
		
			[image: MQ_cover_2023-08-16_FINAL_(4th_edition)_FRONT_-_KDP_copy.jpg]
		


		
			Praise for The MoonQuest

			A spellbinding tapestry.

			David Michael – author of “The United Series”

			An evocative and emotionally moving tale.

			“Midwest Book Review”

			Fantasy at its best!

			Jim Melnyk – Smithfield, NC

			A classic!

			Susan Flett swiderski – Atlanta, GA 

			Gorgeous storytelling!

			Joyce Hertzoff – Albuquerque, NM

			An intriguing and exhilarating magical tale.

			Dan Stone – author of “Ice on Fire”

			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

			Books & Recordings for 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 MoonQuest

			The Legend of Q’ntana

			Book One

			Mark David Gerson

		


			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			THE MOONQUEST

			Copyright © 2007 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 Edition 2007

			Fourth Edition 2024

			Published by MDG Media International 

			Beverly Hills, CA

			www.mdgmediainternational.com

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2023945178 

			ISBN: 978-1-950189-31-1 (paperback)

			ISBN: 978-1-950189-32-8 (ebook)

			Cover Image: Kathleen Messmer 

			www.kathleenmessmer.com

		


		
			The most powerful person in the world is the storyteller.

			Steve Jobs

			Facts are the enemy of truth.

			“The Man of La Mancha,” Libretto by Dale Wasserman

			“You’re still reaching for the moon.”
“No, father. The moon is reaching for me.”

			“Sabrina,” Screenplay by Billy Wilder, Samuel A. Taylor & Ernest Lehman

			To the bard in all of us: 
May the stories, songs and dreams flow forever

		


		
			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 The MoonQuest” 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 MoonQuest” at 
www.markdavidgerson.com/qntanaworlds.

			§   §   §   §   §

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

			To facilitate your book club discussions or for an in-depth individual experience of this award-winning novel, download your free “Reader’s Guide to The MoonQuest” at 
www.markdavidgerson.com/readersguides.

		


		
			Prologue

			Na’an came to me in a dream this night. It was early. I had not been in bed long and the night was newly dark.

			“It is time,” she said, “time to fix The MoonQuest on parchment.”

			I was gladdened to see her after so many seasons, but I was not cheered by the message she bore. I tried to engage her in other discourse, but she was single-minded as only a Tikkan dreamwalker can be.

			“It is not for me to boast of my exploits,” I argued. “Others have sung them. Let them continue.”

			“No,” she said, and her silver tresses shimmered as she shook her head. “It is your story to tell. It is for you to fix it in ink, to set the truth down for all to read.”

			I tried to resist, to shut Na’an’s words from my heart, to return to the dreamless sleep that preceded her appearance. But Tikkan speak only what we know in our hearts to be true, and my heart would not close to her even as my mind longed to. Only by forcing my eyes open and my body to this table was I able to banish her milk-white face from my mind’s eye. Only by letting my quill rasp across the blank parchment have I stilled her voice.

			But my quill hovers over oceans of emptiness. I don’t know what to write, where to begin. The story has so many beginnings and no clear ending. As a bard, as Elderbard, I am trained to know how to weave disparate elements into a tapestry of word and song that brings light and meaning to life. When recounting others’ stories, I have no difficulty. The tales unfurl from my tongue as if by magic, as if M’nor herself were singing through me.

			Na’an says it is my story. Perhaps she is right. Is that why the words come so reluctantly? So many seasons of storytelling and still I hesitate. Of all the stories to stick in my throat, how ironic that it should be The MoonQuest, a tale of the freeing of story itself.

			You see how confused I am? I have not even introduced myself. My truth name is Toshar and I am old, so old that most who knew me by that name have passed on to other worlds.

			Toshar… Even I have forgotten the boy who was Toshar, the youth who embarked on The MoonQuest all those seasons ago.

			They call me Ko’lar now, the ancient word for Elderbard. It is a sign of honor and respect, but it separates me from the youth I was.

			Perhaps Na’an is right. Perhaps it is time to bring back Toshar, to allow the boy I was to touch the man I have become, the man I will soon cease to be. Soon it will be time to release the ageless spirit from this aged body and move on to other realms, set off on other journeys. I have seen it and I welcome it. But it cannot be mine until I have told this story. Na’an insists.

			She speaks, even as I sit here in full wakefulness, staring at the shadows cast by my flickering taper. Now, they loom, large and menacing. Now, they flit and flutter in delicate dance. I see it all now, in the leap of light against dark. The shadows will tell me the story and I will write what I see. I will write until my fingers and beard are black with ink. I will write until the story is told.

			Only then will I be free to continue my journey. Only then will my daughter, Q’nta, be free to continue hers. She is nearly ready. Ryolan Ò Garan taught her well, taught her the lessons of The MoonQuest. Soon she will live them through my words and will be free to assume the mantle of her birthright, according to the ancient orders of succession:

			From father to daughter, mother to son 

			The mantle passes, the Balance is done

			I was an exception to the Law of Balance, a law as old as the land itself. But those were exceptional times, the darkest of ages, in a land where “once upon a time” was a forbidden phrase and fact the only legal tender.

			That was the land I was born into, a land of slaughtered bards, a land dulled and divided by fear. That was Q’ntana, and this is its story, and mine…a story that begins once upon a time.

		


		
			Pre Tena’aa: The Beginning

			one

			The day Yhoshi and O’ric arrived in Pre Tena’aa began much like all the other days that had passed since our Circle of Bards straggled into this remote land. Rising before dawn, we slipped silently through the labyrinth of underground passageways and out into the gray, timeless time between night and day. We gathered in a circle, all twelve of us around Eulisha, following the line of her oak staff as it traced a north-south arc through the sky and then paused. It lingered there, on a spot just above the horizon, where a faint shadow-streaked orb fluttered into view then dissolved.

			“We send the strength of our hearts to M’nor that she may return to light in joy and truth,” Eulisha said. We touched our right hands from heart to mouth and repeated the refrain. No other sound broke the early morning still. Only when spikes of pink and white speared the gloom did we break circle and file back inside.

			Danger rose with the suns. Little traveled though Pre Tena’aa was, we were outlaws. Though we didn’t officially exist, there was a price on our heads — heads King Fvorag craved as the crowning display on his Wall of Traitors.

			No one knew we were here and had been for seven years. No one, save the Tena’aa themselves, and their fabled ferocity kept visitors, including the King’s Men, at bay. Legend proclaimed them man-eaters, asserted that the suns-bleached bones heaped along the highway and picked clean of all flesh were all that remained of any who strayed from the road that pierced this barren land like an arrow.

			In truth, the Tena’aa ate no flesh, only the roots and herbs that flourished in their darkened tunnels and the scratchy grains that swept out across their treeless prairie. Yet their culinary magic transformed these into such incomparable flavors that I was always first inside their cavernous dining hall at mealtime.

			This day was no exception. I raced down the familiar route and took my place at our table just as a Tena’aa server set a steaming bowl of puna porridge in front of me. Often, Gwill’m, the Tena’aa chief, or his brother Heraff joined us for meals. This morning, however, we thirteen bards sat alone, freeing Zakk to resound a familiar theme.

			“You must be tired, mother. Let me work with the boy today.” My father’s younger brother forced his thin lips into a smile of forced charm that fluttered between sneer and servility. His eyes squeezed into colorless slits that flicked from Eulisha’s face to mine. Eulisha and Zakk had taken over my bard-teaching from my father and tutor, both missing these nine years and believed dead.

			Eulisha shook her head. She was my grandmother and Elderbard, a title that once ranked alongside the king in importance. At least four score and ten, she smiled with the face of a dried apple, the heart of a child and the laugh of a wind chime rippling in a summer breeze. She laughed now, good-naturedly. But her mien was firm.

			“No, son. Your work with Toshar is done.”

			The solicitous shading faded from Zakk’s voice. “I am Am’dar’s brother. I am to be Elderbard when you—” Catching himself, he reshaped his scowl into something almost genial. “I am to be next Elderbard. It is right that I take over all the boy’s education.” He silently canvassed the table for support, but only his wife, Myrrym, acknowledged him.

			“The boy is no longer a boy,” Eulisha chided gently. “He’s a young man. A young man with a name. Why do you never call him by it?” Zakk glowered at me.

			“A young man?” he spat. “Look at him.” Zakk’s gray eyes bore into me with unprecedented malice and I flinched as though I had been struck. “You see why I call him ‘boy’? A man wouldn’t cower like a wounded fahriya. If he is ever to be a man, he needs a man to teach him what that means. He needs—”

			“Zakk.” Eulisha’s voice was chill as ice. “I am still Elderbard. I will decide who teaches him and when.”

			Zakk’s eyes flared. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. Clenching his fists, he jerked his shoulders back and stormed from the hall.

			And so another breakfast and another quarrel made way for another morning’s lessons with Eulisha. If one day in Pre Tena’aa was much the same as the last, my time with Eulisha was always magically unique, alive with storytelling and song as I absorbed the history and lore that all bards must learn and pass on.

			“As the youngest surviving bard, you have a special responsibility to learn and remember,” she said as I prepared to leave her chamber at midday.

			I hesitated at the door.

			“What is it, Toshar? What have you been waiting to ask?”

			“Are there other stories, Grandmother? Ones you and Zakk haven’t taught me? Ones not yet written?”

			It was a question Zakk had answered the previous day — with his usual cuff to the back of my head.

			“What does your heart tell you?” Eulisha asked in turn.

			I started to shrug, my customary response to this question, but then sensed an unusual stirring, the faintest glimmer of an inner knowing. It seemed as though a butterfly had landed in my chest, its wings beating in time with my heart. It unsettled me, igniting a spark of fear. But I wanted to please Eulisha, so I listened and pushed and probed, my face contorted with purpose.

			“Don’t impose your will on it, Toshar. Let it come as it comes. Free your breath.”

			I exhaled — more sigh than surrender — then shook my head in defeat. I felt nothing, saw nothing, knew nothing.

			“You will know what is yours to know when it is time to know it,” Eulisha whispered. She stood so close I could smell her sweet-scented soap, the one that always reminded me of my mother. I swallowed hard, trying to hold back the tears, trying to be the man Zakk demanded I be.

			“You will know the stories that are yours to know at the same time,” she added. “Until then, be still and have patience.”

			Patience: always difficult counsel for one on the cusp of manhood. I left Eulisha’s chamber and wandered blindly through dark tunnels eerily lit greenish gold by the phosphorescent maya weed that climbed their earthen walls. I walked, ignoring the call to lunch, ignoring the call to chores. I walked until my legs ached and I no longer knew where I was. All the while I sought the return of that butterfly, only to push it away whenever it approached.

			Day and night are much the same beneath the earth, where time has no meaning and the shadowy glow of maya never alters. Only when a commotion erupted around me did I discover how long I had wandered. From all directions, Tena’aa scurried past and up a ramped shaft to the surface. Curious, I followed. To my surprise, daylight had fled and Aris blazed defiantly in the northern sky. With lesser stars it formed a web of twinkling diamond chips that glinted off the luminous fangs of the Tena’aa.

			It was easy to give credence to the legends of their ferocity. It was said, Gwill’m had told me, giggling, that the play of starlight on their giant teeth lured travelers off the road to what seemed to be a settlement, only to be eaten alive, their bones heaped by the road. It was a myth the Tena’aa encouraged, he said. It kept them safe in perilous times.

			So I was surprised to see two travelers emerge from the shadows, following a snaking, tooth-lit course through the scrub. It could be a treacherous route, even in daylight, because of the camouflaged air shafts and entryways that pocked the landscape. One traveler rode a dappled mount, the other sat atop a wooden coach drawn by two horses. These were not King’s Men. Though that fact alone didn’t mark them as friends, I knew them to be such.

			I knew and saw much, even as the dim starlight revealed little: the curious rune-like markings on the coach…the even curiouser horses that drew it, whose names I knew (without knowing how) to be Rykka and Ta’ar, the ancient words for dawn and dusk. But for the white bolts that flashed from forehead to muzzle, Rykka’s coloring was the pale blue of morning sky, Ta’ar’s the smoky plum of twilight.

			Neither bridle nor reins secured them to the coach nor to the most curious piece of all: the driver, who sat upon a three-legged stool perched at the front of the coach’s flat roof, clawed hands folded on his lap. He was clad in a hooded robe of deep forest green that hid all but his eyes. Yellow and unblinking, they ignored his horses’ progress. Instead, they scanned our wonderstruck group until they found me. Only then did he pull back his cowl to reveal his face. Bald and clean-shaven, his skin was neither smooth nor wrinkled, neither light nor dark. It had a translucent scaliness, as though it could flake off at the touch. Ancient, yet ageless and ethereal: That’s how O’ric seemed in those first moments.

			His companion, who I would soon know as Yhoshi, was near to my age and wore dun-colored garments that hung loosely on a muscular frame. He had bristly blond hair and a brush of platinum on his upper lip and chin that had the opposite of its intended effect on a face that was resolutely cherubic. Sea-blue eyes, hooded with suspicion, darted warily as he passed me.

			It was strange to see so clearly in so little light, but I didn’t question it. I just watched. And listened to the faint strains of music that wafted toward me from O’ric’s coach.

			At last they stopped, only to be instantly surrounded by a circle of flinting, glinting teeth. Panicked, Yhoshi heel-kicked his horse. It turned and turned again as he sought a way through the ring of tightly linked arms. All the while O’ric gazed calmly in my direction. Despite the dark, I knew he saw me as clearly as I saw him.

			Finally, shoulders slumped, Yhoshi brought his horse to O’ric’s side. Nothing stirred, Yhoshi’s fidgeting the only movement in the stone-like tableau. Even Rykka and Ta’ar, their necks bent over the grass, suspended their chewing.

			Then, as if acting on a signal from O’ric that only he could detect, Gwill’m stepped forward, the circle closing in behind him. He stood motionless for some minutes more and even I, who knew his gentleness, was struck by the savage aspect he presented. Little taller than a child, his tiny head was a mountain range of warts and moles dominated by a glistening glacier of teeth and two lakes of fiery, unlidded eyes. His right arm, three times the length of his left, belted his waist in a snakelike coil that culminated in three crooked fingers that themselves ended in a hook of claws. In place of a nose and ears, forked, twig-like antennae protruded from dark holes in his skull, their tips quivering.

			“Welcome,” he said at last, bowing first to O’ric then to Yhoshi. “Welcome to the land of the Tena’aa. And to you, my friend—” he uncoiled his preternaturally long arm and extended it upward to O’ric “—most special greetings. It has been too many dark moons since we have seen you.”

			O’ric nodded in reply, finally turning his gaze from me. He grasped Gwill’m’s claw and stepped down as Gwill’m wrapped his lengthy arm around O’ric in a Tena’aa embrace.

			“M’nor has called,” he said to Gwill’m, even as one yellow eye wandered back to me. “The time is now.”

			two

			Dinner was always a special time in Pre Tena’aa — served in the largest, grandest and deepest of the subterranean chambers, its lofty ceiling hung with thousands of starry tapers. Yet this night was more special still. Instead of random clusters scattered through the hall, the low, wooden tables were set in paired concentric semicircles that enclosed a small, central inner circle: the ring of honor, where we bards were joined by O’ric and Yhoshi, and by Gwill’m, his mate Minda’aa and their son Bold’ar.

			Yhoshi said little at first and ate less. He picked guardedly at the strange stew that filled his bowl, wrinkling his nose at the curls of aromatic steam that rose lazily from it. I devoured mine greedily. Served only on rare occasions, the lustrous orange-yellow concoction was one of my favorites, its naturally sweet broth an ideal base for the red bela nuts, green zanga fruit and elegantly thin strips of purple gela’aa that floated within.

			“Aren’t you hungry, young man?” Myrrym asked. “After all your travels?”

			Yhoshi’s gaze shifted nervously from Bold’ar, cleaning his second bowl of stew with a long black tongue, to the two massive cooking fires that danced at the far end of the hall. Loud crackling pops exploded from one, where a sapphire oval of oil-brushed p’yan root sizzled. A man-size cauldron bubbled into the second.

			“H-hungry? No, I mean yes. But I can’t.” He shuddered as Bold’ar held his bowl up for a refill. “How can you?” he asked Myrrym. “You know. The bones.”

			“It isn’t true, you know,” O’ric interjected, his first words since the start of the meal. Until that moment, he had stared silently into the middle distance, eating nothing. Now, he dipped a spoon into his bowl and ate distractedly.

			“What isn’t?” Yhoshi asked.

			“The bones.”

			Gwill’m bugged his eyes, bared his teeth and lunged. All color drained from Yhoshi’s face.

			“Stop it. You’re frightening him.” Minda’aa’s long arm caught Gwill’m in mid-charge. She turned to Yhoshi. “Forgive him, Yhoshi. He thinks he’s playing. Someone,” she glared at Gwill’m, “should have told you about the food. Tell him, Toshar.”

			Once I did, Yhoshi’s face grew as red as the untouched bela nuts on his plate.

			“I-I thought…,” he stammered. “People say…”

			“Ha!” Gwill’m exclaimed. “Let them say it. It keeps ’em away.”

			“The King’s Men,” Minda’aa explained. “They never come through here anymore.”

			“That’s a good thing,” Yhoshi said, his mouth full and bowl nearly empty. A Tena’aa server hurried over to refill it.

			“It is,” Eulisha said. “Our Tena’aa friends are as kindly as they are feared. That has made these caverns an ideal sanctuary for us. Until The Return, may it come soon.”

			“It will,” said Zakk, clearing his scowl as his voice rose above the mealtime clatter and din. “I have seen it.”

			“Zakk has seen it.” Myrrym nodded. “He also—”

			“You will lead it, Mother. I have seen that too.”

			“Thank you, Zakk. And you too, Myrrym. But no. I’m too old for that.”

			“But Mother—” Zakk began.

			Eulisha raised her hand to silence him. “My traveling days have passed, Zakk. They ended when Gwill’m took us in.” She paused, as if to gather her vision as well as her thoughts.

			“No, one of you—,” she regarded each bard in turn, her gaze advancing from Zakk to Myrrym to Plenath, from Mord’c to Polit to Kayn, from Komr’a to Sitha’aa to Ghônn, and all the way around the circle to me. I felt her eyes on me and looked down, to my plate.

			“One of you,” she continued, “will lead The Return, will lead the great journey that will restore the truth of the tale to Q’ntana. I pray only to live long enough to know that The Return has been joined, that The MoonQuest has begun.” She shook her head. “No, Zakk. It will not be me.”

			Clenching his jaw, Zakk returned to his meal. Myrrym patted his hand as an uneasy silence fell over the table.

			“What of you, young traveler,” Minda’aa asked at last, “what brings you here? And in such fine company.” She tilted her head toward O’ric.

			“I’m not sure I know,” Yhoshi said between hungry mouthfuls. “I was riding toward the capital. I’m a Messenger, you see. I had taken the road, something I never do. But this time I counted on the King’s Men being even more frightened of those stories about you than I am.” He smiled at Minda’aa. “Than I was.” He held up his bowl for a refill.

			“One moment the road was empty. The next, this strange coach appeared right in front of me. Out of nowhere. So did he.” Yhoshi looked expectantly at O’ric. But O’ric, lost in a world of his own, said nothing.

			Yhoshi continued. “He looked at me, O’ric did, and said, ‘Right on time, Yhoshi son of Yhosha.’”

			“‘For what?’ I asked. But he wouldn’t say. And he wouldn’t move. I tried to ride away. But wherever I turned, the coach was still in front of me.” Again, he turned to O’ric, who continued to ignore the conversation.

			“Then there were King’s Men. Suddenly. I tried to get away, past the coach, but it wouldn’t let me. The coach, I mean. It kept blocking me.”

			“‘Come close,’ O’ric said. I didn’t want to but I still couldn’t get by. So I did.”

			“‘Closer,’ he said. ‘Touch my hand.’ As soon as I did, it was as though the King’s Men rode right through us. It was the oddest feeling.” Yhoshi shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe what had happened.

			“After that, I wanted to ride off even more, I can tell you. I’m still not sure why I didn’t. There’s something about him…”

			“There surely is,” Gwill’m said. He stretched his arm to the next table and retrieved an ale pitcher from which he refilled O’ric’s tankard. O’ric paid it no heed.

			“Where do you go next?” I asked.

			Yhoshi shrugged, turning again to O’ric, whose yellow eyes suddenly snapped into focus.

			“Along the road you must take,” he said, one eye fixed on Yhoshi, the other on me. Once again, I sensed that he knew me, more fully than I knew myself. The sensation lasted an instant and was gone, as was his focus.

			“What about you?” Yhoshi asked. “I never thought I’d meet a bard. I’ve heard rumors of living bards, of a community of bards that had fled Q’ntana, but I didn’t believe. And here you are, inside Q’ntana.”

			Plenath rose and raised his arms in a prophetic stance. He looked the role with his white hair, beard and robe and glassy stare. “The long arm of the Tena’aa extended itself to us in hospitality and security,” he intoned.

			“What my brother means,” explained Myrrym, “is that Gwill’m’s brother, Heraff, found us, starved and half-dead, in the mountains of Pinq’an.” She leaned across the table toward Yhoshi. “But tell us, Messenger, what news do you carry from the outside world? We hear little, though Eulisha sees much.”

			Zakk glared at Myrrym.

			“And Zakk,” she added quickly.

			Yhoshi’s face darkened. “Nothing good,” he said. “The king’s built a second Wall of Traitors in the capital. There wasn’t any more room on the first,” he added bitterly.

			“The King’s Men kill more Believers every day. They don’t just kill. They rape. They torture. They’re…they’re evil.” He clenched his fists knuckle-white. “I’ve seen Believers take their own lives to avoid being discovered.” His eyes blazed. “No place is safe anymore, not even this one. Spies are everywhere. Even the rocks and trees—”

			“Yes, yes,” Zakk interrupted, “we know all this. Haven’t I seen it? Haven’t I told of it?” He drummed his fingers irritably on the tabletop until Myrrym gently took his hand. He shook it free.

			“Pinq’an,” I repeated softly, stung by a sharp memory.

			“Over by the eastern frontier?” Yhoshi asked.

			Zakk jerked his hand free of Myrrym’s. “That was our destination,” he growled. “But with an old woman and young children—” A sharp glance from Eulisha silenced him.

			Still standing, Plenath again raised his arms and declaimed, “And the blinding snows of the q’eenah blowing clouds of drenched cotton in our paths—”

			“Yes, Plenath,” Myrrym broke in, “and the blinding snows of the q’eenah blowing clouds of drenched cotton in our paths… And no food, warm clothes or shelter, we had settled in to die.”

			“Better to die in the q’eenah’s company than the king’s,” snapped Zakk.

			“Better not to die at all.” Eulisha’s gentian eyes burned into Zakk’s until he looked away. She turned to Yhoshi. “My son would not trust Heraff,” she said.

			“I was prepared to die, Mother. That is all.”

			“You were ready to die, Zakk. That is not the same. Heraff’s eyes told me he was no enemy. Heraff’s heart sang of friendship.”

			“But the bones, Mother. The stories.”

			“You are a bard, Zakk. You are trained to know when stories sing true or speak false.” This last sentence she uttered sternly, the lines in her face fixed as in stone. But as quickly as they set, they melted back into an ever-changing maze of folds and wrinkles. She clasped Zakk’s smooth hands in her own, spotted and quivering.

			“We must stop our bickering, son. We must wait. Patiently.” She released Zakk’s hands and cupped hers firmly around her goblet, staring into it as though seeking M’nor there. “We must wait for The Return.”

			“For how long?” Yhoshi asked.

			“As long as we must,” she replied, looking at O’ric. As their unblinking eyes locked, a filament of fire raced between them. All at our table fell into expectant silence. When the fiery energy linking them had dimmed, Eulisha smiled and sighed.

			“The wait is nearly over,” she said. It was the saddest smile I had ever seen. 

		


		
			three

			Morning broke slowly over Pre Tena’aa, ignored by the refugee bards for the first time since our arrival in this land. Pale fingers of light reached up toward each other across the inky darkness. Black faded to gray then to the softest of blues, dimming then extinguishing the sparkling diadem of constellations. Then the dance of fire began as Aygra and B’na crept over the far hills, faint smudges on the eastern and western horizons. Pale orbs now, the two suns would gradually brighten as they climbed into the sky, gaining in brilliance until they merged for a single moment at midday. Separating, they would continue their individual journeys across the sky until, balls of spent fire, they would finally sink into the earth to replenish themselves.

			The only vigil to greet this dawn was shared by Yhoshi and me. The other bards huddled in council with O’ric. Still. Their meeting had begun after dinner, continuing through the night. I was disappointed to be excluded. I too was a bard. But one look from Eulisha told me not to argue.

			Instead, I led Yhoshi up and out into the moonless dark. Senses alert to the night’s perils, we felt our way along the one path I knew well. It snaked through tall grasses that brushed our arms and tickled our chins, and then through a dense thicket that concealed a narrow, earthen ramp into a hidden gully. Steep and ringed with coarse brush, the gully penned O’ric’s and Yhoshi’s horses and the Tena’aa’s diminutive korée mares, protecting them from the nayla and other wild night-beasts that roamed the veld.

			Horse, human or Tena’aa: it was all the same to marauding nayla — black as pitch, swift as hawks, always hungry, never sated. So stealthy were they that the first sign of a nayla’s presence was the flash of incisors and sour smell of spittle as it leapt for your neck.

			As dangerous as were the nayla, the King’s Men were even more so. At least death by nayla was quick. The King’s Men, dark as nayla with their black pants, shirts, masks and mounts, held out the threat of a lengthier, grislier end. Fortunately, they rarely passed this way, even if Pre Tena’aa was the quickest route to the capital.

			“We’re only thirteen,” I told Yhoshi from the safety of the gully. “We were thirty-nine when I was a boy, when my grandfather was still alive…”

			I thought of my grandfather often, now that Eulisha was preparing to join him. She mentioned her readiness often, weaving it into her stories and lessons. “I don’t know what will happen when she does die…to me…to any of us.”

			“Who will be Elderbard?” Yhoshi’s voice was barely audible.

			“You needn’t whisper,” I replied in full voice. “For some reason, sounds never escape this place. We can hear what’s happening up there…listen.” A nightmarish howl curdled the air, rising and falling with bloodthirsty intensity. Before it could dissolve into the night, another cry picked up in response, then another. Yhoshi jerked his head toward each addition to the hungry chorus.

			“Can’t they smell us, and the horses?” he asked.

			I pointed to the low wall of shadowy thicket that crowned the perimeter of the gully. “That’s porii,” I explained. “Its scent is so strong it masks all others.”

			Who would be the next Elderbard? I looked up at the stars, where Ky’nar, the constellation of the ancient bard, shone brightly.

			“I’ve never heard it called Ky’nar,” Yhoshi said. “Everyone calls it Fvorag, constellation of kings.”

			This was new to me, but no surprise. How could King Fvorag accept a bard in the sky when he outlawed bards on earth? “From thirty-nine to thirteen,” I repeated. “Soon there will be none. Then there will be no need of an Elderbard…so perhaps Zakk is well-suited to the job.”

			“Zakk!?”

			It was an incredible thought, but Zakk would have to be Elderbard. That was the law.

			“‘From father to daughter, mother to son. The mantle passes, the Balance is done,’” I quoted. “There has never been an exception. My father should have been Elderbard after Eulisha. And my sister Tamar after him. Now it can only be my uncle and, after that, his daughter, if Myrrym gives him another.” Ky’nar passed behind a giant cloud bank. “If there’s a Q’ntana after that.”

			We sat in silence, each lost in our memories. Mine returned to my mother and then further back to my father. Everyone assumed him to be dead, but no one knew for certain. I was nine when he disappeared. We had heard that other bards might be hiding in Briyna, and despite the danger he knew he must find out for himself.

			He never reached Briyna.

			Within days, Ryolan Ò Garan had also vanished. Zakk blamed it all on Garan, but I knew my tutor could never betray us.

			We waited for them as long as we could. When we could wait no longer, we fled — from Kemet to Sannjay to Mann’wa — the King’s Men never far behind.

			Soon, no place in Q’ntana was safe, and exile the only solution. That’s when we turned toward Pinq’an and the eastern border. It was there the winds and snow of the q’eenah found us. It was there the q’eenah took my mother and Tamar. It was there the q’eenah took Zakk’s daughter, Imbla. It was there we met Heraff and, through him, found our way to Pre Tena’aa.

			I flinched as I remembered the sting of the ice pellets that had flung themselves at us, at the misstep that had killed my mother, sister and cousin.

			“My family too,” Yhoshi said after a long silence. “All of them. The whole village. A cell of Believers. Betrayed. Dead.”

			“What happened?”

			“I was out walking. When I got back, I found nothing, no one. Only blood. The next time I saw them was weeks later, in the capital,” his voice began to shake, “flies buzzing around their heads, staked on top of the Wall of Traitors.” Yhoshi stood unsteadily and walked into the darkness, toward his horse. His voice still quavered when he returned a few minutes later. “I should have been up there with them,” he said.

			I too knew how it felt to be condemned to life. Imbla died because I had quarreled with my mother, because she had taken my place at my mother’s side.

			“I still feel it should have been me some days,” I said, clutching the ivory moon disc that hung from a leather thong around my neck. “Zakk feels the same — most days.”

			I released the pendant from my grip and showed it to Yhoshi. “This was hers, my mother’s. It was my father’s and Eulisha’s before that. My mother gave it to me just before we started up the mountain…as if she knew…”

			Tears ran down my cheeks. I wiped them with the back of my hand, grateful that it was too dark for Yhoshi to see. “Eulisha tells me again and again that it happened as it needed to,” I said. “She would say the same to you.”

			“Perhaps.” Yhoshi pulled a stem of brittle grass from the hard-packed earth and peeled its layers of protective coating until he reached the thin strand of moist green hiding inside.

			“Is that when you became a Messenger?”

			Yhoshi nodded.

			The men and women who carried news from cell to cell of Believers were favored targets of the king and his men. Rare was the Messenger who survived more than a few journeys. Rare was the day when a Messenger’s head did not sit atop the Wall of Traitors.

			“It’s a miracle you’re still alive.”

			Yhoshi shrugged.

			Night was fading, but day had not yet arrived. Even though I sensed there would be no predawn Moon Ritual, I clambered back to the entry tunnel — just to be certain. When I returned, Yhoshi was feeding and nuzzling his horse.

			At the far side of the gully, Rykka and Ta’ar stood motionless, each in a pool of faint light that matched its coloring. Unblinking, they stared at me, drawing me toward them. My hands tingled. My mouth went dry. My mind raced, then stopped. I knew nothing of Yhoshi and the other horses. All I knew were Rykka, Ta’ar and a soft, velvety mist. I stroked first one then the other along the bolt of white that flashed down from between their eyes. The tingling spread…up my arms and down my back and chest…into my shoulders…my throat…my eyes…my ears…

			The tingling in my ears grows stronger…louder. It has words but no voice… music but no words.

			The sounds separate from the tingling and vibrate within me…from somewhere deep inside. Too deep. I try to block the sound of my heartbeat, to listen…to grasp. I struggle and strain, but to no avail.

			Now it’s almost clear.

			Now it’s muffled.

			I hear but don’t hear, absorb but don’t understand.

			Like the tide, it breathes toward me then withdraws, breathes toward me then withdraws, never quite touching the place of perception.

			Finally, it exhales one last time and the spell washes away…

			“Where were you?” Yhoshi’s voice dissolved its final echoes. “Your eyes had that same queer look O’ric’s had at dinner last night.”

			“I-I don’t know.” I didn’t, and wasn’t ready to share what I had sensed. A chill shuddered through me. I started to shake and couldn’t stop.

			Yhoshi looked at me curiously then shrugged. “You need a fire.” Even deep in this gully, a night fire had been too risky. Who knew what might have been attracted by its glow?

			“A small one,” I said, hoping telltale smoke would melt into the twilit haze of dawn.

			I huddled close to the feeble flames. Slowly, their meager warmth seeped into my body and stilled my shivering. As the fire died, a streaked, grayish sphere wavered, barely discernible, above the southern horizon.

			“M’nor?” Yhoshi asked.

			I nodded. “It’s not often that she makes herself known, even like this. The streaks,” I traced them with my fingers, “are her tears.”

			The shadow-circle emitted a weak glimmer and then disintegrated — just as Aygra crested a low hill in the east.

			“Each time I want to cry with her.” My fingers still caressed that piece of now-empty sky.

			“Have you ever seen M’nor’s smile?” Yhoshi asked.

			I shook my head. “Not even in my dreams. I wonder if anyone ever will again.”

			B’na followed Aygra into the sky, rising from behind a higher, western peak and helping to burn off the few strands of mist that still clung to the mountains.

			“Do you know M’nor’s story?” I asked, still watching that patch of southern sky, now a blank palette of deepening blue. Without waiting for Yhoshi’s reply, I began to speak the tale I had heard from infancy.

			“Once,” I began, stopped, then began again.

			“Once upon a time,” I said defiantly, “M’nor rose every night, full and bright and luminous. She journeyed through the heavens, from north to south, deriving strength and sustenance from the words and songs of the bards…of the people. For all people were bards once upon a time.

			“From dusk to dawn, the light of her joy illuminated Q’ntana and neighboring realms, even unto unknown lands far distant. Such was the power of the story.

			“Then one day a new king conquered Q’ntana. Swayed by Bo’Rá K’n, the Lord of Darkness, this king silenced the stories and slaughtered those who spoke them.

			“Instead of voices raised in song, M’nor heard the keening of mourners. Instead of bearing the gentle notes of the harp, the wind sent her the crack of shattered bones. Instead of harmonies wafting up into the heavens, M’nor tasted anguish, felt silence, smelled fear.

			“So saddened was she that her tears doused the fires that had lit up the night sky — first from time to time, then many nights, then most nights. Now her tears flow without cease and her light is visible only in dreams…to those who still know they dream.

			“Only when songs and stories return will M’nor dry her tears and return with them, sharing her gentle light of the night with all.”

			I looked again to the spot where M’nor’s shadow had vanished and felt the power of the story vanish with it. For all the times I had heard and repeated this story, I rarely even saw her tears anymore. Would I ever see her smile? I shook my head. The stories…the hiding…the life we lived: What was it for? What could we do? What could anyone do? Was all life this futile?

			“Your despair feeds Bo’Rá K’n and starves M’nor, Toshar son of Am’dar,” O’ric said severely, appearing suddenly from Prithi knew where.

			“And you, Yhoshi son of Yhosha: Your guilt, shame and self-pity do the same.”

			“But M’nor—”

			“M’nor waits for you, Toshar. For you as well, Yhoshi. When you are ready to see her, she will be ready to be seen.” One yellow eye focused on me, the other on Yhoshi. “Are you ready?”

			“But—”

			“Yes or no.”

			I nodded.

			“Yhoshi?”

			Yhoshi looked down, saying nothing.

			“Are you ready, Yhoshi? Are you ready to live?”

			Still studying the ground, he twitched his head in reluctant assent.

			“Then M’nor will show herself. To you both. Soon.”

			He raised his eyes to the sky, his gaze arcing from north to south. “We come to the end of the beginning and the beginning of the end,” he announced to the heavens. “Soon.” He nodded as if in reply to a silent question. “Very soon.”

		


		
			four

			“Will you take some tea, grandson?” I nodded. Eulisha filled each of two bowls with steaming brew from the earthenware pot at her side. The teapot was the color of mud, a double chevron set in each side — one sapphire, the other maize. The bowls matched the teapot in all but a single detail: one bore the sign only in blue, the other in yellow. Eulisha lifted the pot by its rush handle.

			“Which cup?”

			My eyes flicked from one bowl to the other and back. My grandmother never asked casual questions. If I was to choose, there was a reason for the choosing.

			There is a reason for everything, even if the reason remains unknowable. Some mysteries lie close to the surface. The rift between Zakk and Eulisha was one such. Did anyone in Pre Tena’aa not know by now of Zakk’s impatience to assume the Elderbard’s mantle? That morning the taut wire linking them had been stretched to within a hair of snapping. When breakfast was done — foaming tankards of black, ale-like g’nda and bread fried in leftover stew gravy — Zakk stood and grasped my arm. Firmly.

			“You had best come with me,” he said. He was trying to sound kindly, but loving words rarely spoke true from his lips.

			“No, Zakk,” Eulisha said. “He will stay here with Yhoshi until you and I have spoken. Then he will come to me.” She rose slowly and shuffled to Zakk’s side, towering over him. She towered over us all by at least a head, even with the stoop of advancing years. Zakk reached down for her staff, a thick branch of mirror-polished ebony topped with an oak burl.

			“No,” she said, “give me your arm. Toshar will bring me the stick later.”

			A shadow left the hall with them. It wasn’t long gone. Within moments, Zakk burst back, his eyes dark with fury.

			“Your grandmother wants you, boy. Now.” His words lashed at me and I recoiled. Yhoshi placed a steadying hand on my shoulder, steering me toward my uncle, the only way out of the dining chamber. As I passed Zakk, he grabbed the ivory pendant at my neck and pulled me toward him.

			“Not a word to her, boy,” he spat.

			I shook myself free and hurried out.

			“Boy!” he called after me. I stopped, not looking back. “The stick.”

			It lay at Eulisha’s place in the circle, the slight bow of its length forming a frown directed at Zakk.

			Yes, some mysteries lie close to the surface. Others, like Eulisha’s tea bowls are buried deeper. I disliked those mysteries. I wanted to know, to understand, before choosing. I sought a clue to the tea bowls from Eulisha, but found none.

			I reached for the one with the blue markings and froze, my hand hovering in midair as my eyes shifted to the yellow. I breathed in the heady, spiced steam, inhaling deeply, willing one cup to call out to me over the other. Then, as the subtle blend of herbs and spices tickled up my nose, a forgotten memory flickered before me — short, sharp and as sweet as the honey brewed in with the tea…

			I’m a child, no more than five, entranced by the kaleidoscope of fabric and stitching hanging on the wall, its cloth shimmering in suns-light that filters through gauze-veiled windows. My mother sits on one side of me, Eulisha on the other.

			It’s my birthday and there is tea. There is always tea, seasoned with extra honey for young taste buds that crave sweet over spice.

			“Choose a cup,” my grandmother says. “Choose a cup and it will be yours for all time…if you let it.” Without hesitation, I reach for the bowl at Eulisha’s place.

			“Toshar!” my mother exclaims. “That’s your grandmother’s. Choose another.”

			“No, T’yanna.” Eulisha pushes my mother’s hand away. “He has chosen wisely. This shall be his cup.” She fills it with tea and presses it into my hands. “For all time, my boy, if you let it.”

			If I let it…

			One wash of eyelids over time-journeyed eyes clears the memory, leaving only the scent of tea to link me to the past.

			I withdrew my hand, still poised over the blue cup. “Isn’t there a third cup, a green one?” I asked.

			Eulisha exhaled and smiled. Had she been holding her breath all this time?

			“Look again and choose, Toshar.”

			Where there had been two cups on the low, three-legged table were now three. Without thinking, I reached for the new one. It was identical to the others, but its chevrons blazed green, growing brighter as my hand drew nearer, until its light streaked through the chamber. My hands cupped the space around the bowl but wouldn’t touch it. Part of me wanted to shield my eyes from the painful brightness — better yet, to flee. I sat there, suspended in time. For how long?

			A soft, whispering whoosh… “Yours for all time,” it echoes again and again, around and through me. “Yours for all time, if you let it.”

			For all time.

			I touch the bowl and pull it toward me. The light burns through my hands, through my skin. It sings…music my heart recognizes, words my mind does not.

			Mir M’nor m’ranna

			M’ranna ma Mir

			Then they’re gone. Light, music, magic, mystery.

			The chamber is as it was when I walked in, as it has been these seven years: dim, ordinary.

			Grandmotherly.

			The look of a grandmother. The sound of a grandmother. The sound of a grandmother…

			She is speaking to me. Is she speaking to me? What is she saying?

			“…some tea?”

			“Oh. Oh, yes. Please.”

			“I have brewed it with extra honey, the way you like it.”

			“Yes, of course. I mean, thanks.” I looked hard at Eulisha, but if she had seen any of what I had, she betrayed nothing. Had there always been three mugs on the table? I shook my head sharply, trying to clear it back to reality — whatever that was.

			“A piece of kolmah?”

			I lifted a triangle of buttered toast from the gold-rimmed platter Eulisha held toward me and dunked one corner in the tea. Waiting. I waited for something. For what?

			Eulisha smiled at me with teeth white and strong. “Have another piece of kolmah,” she said.

			I had finished the first without knowing it. I took a second, dunked it and nibbled away at one corner after the next until my hand was empty. Then, for the first time, I raised the tea bowl to my face, letting the steam bathe it in wet, aromatic warmth before taking a sip. I swished the sweet, spicy heat in my mouth and felt it charge down my throat, into my stomach. I swallowed fire, not a fierce inferno but a single, embracing flame, its gentle power surging through me.

			“Now we can talk.”

			Eulisha set down the cup she had cradled through our silence. It was also green.

			“You have chosen wisely, son of my son. You have chosen wisely and drunk well.” She refilled my bowl.

			“Now, I will tell you a story.”

			I took another sip of tea, wrapped my arms around my knees and waited. This was my favorite part of our time together. Most of her stories I had heard before, but it didn’t matter. Eulisha’s way made them all new.

			She closed her eyes for a silent moment as she always did, gathering the story to her.

			“Once upon a time,” she began, “when this land was deep in forest and man but a babe, the world was alive with song. Whatever lived, sang. Whatever was, sang.

			“Trees trilled in harmony as each bough and leaf took its part in a magnificent chorale. Rocks and flowers added their own voices, their own colors, to the symphony that flowed from valley to valley and hill to hill, carried by wind, by birds, even by the tiniest of insects. Everywhere, the sound of nature’s music fluted and fluttered.

			“The people of that time, the Gwna, inhaled the music. It was the breath that gave them life, that gave life to the Lady Gwna, daughter of Prithi, the One who created all.

			“Led by their Lady, the Gwna sang of rising suns to setting suns. They sang of summer to winter, of autumn to spring. They sang what they heard. They listened and sang. They opened their hearts to the music of the world, made it their own and sent it back out into the world. They hummed and whistled and chanted, each in a unique way. They sang separately and together, in harmony and unison. They sang instead of speaking — sharing their melodies among themselves and scattering them far into distant lands.

			“As they sang, the years slipped into the sea. Many hundreds of years.

			“Saplings soared into mighty pillars then fell. Oceans swallowed mountains then receded. The song of the soul rose from the earth, filled the earth, was the earth, its palette of textures and hues spiraling into the heavens with passion and joy.

			“And the years slipped into the sea. And life continued in this way.” Eulisha sipped her tea.

			“You know this story, Toshar, do you not?”

			“Yes, Grandmother. From Zakk.”

			“Then finish it for me.”

			Finish it? I fidgeted. It was easier to listen then recount. Safer, too. I knew Eulisha would not correct me as Zakk did, would not smack the back of my head when I altered a word or phrase in the stories that, like this one, had passed through so many generations of telling.

			Still, I hesitated. “Finish it, Grandmother?”

			Eulisha nodded. I stared into my cup, turning it absentmindedly.

			“And the years slipped into the sea and life continued in this way,” I said, closing my eyes as I picked up the narrative.

			“For many hundreds of years this continued, generation after generation. And the land grew in beauty and swelled in luxuriance, and the heavens radiated with celestial light. And the Lady Gwna lived still, not on earth, but in the night sky, within M’nor, fed by the song of the soul. Until one generation came into the land, a generation with ears of stone and hearts of steel.

			“‘If we cannot hear,’ they said, ‘there is nothing to be heard. If we cannot sing, there is nothing to be sung. If music is not in our hearts, there is no music.’

			“If music was not in their hearts, music would not be in any heart. And so they ordered the bards to still their singing. But the bards would not. Or could not.

			“‘We sing what we hear,’ they sang. And so the king, the first to take the name Fvorag, sliced off the singers’ ears.

			“Yet still they sang.

			“‘We hear not with our ears, but with our hearts,’ they sang. And so the king sliced out their hearts.

			“Yet still they sang.

			“‘The music leaps from the trees to our tongues,’ they sang. And so tongues followed ears followed hearts.

			“And their music was finally stilled.

			“Yet Fvorag and those he gathered around him so many generations ago feared the music of the earth, though they heard it not.

			“So they felled all the trees and plowed all the flowers and took their bows to all the wild creatures until the land stood silent. Until the land stood barren. And then they perished, in a wasteland of their own creation.

			“They breathed and spoke and walked and worked, yet not as living men. They were ghosts that dwelt in the desert that was Q’ntana, as do their children and their children’s children, even to this day.”

			I stopped, the story complete, shifting my eyes from the patterns in my tea bowl to the folds of Eulisha’s face.

			“And then what?” she asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“There’s more to every story,” she replied. “Tell me how it continues.”

			“I-I don’t know. That’s all Zakk taught me.” The bile-taste of panic surged up my throat. Cold sweat iced my palms. I didn’t want to disappoint Eulisha, but how could I take the story beyond its end?

			Eulisha took my hands in hers, warm as suns-baked stone.

			“You must find your own continuing,” she said softly. “Look for it in the swirl of steam that rises from your tea, in the glow of the maya, in the grain of the wood.” She pulled her hands free and caressed the table’s polished surface, following the whorl of grain with her finger.

			“Taste it in the crunch of kolmah, smell it on the breath of your horse, touch it in the pattern of your cup.” She stood now, her arms outstretched, her voice full and strong.

			“Listen for it in the hiss of the kettle, in the howl of the nayla, in the pounding of your heart.” Her voice softened again.

			“Close your eyes, Toshar, and see it. The story is there. The story is always there.”

			I closed my eyes as Eulisha bade me, but all I saw was blackness, thick and impenetrable. There’s nothing there, I longed to cry out. Ashamed, I didn’t dare open my eyes to meet hers, didn’t dare admit that I, grandson of an Elderbard, saw nothing.

			The blind silence continued, growing deeper, enveloping me in infinite shadow. “I’ll count back from ten then open my eyes,” I said to myself. “Ten… nine…eight… ”

			A pulsing, whisper drives through the dark, through the void. Eulisha’s voice, though she speaks not. Eulisha’s voice, though I hear it less than I feel it.

			“Yours for all time, if you let it…let it…let it…”

			LET IT!

			The two words explode then echo softly until they melt into the silence from which they emerged. And then I see a light. A tiny pinprick in the darkest distance, approaching steadily, purposefully.

			Moving toward me.

			Or do I move toward it? On horseback?

			Yes, I’m on horseback…feeling the rhythmic beat of a canter…hearing the click-click-click of hooves on stone…hearing a second set of hooves, tapping in counterpoint.

			Is someone following me? Chasing me?

			Terror clutches at me, and the light ahead begins to recede.

			“No.” A voice. Calm. Steadying. “Breathe. Breathe deeply.”

			I close my inner eye against the light, against the sounds, against my fear, and let the horse carry me where it will.

			I know this horse. But how? Her strides are too long for a korée, her mane not coarse enough. How do I even know she’s a mare? Yet I do. Something about her feel, her scent, her…

			Slowly, I surrender back into the vision, back into the sound and sense of my surroundings.

			No one pursues me. Someone rides next to me. And my horse…

			Wait. These are O’ric’s horses. I ride Rykka. But who rides Ta’ar? It must be O’ric.

			If only it weren’t so dark. If only the light…

			I do know. That pinprick in the distance is M’nor. I ride toward M’nor. Yhoshi is at my side.

			We ride… I know where we ride and why. I know it but can’t touch it.

			What is this journey?

			Where do we ride?

			Why do we ride?

			“It is best not to know too much too soon.” O’ric’s voice startled me into full consciousness.

			My eyes opened with a start and shut as quickly. Even the dim maya-glow of Eulisha’s chamber was bright after my shadowy vision. When I reopened them, O’ric sat with us, drinking tea.

			“Your vision is powerful, Toshar,” Eulisha said softly, “despite what Zakk has done.”

			“He-he’s done nothing,” I lied.

			“I know all about Zakk and his lessons, Toshar.” She shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry it had to be that way, but it did. Without Zakk you would have been ready too soon.”

			“Too soon? For what?”

			“For what you have seen,” O’ric replied. “For what you have chosen. For what has chosen you.”

			“I-I don’t understand.”

			O’ric stood and circled the table three times, the four claws of his right hand clasping the six of his left. He stopped behind me.

			“The moment has come when M’nor’s tears will either cease for all time or flow for all time.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked, even as I knew that I knew.

			“It is said,” Eulisha continued, “that only the youngest of the old, who is also the oldest of the young, can initiate The MoonQuest, can lead The Return.”

			“What’s that have to do with me?”

			O’ric pressed his hands into my shoulders. He said nothing, but the voice in my heart was his: “You, Toshar, son of Am’dar and T’yanna, are that one.”

			Panic tightened its grip on me, squeezing me of water and air. I lurched forward to grab at my bowl of tea, but its green marking glowed more brilliantly than before, emitting a searing, scorching heat. I felt heat as well where O’ric’s hands had been, even though he now stood by Eulisha. From her eyes, I knew she too had heard his words.

			“Every choice you have ever made, Toshar, has led to this moment,” she said. “Your moment. Still, the power to make a different choice remains yours.”

			I said nothing. What could I say? I looked into Eulisha’s purple-blue eyes and saw only love. I didn’t dare look at O’ric, but felt the intensity of his gaze.

			“How can it be me? I’ve never seen M’nor smile.” I paused. “I’ve never heard her sing.”

			“Are you so sure?” O’ric asked.

			The music of O’ric’s coach and the tea bowls teased at me. Part of me wanted to banish it. Part of me yearned to hear more.

			“I wouldn’t know what to do, where to go.”

			“It is best not to know too much too soon,” O’ric repeated. “It is best to know only that the story continues and to follow where it takes you.”

			Confusion and panic battled for my attention. Panic won.

			“Must I?” I asked O’ric.

			I would happily see the back of Zakk. But Eulisha? Pre Tena’aa? This was my only home. Here was my only family, my life. Of the world beyond, I knew little. Of the road to M’nor, nothing.

			“I don’t want to leave you,” I said to Eulisha.

			“No one can force you,” replied Eulisha. “But if you don’t…”

			O’ric’s yellow eyes drilled into mine. “There will be no more bards, no more stories, no more M’nor.”

			“What if I fail?” I whispered.

			“What if you don’t?” O’ric replied.

			I gripped the table, fearing I would fall over. I squeezed my eyes shut to dispel the dizziness then opened them again when rapid-fire visions of nayla and M’nor, Yhoshi and the King’s Men, shot through my inner vision.

			“Do I have to decide now?” I asked. “In this moment?”

			Eulisha glanced questioningly at O’ric. He nodded slightly.

			“Go now and rest,” she said. She unscrewed the oak burl from her staff and emptied its contents into my palm. “Place this under your pillow and sleep on what we have asked you. We will be here when you return.”

			I slept. Fitfully at first, tossing from side to side, back to front. First I was hot and flung my covers into a corner. Then, chilled, I crawled over to retrieve them, my teeth clamped to stop them from chattering. As I burrowed my hands deep into my pockets for warmth, I touched metal. Hot metal. I pulled out Eulisha’s talisman.

			I had barely glanced at the gold disc in Eulisha’s chamber, instinctively thrusting it into my pocket in case I passed Zakk.

			Now I examined it. On one side, Aygra and B’na approached the moment of perfect union, their light radiating up into the heavens and down to softly rolling countryside. Atop the highest of the low hills stood a man, woman and child, hand in hand in hand, gazing up at the midday suns. On the reverse, the landscape was the same, but it was night. M’nor hung in midheaven, one eye smiling as the other wept. In place of the humans, a pack of nayla howled up at her. Around the edges on both sides were runic markings, not unlike those on O’ric’s coach.

			I traced the images and letters with my fingers, as a blind man might, trying to feel out their meaning, but felt only fatigue. Slipping the disc under my pillow, I closed my eyes. Within moments, I slept and Na’an was guiding me to the scene on the suns side of the disc.

			I know this place, this land of undulating fields and slopes. And I know these people, even as I see them from a great height.

			Now, I’m with them.

			Now, I am the child. The child is me and I feel my father’s strong, comforting grip in one hand, my mother’s — gentler but equally firm — in the other. They point to Aygra and B’na, telling me the suns’ story. As they speak, I watch the suns melt together into a single, fiery ball and feel embraced by the love and light of the two-suns-as-one.

			I squeeze my parents’ hands. They don’t squeeze back.

			I squeeze again. Again, no response.

			I tear my eyes from the now-separating suns. I’m alone. No longer a child. Eulisha’s staff lies at my feet, its oak burl pointing out a distant road to the north. I kneel to pick up the stick and when I rise, day has fled.
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