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PROLOGUE

Seka already had more than enough black glass to take down the mountain and trade for the coming winter’s needs. He knew he should have been wrapping and packing it. But a few days earlier he’d spotted a particular crevice high on the shining vein. He’d looked away from it instantly, never letting his one remaining eye find it again, in case the other men saw it too.

To him, the shape and angle of the crevice hinted at a chance to cut the rarest of all pieces: a perfect, gleaming slab so thin it was almost see-through. These were called “sorcerer’s glass” because sorcerers craved them and would bid high for them. The men of their village dreamed constantly of such a piece and the wealth it would bring.

But Seka also knew firsthand that sorcerer’s glass was dangerous to cut, needing lots of force to cleave it perfectly from the mine face. As a young man, he’d lost his left eye to a flying shard while trying for one. With only one working eye, he knew exactly what he was risking… and he also knew that he had no choice. Sorcerer’s glass would change any family’s life forever, and theirs was a life that badly needed changing.
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Tell and Wren, Seka’s two children, had no idea of the risk he was about to take for them. They were far away on the mountainside, hunting for dinner. And dinner had just served itself up, if they could catch it.

In a jumble of boulders above them, the very tip of a narrow ear flashed pink for a moment, backlit by the low sun. There! That was all Tell needed to see. He already had an arrow nocked to the string because he always did when they were out hunting.

Just below him on the path, Wren knew by the way her brother stopped and curled his scarred fingers to the bow that he’d seen something worth taking. She had a good idea what it was. When he turned to her, she wiggled two fingers above her head, making rabbit ears. He shrugged yes. Wren pulled a face. Ugh! Mountain jackrabbits were lean and tough, like every living thing up there, including themselves.

Wren tapped her chest, pointed upward. Tell nodded and took off up the path, as silent as smoke. Even at fourteen, he was one of the best hunters in the village and brought in most of the meat they ate. He could’ve taken the jackrabbit by himself, but this way was quicker. Also, they liked working together.

Instead of circling back along the trail, Wren climbed straight up the low cliff separating them from the terrace above. The way she scaled the rock wall made it look as easy as walking, and for her it was. She was born to it. As a baby, she’d climbed the stone walls inside their hut as soon as she was old enough to pull herself upright. She had long, strong fingers, plus a jagged scar on her leg from a fall when she was just three. But then, everyone in their village had scars of some kind.

Wren was barely breathing hard when she slid up over the cliff edge onto the rocky terrace. She stayed on her belly until she heard the grinding sound of the jackrabbit chewing on a mouthful of spiny grass.

She stood up slowly and calmly, looking everywhere but at the jackrabbit, because all animals can feel eyes on them, especially animals that are hunted regularly. Then, not bothering to muffle her footsteps, she walked across the terrace—not toward the jackrabbit, just away from the cliff edge.

The jackrabbit stood up on its back legs, instantly alert. Wren sighed. This one was particularly skinny. A gamey old male. She could tell by the shape of his underslung jaw, even with just one fleeting sideways glance.

Because she wasn’t looking directly at it, and because she wasn’t getting any closer, the jackrabbit didn’t flee instantly; it stayed upright, alert and ready to bolt if necessary.

Not alert enough, not ready enough.

The hiss-thud of an arrow let her know that her brother’s shot had found its target. She finally looked directly at the jackrabbit as it succumbed with hardly a twitch.

“Not a bad shot,” Wren teased.

“I like it when they don’t know what happened to them.” Tell nodded. He knew a good hunter made sure his prey didn’t suffer. Plus, the meat tasted better that way.

There was no question they were brother and sister. They shared the same generous mouths and prominent, fine-bridged noses, a very visible part of their family inheritance. They’d been teased endlessly when they were younger. Is that a mountain peak or your nose? Be careful of that blade on your face; it might cut somebody! But as they grew older and bigger, their noses became less of a landmark and more just… interesting.

“Are you coming back down?” Wren asked as she slung the still-warm animal around her neck and tied its feet together with a twist of grass.

A familiar scowl settled across Tell’s angular face, one that had been there for almost two years. He pointed up the mountain, away from the village. “I’ll try for more,” he said, then set off without looking back. Wren sadly watched him go. She knew that hunting was just his excuse to stay away, especially that day. But she had no such excuse.

She headed back fast, leaping from rock to rock until she reached the edge of the canyon. She paused to look down at the village directly below, her entire world, her entire life so far, all twelve years of it.

This was her favorite view, and in truth she scarcely had to look, she knew it so well and it changed so little. About thirty or so familiar stone huts were arranged along both walls of the canyon, at a place where it widened slightly and an ice-cold spring gurgled from a crack in the rock. The huts faced each other at various angles, depending on the vagaries of the rock, and they’d been built in all sorts of shapes. Her village had many rules, but none about the shape of your house. The rock determined that.

The huts all leaned against the canyon wall for the strength to withstand winter’s heavy snow. With the canyon behind them, thick rock walls all around, and slate roofs above their heads, theirs was a life lived in stone, most of it cold. No trees worth the name grew this high. The timbers that supported their roofs had been carried up the mountain one by one long ago and were by far the most valuable part of any home.

Wren and Tell’s was a sturdy rectangle on the high side of the village. Seeing it always gave her a solid feeling. It got more sunlight than any other, especially late in the day, and Wren was proud that it was considered one of the most comfortable and well built in the village. The small summer garden she’d started years ago with her mother had gone to seed and, looking down on it, Wren made a mental note to gather the seeds before the first snow arrived. It would be soon, she knew, and once it arrived, their world of rock would become a world buried in snow and ice.

Voices bounced up the rock from below, clear as bells in the thin air, and Wren recognized every single one, no matter their age. Little kids were yelling or crying as they played one of their endless games, which usually ended when someone threw a stone and someone else didn’t duck fast enough. Women were shouting at the children and across the canyon at their friends. Or enemies. There was an extra edge to their voices today. They should’ve rung with excitement and urgency because the mules were being readied for the long journey down to Halfway, but instead, Wren heard frustration, anger, and envy in the women’s voices, and she knew exactly why. Because, for the second year in a row, they weren’t going.

As for the men, she didn’t hear any of them; it was too early. But their mules were tethered outside every door, ready for loading. Small, strong, sure-footed, and mostly mean mountain mules.

Except for Rumble. Wren smiled when she saw him waiting outside her own door—the oldest mule in the village and, by far, the smartest. He wasn’t tethered. He didn’t have to be. He knew what was about to happen. He knew where he was supposed to be, and why.

Her eyes traveled automatically up the canyon to where it bent away from her. She couldn’t see around the bend, but she didn’t have to. She knew what was there: the reason for their existence, the origin of their name—the vein of black glass that some forgotten ancestor had found long ago. So much of it had been carved away over the years that the glass now lived at the end of a gleaming tunnel inside the mountain.

Movement! Small as an ant, the first of the men came around the canyon bend and headed quickly down the path back to the village, carrying the last of his season’s haul, in a hurry to wrap it for the journey.

Without warning or hesitation, Wren stepped forward into thin air and dropped from sight, leaving no sign that she’d ever been there.

But she hadn’t jumped to her death. Arms wide, her strong, slender body under control, her knees bent, she hit the steep scree beneath the canyon edge and rode a wave of small stones down to the floor with dinner bouncing on her shoulders: her own personal little landslide. It was dangerous, it was fast, and it was thrilling. It also got her back to the cooking fire well before her father arrived.

But Wren needn’t have hurried. Seka stayed later at the mine face than almost all the others, waiting for the quiet needed to try for the sorcerer’s glass. To the People of the Black Glass, the vein was like earth’s dark blood frozen forever. It belonged to them and them only, guarded by their remote, harsh location and their reputation for savagery.

A few men lingered at the mouth of the tunnel, but Seka finally had the mine face to himself. He removed his pika fur coat, folded it, and put it on the ground below the vein to cushion the piece when it fell. He took a few breaths to focus himself, then raised his hands and snugged his antler chisel into the promising crevice, angling it just so. He drew his hardwood mallet back all the way. But instead of turning his face away before striking, as he had been taught and taught to others and always did himself, he looked full on to the chisel and held his one-eyed gaze there, so that he could use all his strength for the blow.

“Guide my hand,” Seka prayed to the gods of the mountain. He struck hard, and the last thing he saw was a perfect slab peeling from the vein, just before a stray sliver the size of a wasp’s sting shot into his good eye. He dropped to the floor next to his fur coat, screaming in pain, instantly blind, knowing he was as dead as if the sliver had taken him in the heart.
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Not that Tell would have cared much right then. He wandered a game trail miles away from the village. Alone, Tell had let the familiar sting of angry and poisonous feelings rise in him; they were particularly strong that day. The men would be heading down the mountain to trade, and Tell knew that he wouldn’t be going with them, which was what put him in an especially dark mood.

He was sick of staying back up the mountain, sick of hiding the fear they all shared, that for some unknown reason the men wouldn’t return, and they would all starve, trapped by the snow and the cold.

Tell was even sick of the stories about the trading trips, told endlessly around the fire once the men returned in triumph. The two-week journey down and back was the highlight of every year, and it provided great stories of daring, danger, good luck and bad, treachery, thievery, bravery, stupidity, and triumph. But more and more, the stories just aggravated Tell. He wanted to be part of the action, not part of the waiting. He didn’t want to hear them; he wanted to live them.

He wanted to see the hot, filthy, brilliant streets of Halfway for himself. He wanted to breathe the perfumed lowland air he’d heard so much about, not hear about it all winter from those who had just returned.

But Seka had refused. Not this time. Next year. At the age of fourteen, Tell wasn’t ready. He’d be a burden, not a help. He had to stay up the mountain with Wren. That was that. Among the People, a father’s word was law—their first and most sacred law, broken only on pain of expulsion from the village, which meant certain death or worse.

And so that day Tell hated his father even more than usual. He blundered along the game trail, seething and muttering. He even hated his boots, which were a pinch too small but not small enough, according to his father, to justify a new pair. Tell was wound up in so much misery, he could hardly see straight.

It wasn’t always so. Until two years ago Tell had been a shining light in the village, a boy known for his laughter, his level head, his clever hands, and his skill with a bow. The other children in the village liked him, followed him, copied his ways. Seka was next in line to be chief, and everyone said Tell would be chief one day too.

Tell had been welcome in every house in the village, had been friends with one and all, even the chief’s wolf-dog (which didn’t like anybody and bit people randomly until a group of women got together and poisoned it; it was never a good idea to make the women too angry with you). Until two years ago. That was when his father and mother went down the mountain to trade their black glass as they always did… but only his father returned.

When their father had come up the trail to the village, head bowed, last in line and alone, Tell and Wren thought it was a joke, or that their mother had stopped to harvest medicinal herbs—women sometimes did that on the return trip. Their father said nothing, not a word about anything. His silence was heavy and impenetrable, confusing to Tell and Wren. By dark, their mother still hadn’t come through the door. No one stayed out alone after dark. The terrain was too treacherous, the air was too cold, and the wolves and big cats hunted at night; it was too easy to die after dark. Tell and Wren realized slowly, sickeningly, that something had gone wrong with their lives. Greatly wrong.

“Where’s Mo?” Wren finally asked their father, unable to contain herself any longer.

“She’s gone. Forget her. Never say her name again,” replied Seka, his voice terse, his face grim.

Tell pressed. “But is she—”

Before he could say another word, his father’s hard hand silenced him with a smack. “What did I just say? Never mention her again. She’s dead to us, and that’s that.”

And that was indeed that. No mention of their mother ever again. Not in their house, nor in the village. Was she dead or alive? Did she run away? Or fall off the trail? Had she been captured and sold in Halfway? No explanation, no discussion, no sympathy. It was as if she’d never existed at all. The entire village turned its back on even the memory of her.

But she had existed, and Tell and Wren missed her hugely, even though, it was true, she’d often been difficult in their home and disruptive in their village. Beautiful but too clever for her own good, was what everyone had said about her. She’d challenged every idea, every decision, and every rule inside their house and out; she’d mocked the chief and others in a way that danced dangerously between funny and insulting; she’d started feuds with other women, then changed direction suddenly and made up with them. And then, some days, she never got up from her bed. She lay there silently, staring at the stacked stone wall, not even hearing their voices. Tell and Wren had learned to fend for themselves from an early age on those days. For them, all this was normal: the life, the home, the family they had known since birth.

And then, just like that, their mother was gone.

It was as sudden as if an avalanche had taken her; only, if it had, they would still be talking about her, remembering her, living with her, somehow. Not this unexplained nothing. Not this silence. Not this hole where Tell’s heart used to be.

Tell blamed his father for this, as he blamed him for everything. He had said so to his face a year ago and had been beaten for it. He had hardly spoken to his father since. If he had known his father was freshly blind and thirty days from an eternal sleep on the glacier, he might even have said, “Good! Serves him right!”

But he didn’t know. Wren was the one who found out first. She was cleaning the jackrabbit next to the cooking fire, trying to think of something to make it less gamey. They’d run out of aromatic herbs because she hadn’t had time to gather any. Since their mother had gone, she did everything her mother used to do but not nearly as well. “Scut work,” her mother had called it. Wren had every reason to be as miserable as Tell, but she simply wasn’t.

Wren never stayed sad for long, no matter what. That’s because she knew how to cheer herself up. This was one of her greatest strengths, a powerful skill, and highly unusual in their village. The People had learned the hard way to expect the worst, and they protected themselves with a bleak outlook on life. Not Wren. She could find a reason to lift her own spirits in the soft color on a bird’s breast or the feel of Rumble’s muzzle as he tickled her, looking for the treat he knew she’d hidden for him. By knowing how to cheer herself up, Wren was able to be happy, and the little light remaining in their broken family was thanks to her, because happiness rubs off in a home just as much as sadness or anger do.

Tell knew it, his father knew it, and if they agreed on anything at all, it was that without her their lives would be intolerable.

Wren abandoned the jackrabbit and went to the door; she heard a commotion in the village. It was the kind of excited, slightly out-of-control shouting that always spelled bad news for somebody, and it brought the women out of their houses and the children down from their playground in the scree to see where the finger of fate pointed.

Some of the men were escorting her father down the path into the village. When Wren saw him with an ice water soaked rag wrapped around his eyes, his coat bundled neatly and clutched to his chest, she simply turned and went inside.

She pulled her father’s rabbit fur quilt back so that he could lie down. She stoked the fire and filled the kettle. By the time her father arrived at the front door, Wren knew that their lives had changed as completely as if the mountain they lived on had blown itself to pieces, as mountains sometimes did.
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“If Seka doesn’t get his sight back in thirty days…” The chief didn’t have to complete the sentence. Tell and Wren knew the rest.

Like all of them, they had been raised in the knowledge that the People of the Black Glass wouldn’t—couldn’t—care for anyone who was too hurt to look after themselves. The hurt couldn’t work and ate food that belonged to those who could. They had thirty days to heal. If they didn’t heal, they’d be taken up to the glacier with a gourd of apricot brandy. On the glacier, they would drink and laugh with friends and family until the ice felt as warm as a feather bed, and they lay down and drifted off to sleep, never to wake.

That’s the way it is, was, and will always be. Wren and Tell both knew that. As far as the village was concerned, it was necessary—the harsh arithmetic of their existence. No one questioned it. For the People, the flow of their glacier was measured not in strides, nor in years, but in frozen bodies known to all, moving away from them at the mountain’s slow pace.

Tell and Wren had already been to a few such goodbyes. They didn’t understand why everyone laughed so much. Then Wren had stolen a sip of the apricot brandy to see how strong it was; it was very strong! Like a sip of apricot-flavored fire! It had burned her throat and muddled her head. And she thought to herself, maybe that’s how you can laugh while someone you’ve known all your life goes to sleep on a river of ice.

“You should prepare.” Those were the chief’s parting words to the family as he went back to his own duties: making sure the mule train was ready for a dawn departure down the mountain. As he left, he turned and gave Wren a comforting smile and nod. Unusual for him and unnoticed in the face of much larger problems.

And so, while everywhere else in the village, mules were brushed, food and clothing packed, weapons sharpened, and grass-wrapped slabs of black glass loaded into baskets made of twisted tree roots, Tell, Wren, and their father faced up to a very different future than the one they’d woken to that morning.

“Prepare?” asked Wren. “What else is there to do but wait for your eye to get better?”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” said their father as he sat up and let the wet cloth fall from his face. When they saw his eye, any hope evaporated. It was angry and swollen and blood red from corner to corner. They had seen enough eyes like that to know. Thirty days, thirty months, thirty years. He was blind forever.

Tell could contain himself no longer. “How could you do that? How could you let this happen? You know you’re all we’ve—” Tell almost said, You’re all we’ve got. He stopped himself just in time. But their father nodded grimly. He knew.

That’s something I’ve been asking myself is all he said. As close to an apology as the People ever got. They never said sorry for anything. “You can prepare by getting used to the idea that you’ll be living with other families in thirty days.”

Wren, as usual, focused on what was most important. “Which other families?” she asked. “Who do we go to? If—if we have to.”

Their father smiled. They’d inherited their generous mouths—mouths made for smiling—from him. But he smiled so seldom these days that when he did, he looked like a different person, someone from happier times. A time they were already beginning to forget.

“Wren, you’ll go to the chief’s house. It’s a great honor.”

Tell grinned too when he heard that. He turned to his sister. “You deserve it.”

“Deserve?” exclaimed their father. “He’s lucky to have her, and he knows it!”

Both Tell and his father were surprised when, instead of sharing their satisfaction, Wren whipped around and ran out of the hut, slamming the door behind her. Tell took a step to go after her, but his father said, “Let her be. She just needs to get used to the idea. When she does, she’ll be back.”

Tell nodded, forgetting for a moment that a nod no longer worked in their home; then he remembered. He cleared his throat instead. “What about me? Who will I live with?”

His father paused, the way people do when they’re about to deliver bad news. “Hammerhead agreed to take you.”

“Oh!” Tell gasped, as if punched in the gut. Hammerhead? Hammerhead was the most feared man in the village. He wore a lion claw and wolf tooth necklace, made from animals he’d killed with his bare hands. Every time a new chief was chosen, the unspoken agreement was that it could be anyone but Hammerhead, which only served to make him even more brutal. People joked, when they were sure Hammerhead was far away, that even the fleas and bedbugs were afraid to bite him.

“But… why not Curas? Did you ask him?” Curas was the village’s finest hunter, a very quiet man whom Tell admired greatly. “And what about the Mort brothers? Either one of them.” The Mort brothers weren’t especially good at anything the People considered important but were often asked to settle disputes before, or even after, blood had flowed. They were known to be fair.

Tell’s father nodded. He’d asked them. He’d asked everyone.

“Do what Hammerhead says, do it well, keep your mouth shut, and you’ll be fine.” And then he added, more gently, “You’ll have a roof over your head and food in your belly. It’s the best I could do.” He didn’t need to add that Tell’s own poisonous nature over the last two years was to blame for the lack of choice. Tell was routinely sullen, rude, contemptuous, hostile. Nobody wanted that. Nobody wanted him. Except Hammerhead.

“Why would he want me?” Tell asked.

“Because you’re everything he isn’t,” Seka said quietly. “And everything he never was.”

Tell had heard the stories from the adults, how they’d all picked on Hammerhead when they were young because it took him so long to learn anything. Then Hammerhead grew and discovered his own strength and became what he was now. Feared.

And then there was an awkward silence when Tell saw his father turn to where he thought Tell was standing, but he got it wrong and shrugged at the washbasin instead. Something about that helpless little mistake cracked the hard shell around Tell’s heart. He bit his lip, fighting back tears—and not even newborn babies cried much in their village—then pretended he had to cough so that his father could face him properly.

“Boy, I know things haven’t been easy. Not since…” His father sighed, finally forced to say words he should’ve said two years ago. “Not since your mother left us. And I know I haven’t helped. I’ve been too angry. And I don’t really have any way to make it up to you. Except for this.”

Tell’s father reached into his coat, which was folded up behind him, and carefully slid out the absolutely smooth, window-thin slab of black glass that was the last he would ever cut.

“This is a perfect sorcerer’s slab; I saw it just before I… lost my sight. You see only one of these in a lifetime, in the entire village, and then only if you’re lucky.” He paused, smiling bleakly at his notion of luck. “It cost me my eye and likely my life. And I’ll be damned if the chief or Hammerhead’s going to get their hands on it.” Which was what happened by rule; in return for taking in Tell and Wren, the chief and Hammerhead would divide their father’s black glass between them. The chief would decide what to do with their hut.

“It’s yours. Take it.”

When Tell reached out to take the sorcerer’s glass, his father’s hand touched his, as if by accident, and then held on and pulled Tell down so that he sat right next to him. Both their hands bore a litany of scars, recent and old—testaments of a life lived cutting, carrying, and shaping black glass. Tell sat close enough to feel the strength of his father’s muscles and the heat of his blood. Closer than he had been in a long, long time. All the anger Tell felt for his father melted away instantly, to be replaced by the familiar feeling of loss, only now doubled. Tell said not a word. He just leaned into his father the way he used to when he was younger. It felt so good and so sad at the same time.

“Look after it until you’re old enough to take it down the mountain yourself. Next year, maybe. Find a sorcerer—the most feared one you can because they’re also the wealthiest. Sell it to her.” His father kept their closeness. He wanted it too.

Tell was confused. “But… we don’t go anywhere near sorcerers! It’s too dangerous.”

“Unless you have something they want. And this is something they want.”

“Why?” The thought of dealing with a sorcerer made Tell’s mouth dry.

“Nobody knows and nobody asks.” Then his father smiled. Tell could feel his pride. “But they’ll pay no less than a hundred sous for it, so it’s important to them.”

“A hundred?!” Tell blurted. The take for the entire season for the whole village would not add up to a hundred sous.

“It’s worth that and more.” His father squeezed his hand and put his face close, as if telling him a secret.

“Hide it well. Tell no one where it is. Someone will steal it from you the moment I’m gone.”

Tell fought to control the feelings erupting hotly inside him.

“And protect Wren no matter what. There’s power in her. When she finds it, there’s going to be all sorts of trouble. She’s your mother reborn from tip to toes.”

Tell was shocked. He thought his father hated his mother, but the words and tone in his voice made it sound like something else. Questions formed on his lips—ones that still had not been asked or answered after two long years. And there was precious little time to ask them. They came tumbling out.

“What happened to her? Where did she go? Is she still alive? Why did her not coming back mean that none of the women could ever go down the mountain again? What did she do?” These were the questions that had burned themselves into Tell’s soul.

His father nodded. “You have the right to know. I should’ve told you both… but it was too painful. Now it’s time you learned the truth.” He paused again. Tell held his breath. “Your mother, she—”

But before he could say any more, there was a fierce pounding on the door, which flew open and smashed against the wall.

“Where’s my damn glass?!” It was Hammerhead, and he was angry. Hammerhead still had both eyes, but they were bloodshot and small. Tell’s father stood up fast. Tell slid the sorcerer’s slab under the quilt. He thought for a second that Hammerhead had seen it, then decided he hadn’t.

Tell’s father took two shuffling steps toward Hammerhead and stood as tall as he could. “I’ll thank you not to curse under my roof.” It was a strange thing. The People of the Black Glass stole and lied and even killed without a second thought, but, one and all, they considered cursing indoors to be unacceptably rude.

“My mule’s waiting. I need to load.” Hammerhead pointed a big, dirty finger at Tell. “You have an hour to wrap and pack your father’s glass, boy, and do it right, or by the mountain’s broken teeth, I’ll be talking to you in thirty days.” Hammerhead turned on his heel and strode out, slamming the door behind him.

Wide-eyed with fear, Tell turned to face his father. “You better get to it,” his father said quietly. “It’s going to take a while to wrap. I had a good year.”
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I had a good year.… I had a good year.… Those words went around and around in Tell’s head as he padded and wrapped the slabs of black glass in rough, woven grass mats. How could you measure whether life was good or bad by how much black glass you had? According to that, Tell’s father—and therefore Tell and Wren—had had a great year. But by Tell’s reckoning, it was the worst year of his life. Worse, even, than the year his mother disappeared because she was still gone and his father would soon be gone and he and Wren would be living under separate roofs, little better than servants.

But as these thoughts boiled in Tell’s brain and he prepared his father’s glass for Hammerhead, an idea slipped into his head like a fresh wind from a strange direction. It wasn’t gradual; it was sudden. It was an idea that would change Tell’s world forever, and he knew it instantly. An idea so big and crazy, it made Tell sweat as if he had a fever. An idea so wild that every time he tried to shove it away or bury it, it would spring back stronger than ever. The idea burned inside him like a forest fire that could not be quenched, so that, when the hour was up and only half the glass was wrapped and Hammerhead’s boots could be heard crunching toward the hut, Tell stood up straight and faced the door with eyes that almost looked insane. He had to force himself to breathe through his nose, not pant through his mouth like a dog.

Hammerhead slammed open the door as if their home already belonged to him. “Are you done with my glass, boy? You’d better be!”

“No,” said Tell, struggling to keep a tremble out of his voice. “I’m not done.”

Tell’s father sat upright, alarmed. “What have you been doing?!”

Hammerhead grinned, clearly looking forward to the beating he would give Tell in thirty days. “Don’t worry, Seka. I’ll straighten him out. You never could. And I’ll take care of the glass myself.”

“No, you won’t,” Tell replied. “It isn’t your glass. It’s mine.”

“What?!” screamed Hammerhead, the lion’s claw and wolf tooth necklace rattling on his chest.

“Tell! Enough!” His father was trying to stop him from digging himself an even deeper hole, but it was too late for that. There was no going back. Words cannot be unsaid. Ideas cannot be unthought. As Tell spoke to Hammerhead, every muscle in his body was taut, as if he were trying to lift a weight too heavy for him.

“The deal is for me to live with you. I’ll never do that. I’d rather die. The deal is off.”

Hammerhead raised his stone-scarred hand to smash Tell down, but somehow Seka sensed it and pointed his finger right at Hammerhead’s tiny eyes.

“Not under my roof.”

Tell had never heard his father’s voice like that; nor had Hammerhead. It stopped him cold.

“Tell him!” Hammerhead roared. “Tell him once and for all! A father’s word is law!”

Tell’s father turned, trying to locate Tell. Before he could, Tell spoke again, and his voice was no longer trembling. It was clear with purpose. Once Tell made a decision, he acted on it without hesitation. He’d been that way since the day he was born.

“Da, I’m going to take the glass down the mountain myself and sell it. I’m old enough and I’m strong enough. I’m ready. You know I am. I’m going to bring back enough supplies to feed you and Wren through the winter. I’m going to get lowland medicine for your eye—the good kind. I don’t care if it breaks some rules. All I need from you is permission to go. That’s all that matters.”

Hammerhead swooped in close to Seka. “First your wife—curse her heart—and now this? You can’t allow it. Everyone will be running up and down the mountain whenever they feel like it. Squash it and squash it now, or I’ll make sure all three of you are cast out. Some of us thought it should’ve happened two years ago. You’ll die on the mountain like vermin.” This was no idle threat. People had been cast out for less.

“A father’s word is the first law,” repeated Tell. “Everything else comes after it, and you know it. You said so yourself.” Tell drew himself up tall and turned to his father. “Da, I’ll do whatever you say.”

Tell’s father bowed his head, thinking deeply. The rag fell away from his eyes. The newly injured one looked as though it was throbbing painfully. For a long time there was no sound but their breathing and the wind moaning through the village outside.

Finally, Tell’s father fumbled behind him, reaching up the rough stone wall above his bed to where he kept his beautiful and deadly foot-long, razor-sharp knife of black glass in its beaded sheath of mountain lion belly hide. He pulled it down. Then he leaned forward and held it out to his son.

“It’s a dangerous journey down and even more so when you get there. You’re going to need this.”

Tell swelled with pride as he took the knife, and he looked up at Hammerhead defiantly. Then he saw the naked hatred in Hammerhead’s eyes. He knew instantly that he’d made an enemy for life—and there was no worse enemy than one of their own.
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Tell urged Rumble down the steep trail. He was half a day behind the men, because he’d started packing so late and because of the trouble with Wren. When she’d finally come home and found out what Tell had done, she was overjoyed. She began packing. She assumed that all deals were off and that she was going down the mountain with him. But all deals were not off.

“You’re going to the chief’s house, and that’s that.” Their father wouldn’t budge. Not only was the journey itself too hard and dangerous for Wren, but the city of Halfway was even worse. Women and children had been known to disappear in Halfway. Wren would be in constant danger.

Also, since their mother had failed to return two years ago, women no longer went down the mountain. Only men. That was a new rule, fresh and fierce in everyone’s minds. It was the cause of the anger Wren had heard in the women’s voices earlier, from her perch high above the village. It was the reason the women refused to acknowledge their mother’s existence and ignored their whole family. The finger of blame pointed squarely at them, and in many ways they were already outcasts. The women had loved the trip down as much as the men did—maybe even more—and it had been taken away from them.

It made no sense to Wren that the women weren’t angry with the men for making the new rule, just with their mother for causing it. In everyday life, the women were as powerful as the men—as skilled, as tough, as ruthless, as feared… and yet they let the men make the rules because that’s the way it is, was, and will always be.

That was the favorite saying of the People, used every day by everybody. But was it a favorite? Wren asked herself, or were they just words suited to the people who made the rules? Meaning, the men. These and more were questions Wren had often heard from her mother but hadn’t dared ask out loud herself. And anyway, none of them would have helped her own cause one little bit that day.

On every count, Wren was forbidden from going with Tell. That didn’t stop her from using every trick she knew to change her father’s mind, and when she couldn’t, she disappeared again. No door slammed this time. She left quietly. Tell and his father knew that a quiet Wren spelled trouble.

In his restless sleep that night, Tell heard Wren return, move around stealthily, then leave again. He couldn’t escape the tendrils of sleep in time to ask her what she was doing.

When the village mule train left at dawn and those who remained behind had gone back indoors to wait in smoldering disappointment and anxiety for the men’s eventual return, Tell wasn’t safely with them. He was still making spare strings for his bow. He made them as slowly as he could, because he was waiting for Wren to return. But she never did.

When he finally left, with Rumble fully loaded and a big pack on his own back, it was as if the village were deserted, as if he were doing something so wrong and scandalous that the rest of the village refused to watch him do it.

Only his father watched him go. Or, rather, listened. Seka stood hunched in the narrow doorway of their house, cloth across his eyes, as Tell made the final adjustments to the load.

“I’ll be back in time,” Tell said with more certainty than he felt. “With lowland medicine for your eyes. I promise—”

“No promises,” his father interrupted. “Don’t think about me. My fate is what it is. You have to think about yourself and Wren from now on, and that’s all.”

Unable to reply, Tell suddenly hugged his father hard, something that hadn’t happened in a long time. Tell realized that they were almost the same height now! Seka was surprised for a second, then pulled Tell in tight and held him fiercely. As he did, he spoke softly in his ear.

“It’s going to be hard—harder than anything you’ve ever known. But you can do it. I’ve told you everything you need to know about the journey, many times. You have the hand, you have the head, you have the heart. You were going to be chief one day; that day won’t happen now. But there’ve been many chiefs. No one your age has ever done what you’re doing. This will be a great thing. This will change us. Show them, Tell. Show them who you are. Show them the son I know.” Overwhelmed, Tell’s unseen nod was the only reply he could muster. He lingered, casting one last futile look around for Wren.

“Go. You’re late enough already.”

Tell left while he still had the courage to do so. Seka kept his head tilted toward the fading clip-clop of Rumble’s hooves until he could hear them no more. Still and silent, he stayed in that cramped doorway, unwilling to go inside and start the last, brief part of his life alone.

As heavy as Tell’s heart felt about saying goodbye to his father, he felt almost as bad about leaving without even a wave from his sister. This journey would be dangerous and uncertain, and he had wanted to say goodbye.

But no more than a mile down the trail, Wren popped up from behind a big rock with her pack on her back, her short knife at her belt, and Tell’s hand-me-down yew bow slung across her shoulder.

“Took you long enough to get moving,” Wren said. She’d pulled back her shock of hair and wore her least-patched tunic. She even had the one piece of jewelry she owned around her neck: a fine-knapped disc of black glass on a woven mule tail string. She was ready for a journey.

Tell gaped at her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I don’t think. I know,” she said firmly. “I’m coming with you.”

“You can’t. If you do, neither of us will be allowed back.”

“I don’t care. I really don’t.” Wren’s face showed that she meant it.

“I have to be able to come back up!” Tell exclaimed. “I’m not going to sit back and let us become orphans. I’m going to get medicine to save Da’s eye, and I can’t bring it back if we’re outcasts. That means you have to stay!” Quickly, before Wren could protest, he added, “Anyway, you’ve got it easy. You’ll be in the chief’s house. You’ll be spoiled silly.”

Wren moved closer so that she could talk very quietly, even though they were completely alone.

“The chief’s wife hated our mother and hates me just for being her daughter. She definitely doesn’t want me, even if the chief does. I’ll be beaten every day, and then someone will try to push me off a cliff when I’m not looking, which means I’ll be looking over my shoulder all the time. I’m not living like that.” Tell didn’t know what to say.

“You need me,” Wren pressed on. “This is too hard to do on your own.” With her brother still searching for a response, Wren took the opportunity to finish her argument on a practical note. “Anyway, Rumble listens to me, not you. And you definitely need Rumble.”

Tell cast about as if looking for an avenue of escape, but there was none. “I wonder what else will go wrong on this trip” was all he said, finally. Then he started down the trail, leaving Wren to pat Rumble and continue right behind him, her feet light with anticipation.

But even though she was smiling then, Wren had spent a long night looking for the double-sided courage to leave. She knew full well the dangers she was walking into. Or she thought she did, from her mother’s stories. But that was only one part of the courage she needed. The other part was the courage to leave her father to fend for himself. And she realized that she couldn’t.

So before dawn, she’d gone to visit the old lady who lived in a tumbled-down hut at the low edge of the village. She was once the best boot maker in the village and had taught many of them how to make good boots, but everyone knew she wouldn’t survive the coming winter, and so they’d begun to ignore her. When Wren asked her to move into their house and look after her father until they returned, the old lady had laughed.

“You aren’t coming back, my sweet. Even I can see that. But your house is much warmer than mine.” The old lady began packing her few belongings, humming to herself. “Let’s just agree that I’ll look after your da until one of us dies.”

Wren was grateful. She knew it was the best she could do for her father, and it allowed her to leave.
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Tell and Wren both hesitated when they reached the Narrows half a day down the trail, even though they were sure-footed and unafraid of heights and cliffs and plummeting drops.

In part, it was because this was as far as they’d ever been allowed to go. Children were absolutely forbidden from entering the Narrows. It was clearly the deadliest section of a highly dangerous journey. A thread of a trail was carved across a sheer cliff, with barely enough room for a mule. And sometimes not enough room. More than one family had lost a season’s black glass plus their mule in an instant. Tell and Wren knew full well that bones were piled upon bones thousands of feet below them, and not all of them belonged to mules.

Just as bad, a gigantic mushroom-shaped rock loomed above the Narrows, hanging at an angle away from the cliff. Everyone in the village said that the rock stayed in place only because of an ancient spell, and all spells eventually wear off. All they could hope for was that the spell wouldn’t wear off that day.
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