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Chapter 1: Wizard of the Dustlands
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Desert hills stretched as far as the eye could see, waves frozen in pleasing shapes of dust and sand. Nolin stood on top of the largest hill, watching a figure toil across the valley below him. His eyes lifted for a minute to view the bruised smudge rising on the horizon, before falling back down to the teenage boy in the valley. The direction that the boy was going in would eventually bring him to civilization, after more than a week of traveling. But he was already weaving from fatigue, stumbling in his steps, not paying much attention to which way his feet were taking him. And the dust storm on the horizon was going to cover that area in two hours.

Nolin adjusted the scarf around his throat so that it was not blocking his mouth and whistled, one high, sharp note. The boy looked up briefly, before breaking in to a shambling trot and heading in his direction. Nolin waited until the traveler collapsed in front of him, panting, on the side of the hill. Then he took a canteen of water from the belt which ran over his shoulder and gave it to the boy.

“Drink slowly. No one will take it from you until you are done.”

Once the boy had slaked his thirst he gave the canteen back with a nod of thanks.

“What are you doing, lost in the Dustlands in front of a storm?” Nolin asked, looking down at him.

The boy scrambled to his feet. He was a tough one, with orange-yellow hair dulled by dust and an angular face, also soiled. Obviously a native by his weather-beaten, pinched skin. But not one who had traveled much alone.

“My name is Hiram,” he said with a polite bob of his head, “And...I was looking for you. The wizard Nerheem.” 

Nolin’s smile was tight. He never could get a native of the Dustlands to pronounce his last name correctly, or to call him anything but a ‘wizard.’ Or a Charlatan, if they did not believe in his powers. 

“Why do you want me?”

“I want you to teach me your mysteries,” Hiram explained, giving him a look like a hawk might use to size up a mouse. “I have traveled three days to find you and ask you to teach me.”

“Brave, but stupid. I’m not looking for an apprentice.” Nolin shrugged, gazing out at the approaching dust storm. Its shadow could be seen darkening the land beneath it, which was never lighter than a pale, dusty gray.

Sometimes he missed the sun and the blue sky so much that it was like a headache, ever-present and inescapable. But most of the time now, he forgot that such things had ever existed.

“I came for you to teach me. A man never knows when he will need an acolyte, because he never knows when he will go beyond,” the boy remarked. He was a logical one as well.

‘Go beyond’ was the Dustlander’s euphemism for death. Nolin’s smile was still small and tight.

“That is quite true. And you will have to come with me for the next two days, until the dust storm blows over. I have found a house to shelter in, not far from here. But I can not teach anyone the mysteries of Erilaz.”

Dust storms could bury a person alive, or rake them raw with blowing particles. The boy should have known better than to be traveling in the face of one.

He turned, pulling the brown scarf up over the lower half of his face again to protect it from the dust. Hiram followed him, stumbling now and then in his efforts to keep up. He could not have been more than fourteen, though he had been in the desert alone for three days according to his story.

“Why can’t you? I know that you are no Charlatan, Nerheem. I have heard how you raised the Omberlings with your word and defeated King Angrist.”

“Because I have promised myself that I would not,” Nolin told him, leading the way down the hill of sand and dust into another valley. This one had the bed of a long-dead stream running through it, twisting away east and west. The wizard turned down it to the left, following it in the direction of the rising sun. Powdery silt puffed up at every step. The air had become still and oppressively warm, heralding the coming storm. When it hit, the wind would be like a thousand living nails trying to bite in to every object it touched.

The stream wound around the projecting arm of a low sandstone cliff, before running in to another valley. Here a worn, pale-peach adobe house stood on the bank of the lost stream, looking out on the world through windows with no glass in them. The door was made of warped, gray wood, so tortured by the elements that it screamed when Nolin opened it, dragging its feet on the ground.

“Make yourself comfortable.” Nolin gestured at a wooden bunk on one side of the room, which was covered in a moth-eaten skin and a brightly-colored blanket. “I must fasten the shutters against the dust.”

He went back out through the crying door, leaving Hiram in the one-room house alone. It had a rusty iron stove on one side, fitted with crooked pipes which ran up through a hole in the ceiling. Sagebrush had been piled beside it, dry and ready to burn. There was also a wooden table in the room, leaning and almost as tortured as the door. It had a few leather bags set on it and a small chest below. Other than that the only furniture in the room was the bed and a folding chair of rusted iron.

Hiram settled on the bed, running a hand idly over the woven blanket which covered it. It was of village weaving, thick, heavy and finely made. The colors were still bright even though there was wear on the blanket showing that it was not new.

The shutters slammed shut one after the other, locking the room in gray twilight. Nolin returned after a moment, carrying a tin pail of water that was only a little brown from mud.

“I am lucky to have found this house this morning,” he said, setting the pail on the table. “The shutters and door will hold. The well still has a little water in it, even if the stream has gone beyond. We will shelter here just fine for the next few days.”

The boy nodded. Nolin knew what he was thinking and went to open one of the leather bags on the table. Inside was a cloth parcel which he opened a little, displaying crusty, brown bread in four round loaves. Another parcel held pomegranates, while a piece of rawhide nearby contained what little was left of a butchered deer.

“As you can see, we have plenty of food to keep us as well.”

“That is good.” Hiram smiled, just a little shy. “I’m hungry already.”

Nolin nodded, moving over to open the stove’s door and throw in a handful of broken sagebrush branches. With a touch he lit a scrap of paper, which blackened and curled away from his fingers before bursting into flame. When he threw it on the brush, the fire immediately began to crackle. Cutting narrow strips from the lump of meat, Nolin strung them on a metal skewer and propped them in the grate. Soon a brown, rich smell was filling the room. While they roasted he broke chunks from the bread, giving one to the boy while keeping the other for himself.

After they had eaten and brought in a little more sagebrush the storm hit. At first it was just a light sift of sand across the roof, like rain. But it soon increased to a pelting blast of dust, accompanied by an otherworldly shrieking noise as the wind tried to claw its way in. Dust sifted slowly in through the shutters, piling on the sill. Nolin lit a tallow candle and set it in a plate on the table, to keep the room from being entirely dark. The fire was allowed to go out, as it was not yet cold in the room.

“But why have you promised not to teach anyone?” Hiram asked as if they had been speaking on the subject only a moment ago, “I don’t see why you would make such a foolish promise.”

Nolin stood up from the folding chair to adjust one of the shutters a little and stayed there gazing at the dust trickling in. “I have my reasons.”

With one of his fierce, hawk-like looks the boy snapped, “are they stronger reasons than my will to learn? I traveled three days to find you! My legs ached and I ran out of supplies. But still I kept searching.”

“And got lost on the way,” Nolin pointed out, almost laughing, before adding, “but you don’t know my reasons, so you can’t judge them. I will not teach you.”

“Please. I will do whatever you say. I will never make you regret it. Teach me your magic, Nerheem.”

Nolin glanced around at the boy once. Hiram’s eyes were bright and sharp, begging for a chance to be given to him. Nolin knew that the boy had the ability and strength to learn the mysteries of Erilaz. But he also knew that he could not teach him.

“No.”

Hiram’s head bowed, hiding his face. It was considered weak of a Dustlander to cry, especially someone of more than five years of age. But they were still human and created with emotions that would show themselves at the worst of times. Softening a little, Nolin said gently, “we have empty days ahead of us, trapped in this house together. Perhaps if I take this time to tell you my history, you will understand my reasons for refusing you.”

“Really, you will tell me all of your history?” Hiram looked up, tears instantly dashed away. Nolin was his hero. His greatest wish was to be like the legendary wizard of the Dustlands and he felt the ability inside himself. But he also knew that he needed teaching to make that ability shine. 

“Everything that matters to answer your question.” Nolin gave a short, dry chuckle. “We don’t have time for ‘everything.’ But it will still be a long story, so you will have to be patient and quiet while I tell it. Then maybe you will understand and leave me without any more arguments.”

“We’ll see,” Hiram promised, wrapping his arms around his legs and preparing for the story. Nolin came back to sit on the metal chair, pouring a little water into a clay cup to refresh himself as the story progressed. He had never told his whole history to another Dustlander. It seemed strange to be trying to make it into a story now. But it would keep the boy (both of them, actually) entertained for the next few days and perhaps convince the boy to leave him alone afterwards.

“My parents both died as slaves, working in the Neomium mines outside of a town called Ti-Gallin,” Nolin began, before breaking off with a shake of his head. “Not that you know what Neomium is, or would understand where Ti-Gallin is located. Let me try again.” 
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Chapter 2: The Story Begins
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I don’t come from this world. Nor am I a star from the world above, if you were going to ask that next. But we’ll get to the explanation of how I came here later in my story. The world I came from has a blue sky, lit brilliantly by a great orb called the 'sun.’ It rises and sets in the sky every day and night. I miss that sun and sky sometimes, but you would not understand that either. 

The evening before my life changed for the first time, I was standing near the outer fence of the Neomium mine complex. Slaves were not supposed to stand there, but I was. Peering out between the woven wires of the fence I could see the city of Ti-Gallin on the horizon, a dark shape like a sleeping dragon lit by thousands of tiny lights. The golden ornaments on top of some of the buildings gleamed faintly in the fading daylight, gilding the top of the city. Ti-Gallin is much larger than any city in the Dustlands. It is bigger than the City of Markets, it is much bigger than Soleinden. Angrist’s fortress could sit unnoticed in one corner of Ti-Gallin and be called a house. 

As I stood looking out at it I wondered what it was like to live there as a free man. I was about fourteen years of age then and had only been in the mines for one year, but already the memory of freedom had dulled to the merest whisper in the back of my mind. I recollected, vaguely, that people were allowed to walk wherever they pleased down the streets. My parents had often taken me to a park where I had run and played, never worrying about a slave driver coming to beat me for disobedience or force me to work an extra shift. It was like a fading dream of heaven. 

Then the Trackers had come in. Pieces of metal and electronics which the government fastened in people’s heads to keep track of them. And my parents had both refused to wear one. They were taken away and I was put in a special orphanage to be 're-educated’. 

At that time they did not put Trackers on anyone under the age of eighteen. But the next year the age limit was dropped to twelve and I was put under pressure to have one installed on me. I still refused, believing with child-like faith that what my parents had done was for the best.

So I was sent to the mine outside of town, where slaves dug up Neomium by hand and put it on trucks to send to the factories where it was used to make special commodities. Neomium is very fragile in its first state in the earth, and very corrosive to most forms of metal. It is slightly less harmful to people, at least in the first few years of contact. We used non-metal tools to find it and take it out of the ground, carrying it carefully with our bare hands. 

My mother was still there, a beaten, pitiful wreck of a slave. My father had already died defending her, taking her beatings on his own back when he could and giving her a portion of his meager rations. She followed in his footsteps not long after I was brought there. It seems cruel of me, but I can hardly remember her face. Everything from before that time is just a blur in my memory. 

Men, women and youngsters, all the free and rebellious thinkers in the city were made to work their lives away in the mine. Looking out of that fence at the city, I tried to tell myself that wearing a Tracker would have been worse. But I did not really believe it. Not after a year in those mines. 

Hearing a sound in the compound behind me, I turned to look down at the entrance road. The part of the fence I was looking through stood on a tall embankment on the west side of the compound. The road was below me and about a hundred yards to the east. It came in through multiple baffles and gates, to prevent slaves getting out or freedom-fighters getting in. 

Not that I had heard of a freedom-fighter ever trying to save us, but the government was cautious in those times. 

The noise I had heard was a long, low car pulling in through the last gate, rolling slowly along the graveled road towards the main offices and barracks of the compound. It was not the armored van which brought new slaves in now and then, nor was it the commander’s fancy truck. It had an old and worn look to it, though it had obviously once been an expensive vehicle.

Sometimes foreigners would come to buy slaves to work at their own Neomium mines or on their farms in other lands. With a small flicker of curiosity, I wondered if that could be what it had come for. It would not change my position much to be bought as a slave to work in a different mine, but it was every slave’s last hope to be sent to work on a farm. Farm labor had jobs just as physically demanding, but the conditions were better, you did not die of the Neomium’s corruption, and there was rumored to be a little more food in it.

Slipping away from the fence, I crept back down into the barracks where the slaves slept. I did not go in yet, but hid against the wall in a shadow to see who would get out of the truck. First the commander came out of the little, gray office building to look through the window and speak to the driver. Then he stepped back and the door opened to let a pair of figures out. The first was tall and dark-haired, with a ridiculously old-fashioned top hat perched on his head. He wore old-fashioned clothes, too, and a black tie. The second was a plump, bouncy man with fair hair and a purple jacket. 

I could not hear what they were saying from where I stood, but it was obvious that the commander was pointing out some of the features of the place. The dull green slave’s barracks, long and low. The taller, more commanding but just as bland soldier’s barracks. His own office and living quarters. The mine itself, a slate-colored pit sunk into the ground with a snake of a road slithering down into it. After he had pointed out the features of our wonderful home (that’s a sarcasm) the commander led the two ridiculous figures into his own quarters. That was the last I saw of them for the night.

Slipping into the window of the slave’s house, I made my way to my own bunk in the dark. The barracks were not guarded heavily at night, as the slaves were too exhausted to attempt a breakout through the mine’s fencing. The door was locked, but that was all. I had never heard of a slave escaping the Neomium mines alive, nor of any others getting out of the windows to look out of the fence as I did. They might have, but I did not hear of it.

After laying myself on the wooden shelf which was my bed I was instantly asleep. The next morning at roll-call the commander himself was present to read the lists. We all stood out in the courtyard between the barracks and the mine, lined up in rows on the cement. He looked us over, calling out names to which we must answer if we wanted breakfast. But this morning, the two men from the dark car were with him. I could feel them peering at us curiously, almost seeming to search through us with their eyes. Once roll-call was over the commander held us back from breakfast to explain, “these gentlemen have come to purchase a slave for their small, personal Neomium mine. One of you will be leaving with them after the hour of noon. That is all.”

We were herded to the eating troughs then, before being sent down the long path into the mine to work.

It was summer then and hot. I toiled with my compatriots throughout the morning, shifting rock, dirt and the glowing yellow Neomium in strained silence. None of us wanted to be the one to go to the new mine. None of us particularly dreaded it, either. The rules were too strict and hours too tight for any real friendships to form between us, so there was nothing to be lost in the move except for the small comfort of routine.

That morning I got my right hand smashed by a falling rock. It did not break the bones, thankfully, but bruised it all over. The rest of the day until noon I fumbled and winced all through my work, biting back tears at the pain. Finally, like the light at the end of a long tunnel, the noontime came. We were not brought back to the barracks at noon, but a whistle blew and we were allowed ten minutes to get a drink of water and eat a crust of bread. They had found through trial and error that this ten minute break made the slaves last a little longer in their work, therefore paying in the long run for the work lost.

During the break the commander came down and walked among us, the two strangers trailing behind. The commander pointed out various of the slaves, extolling their strength, skill or endurance. He 'sold’ us like a camel merchant trying to get rid of his worst stock. When he got to me the only thing he said was that I had not been there for as long as some, so I was not yet worn out. 

“He looks like he has some skill in those hands,” the tall buyer said slowly, giving me a long look from his dark eyes. I gazed back, blank and uncaring, trying to snatch a bit of rest for my bruised hand in this short break. 

“Sure. Also he is young and strong.” The commander whacked me on the shoulder with his cane, which he always carried despite not needing it for walking. I barely felt the light blow. I just turned my glazed eyes up at him, thinking vaguely that the white strip above one of his eyes looked funny. It was his Tracker, as he was a free man.

“Why do all of these, er, workers have white hair, commander?” The plump buyer asked in a breathy little voice, “even this boy does!”

“The contact with the Neomium bleaches it over time, of course.” The commander gave them an odd look, wondering why they did not already know this, I suppose.

The tall stranger caught on to this and explained hastily, “pardon our ignorance, sir. We just bought our little mine and have not been working it for more than a month.”

“Oh!” The commander laughed. “I see now. Well, they get hair like that after about half a year, I suppose. You’ll soon learn. Now, did you want to see some others or have you made a selection?”

He was hoping to get rid of me, I think. I was not outright rebellious any more, as that would only get me a beating. But I had often found little things to do like sneak out to the fence, steal some of the soldier’s rations or 'accidentally’ break big pieces of Neomium. Always doing it in such a manner that he could not catch me, of course, though I think that he suspected. When I had first come there I had been openly troublesome all the time, but they had broken me of that. By this time, even my small pranks were starting to disappear. It was just too much effort to keep them up, too easy to become another sheep in the mass. 

The two strangers consulted in low tones for a few minutes, before nodding and agreeing that they had found what they were looking for. 

“This one?” The commander pointed at me. They nodded again and something shiny changed hands. One of the guards was called up to put metal cuffs on my wrists so that my arms were fixed together in front. Unceremoniously, I was marched out of the tunnel we had been working in toward the road outside. Some of the slave’s eyes watched me as I left. But most of them did not even have the strength to care. Not when I was only being shipped to another mine, where I would wear out my life just as efficiently as in this one.

The two strangers came out behind me and I was put into the back seat of their car, where the tall one joined me as a guard while his companion sat in the driver’s seat. They seemed to be in a hurry now, their farewells to the commander slightly strained. He was jovial, leaning on the door to chat a little before letting them go. We drove up the long, spiral ramp out of the open pit of the mine, the two strangers still acting anxious. I did not yet wonder why.

The tall one leaned forward from beside me to say quietly, “how long do you think it will be before he notices that it is only gilded lead we gave him, Lune?”

“Tallray, I don’t know!” The plump one panted, gripping the steering wheel. “But don’t bother me right now or I feel I shall explode.”

He did not seem to enjoy driving the car. I supposed that he would have liked sitting in the back, with a slave, even less. But for the moment I was surprisingly comfortable. The seats were cushioned thickly, giving a soft, easy ride. The car drove without the rattles and bumps of the transport which we were usually crowded in to to take us to the bottom of the mine. Though my mind was still too dulled by chronic weariness to notice it much, it was the most hospitable place I had been in for over a year. 

The man called Tallray sat back in his seat with a small snort, though I could tell he was still worried about being caught. It was of little importance to me, though it did seem amusing that the commander had been tricked out of his pay while getting rid of me. 

I sat slumped, watching the endless gray of the mine slide past out the windows. Finally we reached ground level and drove along the road to the exit gate. Then came the checks and double-checks of the security guards to make sure that I was the only slave getting out in the car. When we had left the mine behind us a tension went out of the air and both of my new owners sighed in relief. 

It’s funny, but it never occurred to me during that drive to attempt an escape. Neither of the others were paying much attention to me at that point. I could have flung open the door and jumped out, or tried to throttle the driver into submission. But, really, where could I have gone with my hands locked together? If I went to Ti-Gallin for help they would have seen that I had no Tracker. If I ran away from it, I soon would have starved in the wild, if I was not simply caught again.

So I sat and listened to what went on, snatching delicious glimpses of free land and sky out of the window while knowing that a slave’s lot was not to enjoy them.

“He really would not be safe at my place,” Lune fussed, pulling the car back on to the road when it started to wander. “I know that was the plan, but...they’ll be looking for us because of the gold.”

“My friend, are you a Tracker-wearer?” Tallray, who was aptly named, stretched out a long arm towards the window and the city fading away behind us as we drove through the fields surrounding it. “Are you an inhabitant of that depressing anthill? No, so why worry? They will not think to look for him in the mountains past Sersio when he could be anywhere. We even told them that we came from the city of La’Dume, in the opposite direction.”

“My name is still in the phone book of the country!” Lune snapped.

For a short space of time the man beside me did not answer. Then he murmured, “Well, he can not come with me, wanderer that I am. And he cannot be taken through a gate until the others know how we have succeeded. Besides, he does need some of your attention before he can do anything else.”

“I suppose so,” Lune sighed on a sour note.

From all of this I gathered that they were still worried about the trick they had played on the commander, though they had come there intending to play it. I also thought that Lune must be the one who owned the land that their Neomium mine was on, or perhaps one of a group who owned it together. Tallray, on the other hand, I put down as a speculator or stock-holder who was invested in helping him. They did not want to bring me directly to the mine until their partners had been notified, so I would be brought the Lune’s private house in the meantime.

There was a few things about their words that puzzled me slightly but, as I said, I was too weary to care about anything at that point. I only hoped that staying at Lune’s house would mean that I got to rest for a day or two, even if it was while locked in a cellar. Though I was already tired of listening to his whiny, breathy voice.

I must have made a movement then, because Tallray looked at me suddenly. He had a narrow mustache and thick black eyebrows which made him look like a magician under the top hat. In fact, you probably would call him a Charlatan if you caught sight of him the first time.

“Ah, all this talk of you and I almost forget that you are here,” he gave me a pat on the shoulder, which surprised me so that I stared at him with wide eyes like a rabbit as he continued, “don’t worry, we will get those cuffs off once we reach his place. We can’t now, in case the car is overtaken or searched at the border. Awkward questions might be asked about a boy in your condition otherwise.”

I just continued to stare at him, puzzled. He smiled reassuringly and leaned back against the cushions, propping his feet up on the chair before him. 

“Tallray, I know he has the potential which Sultane spoke of as necessary, but I don’t think he has the faintest clue as to what’s going on,” the driver pointed out. 

The tall man jerked a little as if shocked and glanced over at me. “Egad, you’re right. Worse, we still do not know his name. Do you have a name, boy, or do they just number you in that place?”

“Nolin,” I told him, remembering my family title with an effort. “Nolin Nearham.”

“And do you know what this is, Nolin?” He slipped his hand into a deep pocket at his hip, drawing out a piece of smooth stone. It was rectangular, about two inches wide and four long. Inset on its flawless, dark face was what looked like a triangle pointing upwards, glowing orange and yellow.

I shook my head. I suppose I could have said that it was stone, or a symbol, and been speaking the truth. But wisecracks were punishable in a slave’s mouth and in my mind that’s still what I was.

“This is a symbol which stands for ‘fire’ in a trade called Alchemy.” Tallray laid the stone flat on the palm of his hand so that I could see it easily. “And this bit of rock is called a Runestone. Which obviously makes this symbol a rune, as that is what you put on Runestones.”

I did not understand why he was telling this to me. Was he showing off his riches and knowledge to a slave to make himself feel more powerful? Or did this have something to do with the mining I would do for them in the future?

“Now, let me get a scrap of paper...” He dived into another pocket with his free hand, came up with a booklet, stuffed it back with a grunt and searched another pocket. This brought him three metal screws, two bits of twine and the paper he had been looking for.

“A well-stocked pocket can be the saving of a man, at times,” he remarked as he sorted the paper out one-handed. To which Lune retorted, “if it doesn’t drown him in old junk, first.”

Tallray just smiled condescendingly and went on with what he was trying to explain to me. “Now, you can see that there is no switches or buttons on this stone, correct? So, watch.”

He touched the stone gingerly to the paper. Instantly the scrap burst into flames, burning with its natural rapidity down to a stub which he smeared out on the window so that it would not burn his fingers. It left a smokey daub behind.

I frowned, looking from his hands up to his face. “It has electronics in it to do that?”

“No!” He waved it around in triumph, knocking it purposefully on the cushion, window and a gold ring he wore on one finger. It made a solid sound every time, like a pure slab of stone. I knew the sound from many days digging.

Just then our car reached the state line. A little building stood there with a raisable gate blocking the road. A man came out and glanced briefly in our car, checked the papers which Lune offered him, and then waved us on. The driver let out another sigh of relief as we left that gate behind. “So far, we are still free.”

“And our new friend is just starting to learn something. The world is not so bad, Lune!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The Healer and the Alchemist 
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As we continued the drive, Tallray tried to explain to me that the stone was filled with a certain form of magic, which he called ‘One of the greatest mysteries of Erilaz.’

I had no concept of ‘magic’ then. Oh, I had heard of it when I was young. Fairies used magic to make things change shape in a children’s television programs (like an electronic play) or gave people gifts with it in tales. Cereal could be magically delicious. The word magic was used to describe all sorts of soft, playful things. But I had not thought that it was real or even that it could exist, which are two different things entirely. Now this strange man was trying to show me a magic stone after he had bought me to work in a Neomium mine that his friend owned, and I did not understand anything.

“Look,” Tallray tapped the Runestone against his nose, “it does not burn me. It would not burn you, or Lune. See?”

He slapped it against my arm, making me jump in fear. But it just felt like a cool, smooth stone.

“But if you touch it to paper, cardboard or anything made of wood it will light that thing on fire. It is magic. It is the mystery of Erilaz. The Rune is set to the stone and imbues it with that power.”

I eyed him warily. A magician might be a fearsome master. “Did you make it?”

“No, a friend did for me,” Tallray sighed, “sadly, few people can make Runestones any more. Runeology is almost a lost art. My friend can do a little, small things like this, but I am only good at being an Alchemist.”

Lune snorted. “Not even that. We would not have had to use gilded lead if you were any proper sort of Alchemist!”

“That is like saying that no one would die anymore if you were any proper sort of healer,” Tallray shot back, sitting up straight. “A true Alchemist can only try. That is what we have done for hundreds and hundreds of years. Even such a small thing as gilding that bar of lead should be considered a great advancement. One day, with enough mercury, phosphorus and Carmot, I might be able to make a potion of youth, or the Philosopher’s Stone. Until that day I can only try.”

Lune just muttered to himself. I looked down at the cuffs around my wrist. The talk around me was still far above my head. So I ignored it, leaning my forehead against the chair in front of me. 

Tallray noticed my slumped position. “You must be tired. You may sleep for now, if you wish.”

I gave no reply except to let myself slip into a weary doze. I was still vaguely aware of the movement of the vehicle and their words for a time, through the deep haze of sleepiness.

“Do you think he will work out? It seems foolish to have gone to all this trouble instead of finding a boy in an easier position, somewhere other than Ti-Gallin.”

That was Lune, fussing as usual.

“You know why we chose this area.” Tallray’s words had a shrug in them. “And I doubt that anyone within the city would have the potential. Besides being much harder to find and extract if they did.”

“Harder!”

“To take a child away from his parent and friends, rather than buy it as a slave? Yes.”

I started falling further into sleep then, the words fading away in little jerks of blank space:

“I still wish...”

“...one of the founders...Ti-Gallin.”

“He has it in him, I suppose...”

My mind was swallowed by rest and I heard no more. It felt like much later when I awoke and pulled myself upright. Outside of the car windows I saw bushes, trees and steep slopes going by. We were climbing into the foothills of some low mountains and greenery was all around us. Growing things such as were never seen in either the Neomium mines nor in the Dustlands. 

Bushes so thick that you could not have pushed through them, trees so tall and lush that they looked like sentries wrapped in green cloaks. I stared in silent wonder as they passed, until we crossed a bubbling stream and pulled in to a short road leading to Lune’s house.

It was a solid house, build of gray stones mortared together and framed in rich old beams. It was large, too, and nicely kept, with sparkling glass windows watching over the view down into the valley. All around it was a perfectly trimmed green lawn, with flowering bushes on the upper boarder. A group of three or four pine trees grew at the upper end as well, with the clear creek running right passed them and forming the right-hand edge of the lawn. It was such a beautiful, peaceful scene that I wished with an intense fervency that I could spend the rest of my life lying on that lawn, looking at those trees and water.

“You can deal with the boy, I have to go check on Kitty,” Lune said as he parked the car at the end of the drive. He jumped out, waddling away.

“Kitty is his cat.” Tallray dived one of his hands into another pocket as he spoke, digging for yet another object. “That fat feline brute is wife and children to him. I don’t know what he’ll do when it dies.”

The item he took out was a small silver key. He stuck it in the keyhole of my cuffs to release them, throwing them casually on the dash of the car. I blinked in surprise, stretching my arms to remove the cramped feeling that had grown in them from sitting so long in one position. Then he beckoned for me to follow him outside. 

“That hand looks like it needs some help,” he said, stopping me to grasp my wrist gently and look at the back of my crushed hand. “Wait here. I’ll make sure Lune brings medicine for it.”

He gestured at the ground and turned as if to stride towards the house. 

“Wait,” I stopped him, suddenly feeling uncertain of everything. “Why—why are you being so nice to me?”

The last words were almost plaintive, a sound which sounded pitiful in my own ears. But I could not help it. Everything around me was so nice, so clean and free. It could not be for me, I thought, it could not really be something I could have. It was all the world of someone else. 

Yet, it was almost within my grasp, held out like a loaf of bread to a starving child. And the feeling that the world was changing in a way that I could not understand was a frightening one.

Tallray came back with a strange ejaculation; “Brimstone! You still don’t understand, do you? But we never told you, so how should you know? You are not a slave anymore, Nolin. You are free.”

“Free?” The word dazed me. “You mean I am not to work in the Neomium mines any more? But...then what do you want with me?”

He hesitated for a moment, tossing his head back and forth so that the hat almost fell off. Eventually he stated, “you will be told, when the time is right. We do want your help with something, but only if you agree. Until that time your only objective is to rest. Please, my friend, do take it easy for now.”

And with that he hurried away towards the house in the footsteps of Lune. I watched him until he had disappeared around the house into its front door. Once he was gone I looked slowly around at the trees, grass and water. With a little gasp like a diver coming out of deep water, I threw myself down on that lush, green meadow. It was cool, sweet-smelling and only faintly prickly. With another little gasp I buried my face in it, inhaling the good smell of growing things. I was free. Free to smell the grass, lay in the shade, even drink the water if I wished!

With that thought I rolled over onto my back, intending to walk to the gushing stream for a taste. But laying there was too comfortable to shift myself at the moment, even for a growing thirst. Staring up at the sky, as blue as an Omberling’s tapestry but with even more variety of shades, I let myself relax. I still had a hard time believing what was happening, but it had become a pleasant dream in my mind rather than an uncertain trap.

After a time Lune came back out of the house, carrying a tray of various items. He was muttering and fussing to himself all the time he walked across the lawn, and continued when he reached me.

“Tallray said that you wanted to stay out here. It really would have been easier to treat you inside. Let me see that hand. My, my, what did you do to it?”

“A stone fell and crushed it.” I had sat up and held the hand out for him to inspect with the sullen compliance of a slave. The skin was various shades of blue and plum on top, seamed with the dark brown of dried blood where the skin had broken under the first strain. 

He paused for a minute, staring at me and blinking as if those words took his whole mind to process.

Finally he let out a snort, “those barbarians! Or civilized tyrants, rather. My, my.”

But he was a little more gentle with me after that. He probed my hand to make sure that there were no broken bones, before binding it up with herbal pastes and clean bandages. I held still, not making a sound as his pudgy fingers patted and poked the injured appendage into shape. When he was done he took a bowl from the tray and held it out to me.

“Soup. And a little bread to go with it. You are decidedly malnutritioned and it is going to be my job to get you back in shape. So eat up! There are plenty of good herbs and spices in there to make you feel better.”

I did not need any encouragement to eat. It was something I felt I could have done forever without asking for reprieve. I drank the broth by tipping the bowl up, snatching bites of the soft little slice of bread in between. Soon it was all gone, so I held the bowl out to him with a hopeful grunt, “More?”

“Well.” He hesitated, looking down at me with a perplexed expression on his face. Then he took the bowl, put it on the tray and hurried off towards the house with a promise to bring more soup back. Slowly, I stood up and looked down at myself. My legs were wiry from lifting and moving stones, but had little flesh on them to spare. You could run a hand up and down my ribs like a washboard. Putting my uninjured hand to my face, I found it hollow and pointed. My arms matched my legs, but were actually dirtier. The clothes provided by the commander of the mine were thin, dusty gray and only short pants and a top. At least they were not too ragged, as I had been issued a new pair only two weeks before. I guess he had reason to call me malnutritioned. 

Moving over to the stream, I began to drink long, delicious mouthfuls. I had already consumed a good quart when I heard Lune’s voice behind me, “oh, no! Don’t drink that! It’s unfiltered and might be dirty.”

It tasted pure and cold to me. In fact, looking up it I could see a narrow cave and a tumble of rocks not far away which it came out of. But Lune was always worried about something being dirty, whether it was drinking-water or day-old leftovers.

“Is that more soup?” I looked up at the tray he carried, which had a bowl on it. 

“Of course,” he sighed, setting it down next to me on the lawn. “And a glass of orange juice, so you don’t have to drink that creek water.”

I accepted the food and drink eagerly, without complaint at the ban on drinking the stream. But I broke it whenever he wasn’t around, too, and never suffered any harm from having done so.
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Chapter 4: The Door in the Cave
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On the inside Lune’s house was like him; plump, comfortable and a little bit fussy. There were place mats on the table at dinner time, a doormat which must be used outside the door, doilies on the couch and all sorts of inconvenient conveniences in every room. Such as his cat’s jungle and litter box in the corner of the living room. But the house was also clean, peaceful and, as I said, truly comfortable.

I spent the next week living there, being doctored into health by the peculiar little healer. Sometimes I hated him, because of his strict and unending chiding. Most the time, I was only grateful to have been given the chance to recuperate in peace. And recuperate I did, growing stronger and more awake every day. Even a boy who has been kept working in a Neomium mine eventually becomes restless with having nothing to do every day, so I soon began to explore. Tallray had left on the first day and not yet returned, so all of my expeditions were solo. It goes without saying that Lune was not the sort of person to go on an ‘adventure.’

One day I was poking through the flowering bushes and climbing the pine trees in their clump. Curious to see what was beyond, I followed the stream up its bed towards the source. There was a small cliff of lava rock which had at one time crumbled in front, falling into pieces. Bits were laying all around the front of the cliff and in the stream, worn dark and smooth by the water. Taking off my shoes (for Lune had given me a whole new set of stiff but stout clothes) I waded through the cold water or jumped from one rock to the next up it. At the cliff the water ran out of a narrow crack of a cave, as I had noticed earlier. But when I came up to it, I saw that the crack widened out inside to create a cavern large enough to stand straight and move around in. I also noticed that there was a hidden path running through the rocks outside, leading from a different point along the back of the lawn and in to the cave.

“Maybe Lune has some beer stashed in this place.” 

I knew that the commander of the Neomium mine had kept a secret store of beer. On some nights he would gather up his favorite cronies and have a party with it, often ending in unchecked violence done to the slaves. But he had always claimed to be a teetotaler, and I knew that Lune did also. illogically, I connected the two together, believing that where one man lied another would do the same. And, as Lune was away at his work as a herbal medicine consultant, I decided to investigate this idea further. 

The cave was inviting, even without the possibility of stashed alcohol. Stepping in the stream of cold water, I slipped into the narrow crack in the cliff face. It was dim inside, preventing me from seeing anything at first. Once my eyes had adjusted I saw a room about fifteen feet long and varying in width from four to six feet across. I noticed right away that something was odd about the space. Inside the crack it was not a natural cavern, as I had first thought. It was carved along the walls, roughly gouged out to make a rectangular room. The roof was arched, but the walls tapered regularly except for where a few harder rocks had been left in place, sticking out of it. Running my fingers along the wall, I could feel the dents and bumps from where tools had been used to carve it. A pick and bar had been the main tools, I thought, along with some explosive charges near the center to help clear it.

The stream flowed along a cut channel in the center of the floor, leaving a free walkway on either side. It was only a little damp, not too slippery as I made my way further towards the back. The stream appeared to originate from a fissure in the wall a few feet from the rear, where it trickled out of the rock. So far there was no beer in sight, or any other illicit drinks.

But there was a vague door-like shape at the rear of the space, which might have been an entrance to a hidden cellar. Quietly, I walked over to it, running my hand over the wall the whole time. For obvious reasons I was not afraid of being underground, but I did not want to trip in the dimness and fall into the stream. 

When I reached the back I found that the lines in the wall were, indeed, a door. It was tall enough for a fully grown man to have gone through without stooping, framed in old timbers like what was used in Lune’s house. The door itself was made of what felt like metal, though it was darker and smoother than any I had seen before. There was no knob or latch on it, only a pull-handle. 

I hesitated for a minute, glancing back towards the crack of light at the entrance of the cave. For a minute I had the terrible feeling that someone was watching me from out there, waiting for me to go through the door so that they could shut it behind me. 

“Coward,” I muttered to myself, shaking the feeling off. “There’s no one out there.”

Though I do not mind underground places, even tight ones, it has always been one of my secret fears that I will be trapped in a small, dark place without air and suffocate there. Perhaps because I had seen workers in the mine get trapped in a collapse before, and what their faces looked like when they were finally dug out.

Bracing myself, I grasped the handle and gave it a stout pull. The door swung open quite easily, without a sound to mar the trickling quiet of the cave. Beyond it was not what I had been expecting. There were no shelves of beer, or room full of wine racks. There was not even a secret trove of gold or bones. Beyond the door was a hallway.

It was wide and tall, with a vaulted ceiling made of smooth, midnight blue stone. The walls and floor were stone as well, inky black and as fine as marble. There were lines on the floor as if it were made up of huge slabs or tiles, but the wall appeared to be all in one piece of squared rock. It was dark inside, though just slightly lighter than the cave I had been in before. I could easily see for sixty feet down the passage, but beyond that everything got dim and indistinct, as if a mystical gloom were obscuring it. 

Stepping through the door, I stood in the middle of that hall. A faint humming filled the air, so soft and far away that I could only hear it by holding my breath. Other than that there was not the smallest sound to be heard. The door I had just come through was at the end of the hallway and there were others along its sides. Not at any particular place, or with even spacing between them. They were set into the wall at random intervals, never very thickly. There were five of them along the walls I could see, each made of the same material as the one I had come through. They varied in shape a little. Some were perfectly rectangular with sharp, pointed corners. Others were arched at top and had softly rounded edges at the bottom. All of them, even the first one, had a dim bar of greenish light set into the metal near the top of the door and heavy rivets around the edges.

I walked up to the nearest, on the left-hand side. Immediately I noticed something else. Under the green bar was set two smooth, red stones like counters of some sort. Looking back at the one I had come through, I saw that there was one red stone under the bar on it. My curiosity aroused, I began to walk along the hall and count stones under the glowing bars on the doors. The numbers went up to nine red stones, before being replaced with one blue one. Then there was a red and a blue counter, followed by one blue and two reds. I thought it was a sort of code, the blues standing for tens and the reds standing for ones. That way someone could know which door they were at as they walked along the featureless hall.

Suddenly I realized the dangers of what I was doing and a burst of panic hit me. What if I became lost in this place, unable to get back to the first door? What if I wandered here until I starved to death?

I jerked around back towards the entrance, intending to hurry through it into the light of the regular world. But then I stopped myself and took a deep breath of air.

“What a fool you are. You can’t get lost when there is only one hall to go down,” I told myself, shaking my head. Talking to myself was a habit I had acquired through so often having no one else to talk to who would have listened. When I was with others the words were only in my head, but when I was alone I spoke my thoughts aloud.

“Now, what could be behind all of these doors and why does Lune have them?” 

Curiosity once again taking the place of fear, I walked over to one and put my hand to the knob. Some of the doors had pull handles, some knobs and others different sorts of latches. It seemed that whoever had built them did not buy only one sort of hardware to outfit them with. 

With a twist of my hand the door came open, revealing what was beyond. To my surprise it was another cavern, this one much larger than the first and entirely different in appearance. The stone was red, a bright, hot color. The walls were formed in bubbly, wild shapes which seemed to melt one into the other. The floor was covered in dark sand. 

Standing in the hall, I could not see or feel anything different about what was in that cave. But as soon as I stepped through into it a dry, stifling heat hit me, mixed with the sound of something heavy thumping in the distance. It surprised me so much that I jumped back through into the hall, where the heat and noise was instantly gone. I gazed through into that winding cave, staring at its silence. There was something odd going on in that place. Something...magic.

I tried stepping back and forth through the door a few times and found that it worked the same every time. In the hall, everything was quiet and cool. In the crimson cave there was disturbing noise and heat. 

I was confused and interested at the same time. What was going on? Not only with this strange underground hallway and magical cavern, but with everything Lune and Tallray had spoken of before?

What did they want of me and how did they know of such things as magic and alchemy? 

Puzzled, I slowly closed that door and began to move along the passageway again. After a time, at the seventeenth door to be exact, I came to an intersection. The hall I was in came to an end, joining into another one horizontally. This new one stretched out of sight both ways, with doors placed randomly all along it. These doors had many stones on them, handfuls of red and blue. Further along to my right, I even saw a new color of stones. Green ones, which made me wonder if they might represent hundreds. 

Now my head was really spinning with the idea of all the doors in these pathways. More than a hundred in this hall, plus the almost thirty from the passage I had just left. And there might even be other hallways joining on, with hundreds of doors of their own! 

I stood staring up and down, trying to think. Tallray had said something about bringing me through ‘the gate’ and telling 'the others’ about me. 

Perhaps the door I had just gone through to get here was the gate he meant. Did the others live somewhere in this warren of paths?

He had mentioned someone called ‘Sultane’ as well, who had seemed to be a chief among them. It was that man who had insisted the slave they bought had some sort of 'potential’. The only thing Tallray had shown me that would take any sort of magic powers to use was the Runestone, which he had hinted that few people could make. 

So I came to the conclusion, standing there in the dark pathways, that I had been bought to be apprenticed to a Runestone maker and taught his trade. Which, as you will see, was not entirely untrue, though it did not hit the full scope of the mark. 
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