
		
			[image: Cover of The Bard of Bryn Doon by Mark David Gerson]
		

	
		

		
			Praise for The Legend of Q’ntana

			Leaves you turning every single page, hungry for more!

			David Michael – author of “The United Series” 

			Compelling…a magical journey!

			Karen Vaughan – author of “Dead to Writes”

			An intriguing and exhilarating magical tale.

			Dan Stone – author of “Ice on Fire” 

			An evocative and emotionally moving tale.

			“Midwest Book Review”

			I read “The MoonQuest” three times and couldn’t wait for “The StarQuest” to come out. Well, it was worth the wait. I loved this book, and you will too!

			Amy Robbins-Wilson – author of “Transformational Mothering”

			An enjoyable journey into a wondrous world that will leave you yearning to return again and again.

			Judy Smith Adams – Springfield, MO

			Stunning, magical and inspiring.

			Paola Rizzato– Glasgow, UK

			Magic, music and universal truths masterfully woven into a gripping tale.

			Betty Dravis – author of “1106 Grand Boulevard”

			Of the hundreds of books I own and hundreds more I’ve read, this is the only book I’ve ever finished and immediately picked pack up and read a second time. Amazing masterpiece of literature.

			Lynn Hudson – Albuquerque, NM

			A fantastical ride to another world...the kind of book the world should clamor for and read more of.

			Michael Hice – Santa Fe, NM

			Fans of quest-centered fantasy and visionary fiction as well as New Agers should enjoy this emotionally solid tale.

			“Library Journal”

		

	
		
			

			More from Mark David Gerson

			Fiction

			Sara’s Year

			After Sara’s Year

			The Emmeline Papers

			Memoir

			Acts of Surrender: A Writer’s Memoir

			Dialogues with the Divine: Encounters with my Wisest Self

			Pilgrimage: A Fool’s Journey

			Self-Help & Personal Growth

			The Way of the Fool: How to Stop Worrying About Life and Start Living It…in 12½ Super-Simple Steps

			The Way of the Imperfect Fool: How to Bust the Addiction to Perfection That’s Stifling Your Success…in 12½ Super-Simple Steps

			The Way of the Abundant Fool: How to Bust Free of “Not Enough” and Break Free into Prosperity…in 12½ Super-Simple Steps

			The Book of Messages: Writings Inspired by Melchizedek

			RESOURCES for Writers & Aspiring Writers

			The Voice of the Muse: Answering the Call to Write

			The Voice of the Muse Companion: Guided Meditations for Writers

			From Memory to Memoir: Writing the Stories of Your Life

			Organic Screenwriting: Writing for Film, Naturally

			Birthing Your Book...Even If You Don’t Know What It’s About

			The Heartful Art of Revision: An Intuitive Guide to Editing

			Writer’s Block Unblocked: Seven Surefire Ways to Free Up Your Writing and Creative Flow

		

	
		

		
			The Bard of Bryn Doon

			The Legend of Q’ntana

			Book Four

			Mark David Gerson

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		

		
			THE BARD OF BRYN DOON

			Copyright © 2021 Mark David Gerson

			All rights reserved

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

			First Ebook Edition 2021. Second Edition 2024

			Published by MDG Media International 

			Scottsdale, AZ 85260

			www.mdgmediainternational.com

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2024945141 

			ISBN: 978-1-950189-19-9 (paperback)

			ISBN: 978-1-950189-28-1 (ebook)

			Cover Image: Kathleen Messmer 

			www.kathleenmessmer.com

		

	
		

		
			Stories never really end, even if the books like to pretend they do. 
Stories always go on. They don’t end on the last page, 
any more than they begin on the first page.

			Cornelia Funke

			Stories are expressions of our humanity, of our universality. 
In our stories, we discover not what separates us but what unites us. 
We discover not our differences but our similarities. 
Read others’ stories, but do more than that. 
Tell your stories, whatever form they take. 
Share your fears and joys, your failures and triumphs. 
Share your humanity. Let us see you…and let us see ourselves in you. 
That’s how we heal ourselves. That’s how we heal the world.

			Mark David Gerson

			For all who live to tell stories…and all who live to hear them.

		

		

	
		

		
			As you step from your world into the worlds of Q’ntana, you will experience foreign lands, sample exotic foods and encounter all manner of uncommon individuals and peculiar creatures. 

			Look for “The Worlds of Bryn Doon” at the back of the book to ease your journey through this unfamiliar territory (and to assist you with some unusual pronunciations).

			If you’d prefer to have this guide by your side as you travel these pages, download a free copy of “The Worlds of the Bard of Bryn Doon” at www.markdavidgerson.com/qntanaworlds.

			§   §   §   §   §

			With its compelling story, engaging characters and rich, multilayered themes, “The Bard of Bryn Doon” is an ideal selection for any book club. 

		

		

	
		

		
			Once Upon a Time…

		

	
		
			

			

			I have recounted this story more times than I am able to number, and not merely here in Bryn Doon. I have journeyed with it deeper into Q’ntana and all the way to the Principality of Flor, as well as to far-distant realms beyond the Mir. Yet each time this story has freed itself through me, it has presented me with either a new chapter or a fresh perspective on an old one. For stories are not static. Stories are living, evolving organisms, sentient entities with unique souls, spirits and destinies. 

			Unlike other living beings, however, stories never end, nor do they die. Other tellers add to them. Other tellers may even adapt them to their experiences and rememberings. These alterations and accretions render a story no less authentic. For as I learned early on in this story, all stories are real and all stories are true. 

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			The End

		

	
		
			

			Lightning bolts slice through the moonless sky, illuminating shard-like flashes of the cluttered collection of tents, huts and lean-tos clustered around the only structure with any pretense of permanence in this nameless desert village, a domed rotunda. Sporadic at first, the blazing streaks dance silently just beyond the farthest dwellings, striking only sand and dirt. 

			No one emerges to witness the fiery spectacle. Sheltering indoors accords villagers the illusion of safety, even as there is none. In an instant, the teasing flares can grow deadly, as they have so often in the past. 

			As they will again this night.

		

	
		
			

			one

			Kamela

			“Once upon a time…” 

			Pyrà’s eyes sparkled. “A story,” he squealed. He sat up, tugging the quilted coverlet to his chin. 

			“Yes.” I forced a smiled. “A story.” The lightning had not yet touched the village. It still could. It had rarely spared us in previous storms. Why would it now? If we could neither hide from it nor outrun it, then all that was left for us was to continue as best we could. That, at least, was my view. 

			I had not draped a heavy blanket over the window to hide from the lightning, as some of my more superstitious neighbors were wont to do. Nor had I masked out the storm to keep Pyrà from panicking. My son would not be alarmed by a storm that had never before distressed him, not even when he was an infant. Rather, I had covered the window to prevent the flashing light from keeping Pyrà from sleep. Because if sleep failed to overtake him, inquisitiveness would. Unlike my neighbors, I was not superstitious. Even so, racing out into the night to chase after lightning did not strike me as the wisest of pastimes. Yet that is what Pyrà did during the first storm after he gained the ability to walk. That my son and these storms should somehow be linked did not surprise me. The first of them battered our village the night he was born. 

			As entranced as Pyrà was by the storms, stories always cast a more powerful spell, especially the few from ancient times that had survived.

			Pyrà dropped his head to the pillow and shut his eyes expectantly. “Which story?” he whispered.

			I paused. “Ben,” I replied at last, praying that this one would distract him from the storm. “Ben and The SunQuest.”

			Pyrà grinned, his eyes still squeezed shut. The story of the greatest king and bard of all time was his favorite, not that he had ever been awake for the ending. He was always journeying with the dreamwalkers long before I had completed my telling. 

			Not this night. This night, Pyrà remained spellbound all the way to the end. Even Jeryn, normally the first asleep, listened raptly from her cradle, her eyes opened wide in wonder even as they stared past the candle’s reach and up toward the ceiling. 

			“‘The people of Q’ntana are now sovereign and empowered, and stories, visions and dreams live in us all,’ Ben declared. ‘Now we are all bards,’ he said, ‘and I am at peace.’” I nudged the cradle with my foot. Jeryn gurgled and tilted her head toward me. 

			“With that, Ben shut his eyes and fell into the deepest of contented sleeps, the sleep from which no man ever wakes…not in this realm.”

			I thought Pyrà had followed Ben, into an equally content if less permanent dream state. His breath was even and his eyes twitched under his lids. I had half-risen when he murmured, “Go on, Maminka.” 

			“The end,” I whispered. I hovered over my stool, fearing that my slightest movement might push him back into full wakefulness. I needn’t have worried.

			“No, it is not,” he insisted in full voice. 

			“It isn’t what?”

			Pyrà opened his right eye a slit. “The end. It isn’t the end.”

			“What do you mean? There is no other.” I knew this telling as well as I knew my name. When I was Pyrà’s age, Ben and The SunQuest had been my favorite as well. And despite the uncountable generations that had passed since the great king’s death, despite the impassable distance between his part of the realm and ours, the story was as alive in my heart as it had been the night I first heard it and as unchanged as when he penned it, at least according to my grandfather. Some stories alter over time or according to the teller’s whims. This one was not one of them. 

			“Say that last bit again.” 

			“The end.”

			He giggled. “No, silly. Before that.” 

			“With that, King Ben shut his eyes and fell into the deepest of contented sleeps?”

			“Before that.”

			“Now we are all bards?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Now we are all bards,” I repeated, “and I am at peace—” 

			

			“Don’t say it.”

			“What?

			The end, he mouthed. He sat quietly, deep in thought. “If we are all bards in Q’ntana…”

			“Yes?”

			He lay motionless for so long I thought he must have at last fallen asleep. Jeryn still stared at me, so I pinched out the candle flame, hoping the darkness would coax her as well toward the dreamwalkers. 

			A few moments later, Pyrà’s whispered voice cut through the black stillness. 

			“If we are all bards in Q’ntana,” he repeated, so softly that for a minim I thought I too had drifted off and was dreaming, “then I must be a bard. Is that not so?”

			I reached down and stroked his face. “It is, little one.” 

			“You are certain?”

			I nodded, then realized he could not see me. “If the story says it, then it must be so. Stories do not lie.”

			“Then as the bard that I am,” he declared, “I say it is not the end. ‘There’s more to every story. Tell me how it continues.’ Isn’t that what Eulisha tells Toshar in The MoonQuest?”

			How did he know that? In that story as well, he was always asleep before I reached that point in the telling.

			“That is a different tale,” I replied, doing my best to keep my voice level. “At any rate, I know no more than what I have told you. That is all I have ever known of the Ben story. As far as I am aware, that is all anyone knows. If there is a continuing, I can’t tell it to you. I don’t know it.” 

			A bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, so near to our hut that it shone through the blanket and illuminated Pyrà’s face. He appeared to be deep in thought. Another flash, then another, this last one accompanied by the low rumbling that always presaged the storm’s worsening. He jerked up with the next clap of thunder and his eyes shot open. Even in the dark they shone with excitement. “I do,” he whispered. “I do.”

		

	
		
			

			

			two

			Kamela

			I was astounded by Pyrà’s claim and, I am not ashamed to admit, skeptical. Yes, he was bright, preternaturally so. In fact, his precociousness revealed itself through a birth so premature that the midwife feared for his survival. So, had he offered a story of his own creation right then, I would not have been surprised, even though such tellings occur only rarely in one so young. Yet to take known history and claim to be ready to add to it previously untold chapters? In any other child of his years, I would have presumed an immature arrogance that ought not to be encouraged.

			Pyrà was different, and not merely because of his early birth or because that birth signaled seasons upon seasons of unprecedented dry-lightning storms. Pyrà possessed an uncanny knowingness — a kenning, as they would have said in ancient times — that I would have found extraordinary even had I not been his mother. Not merely extraordinary, but unnerving. When he would stare at me in that certain way he did betimes, it was as though those blue-green eyes that were deeper and more passion-filled than the Mir and sharper than the blade of Orrican could pierce not only through me but back into every moment of every life I had lived…all the way back to the beginnings of time itself. To before that, were that possible. 

			It was for that reason that no village children would play with him. That reason, coupled with the coincidence of birth and storming, was why no mothers or daughters would mind him and no fathers would show him the traditional games, even as he had no father to teach him those things. My Lucca had disappeared soon after Jeryn was born, and Pyrà carried little memory of him. 

			Consequently, Pyrà was a solitary child, although I often wondered whether he was solitary as much by choice as by circumstance. Certainly, he never appeared to miss the companionship of his contemporaries, preferring instead the company of the wild stallions that grazed on the slopes of Mòrq’an Mellà a little more than a v’rek’s walk from the village. And when he was not with the horses, he would stand across from the Dôma, day or night, staring into the sky, scrutinizing the suns, moon and stars in much the same way he would stare at most villagers — as though he knew their most closely held secrets, including those they themselves had yet to acknowledge. Perhaps that was how he could claim to see beyond the ending of an oft-told and much-beloved story. 

			What I could not know that night — what neither of us could know — was that he would be unable to recount the continuing until he had lived it…until we all had. 

			As it was, I placed my hands over his eyes and crooned the lullaby he had never until now been awake to hear.

			Sleep Pyrà, my child, my own

			Sleep through the night

			Sleep, though the lightnings come

			Your heart will keep you right

			Sleep Pyrà, my child, my own

			Let dreams fuel your sight

			Sleep, though the lightnings come

			Your heart will keep you right

			Sleep Pyrà, my child, my own

			Sleep through the night

			Sleep, though the lightnings come

			Your heart will keep you right

		

	
		
			

			three

			Pyrà

			I did not fall asleep with my mother’s lullaby. I did not fall asleep at all. Instead, I feigned sleep through the interminable drip-drip-drip of time until I heard Jeryn’s soft snores and my mother’s even breathing and felt certain I would not wake them.

			Kamela liked to pretend that the lightning storms were of little concern to her. She acted that way for me and my sister, so we wouldn’t be frightened. Yet that is what it was: an act. Many were the nights when I observed her through eyes open a crack as she leaned against the roughhewn doorpost of our one-room hut chewing her thumbnail, her brow furrowed with anxiety — and not merely over whether the lightning would enter the village and, if it did, would spare our home. She was scanning the horizon for my father. 

			Against all entreaties and common sense, Lucca had set out for lands beyond the Mhor-Jenn three nights after Jeryn was born. Even Fay’dor, who rarely interfered with village life, had urged him to wait. Lucca, however, would not be dissuaded. Since boyhood, he had dreamt of discovering a route out of our barren, isolated province. And despite the legendary impossibility of such an undertaking, he was not only convinced there was a way, he was determined to find it. Once he did, he vowed to return to lead us to more bountiful lands. 

			Would he return? Although Kamela prayed for it most nights, I knew he would not. Paradox though it was, I also knew we would see him again. 

			I knew it because he had promised it. More than that, with his parting words, he had echoed the counsel given to Toshar in The MoonQuest story, to Q’nta in The StarQuest story and to Ben in The SunQuest story and had insisted that I heed it. 

			Kneeling before me so he could look directly into my tear-filled eyes, he said, “We will be together again, my son. All of us. Trust that, Pyrà.”

			“I-I can’t,” I sobbed, clinging to him. “I’m afraid to.”

			“You must.” He brushed the tears from my cheeks. “You either trust or you do not, Pyrà. There is no halfway in between. When you doubt, and you will, remember that.” Then he kissed my forehead, rose and was gone.

			If Lucca’s promise set up one paradox, the night’s storytelling offered another, equally baffling: How could I know that the story of Ben and The SunQuest continued? There was no explanation. I simply knew that it did. Nor could I have recounted the continuing had I been challenged to do so. I knew that I knew, but I could only trust the knowingness. I could not touch it. Not yet. That would come…sooner than I could have imagined and in ways I would not have wished for.

		

	
		
			

			The lightning flashes more blazingly. The gap between strikes narrows. The gap between each strike and the village narrows. Now, it is but a few paces from the most outlying dwellings. 

			The next strike slams into the village common, firing clumps of dried mud into the sky and fleetingly illuminating the only living being about: a youth who steals from a simple hut, pauses to ensure that he is unwitnessed, then races past the jumble of shanties to Mòrq’an Mellà, the broad, stumpy knoll east of the village, waving his arms as menacingly as one can at lightning.

			As the youth approaches the mound, a low thundering rumbles across the Mhor-Jenn, rolling boomingly toward the village. When it reaches the common, it partners with the lightning and together they roar toward the sole structure of any substance: a domed, circular edifice at the far edge of the common and the only one in all the region constructed of stone. The domed building, older than the village itself, towers over its neighbors, until a single thunderbolt, sharper and brighter than the others, assaults it. The building explodes, flinging jagged rubble in every direction. Incredibly, none falls where it can inflict more damage. 

			Despite the deafening blast, no curious eyes peer out from behind curtained windows or darkened doorways. No fathers or mothers, sons or daughters, move to assure themselves that friends and family are safe. Not a single villager ventures outside to survey the scene. 

			Thus, just as no one has noticed the youth, no one now discerns the dark-robed figure who steps beyond the threshold of an unprepossessing lean-to to contemplate the unfolding drama. Bald, clean-shaven and with skin of a translucent scaliness that is neither wrinkled nor smooth, he seems at once aged and ageless, solid and ethereal. After a brief scrutiny, he raises his arms toward the heavens and mutters a few alien phrases, inaudible under the relentless thunder. At his final word, all lightning ceases and all thunder stills. 

			With yellow eyes that pierce the now darkened, silenced night, he gazes up to Mòrq’an Mellà, where stallions more numerous than there are villagers, munch contentedly on the hillock’s scrubby brush, seemingly undisturbed by nature’s barely concluded histrionics. A closer look reveals the youth, who weaves among the horses, whispering words he himself does not understand, even as the horses do. In return, the horses nuzzle the youth as though he is one of them. Perhaps he is.

			When a sliver of silver translucence creeps above the horizon from the far-distant Mir, the boy makes one final circuit among the horses, then sprints down the hill for home. 

		

	
		
			

			four

			Hara’q

			The pounding intensified, a pulsing throb that rocked the earth. It felt as though a mob of stallions stampeded toward us. Scores upon scores of them. Not our stallions, for ours were placid creatures. Perhaps the passage of time had tamed the fierceness out of them. Or perhaps they had been so battle-weary when the villagers’ ancestors rode them here in shameful exile that all they could do was wander lazily among the sparse grasses of Mòrq’an Mellà. That is what they did now, as unconcerned by the earth-shaking roar as my neighbors were alarmed by it. 

			Nor could it be the explosions of an approaching lightning storm. The sky was a cloudless azure, the two suns beating down on us with their customary relentlessness. Dry thunderstorms such as we had experienced the previous night had rarely been known to strike more than once in a moon, and never during the day. Those tremors that did roll through during waking hours were gentle, soundless swayings. Whatever this was anything but silent, and its unyielding hammer-beat reverberated so deeply that I felt it in my blood. 

			Two doors from where I stood shaded by the eaves of my hut, Kamela hovered by the entryway to hers, clutching Jeryn tightly to her breast. The fear in her eyes was mirrored on the faces of our neighbors, who had appeared at daybreak with brooms and spades to clear the debris from the shattered Dôma. Now they stood motionless, uncertain what to do or where to go. The rumbling came at us from everywhere at once, so there was nothing for us to run from, nowhere for us to run to, even were escape an option.

			Unfortunately, escape was not an option. We lived at the center of the Mhor-Jenn, a remote desert wasteland that began at the Mir and extended countless days’ journey east, north and south…not that there was any place to journey to. Our coastline in the west was a formidable headland that jutted into the boulder-strewn cauldron that was the Mir. Even could we have harvested sufficient lumber for a sailing craft from the spare, spindly copses that were all that broke the monotony of the moorland near our village and even could we have managed to transport it as far as the jagged bluffs and lower it to the sea, the Mir would have hacked it to splinters and dispatched its crew to Kea Kana before any course could be laid. 

			And were one to survive the pitiless heat long enough to make it to the end of the Mhor-Jenn in any other direction, the Do’ana Qi, an unbroken expanse of disappearing sands, would impede further progress. Those deadly, all-devouring bogs, which separated our province from the rest of Q’ntana, sucked in whatever touched them, however feathery the touch. That was why everyone despaired for Lucca — everyone but Pyrà, who could not be dissuaded from the certitude that he would reunite with his father, and Kamela, who never stopped beseeching Prithi for his safe return. 

			The next jolt that swept through the village was forceful enough that it knocked the half-dozen men nearest to the Dôma to the ground and crumpled three nearby lean-tos. I grabbed onto my doorframe for support, grateful that mine was among the more sturdy dwellings. Solidly built though it was, it would not hold up to much more of this. For all the fearsome pyrotechnics of our nocturnal lightning storms, none had threatened the entire village. If this stormless thundering continued and if Lucca were somehow still alive, would there be a village for him to return to? 

			If this stormless thundering continued, would it matter?

			Then, it mattered little to me, so long in exile that I could barely recall any sensings beyond those few offered by this desolate dust bowl. What did lush forests smell like? What did melodious birdsong sound like? What did crystalline creeks taste like? Even had I possessed the slenderest recollections of these, I would have blocked them from my awareness, so resigned had I become to perpetual incarceration in the bleak prison that was the Mhor-Jenn.

			Here, the only trees were shriveled, stunted and twisted, and the only native birds were giant maq’rahs, screechy, coarse-feathered creatures that feasted on flesh — dead or alive, it was equal to them. On a rare occasion, we caught glimpses of a lost ganda, pulled many hundred of v’reks off course by the unceasing gusts howling off the Mir. As for water, we knew of but a single spring; it trickled up in reluctant burblings inside the Dôma. Although other creek beds crisscrossed the land, they were no more than scorched and cracked reminders of a time before the Mhor-Jenn’s jungles had withered into this desiccated wilderness. 

			All that still stood from that ancient time was the Dôma, a structure whose story and purpose were known to no one in the village, except perhaps to Fay’dor. But one did not seek information of Fay’dor. One waited for him to speak, to reveal answers to the questions no one dared to ask.

			When it seemed as though the ceaseless booming must have reached its peak and could grow no more violent, a single blast louder and more savage than any of its predecessors convulsed the village. Knees buckled at the intensity of it, and hands flew to ears in a vain attempt to muffle it. I leapt away from my hut, certain that this was the shock that would destroy it. Yet through some miracle that could only have been Prithi’s work, it withstood the assault, as did every other dwelling in the village. What did not were the rubbled ruins of the Dôma. As its remaining stones exploded in a rain of fine gray dust, deep fissures sliced through the ground at the edges of the site, drilling farther and farther into the earth until, with one final burst of fury, the land upon which the Dôma had stood since the beginning of time collapsed in on itself, choking off our only source of water and leaving nothing but a cavernous crevasse in its place. Through another of Prithi’s miracles, no one was harmed.

			For an instant, all was still. Nothing moved but Aygra and B’na, the two suns. As they joined together in the suns-merge moment of midday, a bolt of lightning charged up from the crevasse and flung itself at the two-suns-as-one. When it struck, daylight fled. All light fled. And before the villagers could cry out their terror, a new lightning storm had commenced, one unmatched in its brutality.

		

	
		
			

			

			The day is black. Aygra and B’na have vanished, and it is too early for moon or stars. The only available light flares in abrupt flashes as first one, then two, then a dozen lightning bolts smash into the village. This time, no dwelling is spared. This time, few villagers are left unscathed. This time, there is no sanctuary from the merciless strikes.

			“Pyrà. Pyrà!” Kamela shrieks through the panicked cries of her neighbors. “Have you seen him?” she asks each in turn. No one has.

			“Pyrà. Pyrà!” She hugs her infant daughter so closely that the young girl kicks in protest, wailing loudly. This only makes Kamela tighten her grip. She must keep her daughter safe. But her son. Where is her son? “Pyrà. Pyrà!” 

			Fay’dor will know, she thinks. Fay’dor must know. This curious oracle who has come and gone from the village for longer than anyone can remember, says little but sees all. He must know where her son is. 

			“Fay’dor. Have you seen Fay’dor?” No one has.

			Fay’dor is seen only in those moments he chooses to be seen. Those moments have not yet arrived.

			“Pyrà. Pyrà!” 

			Pyrà is again with the stallions on the far side of Mòrq’an Mellà. None but Fay’dor knows this. Fay’dor witnessed him steal away as soon as darkness struck, silently encouraged him to steal away. Now, the boy moves fearlessly from horse to horse, murmuring comforting words to one, stroking another reassuringly. The horses know this is a storm like no other. No storm has ever touched Mòrq’an Mellà, has ever ventured this close to Mòrq’an Mellà. For the first time in their lifetimes of lives in the Mhor-Jenn, they are frightened.

			“Pyrà. Pyrà!” 

			The boy hears his mother’s call on the winds that have risen since the great darkness fell. Gentle breezes at first, they eddy and bluster now, whipping the tents and lean-tos so far spared by the lightning from their moorings and flinging them far into the empty desert. Without understanding why, the boy knows he cannot leave the horses. Without understanding how, the boy knows that only he can protect them. He must stay.

		

	
		
			

			five

			Hara’q

			“Not you.” Fay’dor set one clawed hand firmly on my shoulder. “You must stay.” 

			Stay? For what? There was nothing left of our village save Fay’dor’s lean-to, miraculously untouched by the storms, and the scattered detritus of the only home these villagers had ever known.

			I shrugged and stepped aside to let my neighbors pass down the narrow stone staircase that wound deep into the blackness of the crevasse. Had the lightning carved out those steps? Or had it cleared away the structure that had long concealed them? No doubt, Fay’dor could explain it all if he chose to. No doubt, he would not choose to.

			All I knew was that when the storm cleared as quickly as it had appeared, the darkness departed with it. Aygra and B’na now blazed down on us as though no thunderbolt had struck them, and this stairway, its steps worn as though by generations of footsteps, had been revealed. The only remnant of the storm was the wind. It squalled around us in sharp bursts, scooping up stray scraps of village life and hurling them out of view, when it wasn’t flinging sand into our noses, mouths and eyes. More than once, I was forced to duck out of the way of a flying fragment of debris.

			Fay’dor had not indicated where the steps would carry them, only that it would carry them to safety. With their village destroyed and seeing no other options, they filed down and around and out of view — many bandaged and limping and all clutching what few possessions they had managed to salvage from their ravaged homes. A rucksack here, a spare pair of sandals there; a blanket here, a soup ladle there. Kand’q had a book tucked under one arm; his other hugged his mate Valena’a, who wept uncontrollably. Falla carried an empty cage that had once held an injured ganda; her daughter, Mayta, half a doll that had been carved by her father.

			

			The last in the endless procession was Kamela, her long auburn hair whipped by the wind and her eyes rimmed red from crying. Tears coursed down her cheeks, mottling the dirt that caked her face. Jeryn whimpered in her arms. Kamela was last because she kept stepping out of the queue to let others pass. All the while, her eyes darted left to right and back again in search of her son. 

			“Pyrà?” Kamela’s cry had shrunk to a moan. “Pyr’…?” 

			With a tenderness I had never known him to display, Fay’dor hugged her to him. “He is safe,” he whispered, glancing over her shoulder up to Mòrq’an Mellà. “If you and Jeryn are to be too, you must go with the others.” Gently, he pushed her from him toward the stairway. She descended a single step then stopped and half-turned back to face him with pleading eyes. 

			“It is his time,” he said before she could speak. “Yours too.” She dropped her head and turned away. A moment later, she had disappeared into the crevasse. 

			“And me?” I asked after the final muffled footfall had silenced.

			“It is your time as well.”

		

	
		
			

			six

			Pyrà

			It was impossible to imagine what Fay’dor might want of me. He was a man of few words, most too cryptic to decipher, and a gaze so piercing that most villagers avoided him. No one knew where he had come from or how he got here. If there was no way out of the Mhor-Jenn, how had he found his way in? And why?

			In a community as small and isolated as ours, there were innumerable theories, all regularly gossiped about over pots of stem tea or flagons of the bitter ooura ale brewed from the dun-colored flowers of a ubiquitous shrub so hardy that it grew where it wanted and refused all attempts to eliminate it. Some claimed that Fay’dor was a malevolent spirit in human form who had come to worsen our already harsh lives; others argued that he was an agent of Prithi’s, come to improve our lot. To date, we had seen evidence of neither. Fay’dor kept to himself for the most part, yet in his own way he was as ubiquitous as the ooura bush. Wherever in the village I found myself, he seemed to be there too, though not standing in full view. Each time, I caught him from the corner of my eye, and he always seemed to be watching me. Kamela insisted I imagined it. I knew I didn’t. 

			Was Fay’dor a man? What man has eyes the color of the suns? And what man’s hands resemble more a clawed animal’s than a human’s? My experience of man and beast was admittedly limited. Of the former, I had only my neighbors to compare him with, and he looked like none of them. Of the latter, we had few here in the Mhor-Jenn. My stallions, of course, the maq’rahs and whatever scrawny livestock we could raise. We were also cursed with nayla, the most deadly and stealthy of creatures, who would scavenge ravenously through the village at night, howling their blood-chilling cry. What else could survive in such an inhospitable land? How we sustained ourselves on the meager, water-starved crops we cultivated and the occasional disoriented flock of gandas or verros was a mystery. Somehow, by Prithi’s grace, we did…until the storm snatched it all from us. 

			I knew nothing of the storm’s wave of destruction when Hara’q sprinted down from the Mòrq’an Mellà summit in that bobbing way he had of running, his shoulder-length raven hair flying behind him. He sped up when he saw me. 

			“Fay’dor,” he panted when he stopped. “You. Must. Go. To. Him.” He bent over, his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. “Now.”

			“Why? What—?”

			He straightened himself up. “There’s no time,” he said. “You must go and swiftly…”

			Hara’q was nearly as much of an enigma to me as Fay’dor was. Like Fay’dor he said little but saw much and had no more intercourse than necessary with other villagers. And like Fay’dor, he had been in the village longer than anyone could remember. Yet his hair and beard, dark as a moonless night, had never grown a single strand of gray and, apart from a few lines around his eyes, not a wrinkle scarred his dusky face. Other villagers were born, grew old and died. Hara’q never changed. 

			Other villagers acted as though the stallions did not exist. Not Hara’q. Although he visited Mòrq’an Mellà only rarely, his time with the horses was not unlike mine, moving slowly from animal to animal, although rarely speaking to them as I did. I never witnessed any displays of emotion from Hara’q — he never laughed or cried, smiled or frowned — except on his return from those infrequent visits to Mòrq’an Mellà. On those occasions, both his face and posture betrayed a despair that no mask could conceal. Afterward, he would retreat into his hut for days, and woe betide anyone who knocked on his door. 

			I would not have left the horses in anyone else’s care. Even with the return of daylight, they were still unusually skittish. Although I could not understand Haraq’s feelings for them any more than I could understand my own, I knew he would tend to them in my absence. 

			I embraced T’tammo and Sajàno, my favorites, assuring them that I would return as soon as I could. Then I made my way back toward the village.

			Despite the apparent urgency of Fay’dor’s request, I was in no hurry to meet him. Hara’q called after me to make haste, but I pretended not to hear. Only when I reached the summit of Mòrq’an Mellà and saw the ruin spread out before me, did I break into a run. 

			“Ruin” was too generous a description. Where our village had been, as recently as that morning, only a single lean-to now stood. It was as though a giant broom had swept everything else away, for no evidence remained that anyone had ever lived there. Even the half-destroyed Dôma was gone, replaced by a massive black crater.

			“Maminka,” I shouted into the emptiness. “Jeryn!” But all I saw in the distance was Fay’dor, leaning on a staff at the entrance to his lean-to. 

		

	
		
			

			

			seven

			Kamela

			We trudged down and around, down around, down and around for what felt like lifetimes. Before long, the sky was nothing more than an asymmetrical blue patch as far above us in this seemingly endless crevasse as the suns had felt up in our village. Too soon after, the patch shrank first to the size of my fist, then to a pinprick. Then it vanished altogether. Yet we did not descend in the dark. Once all daylight had melted away, the steps themselves began to radiate a faint luminescence, bright enough to keep us moving but too dim to disclose our destination. 

			Fay’dor had instructed us to follow the stairs wherever they carried us. But where did they carry us? How deep into the earth could we descend? How long could we keep going? How would we eat? What would we eat? When would we sleep? Where would we sleep? Didn’t Fay’dor realize that there were children and elders among us, and that nearly every villager was injured in some way? How long could they keep going? 

			As if sensing my silent questions, Mayta hugged her doll more closely. “I’m tired, Mama,” she whimpered.

			“I know, Maytasch,” Falla murmured. 

			“Will we be there soon?”

			“A little while longer. You can go a little while longer, can’t you, my little bird?” 

			“Yes, Mama.” Mayta swallowed a sob. “A little.”

			Those were the last words I heard. 

		

	
		
			

			

			The youth races down the hill, not toward Fay’dor but toward the naked land where his home had until recently stood. A half-buried bokka stone is the only evidence that there had once been a dwelling there. He scratches in the dirt to free the smooth, pearlescent stone and presses it to his face, where it catches the tears that fall freely from his eyes. 

			Sensing a presence standing over him, he looks up.

			“You!” He leaps to his feet and hurls himself at Fay’dor, battering him with his fists. “Where are they? What have you done with them? With everyone? You did it. I know you did.”

			Fay’dor stands in place, not resisting the attack, saying nothing.

			A large wet nose inserts itself between Fay’dor and his attacker. It nudges the youth back a step and whinnies, shaking its head. Teal-colored sparks fly off its velvet mane.

			The whinnies swirl around and around in the youth’s head, deconstructing into a series of staccato sounds, then re-forming as words he understands even as he tries to push them away. 

			“Trust Fay’dor,” they say.

			“No,” he shouts, pummeling Fay’dor more violently still. “You’re in my head. Get out of my head.”

			But the whispered words will not be silenced.

			“Trust Fay’dor,” they repeat. And again. And again. And again.

		

	
		
			

			eight

			Pyrà

			Trust Fay’dor? How could I trust Fay’dor? I couldn’t, not if he was responsible for what had happened here. What if it was he who had brought the lightning and the storms? What if it was he who had—? No, Papa was alive. But what of Maminka and Jeryn…and the rest of the village? No, I couldn’t trust Fay’dor. I wouldn’t. 

			Besides, it hadn’t been T’tammo speaking to me. It couldn’t have been. Although we had ways of communicating, it had never been through words. No. It must have been a trick of Fay’dor’s. I would not trust the words; I would not trust him.

			Then I heard it again. “Trust Fay’dor.” 

			This time, it was not some strange translation of T’tammo’s whinnies coming from inside my head. This time, it seemed to come directly from the horse. 

			I spun around and peered into the stallion’s eyes, which glowed that otherworldly greenish blue they took on when the suns’ light struck them at just the right angle. 

			“Trust Fay’dor?” I whispered, stroking his muzzle.

			T’tammo snorted and nodded. Then he turned his muscular body back toward Mòrq’an Mellà and took off so swiftly that all I saw of him was a black blur. 

			If our stallions could have been said to have a leader, T’tammo was it. There was a subtle majesty about him, in both stance and gait, that to me distinguished him from his brothers. Perhaps the other horses saw it too, for they treated him with a deference they didn’t afford each other. Yet no one else would likely have discerned the distinction. After all, the stallions were solid ebony, with no distinctive markings — all nine score and seven of them. Moreover, who was there to notice? Few villagers gave the horses much thought, let alone climbed Mòrq’an Mellà to visit them.

			

			Still hugging the bokka stone to my chest, I watched T’tammo until he disappeared over the crest of Mòrq’an Mellà. Then I dropped to my knees and sifted through the dirt for any evidence that I had lived here…that anyone had lived here. There was nothing. 

			All I had was the bokka stone, which my father had pressed into my palm the night before he left. 

			“Sleep with it under your pillow,” he’d said. “It will help your dreams come true.”

			This was no dream. It was a nightmare worse than any I could have imagined. 

			“Pyrà.” Fay’dor’s voice was uncharacteristically soft, dissolving most of my rage, though none of my terror.

			I looked up. “What has happened? Where is everyone?” 

			Fay’dor reached for my arm and pulled me up. I stared into his unblinking eyes, but they remained as inscrutable as ever. “Maminka?” I whispered, fearful of his answer.

			“She is safe.” 

			“Jeryn?”

			Fay’dor nodded. “As well.”

			“Take me to them,” I insisted as firmly as I dared. “Please?” I entreated when he failed to respond. 

			He contemplated first one sun then the other, then gazed not at me but into me, as though reading my soul. I felt naked under his scrutiny and yearned for nothing more than to flee or at the least to hide from him. Not that anyone could hide from Fay’dor. Nor was there anywhere to flee to. Not anymore. 

			“You know I cannot,” he said at last.

			He was correct. I did know it. I did not know how I knew it, nor was I content to possess that knowingness. Nonetheless, petulant youth that I was, I opened my mouth to argue. 

			Fay’dor cut me off before I could speak. “You have other work to do, Pyrà. With T’tammo, and his brothers.”

			What could I have to do with the stallions…especially now? “I don’t understand.”

			“I think you do, young bard.” 

			“You called me ‘young bard,’ does that mean I am a bard?”

			“It means what it means,” Fay’dor replied, gently propelling me the three dozen steps to his lean-to. He then directed me inside and onto the intricately patterned rug that filled nearly the entire space, a space that seemed impossibly ample. No interior in our village was even one quarter as roomy, nor did any exterior so effectively disguise the scale of what lay beyond its threshold. If that incongruity hadn’t kept my feet from proceeding, what occurred next did.

			The rug’s abstract geometry shifted, fluidly forming and re-forming until I feared I would faint at the mutability of it. Finally, the movement stilled, settling into an outer border of multicolored chevrons and an inner border of entwined roses surrounding a field of dark, star-studded teal. At the rug’s center, a silvery moon formed the backdrop for a black chalice that I imagined to be the legendary Nayr. It was flanked by two eagles, their wings outstretched. Each eagle clutched a sun in one of its claws; Aygra, the larger of the two, to the left, B’na to the right.

			For all its capaciousness, the space was empty but for a low wooden table that sat slightly off-center immediately above the chalice. Tucked next to the table were two black cushions; one embroidered in gold with the two suns, the other in silver with M’nor, the moon. An earthenware teapot, aromatic steam swirling from its spout, rested at the table’s center. It was mud-colored, a double-chevron set in each side — one teal in hue, the other the same shade as Fay’dor’s eyes. Two drinking bowls sat alongside the teapot, matching it in all but a single detail: one bore the sign only in teal, the other in yellow. 

			Fay’dor gestured for me to sit, and as if in a trance I obeyed — on the moon cushion. As I did, the lean-to’s opening sealed itself and its canvas roof dissolved. It had been full daylight when I stepped inside; now it was nighttime, and M’nor in all her fullness illuminated the space. 

			Fay’dor settled onto the other cushion and tented his fingers. He remained like that in silence long enough to render me even more discomfited than I was already feeling. I tried not to fidget, but I couldn’t help myself until, finally, I sat on my hands. After a time, he lifted the teapot by its rush handle and poured out two full bowls.

			“Choose a cup,” he said softly. “Choose a cup and it will be yours for all time…if you let it.”

			There was something about that sentence…something familiar, even as I knew no one had ever spoken it to me. “Does it matter which?” I asked after a few moments’ indecision. 

			“Only if it does.”

			I reached for the yellow cup, but before I could touch it, some force pushed my hand to the teal one. I pulled it toward me.

			“As I thought,” Fay’dor murmured. He tapped the yellow cup three times, and it didn’t so much disappear as melt into the table, leaving a faint yellow stain where it had sat. “Now,” he said. “Now.”

			“Now what?”

			

			“Now, drink your tea and tell me what you see.”

			I cradled the bowl in my hands and felt its heat seep into my fingers, then up my arms and into my shoulders before rushing at the same time up into my head and down through my body. I cried in pain and attempted vainly to release the bowl. It was as though it now held me. 

			“What do you see?”

			“I-I don’t understand.”

			“Understanding is not required. Seeing is. Knowing is.”

			“I don’t kn—”

			“You do, my boy, even if you do not always know you do.”

			I finally wrenched myself free of the bowl, splashing half its contents onto me and the other half all over the table. Yet I felt no hot liquid on me and there was no puddle of tea on the table. 

			“I don’t understand,” I cried again. “Not this place, not the tea, not you. Not anything. You always speak in riddles. How can anyone ever know what you mean? I can’t. I don’t. Not ever. Can you not speak plainly for once? What am I doing here? Where is everyone else?” Frustrated, I burst into tears. “Where is my family?”

			Fay’dor rose and paced back and forth in front of the table, his voice rising as he spoke. “You think you are the youth Pyrà who was born in this village in the Mhor-Jenn. You think you are but a boy who mourns the disappearance of his family and neighbors. You think that is all you are. You think—”

			I leapt to my feet and around the table to block him. “That is what I am. That is who I am. I don’t think it. I know it. Who else would I be? Who else could I be?”

			The corners of Fay’dor’s lips twitched, forming the closest to a smile I had ever seen cross his face. “Well done, my boy. Well done.” He placed his hands on my shoulders and guided me back to my seat.

			“More riddles,” I muttered.

			He took his seat across from me and poured out another bowl of tea. “No ordinary youth would challenge me as you have. Only one as extraordinary as you could possess the courage, and the telling. Now it is time to take those gifts and employ them to meet your destiny…Q’ntana’s destiny.”
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