen the signs.”

Alkin put a hand on her shoulder. “No, no one could have seen. Ehzrit didn’t want us to know. But we should know to look. There is no true cure. The hunger is ever present. Controlling the hunger is at best what we can do.”

From the way he said it, Tall knew Alkin had once had the wizard’s curse as well. It was perhaps the reason Alkin distrusted him. Rhyliath said, “He lied to us.”

“At the least,” Avea said. “I fear the worst. If he’s gone back to—”

Rhyliath bellowed, “Tag’Erh would never allow it.”

“Easy now,” Avea said, her voice edged with softness. “None but Tag’Erh and Ehzrit truly know what one or the other will or won’t allow.”

“I know,” Rhyliath said.

“All right,” Avea acceded. To Tall, she said, “You’ve given us much to think about as we prepare. It’ll be a long hunt. Best you rest now. I’ll wake you after midday. We travel then.”

Tall tried to refuse, but Avea already was leading him away from the fire. “Don’t lose hope,” Avea told him as she pointed out a place for him to sleep. “Ray’s family may have been the only one lost. We arrived too late, had to rush back too quickly to know all.”

Leaning back, Tall asked, “Why?” It was a simple question, with a lot unspoken behind it.

Avea leaned over and kissed his cheek as she might a child’s. Quietly she said, “We don’t have all the answers. We just don’t. The wizard does as he does. Sleep now, no objections.” And Tall did.





Chapter 15: The Hunt Begins 
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Midday came much sooner than Tall thought it would. His body ached, and though he stretched and worked his muscles he couldn’t get the pain to ebb. It was Grandin who awoke and fed him. Avea and Alkin, riding Rhyliath,  were just returning.

For a beast that was not a dragon, Rhyliath sure had the look of one, at least if tales of such things had any truth to them. As far as truth and trust went, Tall trusted his new companions, but was unsure about all that had been said. They’d saved him. There was no question about that. Their aim was to rescue Ray. There was no question about that either. But so much was happening so fast, he’d had little time to absorb it all. His goal had been to find Ray and return with him so that Ray could save his village and his people, but it seemed he was too late.

“You question. I understand,” Rhyliath said. “But you are hardly too late for anything. None of what’s happened could have been averted and you need only think bigger to see what’s at stake.”

Avea called out, “Rhyliath, enough. He’s much to learn, but in due course.” Rhyliath snorted, plodded away. To Tall, Avea said, “Finish that. We’ve to leave. Alkin has found their trail. Grandin and his have something to share.”

Tall swallowed the last spoonful of the pasty gruel. He followed Avea. She led him to his brood. There was a pond north of the camp. The bulls played and hunted fish in it. Lady and Lucky grazed on the high shore grasses. These same grasses were Hazard’s hunting grounds. The slither loved the long-tailed things Deanna called “rats.”

“We’ve a problem,” Avea said, pointing.

Tall was afraid of what she might say next. He said quickly, “They’ve followed me this far. Waited, even when I was in the city.”

“That’s not the problem,” Avea said. “Grandin will train them properly soon enough.”

Tall forced himself to take a deep breath. His heart was racing. The mere thought of being separated from his brood again was terrifying.

“That’s the problem exactly,” Avea said, taking him by the arm.

He tried to shake off her grip. It was eerie enough that Rhyliath seemed to be able to read his thoughts, but Avea too?

“Yes, me too,” Avea said. “You all but broadcast them to the world, and I need you to stop.”

It was Tall’s turn to harrumph. How was such a thing possible? How was any of it possible? How could he stop what he didn’t understand? Was he just supposed to tell himself to stop and it would.

“No,” Avea said, “But it would be a start. The more practical thing to do is to want to stop, to focus and direct your thoughts, and to enclose your thoughts otherwise. The connections work both ways. You tether to the host. True enough. But it is the host who allows the tether in the first place.”

“Focus. Direct. Enclose. Bah!” Tall said to himself as much as to Avea.

Avea turned on her heel and started back to camp. “Well enough for a first try,” she called back.

Tall hurried after her, calling out, “I didn’t do anything!”

“But you did,” Avea said as he caught up to her. “In all my days, I’ve never met anyone like you, Tall. You’ve a truer gift than any I’ve ever known in all my years, and yet no knowledge of how to control it. I wonder myself how can that be.”

“Seer. Caller. Tree singer. What does any of it mean?” Tall said. “The smoot said I was a caller with the heart of a seer. I didn’t understand then. I don’t understand now.”

The camp was alive with activity when they returned. Alkin and Grandin joined her side immediately. To Grandin’s men who were breaking camp, Avea said, “It’s time. Past time.” To Grandin, Avea said, “The beasts are yours to tend with. The boy rides Rhyliath with Alkin and I, an extra pair of eyes on the lookout for the wizard’s soldiers.”

Grandin nodded. He seemed pleased with the decision. Quite the opposite, though, was Alkin’s expression, which was dark. Clearly he didn’t like the idea.

Grandin gave Avea her sword and belt. Tall hadn’t noticed that she wasn’t wearing the blade. He thought someone like her would never be parted from her weapon. He thought the same of all of them.

Grandin seemed about to lose his lunch. He choked and swallowed, then after a quiet moment, said, “I thought you were going to teach him the closing.”

Avea spoke as she donned the belt, put her sword at her side, “We win this war against the wizard by doing the unexpected. He knows what he needs to know. If he chooses to do so, he does. If he doesn’t, he doesn’t.”

Alkin said, “The boy needs proper training.”

Avea said, “Does he now? I wonder what would happen if I try to tame his gift. I wonder if such a thing could and should be tamed, or if it is best untamed. Wild things are unpredictable. Tame a wild beast and it becomes predictable. Clear enough for you now?”

Tall wondered that they talked like he wasn’t there until he realized what he heard and what they spoke were different. They spoke in a singsong language as unlike the harsh undermountain speech as his own language. He cleared his throat, was about to object when Avea glared at him. “And Rhyliath,” she called out. “Thank you very much for teaching him the listening.”

The edge to her voice was chilling. Now it was Rhyliath’s turn to object. “I merely suggested—”

“The boy hasn’t a clue what he does. Might as well be a trained pig—at the least you could eat the pig when you tire of it or it dies.”

The remark cut at Tall as much as Rhyliath. He didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if he cared what Avea thought of him, except that he did care. Somehow what Avea thought of him mattered a great deal.

Alkin climbed onto Rhyliath’s back, put his hand out to Tall. Avea followed. Rhyliath launched into the air, rapidly stroking his wings.

Flight. It seemed a mighty struggle destined to failure, perhaps because Rhyliath carried three passengers instead of two, but more so because the lizard was so very large. The thought that something so immense could fly seemed preposterous. Yet there Rhyliath was, beating his wings furiously and climbing into the sky.

Rhyliath made no complaint even as he strained to circle around and level out on a northwesterly path. On the ground below, Grandin and his men moved at a pace that belied their stout frames and heavy packs. Tall’s brood followed closely, with Lucky and Lady moving at the rear due to the saddle bags and other cargo they were weighed down with. Tall didn’t mind that they were being used as pack animals, but he wished Avea, Grandin, or someone had asked him first.

His frustration gave way to wonder. He never dreamed of going where buzzers lived or soaring where rain birthed. Their course made the sun seem a great orange ball that loomed just out of reach. Tall imagined he could wrap his arms around it and snatch it out of the sky—if he dared.

He closed his eyes against Rhyliath’s sudden rise and fall. Wind rushed by his ears. His stomach was in his throat.

Born to a floating world as he was, sudden shifting and other movements were not unusual. The movement of the land spoke to him, as did the ebb and flow. It was in fact the stillness of the stone land that made him homesick. He longed to feel the earth move under his feet again. This was different, however. There seemed no method, rhythm, or sense to it. He felt like they were so much jetsam caught in a flow, for the air seemed as much in control as Rhyliath.

As he stared into the distance, he studied Rhyliath’s movements. Rhyliath stroked his wings repeatedly to climb, set his wings to glide, tucked his wings to dive. But then suddenly, for no reason, they’d be buffeted about, like they were fighting a force unseen.

A sudden popping of his ears caused him to cry out. It wasn’t until he screamed and his ears crackled that he realized there was something wrong. He could hear, but sound was muffled.

Alkin slapped Tall’s thigh roughly. Tall started, turned, realizing the rider was trying to say something to him.

“Be of use in the search or join the others on the run,” Alkin said tersely.

Avea said, “Alkin, manners.”

“The boy daydreams and stares off into nothingness.”

“The boy has never been aloft. I’m sure it is all a wonder to him.”

Tall said, “The boy is right here.”

Avea and Alkin turned to him at the same time. Avea said, “Would that we had a seer. We would know where to begin. Lacking one, we must hunt.”

“Ever hunt?” Alkin asked. “A good hunter knows the signs, how to pick up a trail and follow tracks, how to distinguish between a false trail and a real trail. While aloft, we look for signs, try to follow where trail and track lead us.” Alkin paused. Tall nodded to indicate he was listening.

“The soldiers may have a few days on us, but there are so many of them. They leave a wide path of destruction in their wake. Trampled grasses, broken plants, felled saplings. Not to mention litter and waste.”

Avea added, “As we close in on them, we should see a dust plume like that one.” She pointed to the distance.

The thought that they were close to finding Ray made Tall’s heart race. Ray was hope, even if finding Ray meant telling him of his parents’ deaths. “The wizard’s men?” Tall asked.

“Hardly,” Avea said. “That’s your brood. We’ll need to do something about that. Can’t have them announcing our presence to our enemies.”

“But,” Tall objected, “Surely Grandin and his make a wake too.”

Alkin pointed. “That’s Grandin and his. See anything?”

Tall stared, squinted. He saw nothing.

“Grandin and his wear soft leathers and padded jerkins. They move silently and without sign.”

Tall sat silently, glumly. For a long time, he stared out at the vast expanse below.

Alkin broke the silence, saying, “Staring at one point in the distance isn’t much good. Take a post and scan it. It’s what a good spotter does. Avea looks ahead. I, to our right flank. The left flank can be yours.”

Tall started to respond, a glint of mischief came to his eyes. He grinned, pointed. “Don’t make sign huh? What’s that then?” A thin plume of smoke rose into the sky. In the amber hues of the setting sun it was like an exclamation point etched into the horizon.

“That,” Alkin said, “Is Grandin signaling.” Alkin touched Avea’s shoulder, pointed to the smoke trail. Avea must have said something to Rhyliath, for the great lizard banked immediately and soon after they were landing beside Grandin and his men.

Tall slid off Rhyliath’s back. Snub Nose, Horn Eyes and Big Tooth tackled him and playfully nipped at his legs and arms. Big Feet, Bent Snout and the others seemed to think it was funny. They watched and snorted. The bulls were half grown now and nearly as big as Tall himself. Tall rolled, rubbed bellies, scratched behind ears.

Grandin broke up the play with a thunderous clap of his hands. The bulls formed a loose circle around Tall, eyeing Grandin. “There’s a stream west of camp. Go, find your dinner,” Grandin told them by way of Tall, who had only to think to pass it along.

Big Tooth circled Tall protectively before scampering after the others. It was a warning to Grandin, and Grandin seemed to understand it.

“Their joining to you is more than the tethers now,” Grandin said. “It is unfortunate.”

Tall didn’t understand. “Why?”

“No one person can bond so many.” Grandin walked toward the others as he talked. He handed Tall a plate and scooped something from an iron pot onto it. “Such a bonding is unheard of. It takes Avea and Alkin both to bond Rhyliath, and then only because Rhyliath restrained it and allowed them to draw off it as he grew to adulthood. You, with so many, have no chance, and yet to break the connections now will… Will…”

“Enough, Grandin,” Avea said. “Between you and Rhyliath, I don’t know which is worse. Telling the boy things he should not know so soon, and perhaps not at all.”

Tired of being spoken of like he wasn’t present, Tall said, “I’m right here, Avea. I want to know.”

Avea spun about on her heel, came to stand right in front of Tall. “You  want to know. Do you really? Do you want to know that as they grow and grow and grow the bonds will become such a burden you will not only wish them broken but desire it above all else, knowing even that it will kill you or them or both? You won’t be able to ingest enough seed to stay the hunger or cure the desire.”

It was Alkin who came unexpectedly to Tall’s defense. “Unfair, Avea. You speak of Rhyliath’s binding. There were many who told you attempting to bind a wivre was foolishness. That it would kill you and the wivre with a certainty. And yet you tried… You tried because of our great need, and you succeeded.”

“Forget to mention my great conceit, you old fool?” Avea said. A hint of laughter was meant to hide her lament, but Tall still heard the sorrow in her voice. As she stalked off, he was certain there were tears in her eyes. She called back, “See that he doesn’t expire just yet, at least until after I return.”

With that Avea was gone into the deepening shadows. Grandin patted Tall’s shoulder, ladled another heaping spoonful from the iron pot onto his plate. Tall joined the others on the ground and started eating. It was a thick stew. “Vegetable, no meat,” Grandin told him when he poked at it with his spoon.

The stew warmed his belly. Tall washed it down with cool water. He went to refill the emptied water bag. The stream was alive with the sounds  of his bulls. They churned the waters with their frolicking.

Snub Nose was the first to see him. She crawled up halfway onto the bank and turned her head for him to scratch behind her ears. Tall obliged her. The others followed, clambering over each other. When each got their turn, they returned to the stream.

Tall squatted down at the bank to watch them play and hunt. They were efficient, indiscriminate hunters. They seemed to eat just about anything that swam, crawled, flew or hopped.

The way they suddenly pounced reminded him of the way Avea suddenly snapped at him. She’d done it several times now. In front of one of the others each time, bringing them to his defense. He wondered if it was like when Ever Hungry chased his prey, feinted right, only to pounce left. If so, her antagonism was a ploy.

A soft crackling behind him caused him to start. He turned to see Avea. She was standing behind him. From her expression, he guessed that she might have been there for some time and purposefully made a noise to get his attention.

As she stared down at him, there was no hint of tears in her eyes. She didn’t say anything for the longest time, then she said, “You are as clever as I hoped. You see things others don’t. Ray was like that.”

She offered him her hand, helped him stand.

“Now if we could just teach you not to broadcast your thoughts so readily.” Her voice trailed off. Half to herself she said, “Or perhaps there simply are too many tethers for a proper closing.”

To change the subject, Tall asked, “Where’s Rhyliath?”

Avea said nothing but looked west. For a while they watched the brood, they stood idly, they said little. The spectacle of the setting sun gave way to the half-light of dusk. In hushed tones, Avea began telling him of her people, of the time before the wizard’s reign. She told him also of the gypsies of the wastes, the peoples of the kays. Some time passed before he realized those she spoke of were his people seen through her eyes. This realization came only when she spoke of Nahter, of how the deep amity Nahter’s people shared with hers birthed their deep passion for each other.

Through her words, Tall came to know her, the woman once a queen, fierce in her constancy, who desired above all else a return to easier times, who died a little each day the wizard lived. He realized she opened herself to gain his trust, for she needed him to trust her fully, just as she needed Grandin and Alkin to put aside any dislike they had for him. Be that as it may, she got much more than his trust; she got his affection. Who would not love such a woman, who when asked put others above herself and who when faced with insurmountable odds continued on.

Feeling suddenly queasy, Tall stumbled. Avea helped him keep his feet. Convulsions followed and she cradled him in her arms. “Seed,” he croaked, barely getting the word out.

At her call Grandin and Alkin came running—or at least they must have, for his next conscious thought was of Grandin and Alkin carrying him into a tent. Alkin was angry, carrying on about how they would never catch the soldiers in time if they had to babysit. “He is hope,” was Avea’s reply before she stalked out of the tent. She returned moments later with seed. She tried to fight her way past Grandin to feed it to Tall, but it was Alkin who gave Tall the seed.

“His death when it comes,” Grandin shouted, “is on you. I nursed him to health once. I wash my hands of it.”

That was what Grandin said, but it was Grandin who helped Tall through the long night. A night filled with dreams of shadows and white fire and angry crimson.





Chapter 16: Goals Glimpsed 
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Grandin and his were packed and waiting for word to move out by the time Tall washed in the stream and ate breakfast. Avea said a bath was a necessity to rid him of his animal smell. He bathed perhaps a bit too long, as his brood thought he came to play.

Tall emerged from the cool waters to find someone had taken his clothes and replaced them. He returned to camp wearing the high boots, leathers, and cape put out for him. The clothes were similar to Avea and Alkin’s, but Alkin seemed displeased to see him in them. Alkin said, “Why is he in the seer’s clothes? This does not bode well for the seer’s return.”

“Not like the seer needs them now,” Grandin said. He shrugged, turned to his men. “North and west again. Avea believes the soldiers will go to the Towers at Ank-Korran for reinforcements before they go east.” With that, Grandin and his started loping away from the camp at an easy jog.

That left Alkin and Tall. Tall didn’t know where Avea and Rhyliath were but guessed they might be scouting ahead. Unsure what to do, Tall paced in a tight circle while Alkin rubbed the blade of his sword with a stone. Tall knew little of such weapons, but he knew the stone was used to sharpen.

Alkin looked to the east. “Rhyliath prefers to hunt just before dawn and just after sunset.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if it would answer Tall’s unspoken question. But as Tall only looked more confused, he continued. “Avea usually accompanies to ensure he doesn’t overindulge. Nothing worse than a wivre who’s eaten too much and gotten lethargic.”

Tall understood then that Alkin was talking about game hunting, and not their hunt for the soldiers. “What does Rhyliath eat?”

The words came out before Tall realized he really didn’t want to know the answer. Too late, though, as Alkin answered. “Just about anything. Deer, boar, horse. A few sheep or goats sometimes. Cattle, other times. Once, a bear.”

Most of these creatures Tall had never heard of, though it answered the question about where Rhyliath disappeared to yesterday after they made camp. It also made him wonder and worry. Were his beasts safe? Would Rhyliath feast on bulls and slithers? Would Rhyliath try to eat Lady or Lucky?

Alkin stood, sheathed his sword. Not long afterward Tall heard a rustle of wind and a thud that announced Rhyliath’s return.

Avea helped Tall mount Rhyliath. Alkin needed no assistance to ascend. “Grandin and his have a good start on us.”

“As I intended,” Avea said sharply. To Tall, she said, “Have your brood follow Grandin. Do it at once. Tell them of the urgency to stay close to Grandin, and follow his instructions as if they were yours until your return.”

Tall looked at her quizzically. “I don’t—”

“Don’t think. Just do. Tell them now.” Avea waited until he listened, then signaled for Rhyliath to take flight. Rhyliath lumbered into the sky.

Tall felt like he would lose his breakfast. He fought to keep it down as Rhyliath climbed and climbed. The queasiness only worsened when Rhyliath banked and was buffeted about. He found he had to close his eyes. He sucked at the air, tried to calm himself.

A hand on his shoulder was heartening. “Best to busy yourself,” Avea said. “Take the right flank. Watch for sign as you learned yesterday.”

Woozy, Tall held a hand to his mouth.

“Child,” Alkin hissed under his breath. He handed Tall a water bag, said, “Drink this.”

Tall listened, turned the bag up and took a deep draught only to choke, sputter and spit as he tried to swallow. “Not water,” Tall gasped. “More like liquid fire.”

“Alkin, you didn’t?” Avea asked.

“I did.” Alkin grinned, took the water bag back. “How’s your stomach now?”

Despite himself, Tall had swallowed some of the liquid. It was warming his belly and the warm glow was spreading. “Better, I think,” he said after a long pause.

Alkin slapped Tall’s leg, glared at Avea, and turned back to his spotting. “Rhyliath,” he said, “Due west. Something I want a closer look at ahead.”

Rhyliath stroked his wings through a turn. Afterward, the buffeting worsened and Tall winced.

“Eddies,” Avea said.

If it was meant to be an explanation, Tall didn’t understand.

“The air has currents in it,” Avea said. “Some are great rivers, but of air and not water. Others are small. Think of them as streams. To fly, Rhyliath must navigate these rivers and streams. Sometimes, where these rivers and streams converge there are eddies—places where the air swirls. We feel these especially because of how Rhyliath must move through these with us on his back.”

Tall understood how water flowed and knew that at times it swirled. Still, he saw no currents when he stared out into the vast expanse around him.

“We can no more see these currents than Rhyliath can. Rhyliath senses them much as you and I sense a coming rain.”

Tall nodded and smiled—something he learned to do in his village when his thoughts wandered during a lesson and the elder checked to see if he was listening. Apparently taking this as a cue to change the subject, Avea said, “Ray’s clothes fit you well. I thought they might. You two are of a height.”

“Ray’s clothes?” Tall asked, half aware of what he was saying. Then abruptly, his full attention on Avea, he said, “These are the seer’s clothes… Ray was your seer?”

“Ray is our seer,” Avea said. “We will retrieve him soon enough.”

All of a sudden Tall heard the smoot’s voice in his ears. “You must leave our world now to rid your heart of the calling. Ray carries the key to saving our people. He can end your calling.”

Tall was about to ask Avea to explain seers and callers when she shouted, “Rhyliath, descend. Land now. Before we are seen.”

Tall got a good view of the lowland hills they were flying over before the sudden impact of the landing. It was all he could do to hold on and keep from falling. Beside him, Avea and Alkin were rolling off Rhyliath and drawing their weapons like they were going to war. He stared wide-eyed until Avea hissed at him and waved him down.

He rolled off Rhyliath, ran to join the others. He found them squatting down at the top of the rise. Alkin pointed to fields filling the narrow vale that spread out below. Even from this distance, Tall thought he recognized the leafy bush with the long blue pods. “Is that what I think it is?” He asked.

“It is,” Avea said. “The wizard has scores of these fields, but this is the largest operation I’ve ever seen. It was sheer luck that I spotted it this morning when Rhyliath was hunting. Most don’t know the source of the wizard’s blue water. He guards the secret well.”

Alkin shifted positions, moving to the other side of Avea and then crawling closer to the edge of the valley’s high wall. “I suspect this is something few on the outside have ever seen. I myself have been through  this area many times and have never before seen this. Some type of concealment, I expect.”

Avea said, “If so, then why isn’t it concealed now.”

Tall saw a familiar glow from Avea’s pocket. He reached down, snatched up the orb. “Why did you take this?” he shouted.

Avea turned, clear frustration showing on her face. At first she didn’t seem to understand what he was talking about, then the intermittent flashing caught her eye. She snatched the orb back. “Could it be?” she asked, showing the orb to Alkin.

“This is mine,” Tall said. He tried to take the orb back.

Alkin turned on Tall, grabbed him and held him so tight he feared what would happen next. Alkin and Avea said at almost the same time, “Where exactly did you get this?”

Tall gulped at the air. “Deanna,” he said, his voice breaking. “The girl I met in Adalayia.”

Alkin’s rough grip hurt as he pulled Tall back to Rhyliath and thrust him into a seated position. Avea stormed off, a hurt look in her eyes.

“Tell me everything,” Alkin said. “Start at the beginning. Tell me how the wizard turned you. What he holds over you to force you to betray us.”

“I don’t know anything,” Tall said. He tried to stand. He was thrust back to his haunches so hard he fell over. He righted himself, turned back  around, saw the pommel of Alkin’s sword as it swept inward. He put his arms up to block the blow just as Rhyliath snorted, brought his head around and then caught the sword pommel in one of his great hands.

“Enough,” Rhyliath said. “The boy has proven himself an ally. What is the meaning of this?”

“This,” Avea said, returning and holding out the orb for all to see. “Tell us everything. Hold nothing back or so help me…” She let her voice trail off. The implied threat didn’t escape Tall. He swallowed hard, turned to each in turn, looking for something that would tell him he was among friends. “Alkin, it’s me, Tall,” he pleaded. “Avea, please. I’ve done nothing… Rhyliath, I’m no more in league with the wizard than you are. I don’t understand. Help me.”

Rhyliath’s huge eyes were the least imposing. Tall shifted toward the wivre as much as he was allowed. Doing so was a mistake though. Alkin reached out and snatched him up so roughly pain shot through both shoulders.

Avea interceded, putting herself between Tall and Alkin. “So many have been turned. So many we thought friends and did not know until the moment of betrayal. I pray not you. Finding you just when we lost our seer was too opportune though. I should’ve suspected.”

Tall said quietly, “Avea, it’s me, Tall. Why would I do anything to hurt  you? You’ve done nothing but help me.”

Alkin said, “You’d do it because the wizard’s hold once fixed is inescapable. Some of weaker will don’t even know what they do until they’ve done whatever was asked of them, and by then it is too late.”

“I’ve never seen, never met, the wizard,” Tall said in protest, but that wasn’t exactly true. The wizard walked his dreams when he was in his village and he’d drawn many pictures of the wizard over the years.

Alkin stepped forward, straightened Tall’s shirt. “I see it in your eyes. You know, don’t you? The wizard. He’s come to you, stood before you, told you what you must do. Hasn’t he?”

“No, no, no,” Tall shouted. “I’ve only ever seen him in dreams and visions.” Alkin pulled back, only slightly, but it was enough for Tall to realize things were about to get really bad. He dropped to a knee, held onto Alkin’s hand balled into a fist. “Please, no, I beg you,” he said. “Whatever you plan, I… I…”

“Alkin, what if our suspicions are unfounded?” Avea said. “Will we ever forgive ourselves?”

Avea took Tall’s hand, helped him sit down. With a gentle voice, she spoke to calm him. He heard little of what she said; the world was spinning. He suddenly had no control over anything. Hot tears were in his eyes. “What must I do?” He pleaded. “How must I prove myself?”

“Tell us, from the beginning, everything about how the orb came to be in your possession. Leave out no detail.”

Tall started to tell her about leaving his village, journeying into the wilds, but she cut him off, repeating what she’d just said. He told her of his arrival in Adalayia, of the laity named Deanna.

Avea interrupted. “That’s the name you were saying when you first saw me. Isn’t it?”

“It is,” Tall admitted. “I thought you were her.”

“Go on,” Avea said.

Tall told her how Deanna called the orb a healing sphere and used it to heal his broken ribs, how she helped him escape the city, and how she must’ve slipped the sphere into his pocket. He stopped, regarded Avea and Alkin to gauge their reaction, before looking to Rhyliath for sympathy.

Avea said, “There’s more, I know there is.”

Tall said, “Deanna told me she has a sister. When I saw her outside the city, Lady Hravic and another were with her. She said something about her sister. It seemed they’d taken her sister somewhere.”

Alkin looked incredulous. “You saw Lady Hravic outside the city?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Tall said. “It was dark. I had settled in for the night when they came. They didn’t know I was there. Not at first at least, but Deanna figured it out somehow. The orb, I think. I think it gave me away to  her, but she didn’t betray me. She warned me and told me to flee instead. The other two never saw me, but I’m sure the woman was Lady Hravic. I don’t know who the man was.”

“They took her sister,” Avea said, half to herself.

Something gnawing at Tall suddenly became painfully obvious. Avea said she was Kerry’s grandmother and yet it seemed she didn’t know Kerry’s sister, Deanna. How could that be, he wondered, unless Avea wasn’t who she said she was. And if Avea wasn’t who she said she was, neither was Alkin.

Tall tried to hold in his sudden terror, tried to ensure his thoughts were closed. It was Avea who’d sent his brood with Grandin. She who’d requested he tell them to obey Grandin like they would him. Grandin traveled north while they flew west. How much distance separated him from his brood? Did he dare reach out to them? Could they reach him in time?

“I’m going to die,” he whispered to himself. He stared at Avea and Alkin, hatred in his eyes. They were talking; he wasn’t listening. His thoughts were spinning. It was as if he was facing the colossus of the loch as it surfaced from the depths again. Only this time he was the yearling trembling and unsure where to go.

As the spectral behemoth began to open its maw, he lunged forward, springing over Avea and Alkin as if he’d used his staff as leverage to lift into the air. He landed with both feet, rolled and came back up. His hand  clutched a rock as he spun around. He saw only the glistening white teeth in the ebony abyss of the great mouth. How Tall wished for his staff, but the rock would have to suffice.

He walked backward, the stone readied and raised in his hand. He sucked in a breath, thought it must be his last, for the great maw was descending to swallow him. He raised his arms up over his head, fell to his knees. He couldn’t stop himself from shaking.

A scream died on his lips. No matter how hard he sought to cry out, there was only silence.

Shaking. Something was shaking him. Was the behemoth swallowing him?

A voice. Distant, like an echo. “Tall, Tall, Tall,” it said.

More shaking. The voice again. “What? What? Tell us. Let us help you.”

Tall opened his eyes, found that it was Alkin who held him and not the bowels of the beast. The latter was certain death, he knew, but the present circumstances seemed no less grave. “Let me go,” he shouted, or at least he tried to shout, for Avea’s hand across his mouth let not a word escape.

Avea looked him dead in the eye. “I’m going to remove my hand,” she said. “When I do, you’ll not shout.”

“But…” Tall started to say, but Avea’s hand went back to his lips as he did so.

“The magic used to conceal this vale does so by playing tricks on the mind. No doubt the same wizardry plays with our doubts and anxieties. Now, when Alkin releases you, promise you’ll not try to flee.”

Tall nodded, waited for the moment of his freedom, knowing he would flee no matter what. And that’s exactly what he did when Alkin let him go. He ran, sprinting away down the hill. He heard Avea and Alkin running behind him, then a rush of wind as Rhyliath landed abruptly in front of him.

Rhyliath said, “Avea speaks the truth. I was unaffected by this magic, but I sensed it once I understood there was something amiss.”

Tall drew in a deep breath, fought to recover from the hasty sprint. “You…” he said, his voice trailing off as he realized his fear and panic were leaving him. “But Avea… How could she not know Deanna? Deanna and Kerry are sisters. How could she not know her own granddaughter?”

Avea said, “If Deanna and Kerry are sisters, then it is news to me. You seemed to think Deanna and I looked alike, so maybe it is possible.”

“That just cannot be,” Tall said. “It makes no sense.”

Avea started to say something, Alkin interposed. “There’s much you don’t know the half of, Tall, and now is not—”

“Ever my defender,” Avea said, cutting in. “Tall must hear this and know to calm his fears.” She paused, took a deep draught from her water  bag. “As a mother, as a grandmother, I’m a terrible failure.”

Alkin tried to speak. Avea waved off his words with a sweep of her hand. “A terrible price I’ve paid for the long years of this struggle. There is much I’ve missed, much I don’t know.” Avea must have seen the question in Tall’s eyes. “Go on, ask,” she said.

“How is it possible to not know your own granddaughter?”

“Kerry’s mother, Ekatarin, married young. Stirling, Kerry’s father, took Ekatarin away to start a new life, but the strife they left behind in the East caught up with them in the West. I spent many years looking for them. By the time word came that they’d been found at last, it was too late. The wizard had already taken Ekatarin. Stirling believed to the end she was lost to the void. A broken heart is what killed him, I’m sure of it.”

Tall was silent for a long time. Fear replaced doubt. He feared for Ray’s safe return, for his village, for his mother and father, for Ellie—the girl whose kiss he would never know. If the wizard’s magic was so powerful he could cast a pall over an entire valley, what hope was there? How could anyone as insignificant as he make any difference? He should return to the Inland, spend what time remained as best as he could.

It was Rhyliath who interrupted Tall’s reflection. “How quickly you learn the closing,” the wivre said. “I see your fear on your face, but I hear nothing of your thoughts.”

Tall knew the words were meant as flattery, and suddenly he wondered whether his thoughts had been closed at all. He started to reply when an absence lurking at the corners of his mind brought pain and memory. He reached out to the hatchlings, to Lucky, to Lady, to Hazard. Finding emptiness, he reached out farther and farther. His eyes rolled back, his body collapsed to the ground, but he did not know this. He knew only that he must find them, and they must find him.

Around him there was shouting. He felt this, more than he heard it, for he was no longer in the world of tethers and links. He was in that other world, drawn there by the one. But the lost one was no longer a withered specter, he was a man in his prime, clad in golden robes. On his head, he wore a spectacularly jeweled crown. In his right hand, he held a scepter as finely crafted as his crown. And yet, the sight of him still terrified Tall. There was an undeniable power in the man’s eyes and his demeanor was so much more than regal. It was transcendent, almost divine.

Tall wanted to run, but as soon as he thought about it the roots of the earth were reaching for him and twining round and round his limbs. Then she was there; a woman clad in robes of white fire. With the wave of her hand, the bindings fell away. With the touch of her hand, Tall was torn from the inverted world and restored to the true world.

Even as that other world faded, Tall saw the other, his features withering  as he gradually became unrecognizable as a man. The otherworlder was reaching out. Reaching, reaching.

Tall wanted to recoil. A strange purpose in the dying eyes held him transfixed. The other’s icy touch found him.

Tall feared the worst, thought sure this was the end, but the cold thing pressing against his hand wasn’t the other’s grasp. It was the other’s scepter. Only now it wasn’t a scepter. It was a staff. And not just any stretch of wood, it was the straight length of arbor that Tall crafted in the village with the other 12-winter boys. He realized then that he couldn’t recall the last time he’d held the staff, though he suddenly knew he’d been without it for some time.

Sight came with his return to the true world. Yet just before he saw Avea, Alkin and Rhyliath standing over him, he saw the tethers that held everything and all. Angry crimson spread like a blanket, interlaced with white fire and ice blue. In this way he saw all. Bright clusters from Inland villages. A web of lights from Adalayia. Faint traces and pockets of brightness. One of these pockets was Lady Hravic, Deanna and the man. Another, his brood. How faint and thin the returning connections were, so much so they seemed more transient than fixed.

The sun was directly behind Avea when Tall looked up at her, and he knew in an instant that hours had somehow slipped away. “How long?” he  asked.

“That is my question for you,” Avea said. “Time in that place does not flow as it does here.”

Tall sat up with Alkin’s help. Tall noted Rhyliath was close but preoccupied with something.

Avea waved Alkin back. “We all have our mirrors there. I must ask,” she said. “Did the other find you? Did he touch you?”

Tall sensed urgency in her words, a hidden peril as well. He answered carefully. “My staff. Did you?”

“This,” Avea said, pointing, her expression showing her unease. “Alkin?”

“Not I,” Alkin said.

“I thought as much,” Avea said. “Tell me what you experienced.”

“It felt like it was only moments. He appeared but he was whole. I tried to run, but something held me. There was another, a woman. She freed me… and …and I returned.”

“There’s more, I know there is,” Avea said.

“Just before he touched me… Or at least I thought so, but what I felt was the staff pressed into my hand. I’m certain of it. I don’t know how… I can’t recall but I don’t seem to remember having it while I’ve been with you.”

“Odd, continue.” Avea’s eyes fixed on Alkin’s for a moment; whether  impulsively or deliberately, Tall didn’t know.

“That’s it. The next moment I was… was… Wait, just before, I saw them. The tethers. Red, connecting everything and all. White, shining out like stars in the night sky. Blue, cold and underneath.”

Avea’s eyes fixed on Alkin’s and did not return to Tall’s. She held still otherwise, said nothing. “It is, isn’t it,” Alkin said.

“I think so,” Avea said quietly. “You yourself said he has the light of a seer.”

“Not just the light,” Rhyliath said, his attention suddenly and fully on what was transpiring.

“Too opportune and doubly so with Lady Hravic outside the city,” Alkin said, half to himself. “Tainted, his gift is. Tainted, I tell you.”

“Even so,” Avea said. “We know of the ill binding, and can deal with that when the time comes. For now, we must use what advantage we can get.” She turned to Tall. “Do you know where Lady Hravic is? Did you see her in your vision?”

Tall nodded. “She follows but at a distance. She must be using Deanna to track. The orb, I think. Somehow she can use her orb to find mine.”

Avea and Alkin spoke at length in hushed tones. Rhyliath interjected at times. Tall listened, but couldn’t quite hear what was said. Perhaps some form of the closing, he thought. Perhaps because they thought they couldn’t  fully trust him. Or perhaps because of the taint. He didn’t know, but by early afternoon, they seemed to have a plan. By late afternoon, they were ready to carry it out.

Rhyliath deposited Tall and Avea on a hillside, Rhyliath with Alkin astride him circled to the south and waited. Grandin and his men came from the north. Tall’s brood waited to the east. Tall reassured Hazard across the link, thankful the tethers were strong and renewed. This was mostly because they were so close, also because of the heavy influence of seed. Avea warned him that so much seed would have him walking in two worlds, but also told him that there was great need. He was to watch the way and be ready.

“Down, get down. Wait here,” Avea hissed. “Stay out of sight. Whatever you do, don’t draw attention to yourself. Can you do that?”

“Is it time?” he asked.

“Soon,” she said. “If I don’t return by the time the sun touches the horizon, follow the plan as we’ve discussed.”

Avea stalked off without another word, leaving Tall alone on the hillside. Being alone didn’t dampen his mood. His thoughts raced. His heart soared. His journey was coming to an end.





Chapter 17: Wrinkle in the Mix 
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An hour passed, perhaps more. Unease settled in. The plan seemed so simple, so perfect: Track the trackers, wait until nightfall, seize them. Go after the soldiers, exchange Lady Hravic for Ray.

Simple. Perfect. Except something was wrong. Avea should have returned by now.

Tall gripped his staff and shouldered his light pack. He slipped from  concealment. Stooped over, half crawling, he moved to a vantage point on the hill.

A thick knot of trees ensured no one could sneak up from behind. He had only to lean forward, turn his head one way or the other to look up or down the hill.

The prospect of night’s arrival brought with it a slow death to day sounds. Chirps and chirrups and trills started to give way to croaks and buzzes, hoots and howls.

Tall could no longer see the sun, though lengthening shadows told him it was surely settling to the horizon. He leaned forward, looked right, took in the view down the hill. Scanning slowly, he watched for signs of those lurking in wait. Turning the other way, he scanned his way up the hill.

Stillness, though comforting on some levels, was disquieting. He expected more animal activity. He heard the beasts sure enough, but they were always far off and never close. That in itself spoke of a close danger.

Earlier Tall told himself the eerie calm was Avea’s fault. She wasn’t an Inlander. She moved well enough through the thick foliage, but he’d been able to follow her progress, losing track of her only because she topped the hill. Now he walked her indirect course, cresting the hill near the prickly tangle she had stalked around for some time before proceeding. Tall did the same. He took in the position of the sun, noted where Avea crawled back  and forth to look down into the gully and out to the deep bowl in the distance.

A creek in the meandering channel was her next stop. She’d followed it to the northeast. He paused to look, listen, and gather his courage.

The moment’s hesitation brought clarity. The easy path was the fool’s way. Sound carried across greater distances in the natural corridor the creek created. Anyone lying in wait would hear him coming, and whoever or whatever waited out there was close. He knew this as surely as he knew the feel of the staff in his hand.

Proximity sharpened his senses. By the time he decided on a workable path and began to work his way down, the sun was touching the horizon and the gully was completely enveloped in shadows. Avea gave him instructions to wait for this time before starting out, but he felt good about starting out early. He knew the twists and turns of the gully as seen from on high, how the stream flowed, and where best to work his way to the deep bowl. All things he’d not have known otherwise. He made good progress because of it.

Scrub and thickets filled much of the channel. Dense new growth was the trickiest to work around. Thin pockets of trees, the most dangerous, and it was as he was passing through one of these that the path ahead opened into the deep bowl that had seemed so far away.

Tall hunkered down, got a firmer grip on his staff. A flickering light in the distance was trouble, whether it was Lady Hravic’s campfire or someone else’s. He noted the position of the fire, its proximity to the east wall of the deep bowl. He stepped backward, retracing his earlier steps.

When darkness shrouded him, he removed his pack. It was as good a time as any to finish what remained of his supplies. He ate hurriedly, washed down the meager meal with the last of his water. As he no longer needed the pack, he discarded it. One less thing to worry about. He kept only the empty water bag, which he hoped to refill later.

A plan already set in his mind, Tall walked east until he came to the creek. Here was the tricky part. He needed to move with care, cross the creek, and make his way to the far wall of the channel. With the wall at his side and, he hoped, brush cover around him, he should have a clearer vantage point to spy on the camp.

The creek presented a challenge. It was much wider than before. He could wade across it, but that would be slow, make more noise than he was comfortable with, and leave him soaking wet. He took a cleansing breath, closed his eyes, and listened to what trees and wind wanted to tell him. He took in the pungent earthy smells around him.

He found calm, opened his eyes. He launched into a run, with his staff propped out in front of him. On the third step, he planted his staff, used the  leverage to lift himself up.

It seemed he must surely fall back to earth. He pressed down and sprang away, pulling his staff with him.

He landed softly by allowing himself to drop forward. An instant later he was off, sprinting into deep cover, his staff at his side.

Once he reached the wall, Tall followed it until he reached the mouth of the channel. He was cautious as he moved, because his thoughts were swirling with unanswered questions, most about his fellows. Were they still following the plan? If so, were they moving into place as they should be? Since he was early, how long would it be before they were prepared to move in? Where was Avea? He struggled to remember everything she said to him that day, what Alkin said about his gift being tainted.

Soon he was peering out of bushy foliage, spying on Lady Hravic’s camp. The expanse between was flat and mostly empty, so he had a good view. There were two fires, not one. A large central fire for the camp. A smaller watch fire.

The watch fire was closer than he was comfortable with, as was the figure who paced behind it. A guard or sentry, Tall thought worriedly, before fixing on the main camp.

Several tents were set around the main fire; all were opposite the fire from him. Four figures were gathered around the fire. Their voices carried  but were unintelligible at this distance. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought one might be Lady Hravic. The other figures were much larger and armored.

One of the tents must have been a mess tent. He saw people going in occasionally, coming out carrying what must have been plates of food. Those emerging from the tent were gathered in several clusters. Oddly though, they stayed away from the ones around the fire. This meant something, Tall didn’t know what.

Other things were out of place as well. Tall wasn’t sure what until he saw someone walk from the tent into the darkness and then angle toward the watch fire. He imagined many reasons for the odd path. He thought of concealed pits, booby traps.

The soldier approached, gave the sentry a plate of food. An argument ensued. It was loud enough for Tall to hear.

“How much more of this must we suffer?” The sentry said.

“I keep telling you,” the other said, “as much as needs be. Not all are the Prefect’s allies. When the time comes, Heliop, you’ll know, and then I will be Prefect, and you, my second. Remember, we are the ones with the wizard’s prize, and his reward will be ours.”

“You’d best be right about this, Andros. If we’re wrong about this, our heads on pikes—”

“—at the least.”

Andros and Heliop spoke no more, but something unspoken passed between them as Heliop ate. It was the care and personal attendance that told Tall these two were related in some way. Brothers, perhaps.

Tall stayed put, tried to figure out how to use what he’d learned to his advantage. There wasn’t much alternative. It wasn’t like he dared to try backing away and sneaking off in another direction.

While he waited, he heard shouts from the camp. The shouting brought Andros and Heliop to the camp. Tall used the opportunity to pull back, almost certain the attack was beginning.

Something strange happened in the span between one breath and another. His fear came out as anger. The anger settled over him like a kind of second sight. He felt rather than saw the one lurking in wait. He ducked what he thought was a blow, weaved away from grasping hands as he brought his staff around. His blow should have struck resoundingly. Instead, it was caught in a waiting hand.

Tall tried to pull his staff free. It was his one advantage over his attacker. But he couldn’t break it free of the other’s grip.

Tall felt a hand coming at him, reacted by falling backward. It was too late though and he knew it. Struggle as he might, he couldn’t work away the hand plied suddenly to his mouth. He cursed himself for not crying out earlier. Somehow he knew that even if there was no one to come to his aid,  it would have been better.

An arm moved around Tall’s chest, up under his arms from behind. He was dragged backward. He fought wildly to twist and spin away. He felt the other’s grip loosen, and tried to will himself to freedom.

It was a short-lived freedom. Flat on his back, Tall found the specter straddling him, using legs to pin his arms back. The hand was still on his mouth, even as the other leaned forward and Tall’s heart raced.

“Stop struggling,” the voice whispering in his ear said. “Calm yourself. Do not scream.”

Tall stayed his struggle, though his hands remained clenched.

“I mean it,” the voice said. “No sound. No movement. Nothing. Understand?”

Tall tried to nod his head. The press of the hand on his face prevented it.

“You walk in two worlds,” the voice said. “See me, Tall, as I am.”

Tall closed his eyes, opened them. Darkness, but understanding as well. “Avea?” he said. “Something has gone terribly wrong. Hasn’t it?”

“It has,” the other said. “They are no longer three, as you know.”

Avea helped Tall stand. In the darkness he could not see her, but knew her voice. He hugged her fiercely. “You don’t know how glad I am it is you.”

“Or I, you,” Avea said, hugging him back. “It is just as well you don’t listen to instruction as you should, but you’ve now put yourself in danger I wanted to keep you away from.”

Tall glared. “You weren’t going to come back for me?”

“I was not,” Avea said plainly. “We’ve some small time before the others engage. They, like us, will assess first. We must follow when they strike, without delay.”

“All the shouting’s not because of them?”

“No, it isn’t. A brawl, perhaps. The wizard’s men fight each other as much as any other. It is the one constant to count on.”

Tall took account of himself, picked up his staff. “What will we do now? Did you hear them talk about the wizard’s prize?”

“I did. Their prize is Ray.”

“Ray, is here?”

“Yes, he is. From the look of it, Lady Hravic met the squad transporting Ray here. I was about to move into position when a second squad arrived. No one seemed happy about this. I saw why immediately—Prefect Jravac. That is her by the fire, there, discussing something with the one-armed man. He is the Prefect.”

“Braddick?” Tall asked, staring into the distance, his voice touched with awe as he’d missed this before.

Avea walked a tight circle, pulling Tall with her. “You know this one?”

“He commands the wizard’s army.”

“Indeed he does,” Avea said. “He is the worst of them. I don’t understand why he’s here. It’s troubling.”

Tall told Avea everything he knew of Braddick. What Deanna said about Braddick. How Braddick went to Stone Desert in search of something the day before Tall himself left Adalayia. How Tall saw Braddick in his dreams.

Tall held back one thing. He didn’t want to tell her about the dream of himself being killed by Braddick, but he did. “In my dreams,” he said quietly, “Braddick kills me.”

Tall realized he was shaking. What he left unsaid was that he hoped the death dream was not this night’s portent, for that would mean these were his last moments, and everything he’d gone through to get here was for nothing.

“None of us can change our fate,” Avea said. “But forewarned is forearmed.”

Tall wrapped his arms around himself. Avea’s hand on his shoulder was reassuring. It gave him the courage to look within himself for the resolve he needed. “If I die,” he said, “Will you make sure Ray returns to my village? He must, you know this, or there can be no hope for my people.”

Avea took a step back, removed her hand. “Enough talk of death and dying,” she said. “We’ve much else to think about.”

Tall took a step forward. A break in the canopy allowed more starlight to filter through. It was enough to see Avea’s face fully. “Promise,” he repeated.

Her expression solemn, Avea said, “I promise, Tall, if you’ll make me a promise.”

“Anything.”

Avea looked fixedly at Tall. “As hasty as Ray to rush in, but I’ll take what I can get. The promise is this… Promise me that you’ll free them no matter the cost.”

“Free them?”

“The tree singers. Kerry, Ekatarin, the rest. Promise me, no matter the cost?”

Tall swallowed hard. “Me? How? I have no—”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” Tall said. “No matter the cost.”

“Good.” Avea returned her hand to Tall’s shoulder. “Then we have much to talk about, and precious little time left.”

Avea spoke quickly, telling Tall what he must do. She finished, saying, “Remember, the eye turns one way while the hands reach otherwise. This night, no matter what, you and I are one of the hands. When the assault  begins, we move quickly for the tent on the right. It’s where they’re holding Ray. Deanna is there as well. Are you with me so far?”

Tall nodded.

“I’ll be at your side as we go, but you’re not to stop for anything. Your objective takes priority, even over my life. Grandin has told your brood to harry our enemies but only as a feint. We did not foresee the soldiers, but if the beasts do as told they should survive. I beg your forgiveness if it turns out otherwise. Lastly, this is for you. Blue water. Drink it, if you have the need.”

Tall waited quietly for Avea’s next move, his heart pounding suddenly in his ears. He realized he was grinding his teeth in frustration. The trap meant for Lady Hravic may instead be a trap for them.

Avea gripped his shoulder. Tall crawled after her, staff in hand. Soon he was at the edge of the undergrowth, staring across the deep bowl to Lady Hravic’s camp. Avea said, “Speak not a word from this point forward. When the time comes, reach out and find Ray’s light. Let it guide you. Remember, I’m expendable. You are not. I count on you to liberate Ray.”

Avea and Tall emerged from the trees. They crept out into the flat expanse. When Avea decided it was safe, they ran toward the watch fire. She was bent over at a half crawl and using quick, small steps. Tall stayed at her side.

Just before Avea was highlighted by the fire’s light, she stopped and dropped to the ground. Then she crawled forward with strange sudden bursts of movement in between moments of stillness. At one point, she rolled over onto her back before springing back into motion.

Movement on the far side of the camp caught Tall’s attention. He saw a figure emerge from the shadows, followed by two others. All three were separated from most of the camp by the tents. As if on cue, Avea launched into an all out sprint. Tall followed, his staff ready in his hand. The camp came alive with shouting and men rushing out of their tents.

The rush of wind that signaled Rhyliath’s arrival came from on high. Rhyliath struck the campfire directly. His great claws, plowing into the timbers, cast out an inferno, and out of the ash and fire emerged Alkin, his sword flashing in his hand.

More shouts of alarm and panic followed, as did the fighting. Alkin was a marvel, as was Rhyliath, who rent and tore his way through the camp. Grandin and his men appeared in the midst of the fighting.

Terrified screams told Tall where his brood stalked those who tried to flee. Tall stayed close to Avea. He moved as she moved. The camp was alive with fire and blood.

The huge figure of one-armed Braddick blocked his way. Tall tried to dodge the fist and sword pommel that sought to bash in the side of his head  but couldn’t. The blow struck. The side of his face exploded with pain. For a moment, everything seemed frozen in time, then he went down.

He felt the impact with the ground, though it was distant to the sudden disorientation and ringing in his left ear. Braddick’s boot. It was coming down at his face. Terrified, Tall rolled on his side, brought his staff around. The staff connected with Braddick’s shin, a resounding thwack. Even before he pushed off the ground, even before he could block the next blow, Avea was there, her sword moving like it was alive in her hand.

“Go,” Avea hissed, and Tall listened, leaving her to face Braddick’s fury. But once he was on his feet, he realized escape from the madness around him wouldn’t be so simple. He was dizzy and men were fighting in every direction he looked. Rhyliath was a terror, his wings buffeting, his claws flashing, his jaws ripping and crushing. In the middle of it was Alkin, moving as if he and Rhyliath performed a kind of dance that only they understood. Grandin and his were fighting, holding back several times their number, and there unexpectedly amongst them were Tall’s beasts—all save Lady and Lucky, who waited to aid his escape.

Escape. The word echoed in his mind. He knew he had to get out of there. He caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his right eye, brought his staff up in time to deflect a blow. He ducked another blow, spun around, brought his staff down to slap across the other’s exposed back.

Panic began to set in. He couldn’t stay in the fight. Flight was essential, but he was supposed to do something. It was the reason he was here. Avea’s words played in his thoughts. “Reach out and find Ray’s light,” she was telling him.

Blocking out the rest of the world, he reached out. He hoped his fear would drive the sight as it had before and he was right. The world before him transformed. He saw, but not enough.

Remembering the blue water in his pocket, he drank it as he ran. The effect was immediate, his world torn from him as the other world filled him. He saw now and it was as he’d never seen before. A delicate weave of threads and colors. Ray was where Avea said he was. Deanna was out there too.

A tent was before him. It was not the tent Avea had pointed out earlier, but he was inside pulling Deanna behind him before he realized this. Then he was in another tent, the one where Ray was being held, striking out at the lone guard with his staff and shouting at Deanna to free Ray’s bindings.

He struck the guard again and again. He didn’t think, he just acted. The guard went down. He rammed the side of the head with the end of his staff.

No moment wasted, he cut his way through the back of the tent using the guard’s sword. The look he gave Ray said all there was to say. He pushed through the opening, staff ready, waved Deanna and Ray through.

A dead sprint from the camp, up into the hills. Tall didn’t look back,  but he heard enough to know what was happening.

“It is time, come,” Tall reached out and told his brood. The connections were as strong as ever. But there was absence as well. Playful Big Tooth and mischievous Snub Nose were no more.

The loss cut through him more than the harsh discord of clashing steel shouts, and pain-filled screams.





Chapter 18: The Meeting Place 
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The plan, the plan, Tall told himself as he tried to focus on their escape. Deanna and Ray broached no questions. He was dizzy, somewhat wobbly on his feet, but he managed to run. He touched a hand to the left side of his  face. It came away bloody. When he topped the first hill, he reached out to Lady and Lucky. “To me, to me,” he told them. Within moments, they were galloping into view.

A voice coming out of the darkness froze Tall where he stood. “Death to seers,” it said.

Suddenly, a figure was barreling out of the shadows, his muscular arms out. Tall only had time to turn and duck before the figure was on him, but he wasn’t the intended target. Ray was.

Ray wasted not a moment. He pulled Tall’s staff away, used it to meet the other’s onrush. Tall watched the blows unfold in rapid succession. One to the either side. One to the throat. It was efficient, deadly, and over even before Tall fully realized what he saw.

Tall pushed Deanna and Ray onto Lady’s back. He mounted Lucky. “Away, away,” he told Lady and Lucky. “North and then west. Hazard and the others will follow soon, I’ve told them where we will go. Big Feet and Horn Eyes do not want to leave the bearded ones to fend for themselves, but I’ve told them they must.”

Tall saw in two worlds as he rode. The strands of the other world guided him away from dangers. It took great effort to look to the path ahead. He wanted so to reach back, to see what was happening, to know who lived and who died.

His head throbbed. The meeting place was what he tried to concentrate on. Easy enough to find, for it was the place Grandin nursed him to health.

“Lady, Lucky, you are well?” he asked, knowing it was a question he should have asked before setting off. But the urgency of the moment had overwhelmed him. He was overwhelmed still by all that had happened. He was no great warrior, and yet when the moment of need came, he acted. He struck without hesitation, and only now thought about the consequences. The guard he felled was dead. His final blow crushed bone; he felt it and knew, just as he knew the man who tried to attack Ray was dead.

It made him angry, this thought of death at his hand. It left him feeling empty inside. He thought of Big Tooth and Snub Nose. They’d play and make mischief no more. They were gone. Others likely were as well. Grandin maybe, Avea, or Alkin. Surely not Rhyliath, but wivres could be killed like any other being.

The rough path pulled Tall back. He worked to sooth Lucky and Lady, realizing only then he’d been feeding them his dark thoughts.

He glanced right, looked to Deanna and Ray. Deanna’s arms were wrapped around Lady’s neck. Ray’s arms were wrapped around Deanna. Both held on for dear life. They were terrified, he realized.

Recalling how unsettling his first ride had been, he guided Lady and Lucky to a slower pace. Less jostling brought more clarity, but did little for  the ringing in his left ear or the throbbing of his head. “We’re well away from the soldiers now,” he told Lady and Lucky. To Ray and Deanna, he said, “You don’t know how good it is to see you.”

Ray called back, “I could say the same to you. Wherever did you come from? Was it Avea and Grandin leading the attack?”

Tall didn’t get to answer. Deanna cut in. “What’s happening? One moment calm, the next everything’s upside down.”

Rocky terrain took Tall’s attention. He concentrated on the path, while reaching out into two worlds. The other world was alive with intersecting threads of crimson, but it was white fire and ice blue that he paid special attention to.

Tall guided Lucky closer and closer to Lady. Soon the two horses were running abreast, no more than an arm length apart. Ray leaned around and took a long look at Deanna. “Is it or isn’t it?” he asked. “You never really answered one way or the other?”

Deanna said, “It is. I tried to tell you before, but I couldn’t speak freely.”

Tall realized something had passed between the two earlier. “Do you know each other?” He asked.

“She—”

“He is the seer—the reason the Prefect was sent into the desert to hunt rebels. Lady Hravic gave up the hunt for you to join Equite Andros. The Equite was holding him captive. The Prefect joined us not long before the attack began.”

Ray turned to Tall. “You know each other?”

“Don’t you?” Tall asked.

“I—”

“He doesn’t remember all that’s happened to him,” Deanna said.

“Though he remembers me, I know he does.”

“I do but there’s something…” Ray said. “Something I’m trying to remember, but I can’t.” To Tall he said, “Do you trust her? The wizard plays—”

“No trick of the wizard,” Deanna said sharply. “I assure you.”

Ray pulled away from Deanna so abruptly he fell off Lady. Fortunately, Lady was already slowing her gait, as they had reached Grandin’s camp. Lying on his back, looking up from the ground, Ray accused Deanna of something with his eyes, but did not say aloud what it was.

Tall dismounted, helped Deanna do the same. When Ray got back on his feet, Tall wrapped his arms around both of them. “So good to see you,” he said. There were tears in his eyes as he turned to Ray. “I never thought I’d see you again. It has been such a long journey. There’s so much I have to tell you.”

“And I, you,” Ray said. “I can hardly believe it. You are the last person I  expected to see in the Outland.”

Ray was to Tall’s right, Deanna to his left. Deanna stepped back. She was shaking. Her cheeks were wet. “Lady Hravic made me do it,” she said, her voice scarcely a whisper. “I didn’t want to, but I didn’t have—”

“I know—I know,” Tall said. “You could have turned me in before, but you did not. You are a true friend.”

Ray pointed, wagged his finger at Deanna, his expression suddenly stern. “No, you misunderstand. She’s apologizing for what she did to me. Aren’t you? I’m starting to remember now.”

Deanna started to say something, then her eyes went wide. She waved away Ray’s finger. “Tall, you’re bleeding. You’re hurt.”

Ray suddenly seemed to see this as well. He helped Tall sit, knelt beside him as Deanna did the same. Tall didn’t like how they were fussing over him, turning his head to check his wound. Deanna’s touch brought a groan of pain. He couldn’t hold it in.

“How ever did you run or ride with this?” Deanna said. She was holding something in her hand, pressing it into his head.

Tall winced, cried out. He wanted to pull away, but thought Ray was holding him so he couldn’t. Except that wasn’t quite right. Ray wasn’t holding him, the ground was. He was lying on his back, looking up at the night sky. He started to speak; Deanna stopped him. “You’re back with us,” she said. “Be still. A few more applications and you’ll be past the worst of it.”

Tall didn’t know what she meant. The quiet around him was odd.

Deanna held a water bag to his lips. “Drink,” she said. “You need food, but we’ve none. This will have to do for now.”

Tall had to sit up to drink some water. Ray helped him. “How long was I out?” He asked.

“Not long,” Ray said, eyeing Deanna warily.

“You have to trust me,” Deanna said heatedly. “I didn’t want to. The truth will become clearer soon.”

“Why?” Ray asked. “Why did you do it? We trusted you.”

A cold breeze was blowing. Tall shivered, realized he was freezing.

“Not now. We have to get him warm,” Deanna said, curling herself around Tall. “Get the fire going. Set the tent. The supports are there. I saw them.”

Ray didn’t back down. “You’re a traitor. If Tall didn’t need you, I’d show you how traitors are dealt with.”

Tall gritted his teeth and shivered. “Whatever happened, let it go. No one can be held to account for what they are coerced into.”

“Except… She wasn’t coerced. I see it now. When she betrayed us, she had a choice.”

“You are wrong!” Deanna shouted. “Remember when Lady Hravic had me turn this on you? I know you do.” Deanna held out her hand. In it, was a pulsating orb, the match for the one that had been in Tall’s pocket, but was now in his hand. The two orbs blinked in opposition. First one, and then the other. “Thrall spheres, they are rightly called. They have many uses. They harm as well as they heal. You’d be dead if not for me. I took your memories to save you. You have to believe me.”

The question in Ray’s expression said he was trying to understand. Tall’s eyes closed. Not that he wanted them to, he just couldn’t keep them open any longer.

“The fire!” Deanna shouted. “If you must have your revenge, do it when Tall is out of danger.”

Tall wanted to intercede, wanted to say he trusted Deanna. Nothing came out. Somehow, he drifted off to sleep. He must have, because when he next opened his eyes a fire was blazing and the chill was gone.

Ray gave Deanna a quizzical glance. She was saying, “I can help, more than you realize. I’ve learned much on the road with Lady Hravic. Much about their power. You don’t have to tell him.”

“Don’t have to tell who what?” Tall asked.

Deanna walked over to Tall, squatted down beside him, and touched his cheek with the back of her hand. “Much better,” she said. “He’ll recover  fully.”

“Thanks to you or in spite of you,” Ray shot back.

“I’m telling you the truth,” Deanna said. “You have to believe me. I wanted none of this.”

Ray stalked around Deanna, sat next to Tall. “Then give me back my memories?”

“I can’t. I’ve already told you that. It’s not how it works.”

“So you say.” Ray offered Tall water. Tall drank. The cool water was invigorating.

Deanna touched the spheres to the side of Tall’s head. “The final treatment,” she said. “You may do with me as you will now.”

Tall put his hands out to both Ray and Deanna. “Ray, Deanna, please. Enough has happened this night already.”

“Indeed,” Avea said, coming out of the darkness to sit beside the fire.

Tall looked up at her wide-eyed. “I didn’t hear you coming.”

“With those two going at it, it’s no wonder,” Avea said.

Tall tried to stand. He wanted so to throw his arms around Avea. Avea saw this and moved to him. She must have seen the blood dried on his face and hair as she did so. “What’s this?” she asked. “Are you well?”

“Well enough,” Tall said.

Deanna said, “He will be. I’ve healed what I could.” She poured water  onto a cloth, rubbed at the side of Tall’s head.

“And you, Avea,” Tall said. “Are you well?”

“A little wear,” Avea said, turning to reveal a back wound.

Deanna tended to this immediately, without saying a word.

Tall thought Ray was being strangely distant from Avea. Perhaps it was his concern for the others. Perhaps it was something else.

Ray asked, “Alkin, Grandin, Kyitin, the others?”

Avea didn’t respond, though whether because she was wincing from Deanna’s attempts to see how extensive her wound was or because she didn’t want to, Tall didn’t know. He only knew that in the next moment Ray surprised him by giving Avea a hug that nearly swept her off her feet. Deanna scolded Ray for this, but it didn’t make him let Avea go.

“They were on us before I could do anything,” Ray said. “I never saw them coming. They were cloaked from the sight like riders. Grandin and his gave as well as they took but there were so many of them.” He paused, looked up at Avea. “Grandin and his,” he said. “How many survived?”

Avea gritted her teeth, had to sit. Deanna was cleaning Avea’s wound, preparing it for the healing treatments. “Not many, I’m afraid,” Avea said, her voice low. “He felt responsible, you know, for your capture. His oath was to protect you so that you could do your work.”

Tall had thought they were talking about this night, but now realized  they were talking about the night Ray had been captured.

Ray let Avea grip his hand as she worked through the pain she was feeling. “It wasn’t his fault. It was my—”

“No,” Avea said. “You both are blameless. You couldn’t have foreseen the attack. No more than Grandin could have.”

“Is he?” Ray asked. “What about Alkin, Rhyliath, Kyitin?”

“Grandin’s brother fell when you were taken,” Avea said. “This night, I saw Alkin and Rhyliath take flight, when the retreat began.”

Ray persisted. “Grandin? Did he make it out?”

Avea hung her head. “I don’t think so… I saw him fall. I couldn’t get to him.”

The news was saddening to all. Not a word was said for several long moments. It was Deanna who broke the silence. To Ray, she said, “See if there are more cloths that can be shredded.” To Avea, she said, “The bleeding slows but does not stop. Tell me, was it the Prefect’s sword?”

Avea glanced at Tall, said nothing. Tall thought perhaps it was because she’d taken the wound to ensure his escape. Ray ran to the tent, returned with several clean cloths.

“Yes or no?” Deanna said, tearing a cloth and applying torn patches to the wound in layers.

“Yes,” Avea finally said.

Deanna nodded, her expression tightened. “This is to be expected then.”

“To be expected?” Tall said incredulously.

“His blade has a power,” Deanna told them. Avea’s expression said it was news to her. Deanna continued, “The wound will heal. It will take longer though, and we must be patient.”

Tall moved to warm himself by the fire. His growling stomach brought a wry smile to his lips. There wasn’t anything to fill his empty belly with, but he wished there was.

Avea seemed to sense this. She said, “The tent, Ray. You’ll find what supplies remain in the hidden storage. Peel back the panel, turn the stone.” To Deanna, she said, “Enough, sit. We need to talk.”

Deanna acquiesced, taking a fireside place beside Tall. Deanna looked as tired as Tall felt. He put his arm around her and she put her head on his shoulder.

“Do you know me, girl?” Avea said, her voice commanding.

“There are few of Adalayia who don’t,” Deanna said. “You are the traitor, Avea of Korran. You murdered Prefect Gentren.”

“I am no more of Korran, no more a murderer, than you are,” Avea said sharply. “But that is neither here nor there. The question I ask is whether you know who I am to you.”

“Only from another’s memories of you,” Deanna said quietly.

“My memories. You stole them from me!” Ray shouted, as he returned from the tent. What food stuffs he found, he started passing out as he glared at Deanna. Tall took two of the long, orange roots. He was developing a fondness for these, he realized.

“Those memories remain your own. I merely reviewed them.”

“Liar, you took my memories! Return them!” Ray shouted.

Keenly interested, Avea moved around the fire. “What’s this of memory taking?” she asked. “Explain yourself, Deanna.”

Deanna showed Avea the thrall spheres, told her about them as she had Tall and Ray earlier. She finished by saying, “It was the only way I could protect him.”

Avea touched Deanna’s shoulder. “You did well, granddaughter. You’ve proven you are a friend to our cause. You’ve proven the Endweller blood runs through you.”

Deanna looked up into Avea’s eyes. “Granddaughter? Endweller?”

“Truly, you’ve your mother’s eyes, your mother’s heart and cleverness. You are of the line,” Avea said, cupping her hand under Deanna’s chin. “You don’t know how much it sorrows me that this is our first meeting. How I wish it could’ve been otherwise.”

“Grandmother,” Deanna said, almost inaudibly, as she hugged Avea.

Their sudden joy was a relief to Tall. He grinned and edged away,  hoping to talk privately with Ray. Tall and Ray had only walked past the tent, a few steps into the darkness, when Deanna let out a high-pitched scream that brought them running back.

Tall saw the cause of alarm immediately. “Calm, calm,” he shouted as he ran. “Nothing to fear, Deanna. They’re friends.”

Tall sank to his knees, wrapped his arms around Horn Eyes. Ever Hunger, Big Feet, Bent Snout, and the others were so happy to see him, they bowled him over. He rolled and frolicked with them, hooting happily as they playfully nipped at him. Then they calmed, and backed away strangely.

It took Tall a moment to realize they were opening a path. What he didn’t expect to see next was a pair of slithers. He wrapped an arm around Hazard and smiled up at Ray, who had his hand around the other slither.

“A friend of yours?” Tall asked.

Ray said, “His name is True.”

“Your choosing companion?”

Ray nodded. He didn’t say anything for a time as he focused on True. Finally, he said, “Quite the brood you have. It’s amazing. If I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I would not believe it. The smoot was right about you doing something no other had ever done.”

“It is you,” Tall said, “who has done something no other has ever done. You’ve run out your long path, survived the Stone Land when all others gave you up for lost. We can return home now with no heaviness in our hearts.”

Avea, with Deanna at her side, said, “Not over, not home, not just yet.” She looked up into the sky expectantly. A moment later Tall heard a rush of air. He followed the sound with his eyes, and soon Rhyliath’s form was bursting into view from the dark sky. The resounding thump of Rhyliath’s landing, the soft rustling of his wings settling after his landing, followed, but was broken by his raucous crooning. The roar was filled with anguish and sorrow but triumph as well. It said I have returned, I have fought and lived.

Alkin slid off Rhyliath’s back with a sluggishness Tall had never seen before. Ray was at the other’s side immediately, Tall after a slight delay. Tall and Ray walked Alkin to the fire. Deanna started to check Alkin, but Alkin waved her back. “Rhyliath first,” he said, but it was the only thing he managed to say before unconsciousness took him.

Panicked triage followed. Avea assessed Rhyliath’s injuries. Deanna, Alkin’s. Avea shouted, “Deanna, to me.” The two talked heatedly. Avea said, “Ray, Tall, remove Alkin’s armor and do your best. Bind, stop the bleeding where you can. Deanna and I look to Rhyliath.”

Avea and Deanna worked on Rhyliath, whose head was slumped on the ground.

Tall and Ray removed Alkin’s heavy leathers and boots. “Why not  home?” Tall muttered to himself as he worked to bind wounds as quickly as possible. “Some plan, some victory.”

Ray surprised Tall by answering. He said, “No plan is perfect. No victory without sacrifice.”

Tall started to say, “It was all for nothing,” but Avea spoke over him, as she came from seeing to Rhyliath. She said, “Only master soldiers serve prefects and equites. Those men were the best of the east and west, and this night, they are broken and defeated. It may not have been the plan, but it is as it is.”

Tall couldn’t help himself when he shouted, “At what cost?”

Avea looked down at bloodied Alkin. “He’ll live,” she said. “There’s not a wound that’s fatal.”

“How can you know this?” Tall said. “You haven’t examined him.”

Deanna, who must have finished with Rhyliath, held the spheres over Alkin. She said, “It is true. All those wounds, and not a one that’s more than superficial. It’s a miracle.”

“It’s no miracle,” Avea said. “Know this, where you see despair, I see hope. This was not just a victory, but a great victory. Our lost seer is returned to us, and we’ve now a tree singer as well.”

Tall balled his hands into fists and shook himself. “Grandin’s dead,” he said. “His men are dead with him. I want nothing more than to go home.”

“And then what?” Avea asked. “What will you do when the wizard’s next at your door?”

“I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Tall said. The expression on Ray’s face said he wasn’t sure what to say or whether he should side with Avea or Tall.

Avea helped Deanna wrap a cloth around Alkin’s right leg. “Believe me when I say you won’t have a chance to ‘deal with it’ when the wizard’s at your door. It’ll be too late. You’ll have missed any chance you had.”

“I want to go home,” Tall said, his voice breaking.

Ray said nothing, but his eyes said he wanted nothing more than to go home too.

“Let the boy go home,” said a voice out of the darkness.

Tall and Ray looked up at the same time, and both gave shouts of hurray and surprise when Grandin and two of his men walked into the camp. All were wounded, but already bandaged. Grandin’s left arm was in a sling, and one of the others had a makeshift crutch.

“Grandin, Delkan, Stytuk,” Ray said as he greeted each in turn by clasping their forearms.

Ray and Tall escorted Grandin, Delkan, Stytuk into camp. The pleased look on Avea’s face as she watched the undermountain men take seats around the fire was one Tall wished he could paint and keep. He never wanted to forget that look, that expression of absolute esteem and glee, that was in her eyes.
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