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Ac k nowl e dge m e n ts

I know how my main character feels. Writing this novel was much
like stepping into an unknown world, wondrous and frightening
at the same time. Along with the incredible thrill that comes with
such an adventure, deep down there is a real fear of failure. But, like
Bobby Wright, I had family and friends willing to help me on my
journey. I couldn’t have made it without you.
First of all, I owe a great debt of gratitude to David Schurman
for his detailed critiques and useful suggestions, and for some important words of encouragement early on that kept me going. A
big thank you goes out to Bailey Hanna, Daniella Northfield, Sam
Murphy, and Laura Hall for their book reports. Your thoughts lifted
my spirits and made me believe in this quest. I also appreciate the
positive feedback I received from Steve and Rhiannon James; Nancy
Keech; Katherine Hann; Dave, Dan, and Chris McKenney; and my
parents, Glen and Marg McKenney.
Most of all, I want to thank my wife, Wendy, to whom the book
is dedicated. Your support was the key that made stepping through
this “door” possible.

To Wendy, for listening.
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The Characters
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Three
Scott Jordan. . . . . . . . . friend of Bobby
Appi. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a black capped chickadee, friend of Miann
Frank Addison . . . . . . . grandfather of Bobby
Catherine Wright . . . . .mother of Bobby
Bobby Wright Sr. . . . . . father of Bobby, deceased
The Erlan World
The Three
A kind of royal family to the clans, they are blessed with the
Gift of the Three: the ability to speak with the plants, the
animals, and the water. They call the Rock of Throm home.
Amor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . leader of the three clans
Amara . . . . . . . . . . . . . wife to Amor
Miann. . . . . . . . . . . . . .son of Amor and Amara
The Florans
The green eyed clan lives in the forest of RienLos. They
speak with the plants and are protected by the forest’s enigmatic Guardian, the giant oak named Era.
Vinel. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . clan lord
Coreesa . . . . . . . . . . . . wife to Vinel
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Berin. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . clan lord

Shorran. . . . . . . . . . . . .a Faunaran by birth, he was chosen by
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Meelan . . . . . . . . . . . . .wife to Berin
Real . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . son of Berin and Meelan, twin to Roul
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Trest. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . the clan’s “Caller” or envoy to Throm
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Lewelen. . . . . . . . . . . . clan lord
Nefta. . . . . . . . . . . . . . wife to Lewelen
Aurora . . . . . . . . . . . . .daughter of Lewelen and Nefta
Galad. . . . . . . . . . . . . . an elder and a seer
The Chrysos Eagles
Huge and powerful eagles that once guarded the clans at
Throm. They now call Mount Molon (The Tower) of the Aquila Range home.
Oris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . King of the Chrysos, Lord of the Tower
Sarro . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oris’s eldest son
Haman . . . . . . . . . . . . .friend and second to Oris
The Nuruth Wolves
The giant wolves of the Nuruth Hills, protectors of the Faunaran clan.
Kamatz. . . . . . . . . . . . .the Black, alpha male and Pack Leader
Hawni. . . . . . . . . . . . . .the Gold, alpha female and Pack Leader
Mijor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . the Grey
The Tarpan Horses
Stocky and strong, they call the vast Flatlands home.
Legna . . . . . . . . . . . . . .a mare, friend to Miann
Quinn. . . . . . . . . . . . . .stallion and leader of the herd

The Ogren
Half giant wild ox, half cat, they are abominations created
to serve Shorran.
Rulan. . . . . . . . . . . . . . leader of the horde
The Coproth
Massive vultures created to serve Shorran.
Setha . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Shorran’s preferred choice of transportation
The Trees
Eon. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the Elder, an ancient oak, and the living
Door between the worlds
Era. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . daughter of Eon and Guardian of RienLos
Quarren. . . . . . . . . . . . a maple, Era’s Master of the Wall
Epoch . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the White Pine, once Guardian of RienFor,
and now leader of the Dark Forest
The Ancients
Deekon. . . . . . . . . . . . .a long dead wise man who visits Bobby in
dreams
Others
Elan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a female peregrine falcon, mate to Calif
Calif. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a male peregrine falcon, mate to Elan
Colf . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a great grey owl, night guide to Real and
Roul

PROLOGUE

A

whisper from an ironwood, the sigh of an elm, a hemlock’s gentle murmur; the same faint message was repeated
again and again. Keep going.
It was the first sign of hope since the voices of the wilderness began to weaken. Even so, Amor and Amara remained cautious. As the
line of people formed behind them on the hill, they stopped again
to listen. Shorran, their sage, stepped next to them, his mismatched
brown and grey eyes squinting. “There’s something near. I can feel it.”
“Yes,” confirmed Amara. “A presence.”
Amor raised his head suddenly. “Berin and Vinel are calling.” He
descended into the narrow valley leading the others.
“There’s a lake,” said Lewelen, stumbling down the slope. With
his wispy blond hair and blue eyes, the Hydran lord’s appearance
and manner were in stark contrast to those he followed. Although
dressed in a similar fashion, a concession he and his clan had made
in order to deal with the hardships of land travel, he found the
clothing rough and suffocating. He wanted nothing more than to
cast them off and return to his own element. A shallow stream or
narrow river would have been enough to raise his spirits, but a lake
was a true reward. He inhaled deeply. “I can smell it.”
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“The lake matters little to us. It’s what Berin and Vinel have
found that’s important,” Shorran said, dismissively.
Lewelen turned on the sage. “My people can’t live like this! For
you landers, this journey has been easy!”
Amara looked back at Lewelen with sympathy, the colour of her
eyes subtly changing to match the blue of his. She understood that
the ordeal had been particularly difficult for the Hydran clan. He
returned her look with a nod and a weak smile.
Saplings and small shrubs were scattered on the grassy incline
leading up and out of the valley. Its face was steep and difficult to
climb, especially for the children and the elderly. Men anchored
themselves on the slope offering help to those who needed it. Amor
waited as the last of the more than two hundred people—Faunaran,
Floran, and Hydran—made it to level ground, before raising his
hands in a gesture of calm.
“Berin and Vinel are safe. Stay here, we’re going to see what
they’ve found.” He turned to Amara and Shorran, his voice low. “We
three will go.” He nodded at Lewelen, “And you. The water is near.”
With his sumac staff held out in front of him to shield his
body from the tangle of branches, Amor led Amara and Shorran
through the trees. Lewelen looked back at the anxious clans then
hurried to catch up. It was a short walk to where Berin and Vinel
were waiting. Their eyes told Amor that the scouting mission had
been successful.
“The peninsula,” said Vinel in his raspy voice. The Floran lord’s
eyes were the color of spring leaves. Acorn beads bounced and rattled in his hair as he turned to point at the finger of land that jutted out into the lake. Long, twisted limbs of towering white pines
reached out over its rocky shoreline, providing shade to the shallows. Lily pads floated on the water’s surface, dragonflies lifted and
fell lighting on the yellow flowers that sprouted up through the
green depths.
“These are good waters,” said Lewelen, taking in the lake’s aroma.
“There is more to this place than the waters,” said Berin. The
12
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tracker looked very much like Shorran, with the same hair, skin color, and stocky build, but with the brown eyes typical of Faunarans.
He was older than the sage and it was impossible not to notice the
many scars covering his body; a large one on his right thigh, a jagged line across his left bicep, and another that ran from the edge of
his mouth to his right cheek. Each mark told a story, chapters in the
rugged woodsman’s life.
“Why? What have you found?” asked Lewelen.
“Not what but who,” answered Berin.
“His name is Eon,” explained Vinel. “The trees call him the Elder. He’s an oak of incredible age and power. Never have I felt such
strength in a rooted one!”
“How is that possible when all around him grows silent?” Amor
thought for a moment. “I want you and Berin to go back and reassure everyone that there’s nothing to fear. Don’t speak of this ‘Elder’
until we’ve returned. I want to meet this tree.”
At the lakeshore, Lewelen attempted to summon the water spirit, but Nayad’s subtle voice eluded him. He remained at the water’s
edge as Amor, Amara, and Shorran continued across the narrow
bridge of land.
Passing through a field of shrubs and saplings, they walked
beneath the broad boughs of pine and maple into a grassy clearing shot full of light. Yellow and white wild flowers were scattered
around the meadow’s perimeter, leaning to support their blossoms.
In the center of the clearing a tree stood alone.
Thick limbs, twisted and gnarled, shot out from the oak’s wide
trunk, parallel to the ground. Attached to the larger limbs were
branches that spiraled out in all directions. Most were covered with
thick clumps of large, jagged leaves while some were bare, exposing
only the smooth wood of dead branches. The tree’s brown bark with
its wide, deep recessed lines resembled engraved stone and there
was a knothole in the center of its trunk, shoulder height from the
ground. Lines radiated out from the opening that went deep into
the oak’s core. While the world around it had become silent and
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inert, the oak stood on sanctified ground, still vibrant and full of
energy.
“Are you the one called Eon?” asked Amor.
The earth quaked beneath them as the tree answered. “Yes, I am
the Elder. They said you would come.”

14

PART ONE
When the old world is sterile,
And the ages are effete,
He will from wrecks and sediment
The fairer world complete.
He forbids to despair,
His cheeks mantle with mirth,
And the unimagined good of men
Is yeaning at the birth.
From The World-Soul
by Ralph Waldo Emerson

CHAPTER one

I

t started with the weak voices of a few scattered shoots of
grass. Then, in a surging tide, the growing chorus of wailing cries
crossed the pastureland breaking in waves at their feet. An invisible net of dread fell over them, impossibly heavy and suffocating.
Fighting the crippling effects of fear, Amor edged forward and his
son, Miann, followed. They moved slowly at first, stumbling dumbly
in shocked disbelief but desperation quickened their pace and soon
they were racing across the rolling hills of green toward the distant
forest.
They dashed through the woodland that bordered Throm as if
pursued by a ravenous predator. Miann wiped away tears with the
back of his hand while his body tried to counter convulsive sobs
with the deep inhalations his lungs demanded. The limbs of birch,
ash, maple and pine bent and swayed, clearing a path for them as
they ran home but, before long, Miann was lagging behind. The
trees spoke words of comfort to the boy and assured his father that
they would watch over his son. Amor silently acceded and ran on.
The Rock of Throm was a massive hill of granite that towered
above the landscape, glowing in the late day sun like a jewel. At
its base a solemn congregation waited for Amor, but all efforts to
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console him were ignored. Soaked with sweat, his jaw locked in a
contorted grimace, he pushed past them to the stairway carved into
the Rock’s outer surface.
He followed the zigzagging pathway skyward, passing the first
three levels of caverns. Arriving at the uppermost tier, he stepped
through a wide opening in the stone façade and entered the Hall of
Clans. A vaulted ceiling arched high overhead containing narrow
fissures through which beams of sunlight reached down to the floor
like translucent golden pillars.
For the first time since his mad rush home had begun, Amor’s
pace was hesitant and uneven. As if struck a heavy blow, he staggered and fell to his knees.
His wife, Amara, lay before him, her jet-black hair fanned out
from her head where she had fallen, her body covered by a thin
shroud. The floor was stained an inky red; blood darkened by its
contact with air and stone.
Amor crawled across the floor to her, choking back sobs with
each tortured movement. Kneeling, he reached down with shaking
hands and took her in his arms. He stayed there with her until the
last shaft of light crept across the floor abandoning them.
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CHAPTER t wo

A

mor shuffled from the Hall of Clans like a feeble elder
grown blind and weak from age. Miann was waiting outside
the room’s arcing doorway, having been prevented from entering by
others gathered there. Amor went to him.
“I’m sorry, Miann,” he said, his voice breaking. “I’m sorry.”
Amor lifted a hand to the side of his son’s face but, overwhelmed
by the sadness and confusion he sensed through that single touch,
withdrew it. He gestured for Cara to attend to the grieving boy and
watched grimfaced as she led him away toward the chiseled stone
steps, wrapped in her gentle arm. Before following them down,
Amor made a request of those who remained; it was more a plea
than a command. “Look after her.”

Staring at the dark veins of granite on the stone ceiling above his
hammock, Amor could see only the tortured face of his son. His
attempts to console the boy had done little but exacerbate his own
feelings of guilt, the terrible look of grief in Miann’s eyes remaining
with him, screaming at his conscience: You missed the signs! You let
her die!
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As the torch light danced on the walls of his chamber, he played
events over and over in his mind, both recent and past, but always
he returned to the day’s terrible finale. Amara, his wife, his love, was
gone. Taken from him. Taken from her son. Why, of all things, did
it have to be this?
Exhausted, he closed his eyes seeking relief in what he hoped
would be the nothingness of sleep. Instead of escape, he found only
torment.
The dream had him standing in the Hall of Clans again. Thin shafts
of light poured down from above. As if triggered by his motion, the
faint beams grew, widening until they filled the volume of the room
with a radiant glow. Amor shaded his eyes with an outturned hand,
stunned by the drastic change in illumination.
Moments passed before his eyes could handle the light. He
looked to the wall at his right. Sailias, the key, was there waiting in
its place as it had for two millennia, no longer hidden by the thin
granite cover that rested on the floor below it.
“Let me take it and she will live.”
Amor’s eyes darted back to the center of the Hall. Shorran was
holding Amara, a knife pressed against her chest. Her eyes implored
Amor to act, but he saw the weapon and was powerless.
“Let me take it and she will live,” repeated the sage, his words
cold, emotionless.
Still holding Amara at knife point, Shorran gravitated toward
his prize. Amor mirrored his movement, revolving around an invisible fulcrum between them. The sage reached up slowly and lifted
Sailias from the cavity; his eyes never left Amor, the blade never
strayed from Amara’s heart. As he lowered the ancient key, its eyeshaped handle passed in front of his face. Where Shorran’s mouth
and nose and eyes had been, the lens revealed only blackness; an
empty, swirling void.
Fear erupted from Amor. “Let her go!” he demanded. “You have
it now!”
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Shorran lowered the key to his side. His mismatched eyes and
twisted grin were there again. “It’s not enough.”
There was a blinding flash accompanied by an explosion of
sound. Amor fell to his knees, stunned by the burst. Ghostly remnants left by the sudden release of energy swam in his mind like
distant constellations. He tried to open his eyes but could not.
Sightless, Amor began to crawl, feeling his way along the cold
stone floor with the tips of his fingers. If anyone else was still in the
room, they had become silent.
“Amara!” he called.
She didn’t answer.
Amor’s hand touched something soft; the smooth warmth of
skin—first a cheek, then a gentle nose and brow. Fingers probed unsteadily but, even without vision, he recognized her face. The cold
of the stone beneath him was replaced by a wet, pooling warmth.
He reached up and dug at his eyes, trying to force them open,
but they would not budge, the darkness would not abate. There was
a noise to his right. He twisted toward it, almost falling over on the
slick floor. Someone had entered the Hall. He knew it was Miann.
Amor wept.
With each sob he begged the boy to forgive him for his weakness, to absolve him of any blame for Amara’s death. Instead of redemption, he was condemned by his son’s words.
“You let her die!”
Amor jolted awake in his hammock, beads of sweat on his brow. Sitting up, he searched his room with restored sight, heart racing. The
weak torchlight flickered on the uneven walls, casting phantomlike
shadows.
You let her die!
The echoing remnant of his son’s words resounded in his mind.
The nightmare of sleep had been replaced by the nightmare of reality. Amara was dead, she would be forever—only memory could
resurrect her. Amor wondered how many times he would see her,
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cry out for her, and lose her. How many times in the dreadful grip
of a dream would his son’s words impale him with guilt?
You let her die!
I’m sorry, Miann. I should have recognized the danger. In his
mind Amor could see the face of the man who betrayed them, one
whom he had trusted like a brother.
Why?
Only Shorran knew the answer. The betrayal was so absolute,
so unthinkable that it made Amor question his ability to judge others. Why had he seen no signs of treachery in the Faunaran? The
fact that he had been warned that a threat would come made his
remorse all the greater.
Amor stepped from the hammock and crossed to the water basin sitting atop a ledge carved into the wall. Cupping his hands, he
lifted a measure of the cool, clear liquid to his face. As it dripped
from his chin he remembered the words shared at the opening of
the Door two thousand years before. The prophecy’s meaning was
beginning to unravel. He whispered the first two verses to himself:
‘Twice taken it will be,
Once to threaten, once to free.
Found within by one without,
Hope will be the child of doubt.’
Fighting his fatigue, he rested his head in his hands, eyes peeking
through spread fingers.
“Shorran. He is the threat. That means this ‘child of doubt’ must
take the key back…to free us.” He lowered his hands. “But who is he?
And where?”
Amor looked out through the curved doorway of his chamber
where the torch light warmed the granite walkway before surrendering to the darkness. Within. Without.
One of his questions had been answered.
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CHAPTER Three

S

he rested upon a bed made of woven branches; offerings
from the trees nearest Throm, a small sacrifice for one so well
loved. The procession weaved its way to a stand of sugar maples just
south of the Rock. A spring bubbled from the edge of the bluff, feeding a small creek below. Beds of soft grass encircled the trees whose
roots dove deep into the earth. Wild flowers filled the air with their
perfumes, full white clouds drifted across a bright blue sky.
Amor and Miann watched as her body was lowered into the
ground near the tree called Neres.
“I will cradle her in her rest,” said the maple. Amor thanked
him then listened solemnly as the trees sang their hymn of remembrance:
“From the earth, from the earth,
To the earth, to the earth,
We welcome her spirit to rest.
No beginning, no beginning,
No end, no end,
Life is forever possessed.
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To root, trunk, and bough,
She comes to us now,
Like sunlight and water and air,
Never apart—one body, one heart,
Her soul to remain in our care.”
As the hymn was repeated, Amor and Miann reached down and
scooped some soil in their hands. Standing, they let it fall gently
through their fingers.
Looking down at his wife in her earthly bed, Amor remembered
standing on a hill in the Old World looking back at her as she followed in his footsteps. In that moment of despair, her love had melted the icy fear within him. Tears spilled down his cheeks.
“Amara,” he whispered.
As Neres’s roots gently pulled the blanket of soil over her, Miann
reached out and took his father’s hand.
Miann spent the rest of the day alone, exhausted by the multitude
of conflicting emotions that churned within him. He had wept for
his mother, but no more tears would come. Had cursed Shorran,
but the waves of hot anger had ebbed and cooled, coalescing into
a deep pool of helplessness. Neither act had been enough to free
his heart from the relentless pain that gripped it. Neither held the
answer to his question: Why had his mother been taken from him?
Miann could not remember returning to the sanctuary of his
hammock, only the shock of being startled from his troubled sleep
when Cara woke him the next morning with a summons from his
father.
Crossing through the Hall of Clans, his tired eyes were drawn
to the place where his mother had fallen. Amor waited on a bench
against the wall below a narrow opening in the rock face. A slim
wedge of stone, equal to the gap in its dimensions, was on the floor
at his feet. He looked lost in thought.
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“You wanted to see me, Father?” It was easy to understand why
so many thought Miann looked like a younger version of Amor. He
had the same slender face and sad eyes and, though still in his youth,
was already developing his father’s wiry build and broad shoulders.
The only difference was his hair; instead of brown, it was jet black
like his mother’s.
“Yes,” Amor answered. “Sit down, Son.”
Miann complied, the uneasy feeling in his stomach magnified by
the inordinate amount of time that passed before his father spoke
again.
“I need to talk to you about something but I must ask you first
to do something very difficult.” Amor took a deep breath, as if the
effort to form words was exhausting.
“Your mother loved you more than anything, and I know how
much you miss her. We both do. But you must put aside your sadness and your anger so you can help me.”
Miann looked into his father’s pleading eyes. “I’ll try.”
Amor smiled weakly. “Good.” There was another long pause.
“I don’t need to tell you that we are different from the others.
Each of the clans has its gift; the Faunarans speak with the animals,
the Florans the rooted ones, and the Hydrans hear Nayad in the
waves. But we have been blessed with the Three. The brown, the
green, the blue; all are reflected in our eyes. It is a gift that was first
given in the Old World, long before our people came to this one,
longer still before you were born. The harmony of our existence
grants us long life, but with it comes responsibility, especially in
times such as these.
“You should know that I’ve sent the Callers home with two decrees. One asks that the clan lords meet with me here in Throm.
The other is only a hope: that Shorran be captured and the object
he took from here be recovered.” With a turn of his head, Amor
indicated the opening in the wall behind him.
Miann had not known about the secret stashed in the rock and he
couldn’t suppress his curiosity. “What is it and why would he take it?”
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“To answer those questions, you need to know how it was discovered. I must take you back to the beginning, when first we came
upon the Elder. But telling you what happened is not enough.”
Amor’s eyes narrowed in thought. “You need to see everything; the
smallest detail may prove vital.”
The memory rite. Miann knew of his parents’ ability to look into
the minds of others and see their pasts, but they said it could only
be performed when one came of age. Apparently, his father believed
he was ready.
“Memory connects all things in the flow of life. You need only
place your hand on my shoulder and open your mind to see what
I’ve seen.”
Miann did as he was asked.
“Good, now relax. Close your eyes. Enter my thoughts. Look
through my mind’s eye. The flow of life, seek it in me.”
Amor repeated the words. The flow of life, seek it in me.
A strange sensation washed over Miann. It was as if he was entering one of his father’s dreams, only accompanied by his own
consciousness, like being inside Amor’s mind and watching him
at the same time. An image resolved before him. He was standing
at the center of a grassy clearing, in another world, two thousand
years in the past…
Amor’s stare was fixed on the ancient tree. Before he knew what was
happening, his mind was being bombarded with images. They were
coming from the oak as it searched the archives of its protracted
memory. Like viewing a rapid succession of flashing pictures, Amor
could see how the peninsula had changed, the countless centuries
moving in waves like the rising and falling surface of the nearby lake.
He saw plants and animals as they were born, grew, and died, absorbed by the land and water. Amor knew he was looking into the
depths of time, so deep that he could not wholly comprehend the
length of such a life. At the same time, he could feel the tree searching
his past, probing every moment of his existence, verifying his identity.
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“You knew we would come?”
“Yes,” replied the oak, his voice deep and powerful. “They told
me.”
“Who are they?” asked Amara.
The tree rumbled, picturing the faces of long ago. “The Ancient
Ones,” he said. “They were here when I was young. The Ancient
Ones saw the coming of the ages and they saw you.”
“How could they know we would come and why would they
care?” Shorran’s curiosity had overcome his fear.
Eon’s voice rumbled again, the ground shaking in concert with
it. “The Ancients knew many things that fall far from my branches.
They saw what was to come or at least what could come. I do not
know how. Hmmm…” The old oak groaned in thought. “As to why
they concerned themselves with the plight of others so far distant
to themselves, I can only conclude based on their fears.”
“Fears? What fears could such a race have?” asked Shorran.
“Those who could see the future would be immune to any threat.”
The ground under the sage’s feet quaked violently. “That is not
true! Just because the future is known does not mean one is protected from it. Those who can see what is to come are blessed only
with a choice. They may face it or flee from it. Hmmm…But fear
still lives as long as the threat lives. A people of peace must always
be aware of that which can destroy them.”
“So these Ancients fled just as we do?” asked Amor.
“Yes,” replied the tree. “They found a way to escape and left their
legacy to you.”
“But there’s no where to go,” said Amara, looking first at Eon
then to the trees in back of him. “There’s no route left for us to take.
The spirit of our world fades, and we are trapped.”
“Oh, but there is,” said the Elder. “There is one last path upon
which you may travel. The Ancients created it and left me to be its
keeper.”
“What route do you speak of?” asked Amor. “I see none.”
“Patience!” boomed the oak. “There is still time, but I must first
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speak the words of the prophets: those who stood here long ago to
offer you hope.”
“They left a message?” asked Shorran. “For what purpose?”
“The purpose is unknown to me just as the meaning of the
words remains a puzzle that only time may piece together,” said
Eon. “Hmmm…I have dwelled on them for many centuries without as much as a hint of their significance. I believe only the future
holds the answer.
“Listen carefully and remember, for what I tell you may weigh
heavily upon you and those who follow. This is the gift of the Ancients.”
The oak was silent for a moment as he reached into his vast
memory. Then, with a hollow groan, he began,
“Twice taken it will be,
Once to threaten, once to free.
Found within by one without,
Hope will be the child of doubt.
No thing of Erla can pierce the shell,
Where darkness and betrayal dwell.
Evil reigns if you fail to see,
The soul’s window weeping through the key.”
Amara tilted her head back and closed her eyes, Amor looked at
the ground, and Shorran mouthed the verses silently to himself. The
three concentrated hard until the lines were committed to memory.
“Does it mean anything to you?” Amara asked her husband.
Amor shook his head. “No, I know nothing of these words.”
“They present more questions than answers,” said Shorran.
“Plain speech would have been more helpful than riddles.”
“Do not question the wisdom of the Ancients!” thundered Eon.
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“They are your saviors!” Shorran stiffened at the forceful rebuke.
“For that we are thankful,” offered Amor, “but time grows short
and we need to know how our people are to be saved.”
“Yes, this world will soon sleep and even I will become silent like
the rest,” said the Elder. “You must be on your way, but first you will
need the key.”
“‘The key?’ What do you mean?” asked Amara.
Eon rumbled again, realizing his error. “Oh, yes, I forgot, you are
a people without knowledge of such things. Hmmm…A key is an
object which opens a door, a pathway to another place.” His voice
boomed loudly. “The Door is me!”
“What do you mean, Elder?” asked Amor. “Are you not what you
appear to be?”
A reverberation emerged from deep within the oak, what could
only be interpreted as a giggle. “I am the Elder but I am also the
Door. Beyond me is Erla, your new home, a world separate from this
one. You need only open me to enter it.”
“How is such a thing possible? What key do you speak of?” asked
Shorran.
“Walk to the tip of the peninsula,” Eon ordered. “When you
reach the water’s edge, look down. Sailias will look back at you.” The
tree rumbled with apparent humor. It was clear that he was enjoying this moment, one he had waited long for.
Amor nodded at Shorran. “We’ll stay here. Go quickly.”
Some time passed before Shorran returned. As the sage stepped
through the ring of trees into the clearing, Amor and Amara fixed
their eyes on the wet piece of wood in his hands.
“Is this the key you spoke of, Elder?” asked Amor.
“Yes, this is Sailias. Hmmm…This is the key to the Door…to me.”
“What do we do with it?” asked Amara.
“In a moment I will tell you, but first you must swear to keep the
key’s existence a secret. Sailias must stay in your possession.” Eon’s
tone was ominous. “It is an object that requires protection.”
“You have our word, Elder,” said Amor, solemnly. “No one else
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will know of it.” He looked at Amara and Shorran to confirm the vow.
“Hmmm…Very well,” said Eon. “Bring the key toward me.”
Nervously, Shorran approached the tree.
“Hold it by its eye handle firmly,” the Elder instructed. “The lock
is at my core. The opening in my trunk is where it is accessed. When
I tell you to, insert its end into the lock and turn it one full revolution. Either direction will accomplish the task. Once this has been
done, remove it. There will be a flash of light when I am opened. I
tell you this now so you won’t be frightened. Hmmm…It takes a
great deal of power to lock a Door between worlds and that power
will be released. Do you understand these instructions?”
Shorran nodded with a quick jerking motion.
“Then it is time to open me!” bellowed the tree. “Begin!”
Beads of sweat cascaded down Shorran’s forehead, a droplet
hung precariously from the tip of his nose. The pupils in his mismatched eyes swelled as his pulse quickened. He widened his stance
and pushed the key in.
He turned it slowly and Sailias’s eye flipped as the shaft rotated
in the lock.
“The turn is complete,” said Amor. “Remove it.”
As Shorran pulled Sailias out, a wave of intense light erupted
from the tree toward the key producing a deafening sound—a localized, high pitched explosion. Stunned by its intensity, the sage froze
in terror.
“You have not been harmed!” boomed Eon. “The Door has been
opened! The worlds are joined!
“Hmmm…Your people have heard and come to your aid. Be
ready for them…”
Eon’s words trailed off into nothingness as Amor’s memory of that
day faded. Miann wanted desperately to remain there with his
mother but her image evaporated before him. He was returned to
his world, his time, back to his seat in the Hall of Clans.
“We’ll see her again,” said Amor. “Our memories remain.”
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Tears spilled from Miann’s eyes. “It’s not enough.”
It’s not enough. Amor sighed at hearing those words again. “It’s
all we have.”
He stood and turned, looking at the cavity in the wall. “This
morning I received word from Eon: the Door has been opened, the
power that separated the worlds has been returned to the key again.
Shorran killed your mother to possess Sailias. I don’t know what
his intentions are, but if he somehow finds a way to unleash its full
power, we are doomed.”
“Then we have to take the key back before he does,” said Miann.
“Yes, and I think I know the way. The prophecy that Eon shared
with us provides the answer. The key will be ‘found within by one
without.’ Only one from the Old World can retrieve Sailias. I don’t
know who the ‘child of doubt’ will be but the Ancients saw him long
ago and knew he could help us in our time of need.”
He placed his hands on Miann’s shoulders. “I want you to bring
the Finder here.”
“You mean…I must go through the Door?”
Amor could feel his son’s fear. “Yes, but I’d never send you anywhere near it without protection. You will seek out Oris of the
Chrysos and Kamatz of the Nuruth to ask for their help. I would
trust them to keep you safe.”
Chrysos! Nuruth! Miann couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“W…When do you want me to leave?”
“Tomorrow. The Tarpan will meet you east of the Galloping River. You’ll need their help to get to the Tower. And this to summon
the eagles.”
Amor reached behind the bench and produced a slender wooden
horn the length of his forearm. On it were intricate carvings of eagles in flight, spiraling from mouthpiece to bell.
“I had it made when I released Oris from his duty as protector of
Throm. He insisted that I have the means to call him, should ever
the need arise.”
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Miann examined the instrument. It looked too delicate to produce a sound loud enough to be heard from afar.
“It has a very distinct voice,” said Amor. “A sound the eagles said
they’d never forget. Try it.”
The boy brought the mouthpiece to his lips and blew. The result
was an undignified, hollow burp.
“Tighten your lips,” instructed Amor, puckering his own to demonstrate, “and blow harder.”
Miann tried again. This time the result was very different; the air
from his lungs exploded from the instrument filling the hall with
sound, like a hundred trumpeting swans calling out together.
“Much better! Even high up the Tower the eagles are sure to hear
you.”
Amor went on to describe the Chrysos in great detail, their habits and mannerisms, traits and behaviors.
“They value duty and honor above all. If they see those qualities
in you, you can be sure of their respect and allegiance. They are
noble creatures and Oris is their king, the greatest among them.
Always display humility in his presence.”
“I will,” promised Miann.
“Good, now let’s talk of the Nuruth.” Amor thought for a moment. “The wolves are a more mysterious lot, secretive and silent in
their ways. They were last seen by the Faunarans in the early days
and I have much less knowledge of them except to say that they also
follow a strict code.
“They are led by Kamatz, the Black, and call the hills south of the
Molon home. The hard part will be finding them; they are forever
on the move. Your search will depend on Oris’s eyes and your own
instincts.”
Miann was realizing just how demanding his task was going
to be. The Aquila range and the Nuruth Hills were vast areas unknown to him, the Chrysos and Nuruth creatures of legend—far
removed from his limited experience.
“I’ll do the best I can,” he said feebly.
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“I’m sorry for asking so much, Miann, but you’re the only one
I dare trust. I would go myself, but the clans will need me here.”
Amor caressed the back of his son’s neck. “You look tired. Get some
rest. I’ll gather the supplies for your journey.”
His father was right; Miann was tired and felt like he had the
weight of the world on his shoulders. In a way, he did. As he started
to leave, a question occurred to him. Without turning, he stopped
in the archway.
“Do you think the Ancients knew that Mother would die?”
Amor was caught off guard by the question.
“There’s no way to know what the prophets saw.”
Miann considered the answer then walked on.
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iann felt cheated by the speed of the night’s passing—
a flash of dreamless sleep that left him begging for more
rest—but thoughts of the task that lay ahead of him this day forced
him from his hammock.
At the Rock’s lower level, he found Cara preparing breakfast. She
had set aside an apple, a handful of raspberries and a piece of fresh
bread, and was tending to a rainbow trout sizzling above the fire.
Such a breakfast was out of the ordinary, the kind only enjoyed on
very special occasions. Miann knew that her efforts were for him.
“I hope you’re hungry, Miann,” said the gentle Faunaran, smiling. “It’s not every day that we have fresh trout. Bolan caught it this
morning.”
“I must thank him,” said Miann, taking a seat beside the fire pit.
Cara lifted the wooden skewer and slid the fish onto a broad
green basswood leaf. “It’s hot,” she warned.
“Thank you, Nayad, for your blessing,” whispered Miann, as he
pulled pieces of tender white flesh from the crisp, charred skin and
ate. Only a few days before, the delicacy would have had his taste
buds dancing in delight. But today, there was no enjoyment in it; he
could only pretend for Cara’s sake.
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“Are you alright?” she asked, with a tenderness that reminded
him of his mother. It was like a weight slamming against his chest.
He clenched his jaw, fighting back the sudden urge to cry.
“I’m okay,” he lied.
After breakfast Miann returned to his room where he changed
into a new kuana cloak his mother had made for him. The unique
properties of its weave made the garment ideal for travel over long
distances and it could be worn in any season. In the warmer valleys
the cloak would breathe and allow Miann to remain cool, and in the
highlands the threads would constrict holding in heat.
Stepping from his room, Miann descended the Rock’s chiseled
steps to join his father waiting for him below.
“I’ll walk a while with you,” Amor said, lifting Miann’s pack to
his shoulder.
In the bag was more than a week’s ration of dried aurochs meat,
fruit and bread, a full water skin, a pair of moccasins for mountain
travel, a fire stick and stone, and the wooden horn Miann would
need to announce his presence at the Tower. A rolled blanket was
tied to the bag and a thin twist of rope acted as its strap.
Little was said between father and son as they walked through
the forest that surrounded Throm. Approaching a field of long grass,
Amor touched his son’s shoulder, gesturing for him to crouch low.
Atop a knoll rising out of the meadow stood a large bull aurochs,
a giant wild ox. A pair of formidable forward facing horns adorned
his huge head which he shook back and forth angrily. The muscles
of his black neck glistened as he protested Amor and Miann’s proximity to his herd. With shoulders higher than Amor was tall, he was
not to be trifled with. It was rare that aurochs attacked but when
they did, the risk of being gored or trampled to death was real.
Amor stared at the grass, his eyes—now brown—focused inward. “He thinks we wish him harm, and won’t believe otherwise.
We’ll give him a wide berth.”
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With a gentle pull on his son’s shoulder, Amor led Miann around
the bull, making sure to stay low. They could see the rest of the
herd now; ten cows and five calves, all reddish in color. Although
large, the females were noticeably smaller than the enormous male
watching over them.
“He’s a big one,” said Amor. “If we’d gotten any closer, he’d have
chased us down.”
“He thought we were hunting,” said Miann, having also sensed
the bull’s unease.
“The aurochs needn’t fear that until the cool season. Only the
Chrysos and Nuruth hunt them now and they’re far to the east.”
And I’m going to meet them. Miann looked back at the massive
animal and wondered if he was ready for such an encounter.
Miann and his father walked on through the rest of the morning. It was midday when they arrived at an isolated stand of sumac stranded like an island in a sea of long, twisted grass. One of
the trees had a dead branch hanging limp from its narrow trunk.
Amor’s eyes turned a leafy green as he reached for the broken
limb.
“May I take this for my son,” he asked the tree, “to help him on
his way?”
“It will serve him better than it does me,” replied the sumac in
its silky voice.
Amor gripped the thin bough tightly and in one quick twist
snapped it loose. Inspecting the silvery branch in his hands, he explained his purpose for removing it.
“In the Old World I walked with a sumac staff until we came
upon the Elder. I think it was good luck. Here, keep it with you until
you meet the Tarpan.” He handed the staff to Miann and smiled.
“This is as far I go, Son. The Flatlands are a two days’ walk from
here. Keep the sun at your back until evening, in the morning let it
be your guide. When you get there, watch for the horses.” He pulled
the kuana sack from his shoulder and handed it to the boy.
Miann took a deep breath. “Good bye, Father.”
36

Eon’s Door

Amor pressed his hand to the side of Miann’s face. “I’m proud of
you. Remember that. Find Oris and stay safe.”
Miann turned and began to walk, his legs suddenly heavy and
awkward, as if with each labored step they were begging him to
stop and go back. Resisting the urge to surrender to his fear, the boy
plodded on, concentrating on the simple act of putting one foot in
front of the other. Before entering a copse of cedar and hemlock, he
turned to wave to his father but Amor was already gone. How long
before I see him again? How long before I’m home?
The trees spoke to Miann in quiet whispers, guiding him on his
way. As the sunlight faded, he emerged from the eastern edge of the
sparse wood. It would take another day of walking along the River
of Jewels before he would encounter the Flatlands, the home of the
Tarpan. He decided to camp by the river and continue on the next
day.
It was his first night alone outside Throm’s forest and he was
both excited and scared. After starting a fire, he ate some bread and
an apple, drank from his water skin and then settled under his blanket. At first he could not relax, but, looking up at a sky filled with
stars, fatigue soon won the battle with his nerves and he drifted off
to sleep.
As morning broke, he took a bite of aurochs meat, smothered the
glowing embers of his fire, and rolled up his blanket. After refilling
his water skin, he was off, following the river until it disappeared at
its source; a small outcrop on the side of a gently sloping hill. There,
the high grasses and shrubs gave way to shorter, featureless savannah.
The Flatlands was just as his father described: immense, like a
sea of dull yellow that spread out to the horizon. It was a considerable barrier to any traveler, especially one on foot with limited
resources. Without the help of the horses, Miann could expect to
spend more than ten days crossing the barren terrain, beyond the
limit of his food and water.
Miann waited, searching the horizon for a sign of the hoofed no37
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mads but there was none. Then, to the southeast, the distant land’s
profile began to change; it seemed to grow thicker. With time, Miann could make out objects coming closer under a cloud of dust. To
his relief, he had not been forgotten.
Soon it was possible to distinguish individual horses as they trotted toward him. There were at least thirty in the herd; most were
smoky grey in color but some were of a more golden hue. All had
thick, semi-erect manes and long hanging tails. Miann was surprised at their small size; on average they were not much taller than
him. Their thick necks and large heads seemed too big for their
stocky bodies but they were muscular and strong.
The herd stopped in front of Miann. Many of the horses dropped
their heads and stuck out their noses to test the air, looking curiously at the boy before them. One of the horses, a mare, broke free
of the herd and approached. Long strands of her mane hung between her ears down to her eyes. When she was within an arm’s
reach from Miann, she planted her rough black hooves firmly on
the wilted grass.
“Are you the son of Amor?” she asked in a mellow, melodious
voice.
“Yes,” he replied.
The mare turned her large head and shook it up and down, signaling the herd behind her. The other horses whinnied and nodded
back, then turned away to the north. Soon they were at a steady trot
and moving away quickly.
Miann looked on, confused. “They’re leaving you?”
“I’ll meet up with them later. I’m your escort to the hills. My
name is Legna.”
“I’m Miann.”
“Why do you wish to go east? What will you do there?” asked
the horse.
“I need to see someone,” answered Miann, caught off guard by
the questions.
“Who waits for you in the high places?”
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Miann was discreet. “I wish only for help in getting to the mountains.”
Legna appeared agitated. “Your father has been a friend to the
Tarpan but we are no one’s pet. If you want help, I must know where
we’re going and why.” The mare stamped the ground with a heavy
thud.
Surprised at the stubbornness of the horse and realizing his dependence upon her, Miann reluctantly answered the question. “I
must see Lord Oris at the Molon Tower. It’s very important.”
The mare lifted her head quickly as if startled by something at
her feet, a breath rumbled from her lips. “I’ll take you to the Hills to
the Sky but no further. I will not enter the eagle realm!”
“Why do you fear the Chrysos?” asked Miann, alarmed by Legna’s caution.
“More than once I’ve seen them hunt aurochs—from a safe distance, of course. They are terrible creatures and I don’t trust them.”
She added, bluntly, “I refuse to become a meal.”
The Tarpan’s fear of the Chrysos did not encourage Miann; he
would have to meet the eagles face to face. He hoped his father’s
trust in them was well earned.
“Alright,” he said, accepting the offer. “If you could take me to
the hills, I’ll go the rest of the way myself.” Legna nodded her agreement and welcomed Miann to ride upon her. He tossed his staff to
the ground, hoping he had not cast his luck away with it.
Before moving, the horse offered a warning to him: “Keep an eye
out as we move—especially to the south. Before coming here, we
were north of the great river. We saw something there.” The mare
turned her head and looked back at Miann, her large black eye unblinking. “At first we thought they were Chrysos and were surprised
to see them so far from the Tower. But as they got closer, we could
tell they were not eagles. They were very large and circled high
overhead like vultures looking for carrion. We came north quickly
and didn’t see them again. Strange things are happening. Be wary.”
Now more nervous than before, Miann promised to be vigilant
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as he rode. “I’ll watch for anything out of the ordinary,” he said
holding tight to Legna’s thick mane.
The mare started off at a walk then graduated to a trot. As she
increased her speed to a steady gallop, Miann offered a suggestion
his father had given him about the route he should take. The horse
came to a sliding stop; Miann barely avoided being thrown from
her back.
“You ride, I’ll decide our route!” snapped the horse. “A Tarpan
does not like to be told where to go.”
“I’m sorry, Legna,” said Miann. “I was only trying to help. Please
take whatever route you think best.” The mare began her trot again,
with Miann holding on a little tighter than before.
For over two days, Legna carried him east. Miann was so sore
from riding that he could hardly move his legs. Standing was painful but walking was excruciating. He wondered if the ache would
ever ease. Each evening was the same; he made camp but the lack
of wood made a fire impossible. To conserve his supplies, he ate and
drank as little as he needed then wrapped himself up in his blanket
to sleep. Legna had her own routine, grazing through the twilight
hours on what little scrub she could find before tucking her legs under her to rest until morning. She was up and grazing again before
Miann woke. As soon as he was ready, they were off again.
The landscape was changing. Snow capped peaks could be seen
in the east and the temperature dropped as they began their gradual climb in that direction. Miann’s feet were feeling the cold and
he found it necessary to don his moccasins. Legna was unaffected
by the change; her thick coat and sturdy hooves were more than
enough insulation against the elements. They were entering the region known as the Hills to the Sky, a sequence of rising slopes that
met the first wall of mountains that defined the outer limit of the
Aquila Range. The hills were even more barren than the Flatlands
and a great deal more treacherous. Often what appeared to be a
rounded incline turned out to be a dangerous precipice that fell
off suddenly to a bed of rock or crumbled earth far below. If not
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for Legna’s surefootedness, the horse and rider might have blindly
fallen to their deaths.
As the sun fell in the west and the third day approached its
end, so too did Legna and Miann edge closer to the peaks of the
eastern range. When dusk came, the two made their last camp
together. Legna told Miann that she could go no farther; in the
morning she would start back toward the Flatlands and eventually
join her herd.
With the sunrise, Miann woke to see the horse grazing on the
few bits of vegetation that could be found on the rocky knolls. When
Legna noticed Miann was awake, she walked back to him.
“I thought you might have started out already,” said Miann, rolling his blanket.
“I wanted to see you off,” replied the horse, “and there are some
things I can tell you about the mountain route that might help
speed your progress.”
“What if I don’t like being told where to go?” Miann smiled, playfully mocking his new friend.
The horse neighed softly. “I won’t tell you where to go, but I’ll
offer you a suggestion. From where we stand now, there is a path
heading due east. It is called the Tower Pass for it leads directly to
Mount Molon and offers the fewest obstacles to a traveler. It will
shorten your trip considerably. But be careful, it’s easy to lose the
trail. You can see the Tower from here, the peak higher than all the
others. Keep your eye on it and let it guide you.”
“Thank you,” said Miann. “I’ll take your advice.”
“There is also the chance that you may meet aurochs on your
way. They can be nasty, especially if you surprise them.”
Miann remembered the encounter he and his father had with
the bull east of Throm. “I’ll be careful,” he promised.
Before Legna departed, she gave her characteristic nod. “I hope
you know what you’re doing, Miann. The Chrysos are not to be
trifled with. If they don’t honor your people as they once did, then…
I may regret bringing you here.”
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“Father is sure that the Chrysos remain our friends. I’ll be safe
with them, Legna. And thank you.”
With that, the horse turned and began to walk back across the
rocky hills and out of sight. Miann picked up his sack and blanket
and started in the opposite direction.
The mountain seemed tantalizingly near but Miann realized that
distances among the huge peaks were deceptive; there was still a long
way to go and the climb was getting more difficult with every step.
After another day of travel toward the great spire, Miann was
exhausted. He plodded on through the high altitude’s thinning air,
laboring to breathe and move. His chest was on fire and his muscles
ached. It was also getting very cold and the kuana cloak, although
effective at lesser extremes, was not coping well with the frigidness.
With his hands tucked up in his sleeves, Miann trudged on until all
light was blocked by the peaks. He then made what he hoped would
be his last camp, eating what little food he had left, all the while
trying to stay warm. Lying next to the small fire he had started with
scraps of wood from a nearby slope, his sleep was ragged and shallow, the cold of the ground seeping into his back like icy fingers.
As dawn broke, Miann forced himself to move on and a short
time later was surprised and elated to be standing at the foot of the
great mountain. The walls of the Tower glistened with ice in the
morning sun, rising up and up until they sliced through the clouds.
Just below the foggy-white mist, he could see dark specks in the sky,
shadows tracking them along the sheer rock face.
With a great deal of effort, he pulled himself up onto a large
granite slab and steadied his slight frame, as if bracing for an impact. He blew into his hands to warm them. Removing the sack
from his shoulder and setting it on the rock at his feet, he withdrew
the slender wooden horn. With a draw of breath, made difficult by
the burning in his lungs, he raised the instrument to his pursed lips
and blew.
The horn’s sound pierced the air and echoed between the Tower
and the surrounding peaks, its musical message rising to escape the
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confines of the valley. Miann could see more shapes emerge from
what was evidently an opening in the high cliff wall. The forms
grew larger and larger as they circled down from above.
Miann watched with awe as the eagles approached. He had
dreamt of this moment since the first time his father told him of
the great raptors, but the reality of it surpassed anything his imagination could create. Although the Chrysos had once protected
Throm, they had long since become isolated and secretive, content
to roam the skies of the Aquila Range, never venturing beyond the
peaks. Their exploits in the skies, their incredible strength and skill
as hunters and fighters, and their fierce loyalty was the stuff of legend. Now, standing at the foot of the great mountain which was
their home, Miann found himself fidgeting nervously as he awaited
the eagles’ imminent arrival.
The first thing he noticed as the raptors approached was their
immense size and, the closer they came, the easier it was for Miann
to hear the powerful beats that propelled them. Three of the birds
broke from the main group, spiraling to earth with amazing speed
while the others caught updrafts and continued to circle above, focusing intently on the boy with vision many times more powerful
than his.
In a last burst of wing beats, the three raptors leaned their great
bodies backward, thrust out their huge feet—covered with what
looked like golden reptile skin—and landed on the rock directly in
front of Miann. Their talons made scraping sounds on the stone
surface as they steadied themselves. Folding back their wings, with
curved beaks agape, they lowered their heads, eyes blinking, to examine the stranger.
“It’s been a long time since we’ve heard the horn,” said the eagle
standing in the center. “I am Haman of the Chrysos. Who summons us?”
“I am Miann, son of Amor, come to seek the help of Lord Oris.”
Miann spoke as confidently as he could, looking up at the massive
bird of prey.
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“For what do you need our lord’s help?” Haman’s head jerked to
the side, his golden eyes blinked with intense interest.
Even though he was intimidated by the eagle’s size and fierce
demeanor, Miann managed to speak calmly and clearly. “Our world
is threatened by the actions of one. Amara, my mother, has been
murdered.”
The eagles blinked wildly, their heads jerked back and forth,
screeches erupted from their throats.
“We knew your mother,” said Haman, “and we mourn your loss.”
The eagle lowered his head toward Miann. “Who did this?”
“Shorran.”
The great birds reacted as they had before, eyes blinking, heads
jerking, and beaks open.
“There’s something else,” added Miann. “The sage has stolen
something. My father has asked me to seek the help of your lord to
get it back. I must see Oris.”
“I’ll take you to him,” said Haman. “I’m sure he will help, if he
can. But it is the time of our Flaring. My lord’s duties to the aerie
must take precedence over all. I’ll let him explain.”
Miann picked up his pack and stepped to the edge of the boulder. Haman tilted his head, puzzled by the boy’s actions.
“You may hug the land if you wish, but it’s a long way and the
route is difficult. I can get you there much faster.” The giant eagle
lowered his head, offering his neck covered in dark brown feathers
the size of paddles. “Get on my back and hold tight. You’ll enter the
Tower as the son of Amor should.”
Miann pulled himself on to Haman’s back and held firmly to his
neck. The feathers had an oily texture but were as strong as kuana rope. The take-off was swift, the back draft of Haman’s beating
wings blew Miann’s hair forward into his face but he dared not lift
a hand to remove it.
Soon the boulder they had been standing on appeared as a tiny
pebble below. The other eagles screeched above them, calling ahead
to the aerie, relaying the news of the visitor. As they approached
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a ledge more than half way up the Tower, Haman released a loud,
high pitched call that startled his passenger.
Miann could see a wide arcing hole in the rock. An eagle stood
on each side of it, returning Haman’s call as he passed. Upon entering the Tower, Miann noticed that the cavern retained some light.
A strange property of the minerals in the rock walls produced a
lamp-like glow making it easy to see into the mountain’s interior.
There was little in the way of adornment in the corridor. Large
piles of branches and sticks, twisted and bound together, were on
the floor next the walls. Miann noticed the intensity of the light in
the passageway seemed to increase the farther they went inside. So,
too, did the volume of sound made by Haman’s beating wings.
The two eagles in the lead rounded a corner into a large room,
each swooping to the left and out of sight. Haman, with Miann
aboard, turned swiftly to enter the same space, a cathedral-like hall.
The walls glowed with high concentrations of the same minerals
that illuminated the entrance and hallways. Above were bright stalactites that hung like spears pointed at the floor.
At the far end of the room, Haman landed in front of a rough
stone column lying on its side; the escorts were already waiting,
standing on the floor to each side of it. Haman lowered his head and
Miann stepped down to stand in front of the toppled cylinder, its
diameter reaching from the floor to his shoulders.
From a doorway in back of the hall came another eagle, larger
than the others. Miann could see scars on the great bird’s face and
he had a tuft of feathers that rose like a crown from the top of his
head. His breast was muscular and broad, but it was his eyes that
were most striking; they were of the brightest gold with what looked
like countless shimmering facets streaming out from shining black
pupils.
The eagle hopped up on the prone cylinder, long black talons
gripping the stone like curved daggers. He stared down at Miann
with a mix of sternness and curiosity.
“Who summons my aerie from the Tower?”
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Haman blinked uneasily. “My lord, it is Miann, son of Amor. He
seeks your help in the gravest of times.”
“Is it true? Amor’s son?” Oris lowered his head toward Miann,
his golden eyes focusing on the boy. “Why have you come?”
Miann looked up at the eagle king as he spoke, his words coming slowly. Again he related the details of his mother’s death and
Shorran’s betrayal. “Lord Oris, something terrible has happened...”
Miann told Oris everything and watched as the eagle king’s response turned from shock to anger. Oris had been Amor’s loyal
friend, ensuring the safety of those who called Throm home. Amor
worried about the threat that the Ancients’ prophecy had promised
and gratefully accepted the protection of the Chrysos, Oris being
their leader even then. There was great respect between the two and
their relationship grew strong over time.
But the threat that Amor feared never materialized. After a
thousand years without incident, he decided that Throm no longer
needed the protection of the eagles and honorably dismissed Oris
and his aerie from their duties.
From that day, Oris worried that the unnamed menace that
Amor feared would come in his absence, and Miann sensed the
eagle’s regret at not being in Throm to protect Amara. Loyalty and
honor, above all else, governed the eagle code. Although he could in
no way be held responsible for what had happened, Miann could tell
that the Chrysos king believed he had failed his friends.
“This key, this Sailias, Shorran has used it already?”
“Yes, the Door has been opened.” Miann paused, thinking of
what Legna had told him before they parted. “And I think he’s using
its power. Large winged creatures have been seen in the skies north
of the Molon.”
Oris rotated his head with beak agape and tongue exposed. His
golden eyes blinked wildly. “In the skies? They will answer to the
Chrysos!”
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CHAPTER five

Z

eleth had only been away from the Rock for two days
and already he missed his wife and son terribly. As the Floran
Caller, this was the first time he had been sent by Amor to RienLos
with a message for his people, and not having his family with him
felt strange. Being the envoy to Throm was not a role his wife, Polina,
wanted him to take but Zeleth, ambitious and determined, thought
the position would improve his chances of someday becoming clan
lord after Vinel. The experience turned out to be much more rewarding than he had hoped, but not in the way he had anticipated.
Amor and Amara were gracious hosts, caring and judicious,
never arrogant or proud. Living with them changed the Floran for
the better. Ambition gave way to contentment and determination
fermented into wisdom. In short, his time in Throm made Zeleth a
better man. Living at the Rock had also allowed him to meet people
like Trest and he couldn’t help but worry about his friend.
They had parted more than a day before, after passing through
the southern reaches of Throm’s forest. With a much shorter distance to cover than his Faunaran counterpart—the outer limit of
RienLos being a mere two days’ travel from the Rock—and with
nothing in his path but the narrow and passive Green River, Zele47
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th’s expedition had been easy. Trest, on the other hand, would need
to walk more than twice as far to reach the home of his clan.
The two had met twenty years earlier when Trest had first come
to Throm from RienFor as Caller, his clan’s choice as envoy. Zeleth
bonded with the younger Faunaran and their friendship grew. From
that first meeting, each had been curious about the other’s beliefs,
culture, and perspectives on the world. Zeleth marveled at his new
friend’s knowledge of wildlife, and listened with amazement to
Trest’s stories of his encounters with animals. Likewise, Trest was
impressed by the depth of consciousness his Floran counterpart
possessed. The plants—the grasses, the flowers, the trees—were always there speaking to him of events both near and far, their roots
a tangled web of communication lines buzzing with news.
It was early afternoon when Zeleth arrived at the border of
his forest home. RienLos spanned the horizon as far as the Floran’s green eyes could see; a deep and expansive wall of foliage that
seemed to have no end. Taking one last look back at the rolling
fields of grass, he stepped through the barrier of twisted branches
and leaves and entered the vast wooded realm.
He was completely at ease among the trees. Stepping between
trickles of sunlight that spilled down through windows in the canopy to play on the leafy floor below, he found a patch of grass between two stands of cedars on which to rest. Long shoots fell over
his body covering him with a quilt of warm green, and the cedars
arched their branches to shade his eyes from shafts of light that
pierced the tree tops above.
Tiny quakes and ripples of his eyelids betrayed the activity of his
sleep. Images danced in his mind, landscapes and wildlife and faces.
He saw Trest and the events of the last two days, memories being
revisited in his subconscious. But the dreams he experienced were
not all his own. There was the taste of cold spring water, the warm
light of the sun in a turquoise sky, the gentle caress of a breeze
high above the forest floor. Animals appeared in rapid succession;
a scampering squirrel, a flitting wren, the cautious movement of a
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lynx. He could see places near and far; the great lakes to the south,
the grasslands to the east, the golden plains of the north—the sensation of being in many places at once. The Floran was sharing in the
dreams of the trees, the feeling one of comfort and peace, a blissful
reverie. But far off, almost inaudible, a frightened voice called out.
Zeleth could barely hear the distant cry.
Another terrified voice joined the first.
Then another.
The chorus grew, spreading like wildfire, consuming the calm of
the forest, exploding in Zeleth’s mind. The placid dream had been
transformed into a menacing nightmare, his pulse quickened and
droplets of perspiration pooled on his forehead.
“They are coming!” screamed the trees.
The promise of imminent doom washed over the young Floran, jolting him awake. Jumping to his feet, he tried to combat the
countless cries ringing in his head.
“Stop! Who’s coming? What frightens you so?”
Just as before, thousands of voices called out at once making it
impossible to decipher any single response. In an attempt to stem
the chaos, Zeleth reached out to a large silver aspen next to him.
“Tell me what is happening.” But the noise of the forest overpowered his senses and smothered the tree’s response.
“There are too many of you. I can’t understand,” protested Zeleth.
Immediately, a number of voices fell silent and, gradually, fewer
and fewer could be heard. Instead of competing with each other, the
trees worked together to send a single message, allowing the one to
speak for the many.
“We are near the lake,” said the aspen. “They come from RienFor.
The grasses and the reeds are warning us!”
“What is it? Who’s coming?”
As the Floran awaited an answer, another voice intervened.
“Silence, you fools!”
The force of the words rocked Zeleth’s brain. Stunned, he reached
out for the source.
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“Who—”
“No more words! Come to me!”
Immediately the branches of the trees in front of the Floran
moved apart, opening a path toward the southwest. Cautiously eyeing the course set out for him, Zeleth heard a whisper—barely audible—coming from a delicate patch of emerald-green moss growing
on a decaying log near his feet.
“Don’t be afraid. She waits for you.”
Reluctantly, the Floran moved in the direction of the flattened
vegetation and arching trees, wondering who had the authority to
summon him in such a way. Realizing the answer, he quickened his
pace.
Era, the Guardian of RienLos, was something of an enigma. For
two thousand years, whether by some enchantment of her own devise or in concert with the trees that surrounded her, the ubiquitous
sentinel had remained hidden from the Florans. Connected to all
things rooted in the forest, she was RienLos’s custodian, matriarch,
and defender. Zeleth could feel the great oak’s presence growing
stronger as he continued toward the forest’s center. It was as if she
was beside him, watching and listening through others—the trees,
the flowers, the grasses he passed.
The trail ended at the base of a hill. Zeleth climbed the slope,
arriving at a ring of massive pillar-like trees. The trunks of the
huge maples grew so close together that it was impossible to pass
through them. High above, their limbs and branches meshed and
overlapped; it was impossible to tell where one tree ended and another began.
Walking alongside the line of hardwoods, he searched for a gap
big enough for his body to slip through but grew frustrated at his
failure to see an entryway through the wall. Deciding to turn around
and try his luck in the other direction, he noticed an opening that
he was sure had not been there a moment before. He turned sideways, arms by his side, and squeezed through the narrow breach.
It was a tight fit but he came out with only a few scratches where
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the skin of his chest and back rubbed against the rough bark of
the trees. Still facing sideways as he emerged, he could see that the
large maples that formed the barrier continued on, creating a broad
circular wall on the perimeter of the hill. Turning to look forward
again, Zeleth saw something that astonished him. It was a tree so
immense in both height and girth that he questioned the honesty
of his own eyes. The oak was at least twice the height of the tallest
tree he had yet seen in the forest; no pine, redwood, or sequoia was
comparable. Even the massive maples he had just walked through
were dwarfed by it.
At the great tree’s base, colossal roots as thick as Zeleth was tall
ran along the surface of the ground curving down into the soil’s
dark depths. Thick brown bark full of crevices and fissures formed
the mammoth oak’s skin making its trunk appear like a broad wall
of chiseled stone, a monolith topped with a pinnacle of arching
limbs saturated with bright green leaves. Even for one who had lived
centuries in RienLos amongst all the wonders the forest offered, the
sight of Era was breathtaking.
“Come closer.” The aftershock of her words quaked beneath him.
“Join the others.”
To Zeleth’s great surprise, Lord Vinel and his wife, Coreesa,
stepped out from behind the tree to greet him. The couple had not
changed at all in five decades. Vinel had the same long brown hair,
beaded as was the Floran fashion, and his eyes still shone like spring
leaves. Coreesa, by contrast, had shorter, shoulder length hair, her
thin face giving her an air of seriousness that betrayed her pleasant
nature.
As they welcomed the newcomer, they were joined by their
daughter, Rita, who looked like a younger version of her mother.
Others appeared: Canalo and his wife Morala, Gransom and his sister Humista. Soon the whole Floran clan, almost one hundred in all,
flanked the Guardian, greeting their Caller with smiles and hugs.
“Welcome, Zeleth,” said Vinel in his raspy voice. “I’m glad you
found us.”
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“I had help,” replied Zeleth, glancing nervously at the huge oak.
“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” said Era, “but your conversation
with the trees could be heard by any who chose to listen. I could not
allow eavesdroppers to know more than they should. You needn’t
worry about what you say here, your words are safe within my wall.
No one outside may hear them unless I allow it.”
“There’s much to talk about,” said Coreesa. “But first, how are
Polina and Holt?”
Coreesa’s concern for Zeleth’s family was heartwarming and it
immediately put him at ease. “They are well. Polina is still homesick
and Holt remains a handful, but they’re fine.” He smiled proudly.
“That’s good to know.” She squeezed Zeleth’s hand. “We’ve
missed them.”
“Era told us you were coming,” said Vinel. “If it is your wish,
Guardian, I would like to know what word comes from Amor. A
Caller only returns home when he has a message from the Rock.”
“This I also wish to know,” rumbled the oak.
Still in awe of the forest matriarch, Zeleth took a moment to
compose his thoughts.
“Since you last heard the terrible news of Amara’s death at the
hands of the sage, Amor has decided on a plan of action. If possible,
Shorran is to be captured and the object he stole returned to the
Rock. It’s a device made of wood with a handle resembling a large
eye.”
Era let out a deep groan.
“You know of this object, Guardian?” asked Vinel.
“It’s called Sailias,” answered Era. “The key’s fate shapes all our
ends. This threat was foretold long ago.”
“There is more, Guardian,” said Zeleth. “Lord Vinel is to attend
a council at Throm.”
As Zeleth spoke, Rita was standing behind her parents listening.
Her shyness had kept her silent but, hearing of Amor’s order, she
spoke up. “You can’t leave us, Father! The clan needs you!”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Child,” said Era. “You’ll be safe
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within my wall, but Vinel must go. If Amor has called for him, then
he is needed.”
“We thank you, Guardian, for offering us sanctuary,” offered
Coreesa, humbly, “but how long will we need your protection?”
“That I don’t know, Young One,” rumbled the Guardian.
Unknown to Coreesa and the others, as she spoke, Era used her
far-reaching sight to look outside the borders of her forest. Beyond
the Molon and the South River, across the Lowlands and the Central Plains. Through the eyes of tree and shrub, grass and flower, she
searched for the source that threatened from the south. She was not
prepared for what she saw, however; a forest, dark and forbidding,
standing where none had before. Era could feel the terror gripping
all things green and growing that looked upon it.
“What forest is this?” she asked.
She received a fearsome reply: “Mine! And it comes for you!”
A tree had uttered the vile warning. Never before had the Guardian felt such hatred and loathing in a rooted one, and she could tell
that the challenger had a power that rivaled her own. There was
only one in the Erlan World, save Eon, with such might; for as long
as Era had watched over RienLos, he had done the same in RienFor.
“Epoch? Is that you?”
No answer came. In the last seconds before her bond with the
distant plants was severed, she saw trees dragging their roots over
ground, ripping and tearing at the soil. At the center of that dark
forest, towering above the destruction was an enormous white pine.
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CHAPTER six

T

rest looked across the plain to the trees that bordered his homeland. His golden skin blended with the tall yellow shoots of dried grass that he pushed aside as he walked. Small
beads of perspiration trickled from his forehead finding their way to
the thick brows below. He wore a kuana wrap at his waist, a wooden
knife tucked in its belt. His left hand held a long staff and a small
sack hung from his right shoulder, swaying as he walked. In it was
another garment worn for warmth at night, a water skin and some
scraps of food. He was traveling light, determined to arrive at his
destination in good time.
The Caller had not been home in twenty years and looked forward to seeing RienFor and his clan, even though he had no immediate family waiting for him there. His mother, Willin, died
before the Crossing when Trest was just a child. Daril, his father,
looked after the boy as best he could and watched him grow into a
fine young man. Their relationship was very close and when Daril
passed away, Trest was left heartbroken and alone.
It was right around the time that Waint, the previous Faunaran
Caller, asked Lord Berin if he might return with his family to RienFor, having served his clan honorably at the Rock for over a thou54
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sand years. Berin granted the request and, with no one else offering
to take the old Caller’s place, Trest put forth his name. In the opinion of many, he was too young and inexperienced to assume the
role, but, with no others vying for the position, he was acclaimed.
He never imagined how important the job would become.
Amor’s instructions to Trest had been simple: “Get to RienFor
quickly, deliver the message to Lord Berin, and make every effort
not to be seen.” Amor also asked that he take note of anything out
of the ordinary and report it when he returned. Trest dismissed
the last request as caution bordering on paranoia, a reaction to the
shock of Shorran’s murderous treason. But the Caller’s perspective
changed when he saw the creatures that stood between him and the
trees of his home forest.
There was a group of them. He counted eight but their movement in and around the outer forest made it difficult for him to
be sure. Instinctively, he fell to his knees and crawled through the
long grass to avoid detection. They were moving north and east,
as if looking for a place to enter the wood. Luckily, thought Trest,
they were up wind and would have trouble picking up his scent.
From his vantage point, they looked like aurochs. This alone would
have made their proximity to him a real and present danger, but
there was something very different about these beasts. Although
they had the broad, pointed horns typical of the wild ox, they were
significantly larger and their heads were like nothing he had seen
before: catlike and horridly fierce. Even from where he lay, Trest
could see long strands of saliva dripping from thick saber-like fangs.
Brown skin, wet with sweat, met matted fury manes at their necks
and shoulders. In all his memory, he had never felt such hatred in
creatures of the wild.
The nearest beast lifted its head and sniffed the air. It let out a
loud bellowing snarl and, with a strand of spit dangling from its
mouth, turned to look back in Trest’s direction. The Faunaran’s body
tensed as he concentrated on emptying his mind to avoid detection,
a technique he used often when hunting aurochs. By imagining an
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empty space or a neutral sound—the blue of the sky, or the hum of
a breeze moving through the grass—he could make himself blend
in with his surroundings and become invisible. But these were not
aurochs; their senses were too sharp to be fooled. The beast made
another snorting sound, signaling the others in its hunting party.
Trest now had a decision to make: he could continue to hide
in the grass, or he could run for the forest which was only a few
strides away. The creatures’ movement in his direction dictated his
choice. Abandoning his staff, small sack, and water skin, he picked
out an entry point on the forest’s edge, and prepared to make a
break for it.
The group of snorting, growling brutes was now too close for his
comfort. They had quickened their pace and were almost on top of
him. With his right hand, Trest reached down and pulled his knife
from where it was secured at his waist. Holding it with its blade
pointed down, he jumped from cover and sprinted toward the forest. Immediately, he sensed another large animal to his left, behind
a group of thick blue spruce. He changed his course accordingly,
turning sharply right, before dashing through the high grasses into
the wall of trees.
A roar erupted from the beasts as they spotted their quarry. The
heavy thump of cloven hooves shook the ground as they thundered
after the fleeing Faunaran. Grass was torn from its roots, small
trees were trampled and bent, and larger ones were sheered off at
their trunks by the mad creatures as they gave chase. Trest darted
back and forth, threading his way though a gauntlet of branches as
he ran for his life.
The animals of the forest, witnessing the fleeing Faunaran’s
plight, immediately came to his aid. Squirrels and birds called out
to him with directions through the forest, helping the tracker avoid
a path that would have slowed his progress and spelled his doom.
But even with their help, the gap between hunter and hunted was
narrowing and Trest knew he could not outrun the massive beasts
whose stamina was unnaturally long lasting.
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In a frenzied attempt to escape, the Faunaran crossed a narrow
creek bed and climbed a rocky hill passing a stand of birch trees on
his way to the summit. In his panic, he had not heard the warning
of a hare who watched, frozen in fear: “You’ll be trapped! Go around
the hill!”
The Faunaran had made a terrible mistake.
The hill ended at a steep escarpment, falling sharply away. Trest
had no where left to run. Turning around he could see the tops of
the birch trees shaking and heard the awful sounds of his pursuers.
He brandished his knife with a trembling hand, his breath labored,
on his cheeks tears coupled with beads of perspiration.
Three of the beasts stopped below him on the hill. He guessed
that the others were closing in on his flanks, out of sight. The enormous creatures’ eyes were bloodshot, at their centers vertical black
disks dilated in anticipation of a kill. Their bodies, dripping with
sweat, exuded a rancid odor like that of rotting flesh.
They edged closer, mouths agape, gobs of spit spilling from black
gums framed by long yellow fangs, purposefully delaying their attack, enjoying the terror they could sense in their prey. Trest took
a step back toward the cliff edge, his knife pointed at his assailants.
He glanced over his shoulder at the ground below. He could stand
and fight and surely be torn to pieces or he could attempt to scale
the sheer rock wall and, at best, have the chase continue or, at worst,
delay the inevitable.
In unison, the beasts raised their massive heads and let loose a
chorus of roars, convincing Trest that he should attempt the descent; anything was better than waiting to die at the mercy of such
monsters. Clenching the knife in his teeth, he scrambled over the
edge as the predators lumbered after him.
Finding a foothold below the rim, the Faunaran franticly searched
for a crack or wedge of rock where he could secure his hands in order to lower himself down. With his head still above the apex of the
hill, he could see the furious creatures rushing toward him, their
enormous feline heads held low, horns aimed to gore. The vibration
57

J.G. McKenney

of their charge resonated through the rock, passing through Trest’s
hands and feet, almost causing him to lose his grip.
But his gamble paid off, at least for the time being. He had managed to climb far enough down the rock wall that his attackers
could not reach him. Incensed by the Faunaran’s temporary escape,
the beasts peered down from above, grimacing, shaking their huge
heads, and scraping their horns on the edge of the rocky shelf.
Carefully, Trest continued the descent. His fingers and toes were
bleeding, having repeatedly scraped stone in search of stable supports that would keep him from falling. He surprised himself with
his progress; before long, he was half way to the bottom. For the
first time since his flight began, he felt he might cheat death. The
feeling of hope was fleeting, however, when he looked down.
There, at the foot of the rock wall, one of the creatures waited.
It stared up at him and, with a long, protracted growl, pawed at the
ground. Trest was trapped again and this time there was no where
to escape.
His strength was leaving him, weakening fingers and toes
strained to keep him aloft; the promise of a gruesome death could
not counteract the force of gravity on his body. The Faunaran had
fought hard for his life but he knew now that survival was hopeless.
Dropping his left hand to his side, he closed his eyes, mentally preparing for the end. All he had to do was release his right hand from
its hold, shifting his balance away from the rock face, and it would
be over. That final ceremony would mark the end of his life.
But before he could find the courage to let go, he felt another
tremor in the rock. The whole hill shook and Trest thrust his free
hand back to where it had been on the wall so that the shaking didn’t
dislodge him from his precarious perch. As he held on, he could hear
the sounds of roaring and growling above. The awful clamor was accompanied by quakes and shudders in the earth, all passing through
his body. Whatever was happening on the hill was intensely violent.
Looking down, he was surprised to see that the beast had gone.
He could not say if it was now involved in the ferocious activity
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above; his relief in knowing it no longer lingered, waiting for him to
fall, was enough.
Just as suddenly as the bellowing cries and fierce roars had started,
they were replaced by an eerie silence. Trest, barely able to maintain
his tenuous grip, descended the wall clumsily, arriving on the leafy
floor in a controlled fall. As soon as his feet touched the ground, he
was running south and east, deeper into the forest, trying to put as
much distance between himself and the hill as possible.
Spots of sunlight were cast down between the large-limbed
trees, meeting the ground in glowing pools. Trest kept to the shadows. Only when he saw signs of his people could he begin to relax
his guard, but that reunion would likely take days. The clan left little
evidence of their travels in the wilds and he could not expect to
encounter them without much searching.
Stepping down off a fallen log to a small creek that flowed along
the forest floor, he was startled by a voice.
“Who enters RienFor and for what purpose?”
Trest froze. He searched the shadowy woods but could not locate the voice’s source. He opened his mind to try to identify the
speaker but was shut out.
“I am Trest and this is my home. Who are you?”
From behind a large basswood tree to Trest’s left stepped a stout,
muscular young man, hair the color of tree bark tied in a pony tail
that reached halfway down his back.
“It was I who spoke,” he said, smiling.
“And it was I who did not,” came another playful reply, from
behind Trest. This man was the very copy of the first, an identical
twin.
“Real and Roul, my friends!” Trest could not contain his joy. “You
are a welcome sight!” Almost collapsing with relief, he took a deep
breath and smiled ecstatically.
“Welcome home, Trest,” said Real. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Yes, you’ve been missed,” said Roul, first looking at Trest, then
past him at the woods. “What brings you back from the Rock?”
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Trest could see that the sons of Berin, although sincere in their
greetings, were uncharacteristically tense. They carried hunting
bows, the largest they owned, and full quivers of arrows. They had
little else with them—water skins, small kuana sacks, and wooden
knives strapped at their waists. The Faunarans only hunted aurochs for a short period of the cool season, and that was months
away. It was clear to Trest that they were tracking the beasts he
had encountered earlier in the day. The greeting took on a more
serious note.
“I bring a message to your father from Amor,” Trest began, “but
I must tell you first of something that happened as I entered the
forest. Large beasts chased me and…” he paused as if only now realizing how near to death he had come, “I was lucky.” The expression
on Trest’s face told the twins just how close a call it had been.
“The ogren.” Roul turned to Real and nodded. Ogren was their
word for monster.
“Where did you see them?” asked Real.
“At the edge of the forest.”
“How many?” followed Roul.
“At least eight, maybe as many as ten, I’m not certain. What are
they?”
“Something…unnatural,” said Real. “The animals say they’ve
come from the south.”
“I sensed something else,” Trest continued, remembering the last
moments before he entered the wood. “I don’t know what it was.”
“Something else? Friend or foe?” asked Roul.
“I felt no threat,” replied Trest, “but its presence was strong,
though it lasted for only a moment.”
“Strange,” said Real. “Maybe we’re not alone in tracking the
ogren, Brother.”
“Is it possible?” Roul looked back at his twin, sharing his thoughts.
“Have the Nuruth come from the Hills?”
“Let’s hope so,” said Real, encouraged by the prospect of such an
ally.
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“The Nuruth?” asked Trest. “The Pack has not been heard of
since the early days. Do they still exist?”
“There’s one way to find out,” countered Roul. “We’ll track the
ogren. If the Nuruth do the same, we’ll know.”
“Then we part,” said the Caller, “for I must get Amor’s message
to Berin. He seeks a council of lords in Throm. I’m to accompany
your father back to the Rock. Be careful, my friends. These ogren
are unlike anything you’ve tracked before.”
“We’ll heed your warning. Go quickly,” said Real. “Tell our father
what you’ve told us and inform him of our plans. We’ll go to the
forest edge then track north. But expect us back before you leave
RienFor. What we find may aid your safe return to Throm.”
Real and Roul moved swiftly and quietly away, Trest watched
them until they melted into the trees. He had always marveled at
their grace and speed. Even for Faunarans, naturally stealthy and
skilled woodsmen, the brothers were exceptional trackers. If anyone
could find the ogren and remain undetected, it was Real and Roul.
Alone again, Trest continued his trek south and east through the
forest, following the twins’ directions to the Faunaran camp. At sunset, he crossed a rocky crag atop a hill and could see smoke rising
from the valley below. In his thoughts, he announced his presence.
He received acknowledgment first from the bats that circled
above the trees hunting insects, then from a raccoon that was digging for grubs in a rotting butternut tree. Smiling at the reception,
he heard a strong, clear voice in his mind. It was Berin, Lord of
RienFor.
“Welcome, Trest. You’ve been missed, my friend. Come eat and
rest, we have much to talk about.”
Except for the long ribbons of smoke rising above the forest, the
camp was invisible under the canopy of leaves. Only when Trest
descended into the valley could he see the glow of fires beneath the
branches. Tied to large tree trunks and suspended above the forest
floor were tanned aurochs skins that provided shelter from the rain.
Campfires were lit below openings between the hides allowing the
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smoke to rise unimpeded through the trees. A number of voices
resounded in Trest’s mind as he was welcomed by each member of
the clan. As he approached, men, women, and children—all sitting
around a large central fire—arose to meet their Caller.
Real and Roul stood below the rock wall that Trest had descended
earlier that day when he fled the ogren. They could see the tracks
of the beast that had waited below the escarpment. It had pawed at
the ground and then circled around the hill. As the twins followed
the set of tracks, they saw them merge with others, all moving up
the slope toward what had been a cluster of birch. The trees lay in
shreds; branches and leaves, bark and roots strewn in every direction. Among the large hoof marks they could make out a man’s faint
footprints.
“He came this way but must have been trapped,” said Real.
Roul played out the sequence of events. “They came up the hill in
pursuit, and he went over the cliff to escape them.” He added, under
his breath, “Well done, Trest.”
Real looked at the birch trees that lay splintered on the ground
around them. Some of the tree trunks were as thick as his thighs
but had been snapped like twigs. “I would have done the same.”
Roul was about to voice his agreement when something caught
his eye; a swarm of flies hovering above the long grass near the edge
of the hill. He sniffed the air and picked up the pungent mix of wet
fur and blood. Walking with his hands ahead of him to push aside
shredded saplings and uprooted shoots, he came upon the object
of the flies’ attentions. There on the blood soaked ground lay the
corpse of an ogren, its ox-like body torn almost in half, a ferocious
feline head frozen in a tortured grimace, teeth bared, a long black
tongue hanging grotesquely from its mouth.
Real joined his brother to examine the creature. “So this is an
ogren,” he said, staring at the dead giant. “Horrible looking things,
aren’t they?”
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“More horrible when alive, I bet,” answered Roul, amazed at the
beast’s size. “And whatever killed this is still out there.” He looked at
his brother. “But what could bring it down?”
“Father still claims that the Nuruth wander the Hills. I thought,
like the ogren, they were a myth. But this,” Real nodded at the carcass, “is no myth.”
In searching the woods around the first corpse, they found five
more dead ogren, most with their necks or bellies torn open. After
examining the remains, the twins cut a tooth from one of the creatures as proof of what they had seen.
As they readied themselves to head back with their bloody
souvenir, Real saw a track in the dirt unlike any of the others. He
crouched, removing some grass and sticks.
The print was of a wolf, and it was immense. Real placed his
two hands over it, fingers spread, but could not cover its width. He
looked up at his brother.
“Nuruth.”
Roul kneeled and was about to confirm Real’s appraisal, when a
voice entered their thoughts and did it for him.
Yes, Faunarans, we are back.
In a flash of movement, the twins were standing back to back
with bows nocked, searching the trees around them. They cursed
themselves for being caught off guard.
A shape shifted in the undergrowth, the branches of a spruce
swayed. Then with a fluidity and grace that seemed inconsistent
with its great size, a wolf, charcoal grey in color, stepped into the
clearing. It spoke to the twins, this time aloud in a low growl.
“I am Mijor of the Nuruth. Fear not, for the Pack has returned to
hunt your enemies.” In the trees behind Mijor, Real and Roul could
see two other shadows move.
Lord Berin and the Faunaran clan welcomed Trest home with all
the warmth of a caring family. But, as evening approached, the clan
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became uncharacteristically subdued and it troubled the Caller. As
discreetly as possible, he tried to share in their thoughts but could
tell they made a conscious effort to keep him at bay. There was
something they weren’t telling him.
As the flames of the fire danced, Berin’s rugged face morphed
with the changes in light, one moment appearing thin and shadowy,
the next full and bright. The long scar on his cheek seemed to move
like a living thing. Meelan, his wife, sat beside him. She was an attractive woman with an oval face, high cheek bones and smooth
golden skin. A dimple on her cheek appeared and disappeared at
the fire’s will. Deep, penetrating hazel eyes observed everything in
minute detail; when Trest talked he felt as if she not only looked at
him but into him.
The Caller carried out his duty as appointed him by Amor, telling Lord Berin of the two decrees. He also repeated his story of the
ogren and their pursuit of him in the outer woods. The Faunaran
leader listened intently, staring at the fire.
“So Real and Roul track them?” asked Berin.
“Yes,” said Trest. “I told them what I’ve just told you. They followed my path back to the hill.”
“They shouldn’t have gone after them alone,” said Meelan.
“They know what they’re doing. Our sons won’t be seen unless
they choose to be.”
“Aurochs are one thing,” she countered. “These…things Trest
spoke of are something quite different.”
Trest could sense Meelan’s fear and, for a moment, glimpsed
something beneath it even more profound. “Has something else
happened that I’m not aware of?” he asked.
“Get some sleep, Trest,” Berin said sternly. “In the morning we’ll
go for a walk. I have something to show you.”
With that, Berin rose from beside the fire and walked toward the
trees where his hammock was tied. He turned to Meelan. “Come,
worry will accomplish nothing. Tomorrow there’s much to do.”
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In the morning, as promised, Berin led Trest along a well-worn trail.
After walking for some distance, the clan leader invited his Caller
to pass. Trest obliged and was met by a sight that paralyzed him.
As far as the eye could see, from the east through to the southwest, there was nothing but scarred earth where the heart of the
forest had been.
“Epoch has gone. The White Pine has taken the forest with him.”
Berin shook his head as if the sight was still unbelievable.
“What is happening?” begged Trest, stunned by the devastation.
“It’s the sage’s doing. The ogren, the forest—they now serve him,
as do the vultures.”
“Vultures?”
“Before this happened,” Berin gestured at the lifeless soil, “before
Epoch left us, Thalean saw what he thought were vultures flying
over the forest heading south. They were much larger than the coproth of the north. One bore a passenger.”
“Shorran!”
“Yes, it had to be him,” nodded Berin. “Not long after he passed,
this happened.” The Faunaran lord looked out at the ravaged landscape.
“When Real and Roul return, we will go to the Rock. All of us.
There’s no safety here with the White Pine gone. Once our people
are in Throm, we’ll deal with the sage.” In the rugged leader’s eyes
two emotions fought for supremacy: tremendous sadness battled
violent anger.
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CHAPTER seven

T

he eagles were very hospitable to Miann, permitting him to make a small fire in the main corridor where a
large crack in the ceiling allowed smoke to filter up and out of the
mountain. Sheltered and warm, the Boy of the Three slept soundly
through the night, waking rested and hungry. Having depleted his
rations, the eagles provided him with aurochs meat that he roasted
over the glowing coals of his fire.
The corridor was where most of the Chrysos slept and Miann
could now see that the interwoven piles of sticks and branches he
had observed when he first entered the colony were roosting nests
for the great birds. He also noticed that there were few young eagles. Miann remembered his father telling him that aerie births
were rare and, when there was a new hatchling, it was raised by
the whole colony, protected and nurtured into adulthood. One of
the eaglets was being fed as Miann ate his own breakfast, and he
watched the process with fascination.
The newly hatched bird, covered in fluffy grey down, was already
Miann’s size and had a voracious appetite. It would reach up and
pluck a piece of meat from its mother’s beak, gobbling down the
large chunk of flesh whole before eagerly awaiting the next. When
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all the meat was gone, it opened its beak wide, tongue extended, and
screamed, “More! More!”
As time passed, the eagles began milling about, excited and
anxious. During his audience with Oris the day before, Miann was
told about the Chrysos rite of Flaring, the one time in every ten
years when any eagle could challenge the leader without fear of
punishment or exile. It was the way by which the colony ensured
their lord was strong and worthy of the great authority vested in
him*.
Oris’s throne had been uncontested for twelve decades—an aerie
record—but this time a name had been put forth and a challenger
would attempt to overthrow him. The contender was not living at
the Tower but would return from his exile in the northern mountains. His name was Sarro and, until his expulsion by Oris eight
years before, he had been the lord’s second before Haman. Sarro’s
challenge held special significance for two reasons: he was a great
warrior and hunter who once held a high rank in the colony and, as
Miann was shocked to discover, he was Oris’s eldest son.
According to Haman, Sarro challenged his father’s authority by
going beyond the borders of the Aquila range, an act forbidden by
Oris since the Chrysos cut ties with Throm and the clans. The falling out resulted in a violent confrontation, one of the scars on the
eagle king’s face being a product of that disagreement. Oris was able
to subdue Sarro and, with the support of the colony, banished the
rebel from the Tower.
At midday Sarro was expected to return in an attempt to defeat
his father in the Flaring rite never before witnessed by an outsider.
As a special guest, Miann would get to watch the spectacle, but
his concern far outweighed his sense of privilege for he knew that
Oris’s future hung in the balance. He could not help but think the
eagle king’s fate was linked to that of all Erlans.
* Although males ruled the Chrysos throughout most of the colony’s history, in the Ancients’ day a female eagle, Mira the Great, held the throne
until her natural death—a rarity for an eagle ruler
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“Did you sleep well?” asked Haman, towering above Miann who
sat cross-legged on his blanket.
“Yes, thank you. I needed a good rest. You’ve been very kind.”
The eagle nodded. “After you’ve finished eating, Lord Oris
would like to see you. I’ll return shortly.” Haman turned, walking
toward the cavern door with a wavering strut. Miann thought it
funny that creatures so graceful in flight could appear so awkward
on land.
When Haman returned, Miann followed him down the corridor and entered an opening just before the throne room. He noticed
that there were no hanging skins or screens, only the narrowing of
the tunnels in the rock that distinguished one space from another.
Upon entering, Haman bowed to Oris and stepped back toward the
wall. Miann listened as the eagle king spoke.
“I’ve asked you to see me so that I might help you understand
what is to come. I will be challenged today, it is our way. Whatever
the result, I want you to know that your father and the clans have
my support.”
“Thank you, Lord Oris.”
“I intend to carry this day but if I should lose, I will ask Sarro
for permission to accompany you.” Permission. The word seemed
to stick in the great raptor’s throat. Oris had been subordinate to
no one for over two thousand years; he would find it hard being a
servant to another eagle, more so to his own son who had turned
against him.
“If I should not live beyond today, Haman will make the same
request. No matter what, an eagle will serve you.”
Midday arrived and the colony readied itself for the much anticipated event. Miann could sense that the eagles were both excited
and worried. Oris had been a constant in their lives, a leader who
instilled confidence and calm. The hot-headed Sarro represented change and unpredictability. Although the younger eagle had
played a prominent role at the Tower before his expulsion, he was
never seen as a true leader. Oris had always commanded respect,
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rewarding and punishing fairly. Only when rules were broken or
his authority challenged did he instill fear, and then only in the offenders. Sarro, on the other hand, was never consistent; his moods
often guided his judgment. With good reason, most of the Chrysos
were afraid of him.
Miann and Haman walked together, arriving at the great arch
leading to the outside. The air was cold, the sky a bright blue. Eagles
were perched at varying positions on the Tower’s face. Having chosen their favorite viewing locations, the spectators were settling in
for what would surely prove to be a memorable event. All but the
very young were present and Miann estimated the aerie population
to be somewhere around seventy or eighty.
“How does the Flaring work? Are there rules?” asked Miann,
looking high and low for some indication of what was to happen.
Haman looked out at the mountains while he talked, as if expecting to be interrupted by some action at any moment.
“Oris and Sarro will choose a location high on the Tower. The
challenger will fly first, circling at the height of our lord; it is Oris’s
privilege to decide when to join him in the air. When he does,
each will have the opportunity to cross, attacking the other. If a
pass is made, the circling continues. If an attack results in a Flaring, both will lock talons, either with one or both feet and, falling,
do battle.”
Miann took a deep breath. He could not imagine two of these
giant birds of prey in full combat; their razor sharp hooked beaks,
dagger-like talons, and huge wings were capable of inflicting terrible injury.
“How does one win?”
Haman looked down at Miann, his stare intense.
“There are three ways that a Flaring can be decided. One is by
injuring the other to the point that he cannot continue. The Flaring
ends at the victor’s mercy. The second is when the opponent swears
allegiance to the other. He does this by addressing him as ‘my lord’.
The third is by killing him.”
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High above them to the north, standing out sharply against the
blue of the sky, an eagle approached. It was Sarro. He twisted and
turned in flight, warming up for battle, before landing at the top of
a sheer cliff. Even from his distant vantage point, Miann could tell
the challenger was massive.
Sarro opened his beak and screeched his presence to the onlookers then bobbed and turned his head in an aggressive motion
signifying his readiness to fight. A moment later, from behind a
snow-capped peak, Oris came into view winging his way toward
the Tower. As he flew, he hugged the rock wall before landing to
Sarro’s right.
The eagle king was slow to fold back his wings, holding them
up for Sarro to see. The challenger responded by lowering his head,
beak agape in a threat display, unfolding his own wings to mirror
that of his father, answering the Chrysos lord’s attempt at intimidation. The spectators looked back and forth between the two, realizing how closely matched they were.
Sarro took to the air. Flying close to the Tower’s wall, his first
turn in the wide circle brought him past Oris. Sarro dropped his
left wing and turned his body to expose his talons to his father. Oris
responded by lowering his head and hissing at the aggressive display. But the eagle king did not take off immediately. He had been
in many Flarings, once as a challenger and many times as lord; he
would not surrender strategy to anger. Only when Sarro was farthest away in his sweeping arc did Oris take flight.
The gladiators circled, eyeing each other guardedly. Miann could
see Sarro up close each time the eagle’s revolutions brought him
near the Tower. He had the same gold feathers on his neck and
shoulders as that of his father. If not for the fact that the younger
eagle lacked the tuft on his crown, it would have been hard to tell
them apart.
Each opponent watched for an opportunity to catch the other
off guard, but both were wary and no such opening came. It was a
noisy affair, the eagle colony screeched louder as time passed know70
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ing that violence was imminent. A sharp updraft lifted the combatants abruptly and, as the eagle king adjusted his angle of flight to
deal with the change, Sarro made his move.
He was slightly higher than Oris and this made it easier for him
to gain speed in his approach. Pulling his broad wings back against
his body, he began a sudden dive at his father. Oris had not anticipated the charge and was forced to flap his wings frantically to gain
altitude, causing Sarro to level out and come at him head on.
The younger eagle made his pass with lightning speed. He thrust
out his talons and Oris had to turn on to his back to deploy his own
weapons in defense. For a split second, one foot of each bird locked
with the other but neither could manage to hold on, the speed of
Sarro’s charge was so great. Each of the huge birds spun away from
the other, Sarro being thrust backward toward the Tower’s sheer
wall while Oris was forced completely off balance spinning violently toward an adjacent peak. Had a Flaring been made, Sarro’s
momentum would have given him all the advantage and might have
spelled doom for the eagle king.
The circling resumed. Oris continued to look for weaknesses in
the younger bird’s defenses but there were none to be found. He
knew his only hope was to break Sarro’s concentration and make
him vulnerable to error.
“I see you’ve learned nothing!”
“I’ve learned enough to beat you, Old One!” Sarro’s curved beak
opened wide and his eyes blinked wildly.
“I’m still here. Do you wish to circle all day?” Oris taunted.
In an explosion of anger, Sarro threw caution to the wind and
launched a second assault. He crossed the circle at breakneck speed,
his movement erratic and charged with hatred. At the moment of
impact, Oris rolled on his back and thrust his feet up at the aggressor, talons piercing the scaly armor of Sarro’s legs. Shrieking in
pain, the younger eagle tried desperately to counter Oris’s grip but
could manage only a partial hold of his own.
It was a Flaring.
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The eagles, locked together, spun in free fall from the heights.
The outward force of the rotations made it difficult for them to
strike each other with wing or beak. They fell and fell, each struggling to overpower the other as they rolled.
The vice-like force of Oris’s grip began to weaken further Sarro’s tenuous grasp, and still they fell, spinning wildly as the valley floor rushed toward them. The challenger flapped frantically
in an attempt to break free, but the eagle king would not let go.
Sarro’s hooked beak ripped into Oris’s shoulder, feathers flew and
the wound filled with blood. Still, the Lord of the Tower held on.
Sarro was helpless. He struggled desperately to free himself
from his father but, with the ground accelerating toward them, Oris
would not yield.
“My lord!” screeched the panicked challenger, twisting and turning frantically, horrified by the rapidly approaching rocks. Oris held
on a moment longer as if tempting the doom they both faced. It
was a brave exhibition of his dominance over his son, a lord’s way
of showing his courage and supremacy. With no time to spare, and
with the ground almost within reach of the falling pair, Oris released his hold. The eagles barely managed to recover their balance
before grazing the ground with their wing tips, finding enough lift
to avoid impact and rise again.
The walls of the Tower echoed with triumphant, screeching calls
from the colony of birds. Miann was almost deafened by Haman
who, beside him, thrust out his head and screamed, “Tonight we
honor Oris, Lord of the Chrysos!”
For a second time in eight years, Sarro was forced to leave the
Tower and resume his forlorn exile. The Chrysos watched silently
as he departed, sensing once again the tragedy and lost potential the
defeated eagle had come to represent. But, as they flew down from
their vantage points to enter the Tower and rejoice in their lord’s
victory, none had noticed Sarro change direction as he soared beyond the peaks and out of sight. He did not continue north toward
a cold, laborious existence as he had done when last exiled from the
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mountain. Instead, he flew south to find another destiny, a purpose
worthy of his ambition.
Oris’s shoulder wound would heal quickly. It was another scar
that he would bear, another symbol of the cost of being lord—and
father. With all the excitement of the Flaring, he had not forgotten
the dire circumstances which had brought Miann to the mountain.
He again confirmed his desire to help, pledging to aid the boy in
seeking the other ally named by Amor: Kamatz of the Nuruth Pack.
The Chrysos king stood proudly on his cylindrical throne and addressed his subjects.
“I have honored my pledge to be your leader for these many centuries and I have confirmed that right again today. My duty will
always be to the aerie but I also made a promise to another, one
whom I call friend. Many of you have met Amor’s son, Miann. He
has come for my help on his father’s behalf. For the sake of all, I will
answer his call. Your lord must leave the Tower.”
A collective gasp filled the hall but Oris continued to speak
above the murmur. “In my place, Haman will act as regent. He is to
be honored as your lord in my absence.”
A voice came from the audience: “Where will you go, my lord?”
“I can’t say where the winds will take me but my fate follows my
duty.” The Chrysos bowed in unison to their leader. No other questions were asked.
Far away from the Tower and the great mountain range, he stood
looking north, searching the distance as if some remnant of the
eagle king’s words pierced the silence of the Wold. The high wall
of stone behind him angled east and west like the bow of a massive
granite ship aimed at the world beyond. He still wore the kuana
weave as he had when he pretended to serve Amor and Amara; the
sage’s outward appearance revealed nothing different about him.
But he had changed.
Behind the external shell of his past existence, a being dark and
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unnatural now dwelled. The seed of evil nourished by ambition,
hate, and the power of Sailias had taken root and grown. Shorran,
Faunaran and friend of the clans, had been consumed by it. He
spoke to himself in a confident voice, quiet and composed.
“What will you do, Amor? Will you make sense of it all? And
how long will it be before he comes?”
With a burning torch in his hand, the sage looked up at the
ragged door cut into the rock.
“It’s mine and has been since the moment it chose me.” As
he said the words, the memory of that day came flooding back to
him...
He walked from the clearing into the shade of pine and maple. Discarded needles and dried leaves bent under his feet as he made his
way to the water’s edge. He stopped at the rocky embankment and
looked down, searching the shallows for the object Eon said would
be there. As he repeated the Elder’s words in his mind, he thought
he could hear the tree’s consciousness join his.
Look down. Sailias will look back at you.
The sage’s hazel and grey eyes scanned the bottom. There were
clams and snails and stones. Here and there he noticed waterlogged
pieces of wood lying between rocks where they had been cast down
from the limbs of overhanging trees. Small minnows darted out
from between thin weeds that grew next the shore. But there was
no evidence of the thing he sought.
Then, just as he was about to give up his search, a sunken root
appeared resting on a bed of golden sand. A long, rippled shaft the
length and thickness of Shorran’s forearm joined a narrow looping oval. The root had somehow grown back on itself to create the
shape of an eye, making it appear as if a submerged giant stared up
from the bottom.
Sailias will look back at you.
He steadied himself on a rock then took a step into the lake.
Reaching down, he grasped the blackened root by its end and lift74
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ed it clear of the water. It was heavier than he expected and covered in a thin coating of slime; he almost let it slip from his hand…
The memory flashed forward, past the Door’s opening and the clans’
flight from one world to another. Those events were insignificant
compared to Shorran’s accomplishment that day. For two thousand years the memory of it tortured him. But now he wallowed in
its glory, knowing that his opportunity to fulfill the promise—the
thing he had waited so long for—had come.
Holding on to that memory like the torch in his hand, Shorran
nimbly climbed the sloping ledge and entered the vault of stone.
The light filled the chamber, illuminating its icy walls, highlighting
the rock’s shimmering granite veins. It reminded him of how Sailias
had pulled back the curtain of darkness that had shielded his eyes
from reality. With that thought, the vision of his first union to the
key resolved…
He waited in the trees beyond the clearing. After the last clan member stepped through the Door, he retrieved the key from behind a
pine where he had hidden it from view, as instructed by Eon. Holding it gingerly in his hands, he awaited word from the oak as to
when he should follow.
The wood was now almost completely dry, the slime gone. Running his fingers along its smooth surface, he questioned how such a
simple object could perform a feat as great as opening and closing a
door between worlds.
Holding the key out in front of him, he peered through its lens…
Shorran stood frozen in the rapture of his memory. Like the transition of a chameleon’s skin, the pupils of his eyes surged outward
to cover the iris, absorbing the hazel and grey that had been there.
Above him, bathed in the torchlight, a curved aperture flickered
into existence. Beside it floated another. More appeared, their shadows dancing on the vault’s icy ceiling.
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CHAPTER eight

“Y

ou’ll do well as regent, haman. Just remember to look
at all sides of a problem before making a decision. Don’t be

rash.”
“Thank you, my lord. I’ll do the best I can. But my worry is not
with the aerie; it’s your welfare that concerns me. How are we to
know if your search is successful, and what if you should need
help?”
“Our travels must remain secret,” said Oris. “We’ll do as Amor
has asked and not betray our presence to the sage. Only in a time of
most dire need will we send for you.” The eagle king looked down at
Miann confirming the plan they had made. “If a messenger comes
to the Tower on our behalf, he’ll speak these words: ‘Answer to your
duty.’ That will be your command to come to our aid.”
“We’ll be ready, my lord,” promised Haman.
At the Tower’s door, Miann took his place on the back of Oris. The
Boy of the Three wore his kuana cloak with the added warmth of
feathery down, gifted to him by the eagles. His sack was strung
over his shoulder so it rested securely at his side. In it he carried
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some cooked aurochs meat and the water skin Haman had filled
for him early that morning. With his blanket rolled up tightly and
tied behind him at his waist, Miann was ready for the next leg of
his journey.
After the feast of the night before, Oris would need little in the
way of sustenance for days. His shoulder wound was healing and,
although it would create some discomfort as he flew, would not impede his movement nor drain his strength.
A chorus of loud screeches erupted from the colony as Oris, with
Miann aboard, launched himself from the Tower’s ledge. Circling
once before turning south and out of view behind the high peaks,
they bid farewell to the crowd of birds, many crying out with beaks
open, heads lowered and wings spread.
On their way to the Nuruth Hills they would first cross the Great
Blue Glacier and its melt water—the source of the mighty Molon
River that flowed due west. Below the glacier there was the vast field
of stone known as the Slide, a remnant of the Erlan World’s glacial
past that spilled across the lower reaches of the Aquila Range before
giving way to the hills and the land of the wolves.
When he wasn’t gliding on thermals—the strong updrafts of
warmer air rising between the steep slopes—Oris’s powerful wings
propelled them at considerable speed. It would be less than a day
before they would be at their destination, a trip that would have
been impossibly long and difficult on foot. Miann felt the same ache
in his legs that he had experienced while riding Legna to the Tower,
but it was less intense than before, and little price to pay for such
swift travel.
The sky scraping mountains were growing more distant as Oris
and Miann moved through the crisp air of the Aquila’s southern
reaches. The kuana cloak stuffed with eagle down managed to keep
Miann’s core warm, but his hands were another story. Exposed to
the high altitude cold, and made worse by the brutal chill of the
wind, Miann needed to pull his sleeves down in order to keep them
from freezing. He was still able to maintain his grip on Oris’s feath77
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ers and in a short time was relieved to feel warmth flowing through
his fingers again.
They crossed the Great Blue Glacier and the lake which was
formed by it. The color of the ice and water was unlike anything Miann had seen before: a deep, rich turquoise blue. From high above, it
looked like a vast, melting gem.
South of the lake, the two encountered some mountain goats
grazing on a rocky slope. The animals watched in fear as the eagle
closed in on them from the heights. Oris’s long, blanketing shadow
climbed the slope like a dark predator moving in for a kill. The goats
panicked and scattered in all directions, running with amazing
speed and agility along the soaring vertical rises. Miann laughed as
they peeked out from their hiding places, sensing their tremendous
relief at the eagle’s passing.
It was much the same for the other encounters they had with
mountain dwellers. Most humorous to Miann was the reaction from
a Lammergeyer, a large bird of prey which, until seeing Oris, probably considered itself master of his realm. The terrified bird panicked
when it met the eagle at the corner of a jutting peak; its eyes bulged
from its white face as it fluttered wildly to avoid the Chrysos. Oris
took no notice of the frightened bird as he swooped by him.
Leaving the mountain range, the two cruised above the Slide, a
river of stone that seemed to spill out from the Aquilas, draining
south into the lowlands as if it was a fluid mass still being pulled
down by gravity. In truth, it had come north with the receding ice,
dropping its debris on the way. The Great Blue Glacier which Oris
and Miann had passed over earlier in the day was the last relic of
that once vast ice field.
The last stretch of the trip was uneventful. Oris kept up his
steady pace and Miann, an interested sightseer, took in the views.
The air was much warmer at the lower altitudes where the ground
embraced the sun’s energy. In the distance, glowing in the afternoon light, was the green of the Nuruth Hills, home of the wolves
and their leader, Kamatz.
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Finding the Pack would not be easy. The hills covered a great
area and the wolves were naturally shy and elusive. They would be
even more wary of visitors if other creatures—like the vultures witnessed by the Tarpan—had ventured into their territory. Oris’s keen
eyesight would be the only advantage in the search; Miann hoped it
would allow them to locate the Pack before the Pack saw them. He
knew that if he and the eagle were spotted first, the wolves might
consider them a threat and disappear.
Luck was on their side. Only a short time after their search began in earnest, Oris spotted the Nuruth in the distance moving in
a long line among a cluster of grassy knolls speckled with evergreen
trees.
“I see them!” he proclaimed, surprised by their good fortune. He
dropped his left wing slightly to adjust his course. “They are straight
ahead and moving away from us.”
Miann squinted, searching as far as his eyes could see but the
wolves were still well outside his scope of vision. “Can we catch up
to them?”
“Hold on! I’ll try to get to them before they make it to the hills
beyond. We may lose them if they do.”
Miann gripped the thick shafts of Oris’s feathers and ducked his
head as their speed increased. The wind in his face was so strong it
made his ears ache and he dared not sit up straight for fear of being
blown off the eagle’s back. Both the sack that was held tightly at his
side and the blanket at his waist resisted the air’s movement, pulling
at him.
Oris, oblivious to his passenger’s struggle, was concentrating on
the stealth of his advance. He knew that his approach would not go
unnoticed by the wolves for long. Closing in on his target from the
east and illuminated by the setting sun, he would stand out against
the sky, alerting the Pack to his presence.
The wolves were still some distance away when Oris could tell
they had seen him, but the changes in their course and speed were
subtle. The Chrysos, a hunter of the sky, had expected a more er79
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ratic response as was the norm when he closed in on fleeing prey.
Although running, the Nuruth appeared calm and composed, and
this was puzzling to the eagle.
“He leads them,” said Oris over the heavy drone of wind. “The
one in front is black as night.”
With more heavy beats of his massive wings, Oris brought Miann closer to the sprinting Pack. Now that he could see them, the
boy reached out to retrieve some sense of emotion or intent in the
wolves, but was met with silence. He tried to tell them that he was
a friend but could get no response.
As resistant as the wolves seemed to be to his attempts at communication, they remained astonishingly calm. Only for a few fleeting moments during the pursuit could he sense any feeling in them
at all and it was altogether inconsistent with the seemingly desperate
situation they now found themselves in. As hard as it was for Miann
to believe, the wolves seemed to be enjoying the chase.
They were as large as aurochs but moved with a streamlined
grace and speed that was breathtaking. Long pink tongues hung
from the sides of their mouths as they ran, their heads held low,
ears flattened. Tails were held parallel to the ground and shifted
from side to side to stabilize and balance them as they altered their
course. They took turns looking back, gauging the distance between
themselves and the Chrysos, adjusting their direction and speed
accordingly.
Entering a narrow valley between two rounded slopes, they disappeared from view. Oris quickly gained altitude and circled above
the hills in the hopes of finding them between the wide mounds
below, but the pass was empty. They had vanished.
“They could not have made it to the other side so quickly,” said
the eagle. “They’ve gone underground.”
“What do we do now?” asked Miann.
“We land and find their hiding place.”
The eagle began a steep spiraling maneuver. Miann had to hold
on tighter than before, squeezing his legs to avoid sliding from
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Oris’s neck. The sack at his side lifted with their rapid descent; had
he not trapped it between his elbow and knee, it would have slipped
from his body.
In what seemed to be far too little time for the distance covered,
they landed on the grass between two emerald hills. Oris lowered
his head to allow Miann to step down. The boy’s legs were like rubber after the long flight; he rubbed and stretched them to get his
feeling back.
“This is the last place I saw them,” said Oris. “If there’s a cave
then it’s nearby. Walk behind me. They don’t know who we are and
may attack us by mistake. I won’t let any harm come to you.”
Miann was happy to oblige. Although the eagle king moved
awkwardly on land, there was no one the boy would rather have
between himself and danger.
The great bird strutted as he led the way, his dagger-like talons
piercing the sod. With his beak open, he turned his head back and
forth with short jerks while his golden eyes zoomed in on every
detail of the terrain. Miann followed cautiously, looking back to ensure nothing approached from behind.
On the far side of the hill was a large hollow, wide enough for
even Oris to pass through. Roots and twigs protruded from its rim
as the soil around it eroded. At its base was a well-worn path leading far down into the earth. Oris bent to examine the tracks in the
muddy ground. They were the unmistakable prints of wolves, very
fresh and very large.
“We’ve found their method of escape,” the eagle announced.
“Clever.”
“This must be one of their dens,” affirmed Miann, looking by
Oris at the mouth of the excavation.
“Yes, but who knows how deep it goes. It may even have a back
door. If that’s the case, they may already be far away.”
“I didn’t think they would be afraid of us,” said Miann.
“They couldn’t have known who we were and might not have believed us if we told them,” said Oris. “Their fear is understandable.”
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“The Nuruth fear nothing.”
The growling words were spoken with a calmness and confidence that testified to their truth. They did not emanate from the
tunnel, but from behind Oris and Miann. The eagle king turned
quickly and raised his huge wings to shield Miann while his fearsome hooked beak thrust out at the dark figure.
Peeking out from underneath Oris’s long flight feathers that were
aimed at the ground, Miann looked at the enormous wolf standing
before them. His broad head was lowered and two glowing yellow
eyes stood out against the blackness of his face and body like burning embers.
“If you challenge me, you will die.”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” returned Oris. “Many have dared fate
within reach of my talons. All have begged for mercy.”
The two edged closer to one another. Oris’s talons scraped the
ground dislodging large rocks in their wake, his half open wings
bounced against his body as if he was priming himself for an all-out
assault.
In contrast to the eagle, the wolf moved with a slow, fluid grace.
His long black tail was held high and the hair on his back stood on
end. Crouching now with ears down, the lips of his mouth folded
back to display rows of thick, razor sharp teeth anchored by a terrifying pair of upper and lower fangs. A deep, guttural snarl erupted
from his throat as he glared at his challenger.
“Stop!” cried Miann, stepping out from behind Oris’s blanketing
wing. The wolf’s head did not move but his eyes shifted to the boy.
“We didn’t come to fight. We’re friends. I’ve come to you on behalf
of my father, Amor of Throm.”
The wolf, still wary of Oris, lifted his head slightly. “Why does
Amor seek me?”
Miann looked up at the giant wolf and smiled. “My father trusts
you. He needs your help.” He glanced back at Oris. “We need your
help.”
Before the wolf could respond, Oris folded his wings and straight82
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ened as a sign of truce. “It’s true. Just as I’ve been summoned, so,
too, have you. We are speaking to Kamatz, are we not?”
The hackles on the wolf’s back slowly fell. He lifted his head, ears
rising.
“Yes, I am Kamatz, and that is most of my Pack.” The wolf looked
past Miann and Oris, his nose twitching as he sampled the air. On
the hill above the den’s opening stood eight more of the giant wolves
all looking down at the three below. Neither Oris nor Miann had
heard them approach.
“It was a trap,” declared Oris. “I thought as much.”
“Yes,” said Kamatz. “We couldn’t take any chances.” He gazed
down at Miann. “Even if you seemed friendly.”
Miann looked back at the wolves on the hill, then again at their
leader. “Can we speak in private?”
“Join us, Hawni. The rest of you, patrol,” barked Kamatz.
Immediately, all but one of the wolves disappeared behind the
hill. The one that remained leapt to the ground behind Oris and
Miann. Smaller than Kamatz, her back and neck had a golden hue
and her eyes were the color of amber, every bit as intense as his.
A moist black nose and long whiskers stood out against the background of her white face.
“This is Hawni. She is my mate and has equal say in the affairs
of the Pack.”
Miann watched as the female moved past him. The immensity
of the wolves was something he had not been prepared for. Even the
stories shared by his father and the Faunarans who lived at the Rock
did not do justice to them. A question from the she-wolf stirred the
boy from his state of awe.
“Why does Amor seek the aid of Kamatz?”
Miann related recent events, yet again, telling Kamatz and Hawni of his mother’s murder and the theft of the key.
“We are sorry for your loss,” said Hawni, her voice almost a
howl.
“Thank you,” replied Miann.
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“The Faunarans may also be in danger,” said Kamatz. “Strange
creatures have come north to RienFor. I’ve sent three of our Pack to
track them.”
“It’s the sage’s doing,” added Oris. “He has to be stopped. You
and I must escort Miann to the Elder to find the one who can end
this.”
“Why go to the tree?” asked Hawni. “Why not go after Shorran?”
“My father thinks it is the only way. It’s the fulfillment of a prophecy shared with him at the Crossing. The Finder is the only one who
can take the key back and he’s to be found on the other side of the
Door.”
Kamatz growled in thought. “Then I’ll go with you. But I must
first hear from my scouts. Long ago, we swore to protect the Faunarans. I’ll make sure the Pack honors that pledge.”
Oris seemed impressed. “Wolf, you and I might see eye to eye,
after all.”
It was approaching midday and the Faunaran clan sought the shade
of the aurochs hides that were tied high between the trees. Berin
paced as he awaited the return of his sons. Although he often
boasted about their skill as trackers and woodsmen, he was worried
about them. They had gone after the ogren that Trest had narrowly
escaped the day before and now the clan lord questioned his judgment in letting them take on such as dangerous task.
The others sensed Berin’s anxiety. Thalean, the oldest member
of the clan and the Faunaran lord’s mentor, sat crossed legged near
the base of an ash tree smoking a pipe made from a piece of hickory
wood. His long grey hair hung down around his face to his lap,
speckled brown eyes looked down as he puffed on the pipe’s long,
thin shaft that held at its end a small cup. Wafts of smoke spilled
from the sides of his mouth, climbing through a gap in the suspended hides above him before dissipating in the breeze that stirred
the canopy.
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“Have faith,” said Thalean. “Your sons will return to you. They
always do.”
“I made a mistake,” said Berin. “They shouldn’t have gone after
the ogren. It was too dangerous.”
“No harm will come to them. Those boys of yours are like spirits
in the forest. They’ll be fine.”
The shadows on the forest floor continued to stretch and crawl
to the east, the clan’s camp had never been so quiet. Meelan sat
close to her husband, the worry on her face growing with the shadows around her. She spoke quietly so the others wouldn’t hear.
“Should we go look for them?”
Before Berin could answer his wife, the branches of a lilac bush
parted.
“Look for who?” asked the smiling Roul as he stepped into the
clearing.
“Not for us, I hope,” added his brother who followed close behind, also grinning mischievously.
Meelan jumped to her feet and ran to her sons. Berin followed
behind her at a more reserved pace, his look one of utter relief. Trest,
along with other clan members, joined the reception. Only Thalean
refused to get up, preferring instead to laugh and take another puff
on his pipe.
“The Nuruth have come!” said Real.
“They fight for us!” added Roul.
“You saw them?” asked Trest, amazed by the claim.
“They spoke to us! Father, you wouldn’t have believed it,” continued Roul. “The ogren that chased Trest are dead. The wolves have
come!”
“Slow down, slow down,” said Berin, gesturing with his hands.
“You must sit and have something to eat then tell us what happened.”
The clan lord put his arms around his sons and led them through
the throng. “Make room everyone,” he demanded. “If you want my
sons’ news of the Nuruth, give them some space to breathe.”
The Faunarans sat in a large circle listening to the twins tell of
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their encounter with the dead ogren and the Nuruth that killed
them. Berin asked a number of questions that his sons answered enthusiastically. The clan members were dumbfounded by what they
heard. A sense of cautious optimism could be felt in the camp, the
horror of Epoch’s disappearance and the news of creatures coming
forth to threaten what remained of their home had been met, for
the first time, with some hope. The Faunarans realized they were
not alone in their struggle. The Nuruth had come.
Kamatz’s loud, moaning howl woke Miann with a start. It was the
Pack leader’s answer to a faint cry that had arisen from the hills to
the west. Oris stood atop the grassy mound to Miann’s right, lifting
and dropping his head, searching the darkness of early morning.
But without light, the eagle’s vision was weak; the night belonged to
the wolves with their powerful nocturnal sight, acute sense of smell,
and keen hearing.
Hawni stood beside her mate, her nose twitching to sample the
air. Another cry came from the distance, this one louder than the
last. In unison, Kamatz and Hawni answered it with their own wails
that pierced the night, hanging in the cool air like otherworldly
voices.
“Mijor returns,” announced Kamatz, descending the hill with
his mate.
The whole Pack was now up and about, anticipating the return
of the scouts. They began what can only be described as a series
of gleeful greetings that involved running, jumping, and nuzzling
each other. Whenever a wolf approached Kamatz and Hawni,
it would drop its tail and turn its head to the side nibbling at the
leaders’ muzzles. In turn, Kamatz and Hawni acknowledged each
with a stiff and rigid stance, heads and tails held high. Miann was
intrigued by the ritual. Oris also found the action of the wolves
strangely fascinating; his head jerked from side to side, eyes blinking with curiosity and interest at all the commotion.
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Like ghosts, three wolves emerged from the mist, just as the sun
bridged the horizon. The first, a large grey male, approached with
head low. The fur of his face and neck was matted and stained an
ochre color, as if he’d been rolling in mud. He bowed his head to
the alphas.
“Welcome home, Mijor,” offered Hawni. “And you, Farris and Sienn.” The two other wolves, a rust colored male and a light brown female, followed close upon Mijor and also submitted to their leaders.
But something was wrong.
Miann noticed that the female, Sienn, struggled to walk. There
was a gaping wound on her side just ahead of her rear right leg and
it was still bleeding. The Pack sensed the injury immediately and
began tending to the wounded wolf. It was then that Miann realized the ‘mud’ that covered Mijor and his fellow scouts was dried
blood.
“You’ve been in a fight?” asked Kamatz, concerned.
“Yes,” replied Mijor, looking on as Sienn’s wound was being
licked clean by others to help in its healing. “We attacked ogren in
the forest. They were about to kill a Faunaran.”
“They’re like nothing we’ve seen before,” said Farris. “Cat and
aurochs, as one.”
“With a hatred that wills them to kill or die trying,” added the
wounded Sienn, her head held low to the ground as she accepted
her treatment.
“How many?” asked Kamatz.
“We killed eight,” replied Mijor. “They—” The wolf stopped in
mid sentence and lifted his head suddenly, seeing Oris and Miann
on the hill. The hair on his back stood on end and he looked first
at the strangers then at Kamatz and Hawni, wondering what to do
next. Sensing his alarm, and realizing his error in not telling the
scouts about the visitors, the wolf leader spoke.
“Calm yourself. They are friends. I’ll explain everything once
you’ve told me what is happening in RienFor.”
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ith a splash, the net struck the water’s surface before sinking slowly to the bottom under the weight of the
stones sewn into its outer rim. Lewelen’s intense blue eyes squinted
in concentration as he pulled the line that would draw the mesh together trapping any fish not quick enough to evade it. At least twenty perch were captured this time; their yellow-green bodies writhed
together in a futile attempt to escape. The Hydran lord pulled in his
prize, happy with the result.
“Thank you, Nayad, for your blessing,” he whispered, as he had
countless times before when he shared in the water’s bounty. His
thinning blond hair parted in the breeze as he lifted the squirming mass to the rock ledge from which he had cast the net. Light
reflected from the rippling water cascaded across the bronze of his
skin, small beads of perspiration trickled down his face, a result of
his exertion in the rising midday heat.
This time of year it was Lake Betan that offered its abundance
to the Hydran clan. It was shallow in depth and the ideal home
for growing fish. The nutrients that filtered down from Lake Aaron
settled on the spawning beds providing an endless supply of food
for the hatching roe. By mid-summer the lake was teeming with
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shoals of perch, shiners, and blue gill, and the larger pike, musky,
and pickerel that hunted them.
Although the Hydrans were nomadic, relying on the schools of
fish that migrated up and down the Molon system, in almost every
other respect they were very different from the Faunarans and Florans of the forest realm. On the surface, their blond hair and shimmering blue eyes presented their most striking dissimilarity, but the
Hydran apparel, lifestyle, and beliefs were just as distinct. They wore
simple clothing made in a quilt-like fashion from the large scales
of Molon sturgeon stitched together with fine rice weed filaments;
the same type of thread—strong, light, and flexible—that they used
to make their nets and fishing lines. At home in or near the water,
woodlands were foreign to the Hydrans. When traveling long distances—those too far to walk or swim—they did so in canoes, craft
hollowed out from long driftwood logs. It was not unheard of for the
water clan to paddle many days in search of good fishing.
Lewelen stepped down from his platform, a large flat rock that
jutted out into the bay. Carrying his catch, he approached a curving beach of golden sand and multi-colored pebbles that separated
the lake from the thin forest that bordered it. It was a favorite location for his people to camp when fishing in the area. The Followers
of the Water did not use the shelter of trees. Instead, they erected
small tents lined with fish scales so tightly stitched together that
water could not penetrate them. The walls shone with an iridescent
sparkle; a rainbow effect produced by the sun’s reflecting light.
Most of the clan was attending to their everyday chores: fishing,
weeding, and gathering driftwood for the fires they would use for
cooking and warmth. As Lewelen approached the first tent, Nefta,
his wife, emerged, her long blond hair held back at the nape of her
neck by a ring made from mother-of-pearl.
“Have you seen Aurora?” she asked.
“She was here when I left this morning,” Lewelen answered, “but
you know your daughter. She’s probably off daydreaming somewhere.”
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“If you see her, tell her I need help with some sewing. The cool
season isn’t far off and I’m making new clothes for us. An extra pair
of hands would be a big help.”
Nefta’s tone was one of steady calmness. Unlike her husband,
she never seemed to get frustrated or impatient. This was especially
true in matters concerning her daughter. Nefta saw much of herself
in Aurora, and wished in a way she too could spend her time exploring and dreaming.
“It looks like a good catch,” she added. “Nayad has been generous.”
“I better get cleaning them,” said Lewelen. “Most I’ll set out to be
dried, the rest we’ll have tonight.” With that, he continued on past
the tent to a flat round rock at the water’s edge.
Placing the net full of fish on the pebbled beach, he reached for
his knife: a thin razor sharp blade made from a piece of clam shell
set in a wooden handle. One by one he dipped each fish in the water
then brought it to rest on the rock where it was gutted. When the
knife had done its work, the fish was again washed then placed at
the edge of the rock. Gulls fought over the remains, screaming at
one another until all the scraps were gone.
In a nearby tent, the eldest member of the clan was resting as he
often did midday. Galad was a shaman of sorts. Although most of
his clan remained skeptical about his abilities to recognize omens
or to see things beyond their own sight, there was one who never
doubted his gifts. In the darkest hour of the clans’ exodus from the
Old World, Galad shared with Lewelen a vision. It was of a tree,
older than any known, and a promise of escape. Although Lewelen
did not share Galad’s revelation with others, he did prompt Amor
to send Berin and Vinel on a scouting expedition wherein they discovered Eon, the Elder. The truth of the seer’s intuition in a time of
great need convinced Lewelen that Galad possessed a power beyond his own, and from then on he sought his advice in matters of
consequence.
The old Hydran dreamed deeply. Water splashed the shore as his
mind’s eye swept along its surface. He watched as a hand reached
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down to cup the water and lift it—slender fingers, delicate and gentle. Tender pink lips opened, words were formed.
“Sing to me again, Nayad.”
He watched and he listened, awake within his dream. The vision of a girl resolved, young and beautiful. Golden locks cascaded
over her tanned shoulders, long lashes fell slowly over deep, crystal
blue eyes as she reached for the water again. Then the words came,
rising, churning, pulsating from the depths of the lake until their
wake spilled into the air. Syllables were formed in the ripples, verses
in the waves:
“Around me and to me,
Your reach falls through me.
Drink in my spirit,
Listen to hear it.
My golden child,
I gift you the wild.
Use me and save me,
Swim in me and crave me.
My Flow is in you now.”
With a look of astonishment, the girl stood like a sculpture in
the waste high water. An object caught in the gentle current floated
toward her. Reaching out, she lifted it from the flow. It was a small
perch, lifeless and still.
“I’ll try,” she said.
Holding the dead fish in her left palm, she dipped her right hand
into the water. Careful not to spill the precious liquid, she lifted it
slowly and, after whispering words Galad could not hear, poured
the water over the corpse.
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As the last drops rolled over the fish’s glassy eye and spilled from
its delicate scales falling past her hand to the water below, the miracle happened. At first it was almost imperceptible—a slight movement of the gills as the creature searched for the first breath of its
resurrection. The fish’s fins and tail swept the air.
Aurora gasped in amazement.
Shaking with excitement, she lowered the perch into the water.
Stationary for a moment and still groggy, the fish eventually gained
its bearings and swam leisurely toward the depths.
She stroked the water again, caressing it like a living thing, trying to understand what had happened.
Galad woke. Like the fish in the dream, he waited for the grogginess of sleep to leave him. He sat up and stared through the veil
covering the tent’s narrow door to where the gentle waves rose and
fell on the sloping beach.
“Aurora,” he whispered.

92

CHAPTER ten

A

s morning broke over the Nuruth Hills, Hawni looked
solemnly at her mate. “It troubles me,” she said. “If we are to
help the Faunarans, you should be with us.”
“I trust Amor’s judgment and will ensure his son is given the
chance to do what he must,” returned Kamatz. “If there’s a Finder,
he will have safe passage.”
“You would put him before the Pack? Before me?”
“That’s not what I’m doing,” Kamatz answered. The accusation
stung.
“I’m sorry,” said Hawni. “That wasn’t fair. It’s just that…that—”
“I’ll miss you, too, my love.” His nose gently touched hers and
he closed his eyes for a moment, taking in her scent to store it in
his memory for the days ahead. Turning, he offered one last thing:
“Take the Pack to RienFor and be careful. Rely on Mijor, he is worthy. Good-bye, Hawni.”
A chorus of howls erupted from the hill above the den as Kamatz, Miann, and Oris set out on their journey north. As Miann
rode away on Kamatz’s back and Oris took to the air, there was one
voice noticeably absent from the sorrowful lament; Hawni stood
looking on in silence.
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Kamatz guessed it would take ten days to get to the tree, if everything went well. Both the eagle and wolf knew the route and their
combined knowledge would be useful since Kamatz would travel by
land carrying Miann, and Oris would fly high above them, monitoring the landscape from the air. It was very important that they avoid
being seen; even a friend might inadvertently betray their presence
to a watchful enemy.
The trio would first have to cross the open plains undetected
and that alone would be difficult. Traversing the Molon River and
its tributaries to the north would be next. Miann was excited by the
prospect of seeing the High Bridge, even though Kamatz thought it
would be best to cross it at night under cover of darkness. The wolf
also suggested that they keep as far to the west of Throm as possible
for fear the Rock was being watched.
They soon developed a strategy to avoid run-ins with others,
friend or foe. Oris flew high above Miann and Kamatz, scouting far
into the distance out of the visual range of all but the most powerful eyes. If anyone approached, the eagle king would sound the
alarm from on high with a searing screech that could be heard on
the ground. One call meant they were being approached from the
north, the general direction of their movement, two meant west,
three east, and four south. If warned, Kamatz would seek immediate shelter and, together, Miann and the wolf would hide until the
coast was clear.
For the first two days, they traveled northwest from the rolling hills of the Nuruth domain to the flatter grasslands at the upper limits of RienFor. Kamatz looked south to the Faunaran forest,
remembering what Mijor had said about the ogren; he hoped the
clan was safe within their wooded realm, away from such threats.
The Pack leader was wary of an attack from that direction but Oris
made no alarm call and the first leg of their journey ended without
incident.
Late on the third day, they rested until evening before resuming
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their course north to the Molon. Kamatz was well suited to night
travel, able to negotiate the terrain easily without light to guide
him, and Miann kept in constant communication with Oris so the
Chrysos could follow overhead.
When they did stop to rest, Miann did not make a fire since
it would attract attention. He ate and drank while Oris stood beside him like a giant statue, the pupils of his golden eyes wide as he
searched the darkness for any signs of movement. Now and then
the Chrysos, seeing what appeared to be something in the weak
starlight, would blink to bring the form into focus, but it would just
as suddenly be gone. After a few of these false alarms, the eagle
king realized that he was catching glimpses of Kamatz circling the
camp’s perimeter. Miann couldn’t help but think that the wolf enjoyed making the eagle nervous. There was a competitive edge between the two even as they worked together for the same cause: his
safe passage to Eon.
Midway through the night, after Miann rested for a while under
the protection of Oris and the wandering Kamatz, the three set off
again. They were closing in on the Molon, the leg of their journey
that would expose them to the greatest threat of an ambush. The
High Bridge was one of only two crossing points over the great river; they would be especially vulnerable there.
Kamatz maintained his steady, loping gate through the darkness.
Miann was getting used to the massive canine’s rolling movement,
so much so that he was able to lean back and loosen his grip, almost
freeing his hands completely.
The subtle voices of the grassland animals filled his mind. He
was aware of both predator and prey acting out their nightly rituals;
insects fighting for survival, bats signaling their kin as they hunted,
a thousand life and death dramas being acted out in unison. In a
strange way, the voices comforted him; he knew that as long as they
were there, things were normal. That’s why he was so worried when
the silence came.
In the instant that it took for Miann to recognize something was
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wrong, the wolf had already reacted. The Nuruth’s pace quickened
and he banked to the east moving toward a stand of cedar trees surrounded by low-lying juniper bushes.
“Tell Oris something approaches from the west,” said Kamatz,
in a low growl. “There’s a strange scent on the air. Stay in the trees
until I return.” After crouching to allow Miann to dismount, the
wolf melted into the darkness.
Miann did as he was told. In his mind he called to Oris with
Kamatz’s message but, strangely, received no confirmation from the
eagle that it had been received.
A terrible roar shattered the night. Miann cowered at the base of
one of the cedars, a hand resting against its stringy bark. The tree
spoke to him softly: Stay still.
A moment later a desperate message came from Kamatz, as if he
was expending a great deal of effort while sending it. The boy was
paralyzed by what he heard.
“Miann, I’ve killed two ogren. A third comes to you. Hide!”
Miann panicked, realizing the inadequacy of his protection
amongst the thin trunks and fragile branches. He smelled the
stench and heard the deep, labored breathing and lumbering movement of the thing that approached. He could tell that it wanted—
needed—to kill him.
The trees and shrubs made an effort to conceal the frightened
Erlan but the beast tramped through the outer ring of the wooded
island with ease. Its enormous cat-like head snapped and tore at
the branches, moving ever nearer to Miann in a narrowing circle,
crushing the vegetation, searching for its prey.
It didn’t take long for the monster to find him.
Shrinking into a fetal position, Miann clenched his eyes shut for
the impending attack, sure that his life was about to end. The massive creature lunged at him, its intentions stabbing at Miann’s mind:
Kill the child! Kill the child!
In mid stride, as it fell upon the trembling boy, jaws open, teeth
bared, there was a tremendous explosion of wood and leaves ac96
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companied by a billowing gale of wind. Miann opened his eyes in
response to the eruption, surprised that he was still alive. A wide
swath of trees and ground cover had been ripped away from where
his attacker had stood just a moment before.
Finding his feet and still shaking with fear, Miann followed the
trail of destruction that led out of the trees to the field beyond.
There, at the end of the ragged path, Oris stood atop the ogren. His
great wings were raised above the bloodied mass, his viselike talons
clamped tightly around the beast’s head and back. The ogren’s neck
had been torn open and it lay lifeless.
Oris lowered his head to inspect the body for any signs of life
before releasing his grip. Satisfied that the creature was dead, he
jumped down from his bloody perch just as Miann approached.
“Where’s the wolf?” blurted the eagle aggressively, still in a state
of high excitement, the tuft of feathers standing high on his crown.
“I’m here.” Kamatz appeared out of the darkness, his muzzle and
paws matted with blood. The Nuruth’s head was held low and his
sides lifted and fell with heavy breaths. “The question is where were
you? You left Miann alone!”
Oris snapped back, “There was more to worry about than a few
ogren!”
Kamatz looked at the sky, realizing what the Chrysos was telling
him.
“That’s right, wolf, there were others.” The eagle king turned to
Miann. “I’ve seen the coproth you spoke of. Vultures as large and
hideous as that.” Oris nodded at the ogren lying dead in the grass.
“There were two of them. One felt my talons, the other escaped into
the darkness.”
“They must be watching this route,” said Kamatz.
Miann thought about the ogren’s determination to kill him and
was reminded of the prophecy shared by his father during the memory rite: Hope will be the child of doubt. He made the connection.
“It was looking for a child.”
“I don’t understand,” said Oris.
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“The prophecy Eon shared with my father at the Crossing said
the Finder would be a child. Shorran also knows it. The only thing
he can’t know is when the child will come.”
The Nuruth growled. “Then we can expect more trouble.” He
crouched beside Miann. “All the more reason to stay close to you.”
He made a sideways glance at the eagle. Oris’s beak opened and his
eyes blinked, indicating that the wolf’s insult had hit its mark.
It was now a race. The three made rapid progress as they continued north toward the High Bridge. The coproth that had escaped
Oris in the night would surely report its encounter. If the sage heard
of a Chrysos near RienFor, so far away from the Tower, he would
know Amor was up to something. Miann and his escorts could
expect another attack from the south and were determined to get
across the river before it came.
It was mid-afternoon when Oris shared the good news with Miann: “The High Bridge is near. To the north, the land falls away.”
Kamatz confirmed the message. “I can smell the river. We’ll approach the bridge with caution. If an attack is to come, it will be
there.”
Oris, ever vigilant, soared just below the clouds as Kamatz and
Miann searched for the point where land would give way to cliff
and water. With little warning, the grassy plain ended; in its place a
great chasm rising up from the depths of the river valley far below.
Miann’s worries were replaced with awe as he looked at the wonder
of Nature.
Although the Tower was much higher than the precipice upon
which he now stood, this sight was just as magnificent. Far below
the cliff edge was the turbulent whitewater of the Molon River.
Squeezed between sheer granite walls, it foamed and boiled as it
fought its way west. It seemed so small, so insignificant from such a
height but Miann knew at the surface it was as violent a tempest as
could be found in his world.
“The water travelers have well worn paths on the river bank,” said
Kamatz. “Even they will not trust in Nayad to brave those rapids. I
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have watched them move like ants up and down their trails carrying their crafts to calmer waters. They are a strange lot to live such
lives.”
Miann tried to imagine someone moving along the shoreline far
below, so near to the fierce river. He wondered what it would be like
to get that close to such thunderous power.
“My father says they see the world much differently than we do.
They probably think we’re strange too.”
Following the cliff edge east, Miann saw Oris standing on the
bridgehead where ropes as thick as trees were wrapped around two
large boulders that acted as anchors. The High Bridge was an incredibly long span of bound logs and branches that sagged under
its own weight as it stretched across the canyon. Its origins were a
mystery to the Erlans but Oris said the Chrysos had a hand in its
construction.
“How else could a rope of that size be carried to the other side,
if not in the talons of an eagle?” he boasted. “It is said at the Tower
that Mira the Great bore the first line to the other side.”
Ignoring Oris, Kamatz edged ahead of Miann toward the sloping walkway. “I haven’t crossed here for many years, not since we
hunted on the Flatlands. It looks like it’s safe but, just to be sure, I’ll
cross first. When I’m on the other side, you can follow. Stay with
Miann, eagle king, and keep watch.”
Oris blinked, agitated by the order. “I will, wolf, both land and
sky!”
Easing his tone, the Chrysos looked down at Miann. “Better that
you cross on foot, Young One. If an attack were to come while you
were with me in the air, you might fall. If the coproth appear, I’ll
make sure they don’t get to the bridge.”
Kamatz walked across the sagging platform with a deftness and
fluidity that seemed impossible for a creature his size. Now and
again the wolf would stop, lowering his head to the bridge’s wooden
floor to sniff it, gauging its integrity before moving on. As soon as he
made it to the other side, he turned and called for Miann to follow.
99

J.G. McKenney

“Don’t worry,” said Oris. “For one who has stood at the Tower’s
door, this is nothing.”
The first few steps were the most difficult. The bridge arced
downward and Miann felt gravity’s gentle pull. With his left hand
on the thick shoulder-high rope, he balanced himself to keep from
slipping on the damp wood. Step by slow step he made his way
across. At the halfway point, he looked down at the narrow string
of rushing whitewater far below, surprised that he wasn’t as frightened as he thought he would be. In fact, he was enjoying the view.
Just as at the Molon Tower, the boy was astonished by the perspective he had on the world around him. To the east he could see
the river twist and turn as it followed a course back to the Aquila
Range and its source at the Great Blue Glacier. To the west he could
see far into the vastness of Lake Aaron. The contrast in colors was
breathtaking; the blacks, browns, and silvers of the rock walls made
the green of the trees above them all the more rich. Below the raging rapids, the water was a muddy brown as it carried sediment
downstream, mellowing in tone the further away it flowed until it
blended into the blue-green depths. Where it met the big lake, the
canyon opened up and its edges fell away, diverging into shoreline
that disappeared at the horizon. The magnificent vista was a masterpiece painted by time and, although Miann wanted to stay longer
to admire it, necessity made him continue on and soon he joined
Kamatz on the north side of the gorge.
That evening the three camped inshore of Lake Aaron halfway
between the Molon and the delta of the Galloping River—so named
for the way the tributary undulated on its way down from the Flatlands. The land between the campsite and the lakeshore was marshy
and green; thousands of birds flocked around the wetland, their last
activity before settling down for the night. The air was cool coming off the water and, as dusk settled, Miann risked a small fire for
warmth and to heat his food. Four days of cold aurochs meat had
made him eager for something cooked. Looking north, he sipped
from his water skin.
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“Are you thinking of home?” asked Oris. The eagle had assumed
his position close to the boy to watch over him through the night.
“I wonder what my father’s doing,” replied Miann. “I wish he
knew we were here, so close.”
“Did he ever tell you of our early days together?”
Miann turned to Oris. “At the Rock? A little.”
“I remember the first time I met Amor,” recounted the eagle.
“The aerie had sent scouts west every season for millennia to watch
for those who would come. The Ancients entrusted the Chrysos
to this duty long before my time. Then word came to the Tower:
a group of newcomers approached the Rock. I led a company of
eagles to meet them. They were a frightened lot, the clans. They saw
us and scattered like ants!” Oris let out a high pitched laugh; it was
infectious and Miann couldn’t help but smile.
“Your father and mother had enough sense to know we weren’t
their enemies. They remembered what Eon said: ‘The eagles will be
your protectors.’”
“Were all the clans together then?” asked Miann.
“Yes, even the Followers of the Water. All were tired and afraid.
I felt sorry for them. They came a long way to find safety here and
Amor and Amara led them well. I’ve always been impressed by your
parents. Their duty was to their people and they always honored it.
That’s why we must make amends for what’s happened.” The great
bird’s eyes blinked and the tuft of feathers on his head lifted.
“And we will,” said Kamatz, stepping into the firelight. “Rest now,
Miann. We have a long way yet to go.”
Another day and night passed before the trio saw the forest of
RienLos to the west. The wolf came to a stop and lowered his head.
To Miann this meant trouble.
“What is it, Kamatz?”
“I’m not sure. I have a feeling we’re being watched.”
Miann jumped down from the wolf’s back. The instant his feet
touched the grass he was confronted by a consciousness so potent
it staggered him. He reached out to it with his mind.
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“Who…Who are you?”
“Safe passage, Boy of the Three,” came the reply. “Safe passage to
the Elder and beyond.”
“Who said that?” asked Miann.
“I hear nothing,” said Kamatz.
Miann listened to the weak drone of the plants and animals
around him. “I heard a voice, but it’s gone now. I think it came from
there.” He pointed in the direction of the trees.
“Era is at the heart of that forest,” said the wolf. “The Guardian
must be watching her borders.”
Seeing that Kamatz and Miann had halted, Oris dropped in a
steep dive to join them. With a flurry of wing beats, the eagle hovered then fell, bouncing on the ground.
“What’s happening? Why have you stopped?”
“It’s Era. She spoke to Miann.”
Oris blinked in astonishment. “The Guardian? What did she
say?”
“She wished me safe passage to the Door. How could she know
where we’re going?”
“The roots of the great trees are deep,” Kamatz answered. “And
they are far reaching.”
Such power was truly amazing, Miann thought, and he would
soon meet the greatest tree of all. In a few days they would be to
Eon, Era’s father and the living Door between worlds. The prospect
was both exciting and disconcerting at the same time.
The midday sun was at its apex when the Plains of Gold came
into view to the northwest. Bending in the breeze, the golden grasses reflected the light, making the landscape glow. Miann’s clothing
was made from woven kuana, the soft, stringy fibers that sprouted
from the tops of the grassy shoots. The seed casings were just starting to fill out; soon there would be an explosion of golden thread
covering the plain.
Following the western border of the rich prairie, the three closed
in on their destination. Far to the west the Terminal Range reached
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above the horizon. The mountains were older and less rugged than
those of the Aquila in the east and, although many of the peaks were
snowcapped, the highest would be dwarfed by the Molon Tower.
The range formed the last great obstacle before the Great Waters, a
sea of unknown breadth. No Erlan had ever traveled there. The clans
seldom ventured beyond their own territories of water and forest,
not out of fear but contentment. The world outside their sanctuaries
remained a mystery to them, one they had little desire to discover.
The next morning Miann would defy that custom in grand fashion.
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CHAPTER eleven

A

light breeze drifted northeast and with it the
stench. More than a hundred of the sweaty beasts snorted
and growled, protesting the nearness of others. But they did not
move away. Instead they swung their huge snarling heads back and
forth awaiting the order from their leader who stood on the hill
receiving his instructions. Similar in appearance to them, except
for his unusual size and the red stain of color on his broad back,
they acknowledged Rulan’s superiority. Along with innate cruelty,
his master had given him a faculty for thought and strategy necessary to lead.
“Take them north on the plains until you reach the limits of the
forest,” commanded Shorran. “There you’ll enter, cutting off any
chance of escape. Leave none alive.”
“It will be done, lord.” Rulan backed away timidly from his master. Turning, he started into a run, storming past the line of monsters to take his position at the head of the mob. The thunder of
hooves shook the ground as the mass of snarling, sweating brutes
followed him away.
High above, a vulture soared, its expansive wings making a ‘v’
shape as it circled on the currents of air. Behind the first bird,
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another appeared, and then another, until the sky was riddled with
the huge, spinning hunters.
Fighting the thermals, one of the coproth fell from the sky, thrusting out its scaly legs to meet the ground. The vulture bounced toward its master with oily grey wings half open, its pockmarked head
low, black eyes blinking. Shorran stepped over the bird’s snake-like
neck and looked north, addressing the one he knew would come.
“By the time you bring it back to me, anyone who might have
helped you will be gone, and the prophecy will find its end.”
The creature on the wall watched them depart, wishing he could
take part in the coming slaughter, but Shorran’s order had been to
stay and guard the vault. The sentinel knew nothing of Finders or
prophecies. He wanted only to exercise his newfound strength, and
his oath to the sage would be honored to satisfy that need.
“There is a storm crossing the big lake,” announced Lewelen, brushing away a strand of his wispy blond hair. “It looks like a bad one.”
“Better it’s happening now. It’ll be over by the time we get there,”
said Nefta, concentrating on her needlework. She pulled the filament through the last sturgeon scale before tying it off. “Any sign
of Aurora?”
“No, none,” Lewelen replied, frustrated. “That girl!”
In the adjacent tent, Galad was stirring. Reaching for his cane,
the old Hydran pushed aside the meshed veil and on thin legs
stepped feebly out into the midday light.
“A good catch,” he assented, looking down at the fish that Lewelen had cleaned.
“Yes, but the schools are moving to deeper waters. Tonight we’ll
go east.”
Galad stooped awkwardly, trying to command his legs to cooperate with the effort to sit. Using his cane as a support, he slowly
lowered himself to a large rock beside the beach’s fire pit.
“Tonight?” the old man asked, wincing.
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Nefta noticed his discomfort. “Are you not well, Galad?”
“I fear not,” he answered rubbing his bald head. “I’m sure it will
pass, but not by the time you wish to leave.” He coughed hoarsely.
Nefta rose, feeling the old man’s forehead. “Maybe a little warm,”
she declared, looking at her husband. She turned back to Galad.
“We’re not going anywhere until you’re feeling better.”
Lewelen conceded. “A few days will make little difference.” He
gestured at the catch of perch near his feet. “If the others are half
as fortunate as I’ve been this morning, there should be more than
enough to last us.”
“No, no, I won’t be a burden,” said Galad, stubbornly. “You must
go where Nayad blesses. It has always been our way.”
“But we can’t leave you here alone,” Nefta asserted.
“No, but I could have company—someone to fetch water and
help me with my meals.” The old seer lifted his blue eyes; they were
still as intense as they had been in his youth. “We could set out after
you, when I have my strength back. It would be four or five days at
the most.”
Lewelen considered the old man’s words. “Well, who could stay
behind?” He looked at his wife for a suggestion.
“I could,” offered Nefta. “There’s much I can do here until Galad
gets better. There are nets to mend, clothes and tents to—”
“No, no, Nefta. Your offer is kind, but the clan needs you more
than I. You must go,” Galad insisted. “You should be with your husband, not playing nursemaid to an old man.”
“Then who?” asked Nefta, hoping Lewelen would decide.
The clan lord thought for a moment. “Aurora can stay.” Before
his wife could disagree, he made his case. “She needs responsibility,
and helping Galad would offer it. She’s more than capable. It would
be good for her.”
Nefta considered the suggestion. “Well, if she would agree to
stay, then…I’m for it.” She could tell that Lewelen was surprised by
her consent. Turning to Galad she added, “She would do well helping you.”
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“Aurora?” The strained look on Galad’s face was replaced by a
contemplative smile. “Yes, she’ll do fine. It won’t be for long.”
The Faunaran camp was a whirlwind of activity. Dried aurochs
meat was brought down from the trees and bundled, water skins
were hastily filled at a nearby brook. The very old waited with the
very young, watching over them until the clan was ready to move.
Amid all the commotion, Berin spoke to his trackers.
“Illum and Baleel, you will lead them north. It will be difficult
for the elders and the children but you must keep them moving. If
you meet with trouble, send word. The rest of us will follow behind,
watching, listening for anything that might come.”
“What do you expect, Father?” asked Real.
“Trouble. I’ve asked falcons to fly south to find out what kind.
Something is near, I can tell. I sense it in the animals, a foreboding I
haven’t felt since the Old World. We’re no longer safe here.”
Calif and Elan’s dagger-like wings sliced through the air high above
what had once been lush, green forest but was now a rolling wasteland of arid soil and stone, bereft of all life. The path of destruction
continued south and west for as far as the peregrines’ eyes could
see.
“The forest taken,” said Elan to her mate. The sight sickened her.
“What has become of the White Pine?”
“And of our home?” replied Calif, thinking of the nest they made
together atop the highest branches of the great tree.
They crossed over the last vestiges of devastated earth to the flat,
grassy plains beyond. Looking into the distance they saw a billowing cloud of dust rising from the plain and a sound like thunder.
“Ogren!” announced Calif.
The lumbering beasts snorted and growled as they barreled over
the grassland, their sharp hooves ripping at its surface.
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“They’re heading for the forest!” added Elan, above the roaring
noise. “We must warn Berin!”
Elan rolled to her side and with a burst of powerful wing beats
jetted back toward RienFor. Calif matched her maneuver and in a
flash was following close behind.
Having once again crossed the path of destruction left by Epoch
and his army, the peregrines flew low over RienFor, almost brushing the tree tops. They dove down through a gap in the canopy entering the dimness of the lower forest. Berin was standing next to
a maple tree, flanked by his sons. The Faunaran lord held out his
hands and the falcon pair swooped in for a landing.
“What have you seen?”
“Ogren. Over a hundred!” answered Elan.
“And they’re coming fast,” added Calif. “They’ll be to the forest
by nightfall. You can’t hope to escape them.”
It was ominous news, indeed. Berin rubbed the scar on his cheek
in thought. He had to do something, and quickly.
“I need the speed of your wings again, my friends. Elan, you must
fly to the Rock. Tell Amor of the danger we face. We’ll try to get our
people across the Molon. If we don’t outrun our foes, the bridge
must be destroyed; the ogren can’t be allowed to cross it. At least it
will give Throm some time.”
“I’ll tell the Man of the Three,” said the peregrine, tilting her
head as she made the pledge.
“Calif, I need you to search for the Nuruth. My sons have seen
the wolves on the borders of the forest; they have already fought for
us. Fly where the trees meet the plain and follow that path to the
Hills. Call to them for help, tell them of our need. If anyone can find
the Pack, you can. The distance to the bridge is great. With children
and elders, it is unlikely we can get there before the ogren are upon
us. Go, now. Fly with all your speed!”
The falcons unfolded their wings as Berin threw up his arms
casting them into air. Like arrows they pierced the canopy and were
gone from sight.
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The trackers were silent. The situation was dire and they knew it,
but Berin would not have them abandon hope. “We will not be easy
prey,” he said.
“Lord Berin, I’ve seen what a handful of the creatures can do,”
said Trest. “The falcons said there were more than a hundred coming. We can’t stand against them.”
“I don’t intend to.”
“Then what?”
Real answered, realizing his father’s plan. “A diversion.”
“You intend to lead them away,” added Roul.
Berin nodded. “The killdeer does not stay on the nest when danger is near.”
“She fakes a broken wing—” said Roul.
“And lures the attacker from its prize,” finished Real. He turned
to his brother. “You know some day you might be as smart as me.”
Berin looked on proudly as his idea ignited a firestorm of creativity in his sons. Instantly, they were sharing tactics, filtering out
weaknesses in strategy. He wondered if they would come to the
same conclusion as he.
They did.
“The Scar,” offered Roul.
“We can lead them to its edge,” said Real. He looked at Trest,
remembering how the Caller had escaped in a similar fashion.
“Yes. If we do it right, they won’t suspect it’s a trap,” said Berin.
“The cliff is hidden, the fall should kill many. At worst, we’ll have
drawn them away from the clan, giving our people more time to get
to the bridge.” He started to walk. “I’ll speak with Illum and Baleel
then seek the elders’ counsel. Their advice will be welcome.”
A short time later, Berin returned and laid out his plan for the
trackers. “Illum and Baleel will push them as hard as they can,” he
said. “We’ll create a line in the forest and wait. The ravine is to the
east of us, half a day’s travel at speed. We’ll let the ogren know where
we are and get them to follow.”
Trest shook his head. “The ogren are fast. We can’t hope to out109
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run them over so long a distance. I’m sorry to doubt you, but there’s
no way we’ll stay ahead of them.”
Berin stared hard at the Caller. “You forget that this is our home.”
He looked up at the waning light filtering down through the trees.
“The darkness will be to our advantage, and we have friends here—I
thank Thalean for his wisdom. Search for night flyers; bats, owls,
any who can guide us. Each of you must have a winged partner, one
who sees without light. Go now and seek them out.”
The trackers scattered in search of allies for the night’s drama.
As Real and Roul moved away together, Berin called after them.
“Choose carefully. We three will be in front of the line. We’ll meet
the ogren first.”
With the midday sun beating down upon them, the Hydran clan
took a break from its chores of fishing and harvesting water plants.
Many rested in the shadows of their tents, scattered randomly
along the beach or beneath the overhanging limbs of trees where
the forest gave way to the thin band of sandy shoreline. Although
they appreciated the cool cover offered by the woods that bordered
the lake, none would go far into that realm. Nayad was out of reach
to them in that most foreign of places and, not having the ability
to converse with plant or animal like their Floran and Faunaran
brethren, the Hydrans found only silence and isolation amongst the
trees.
Water was their world. Its spirit guided them with a voice more
subtle than that of leaf bearer or beast. It was not so much a conversation as a feeling or flow, a sense of drifting in a gentle current.
Nayad existed in the ripples and the waves, offering hints rather
than assurances. But her power was no less great for its subtlety.
Water was life and she could choose to give or deny through it.
As usual, Aurora was the last to return, walking slowly through
the shallows and onto the beach. Her mind was still wading in the
lagoon where she had heard Nayad’s song and felt the water spirit’s
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presence as never before. Together they had performed a miracle;
Nayad had called it a gift. But what did that mean? Aurora wondered. And what had she done to deserve it?
Approaching the camp, she was greeted in friendly fashion by
the others who sat lunching on dried fish, raw clams, and sweet rice
weed. The girl was much liked by all for her gentle nature and sincerity, for her easy smile and the fathomless depths of her blue eyes.
But most, including her own father, didn’t understand her. Aurora
was different, preferring long periods of solitude away from the clan
and its activities—Lewelen called it “dreaming”. She did help with
the chores but was easily distracted. Seemingly unaware of time or
space, she drifted, wandering the lakes, rivers, and streams searching for something that could only be sensed through imagination.
To her father, the Hydran lord, Aurora was becoming something
of an embarrassment. Lewelen led by example, working as hard as
any to keep his people sheltered and fed. Having a child who did
not contribute as much as was expected was hard for him to accept.
He watched as his daughter approached. Again, he noticed she was
empty handed.
“Where have you been?” he asked sternly.
Aurora immediately recognized the tone in his voice. “I…I was
at the lagoon.”
“Were you fishing? I see no net or spear.”
“No, Father,” she answered guardedly.
“Were you weeding, then? If so, where’s your bundle?” He spoke
sharply with the voice of a disciplinarian, clearly not concerned that
other clan members could hear the reprimand.
“No, Father,” she answered, her voice almost a whisper. Her blue
eyes looked up to meet his scowl. “I’m sorry, Father. I was just—”
He cut her off sharply. “I don’t want to hear it. Your mother
needed your help but you were nowhere to be found. Had you returned with a string of perch or even a single bass or pike for the
fire, I could have excused your absence. But you have nothing. Why
do you disappoint me so?”
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“I’m sorry.”
“Yes, yes,” he chided, as if the exchange was tiring him, “you’re
always sorry, and I’m always disappointed.”
Aurora’s eyes began to fill but she fought back the tears. She
wanted nothing more than to please her father and hated herself
for always failing to, for always allowing herself to drift away from
doing the things he wanted her to do.
“I’ll stay and help,” she said plaintively. “For as long as you and
Mother want.”
“For as long as we want?” He considered the offer, amused at its
aptness under the circumstances. “Well then, we have just the task
for you.”
Her father’s sudden change in demeanor worried her. “What do
you want me to do?”
Nefta came out of the tent to join them. Having heard the question, if not the complete conversation, she awaited Lewelen’s answer
and Aurora’s reaction to it.
“We,” he said, nodding to his wife, “want you to look after Galad.
He’s not feeling well and cannot travel with us to Lake Aaron.”
“It will only be for a short while,” Nefta added, delicately, “and
then you can follow us.”
At first Aurora was afraid of being asked to take on such a responsibility. Her initial reaction was to turn her parents down flat,
and deal with her father’s anger. But Aurora found herself dwelling
on the strange experience she had with Nayad that morning. She
desperately wanted to explore further what had happened and staying would allow her the chance, even if she did have to attend to
Galad. The girl enjoyed the old seer’s company, anyway; he was fun
to be around and his knowledge of all things mystical might shed
light on the incredible thing that had happened between her and
the perch. It was her opportunity to discover what Nayad’s words
meant, and understand the extraordinary change she sensed in herself. Fear gave way to her need to know and she answered accordingly.
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“I’ll stay. I’ll look after Galad until he’s well.”
Her mother was pleasantly surprised, and smiled proudly. Her
father seemed stunned, as if he had no idea how to respond.
“Galad will be happy that you’re staying,” said her mother. “As we
are.” She looked to Lewelen, urging him to compliment his daughter on her decision, but he was still lost for words.
Aurora was enjoying her father’s reaction but did not wish to
abuse her new found esteem. “I’ll go tell Galad,” she said, turning in
the direction of the seer’s tent.
“Go ahead, Dear. Then have something to eat, you must be hungry. I’ll help you put aside some food and water before I go.”
“We’ll leave at sunset,” Lewelen said formally, finally finding his
voice. “We can paddle well into the night.”
The Floran lord stood with his Caller at the base of the Rock, looking up at the zigzagging stairway that spanned its levels. The sunlight gave his green eyes a kind of radiance, as if something deep
within them was drawn to its energy.
“Welcome, Lord Vinel,” said Cara from the steps. “And you,
Zeleth. Amor awaits your arrival in the Hall of Clans.”
Vinel smiled as if Cara’s information was unnecessary; he had
already felt the presence of Amor in the upper chamber. But in the
Man of the Three he felt a disturbing amount of tension and anxiety. Those feelings reminded Vinel of a time long ago when the survival of their people was in question.
They ascended the stairs with Cara leading. At the highest level,
where the last step joined the ledge bridging the high arching doorway, Vinel turned to look out at the surrounding forest and beyond.
His thoughts went to his wife and daughter in RienLos, and to the
one who protected them.
“Keep them safe, Guardian,” he whispered.
It was darker inside the hall and it took a moment for their eyes
to adjust. Torches burned in crevices on the rock wall casting light
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around the room’s perimeter. In the center of the cavernous space,
wide beams of sunlight reached down from the ceiling high above
like thick white pillars that had been wedged into place, leaning to
support their load. The Florans walked through the luminous shafts
to where Amor was sitting. He stood to greet the Floran lord.
“Welcome, Old Friend,” he said, placing his hand on Vinel’s
shoulder. “It’s been a long time.” He glanced at Zeleth. “Thank you
for summoning your lord so swiftly.” The Caller nodded, happy to
be acknowledged for his effort.
“It’s good to see you, Amor,” returned Vinel, hoarsely, “but it is
with a heavy heart that I visit the Rock without a greeting from
Amara. All of RienLos mourns.”
“It’s been a difficult time,” replied Amor with an appreciative
nod. The Man of the Three could tell that Vinel’s condolence was
sincere but he sensed another concern beneath it. “Something else
troubles you. What’s happening in RienLos?”
“Era has called us to her.”
“The Guardian? You’ve seen her?”
Vinel nodded. “Yes. She’s everything I expected and…more.”
Amor studied the Floran’s green eyes. In his mind an image of
the great tree resolved. “Did she tell you why you were summoned?”
“She said it was for our safety. Her thoughts are kept from us but
we know something threatens RienLos from the south.”
“The trees said a forest was moving,” said Zeleth. “Is it possible?”
Amor lowered his head at the news; there was a reflection of the
sage in his thoughts.
“Shorran?” Vinel’s voice cracked. “How? What’s happening?”
“He has something in his possession.” Amor pointed to the small
cavity in the rock wall. “It had been hidden here since the Crossing.
The Ancients gave it a name: Sailias. It is a key—a device created to
open and close Eon’s Door.” Amor could both see and feel the Florans’ sudden shock and amazement. They stared at him wide eyed
as he continued.
“When the Door is shut, Sailias is harmless, it sleeps. But when
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the Door is opened the energy that binds the worlds is stored within
it, and that power is beyond measure.”
The color had drained from Vinel’s face. “Can he be stopped?”
“There is a way,” said Amor. “Eon shared a prophecy left to us by
the Ancients. The words speak of the peril we now face and of one
who can deliver us from it.”
The lines above Amor’s brow deepened as he repeated the verses
shared with him by the Elder two thousand years before.
“Twice taken it will be, once to threaten, once to free. Shorran has
taken Sailias but another will come to take it back.
“Found within by one without, hope will be the child of doubt. The
Finder will come to us from the Old World. If all has gone well, my
son should soon be stepping through Eon’s Door to wait for him.”
Miann stepping through the Door! The Florans were dumbfounded.
“But even if your son finds the one who can help,” ventured Zeleth, “Shorran would never give up this…this key.”
“You forget that Sailias will be taken whether Shorran likes it or
not. He knows the prophecy as well as I,” countered Amor.
“Then the sage will kill the Finder before he can return it to Eon,”
said Vinel. “And anyone else who might aid him.”
“Like us,” said Zeleth. “The forest that moves is aimed at our
people.”
Amor bowed his head. “Yes. And it’s likely the Faunarans will
face his wrath as well. Berin should arrive here shortly, but I regret summoning him. I hope I have not drawn him away when his
people need him most.”
“Berin will know what’s going on around him and will do what’s
best for his clan. Of that I’m sure,” asserted Vinel. “If there’s trouble,
he’ll have a plan.”
Worry was etched on Amor’s face. “I hope you’re right.”
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A

grey haze hung over the sky and a strong headwind
buffeted Elan as she sliced through the air on her way to
Throm. Ignoring the instinct to flee the tempest, the peregrine entered the storm. Pounded by heavy rain that blanketed the feathers
of her back and streamed away from her tapered tail, she struggled
to maintain her heading. Sweeping back her wings and angling her
body toward the ground, she dropped below the swirling clouds,
surprised to find herself above a vast expanse of open water. She
continued to fight against the relentless headwind that poured
down from the clouds in heavy waves, eventually making landfall
at the northern shore of Lake Aaron. Mercifully, the wind eased
and the last turbulent squall gave way to a trailing curtain of mist,
before finally surrendering to blue sky and calm.
Crossing the rich green pastures of the Fertile Lands, Elan could
see the massive rock in the distance, glowing in the afternoon sun.
Folding back her wings, she entered into another sharp dive.
“Amor!” she called.
“I’m here.”
The falcon aimed herself at the arched opening in the highest
level of the Rock and entered the Hall of Clans. Flashing through
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the weak beams of light that reached down to the floor from above,
she flew to where the Man of the Three stood with Vinel and Zeleth.
“Welcome, My Friend,” said Amor, holding out his hand for the
peregrine. “What brings you to me in such haste?”
As Elan spoke, Amor translated the message for the Florans. “At
least Berin is with them,” he added, relieved.
“His plan to draw the ogren away is a good one,” said Vinel. “If it
works, it will give them time.”
Amor shook his head. “It won’t be enough. The bridge is too far.”
“Is there a chance the Nuruth will come to their aid?” asked
Zeleth, hopeful.
“It’s possible, but the Hills are vast. Even with Calif’s speed and
vision, the wolves may not be found.”
“At least we know the nature of Shorran’s attack,” said Vinel. “The
ogren are set on RienFor and the forest that moves on our home has
Epoch at its heart. The power of the key must be great indeed, to
command a Guardian.” The thought sent a chill down his back.
Elan lowered her head toward Amor, eyes blinking. “Will you go
to the bridge?”
“I must remain here and await my son’s return,” answered Amor.
“With him comes our only hope to end these threats. I’ll have Bolan
lead a party to bridge; if they leave now, they can be to the Molon
in time to watch for the Faunarans. Bolan will know what must be
done to prevent the ogren from crossing.” Amor turned to Vinel.
“I’m sure Zeleth wishes to see Polina and Holt before he accompanies you back to RienLos. You should return to Era and your family. There’s safety with her, at least for now. And if that should fail,
remember that the Rock can be defended. I now think it was what
the Ancients intended.”
Oris saw the oak first and guided Kamatz and Miann to it from
the air. Arriving at Eon’s trunk, they were greeted with silence.
Miann looked at the wolf and eagle, not knowing if he should speak
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or wait to be spoken to. His confusion was finally answered by a
deep rumble that started at his feet and reverberated up through
his body.
“So, the son of Amor has come.” The tree’s voice echoed in
Miann’s mind, each syllable beating like a bass drum. “And with
Chrysos and Nuruth. Hmmm…Good, very good. My daughter’s
wish of safe passage has been granted. Greetings, Boy of the Three.
Greetings, eagle king and Pack leader.”
“Greetings, Old One,” replied Oris, the tuft of feathers on his
crown rising.
“Greetings, Elder,” offered Kamatz, his head and tail held low in
deference to the tree.
Miann wasn’t sure how, but he could tell that Eon knew everything about him and his protectors—including their purpose for
being here. He was so awed by the power he felt in the ancient tree
that he found it difficult to speak. When he did, it was to state the
obvious.
“M…My father has sent us. To seek the child in the other world.”
“Amor has done well.” The tree’s words sent tremors through the
earth. “The prophecy unfolds for him as it does for me. Hmmm…
Only days ago the sage joined the worlds. I can barely measure
so small a passing—so short a time, yet so great.” Eon groaned in
thought. “Hmmm…Yes, salvation is to be found in the other place.
That world is all but lost, yet from it will come the one who can save
us.”
“Why did you allow the sage to open you?” asked Kamatz.
“Allowed?! He was not allowed!” Eon bellowed. “The holder of
the key cannot be stopped from using it. A door does not choose to
be opened.”
“Elder, if you couldn’t stop him, then who can?” asked Oris.
“In this world, there are none. The key has a power beyond imagination; Shorran will use it to protect himself. And we already know
of other ways it has been employed.”
“You mean the ogren and the coproth?” asked Miann.
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“Yes. Hmmm…The sage changed the vultures as he did the aurochs; that much is clear. They were altered to serve him, their very
nature distorted with the power of Sailias. Now you can understand
what the key can do in his hands.”
“What hope do we have then?” barked Kamatz.
“Hope will be the child of doubt,” answered Eon. “The Ancients
left us that one clue. Only he can take the key back, and the sooner your vigil for him begins the better, Miann. But, first, there are
things you need to know.
“Hmmm…When you step through me, you will move from one
world to another. Leaving a world means leaving its time. The two
are connected, inseparable. When your parents and the clans made
the Crossing two thousand rings ago, this was of no concern to
them since they did not intend to go back. Hmmm…But you will be
returning, and that is to our advantage.”
Miann frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“When you step through me, time in this world will no longer
govern you. You will leave its flow.”
“Then what will happen to time on this side?” asked Oris, recognizing the paradox.
“You’ll notice nothing, eagle king, but Miann will no longer be
subject to it. He’ll exist in another place with another time, separate
from yours.”
“None of this makes sense,” growled Kamatz.
“Oh, but it does, Pack leader. As the link between this world and
the one Miann will enter, I can control how much time will pass
while he is gone. If I choose, I can slow the flow to a trickle. Only
when he returns will time in this world begin for him again.”
“How long do you think I’ll be on the other side?” asked Miann.
“Hmmm…That I can’t answer. It may be a day. It may be a season. It may be longer.”
Longer! It was something Miann had not considered. I could be
alone in a strange world…forever.
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“Not alone!” boomed the tree, privy to the boy’s thoughts. “I will
be there to watch over you. You forget that I exist in both worlds. A
door has two sides.”
“Why can’t we go with him?” asked Kamatz. “We could help.”
“You two will stand ready to follow him should he need you. On
this side of me, you won’t be seen.”
“Elder, how will Miann survive?” asked Oris. “He will need food
and water. What if there’s nothing for him there?”
“That is another question the Ancients thought of a very long
time ago,” answered Eon.
“Food placed over my roots will be replenished without fail. With
me Miann will never hunger, and there is warmth where I draw life
from the earth. Even on the coldest days, he will find comfort over
my roots.”
Miann didn’t know which frightened him more: the amount of
time he might be away from home, or the unknown nature of the
world he was to enter.
“It is time, Miann,” rumbled the oak. “Waiting only gives Shorran
opportunity. For the sake of all, you must step through.”
The boy looked at Oris and Kamatz. The tuft of feathers on the
great eagle’s head stood erect and his golden eyes shimmered and
blinked with emotion. Kamatz also looked anxious. His nose was
held high; it glistened and twitched, sampling the air.
“You have strength in you, Miann,” said the Nuruth. “You’ll find
this ‘child of doubt’. And remember we’re only a step away.”
“Trust in the Elder,” added Oris. “He won’t let harm come to you.
Good luck, son of Amor.”
“I’d say good-bye but I’ll be returning as soon as I’ve said it,”
said Miann, smiling up at the eagle and wolf. A strong bond had
been forged between them, and both Oris and Kamatz could feel
the depth of Miann’s gratitude for their protection and friendship—
and his fear at now having to leave them behind.
“How do I make the Crossing, Elder?”
“All you need do is walk around me and stay close to my trunk.
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Hmmm…You will feel a strange sensation, but do not fear it. You’ll
be passing between the worlds. The other awaits you.”
Miann cradled his pack and blanket. Taking a deep breath, he
started to slowly circle the tree, one step, then two. As he took the
third step, in mid stride he vanished. Oris’s head jerked forward
and Kamatz let out a short growl of alarm. The Boy of the Three
was gone.
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CHAPTER thirteen

M

iann was floating. Behind him were the frozen images of Oris and Kamatz, ahead a meadow ringed with wildflowers. Everything appeared still, dreamlike and foggy, as if Miann
looked through half closed eyes. But the momentum of his step kept
him moving; the other side was getting nearer.
His foot fell heavily on a patch of clover and he almost lost his
balance. Colors and textures resolved around him. He felt a breeze
on his skin, a sensation that was absent in the void. Leaves rustled
in the tree tops and aromas filled the air.
On the face of it, this place seemed much like his own world but,
as he stepped away from the ancient oak and was clear of the great
tree’s roots, a change occurred. There was something missing, something disturbingly inert about his surroundings. A monarch butterfly
drifted by him, lifting and falling on quick wing beats, a tall pine’s
branches swayed in the wind, a crow called out loudly in the distance.
But their inner voices were silent.
Miann reached out to plant and animal alike but received no
reply. Bewildered, he walked back to Eon. The Elder looked exactly
the same as he had in the Erlan World; his massive trunk and twisted limbs had not changed.
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“There’s something wrong,” Miann said. “I can’t hear them—any
of them.” He raised his hand toward the trees bordering the clearing.
“Hmmm…No, you can’t,” replied Eon. “The voices of this world
have been silent since your parents led the clans through me. Only
that which stands over my roots can speak to you now. My connection to the Erlan World makes it so.”
Miann distilled many questions into one: “Why?”
“Hmmm…You and your people are as one with the life in your
world, Miann. Great or small, weak or strong, you are tied to it and
it to you. When that connection is lost, when the inhabitants of
a world forget they are part of it, the ties that bind them are cut
and the world becomes silent. When life is treated like a thing, it
becomes a thing, an object receiving nothing and giving nothing.”
“Is that why our people left this place?”
“Yes. The world closed in on itself, becoming mute. That is why
your parents led the clans to a new land, one that promised hope,
one whose voice was still strong.”
Miann thought of the memory rite he shared with his father.
Many of the questions that were asked of Eon at the Crossing remained unanswered. How had the Ancients known the clans would
come? How did they make the Door and Sailias, its key? Why would
they do so much for those they didn’t know? The questions rolled
through Miann’s mind for Eon to hear.
“What you wish to know might yet be revealed,” droned the tree.
“Only time will tell. The story unfolds for you as it does for all of us.”
Miann took a few small steps toward the edge of the clearing.
He moved with reluctance and wariness, as if expecting to fall into
a trap. That’s what this world felt like to the Boy of the Three; an
alien place where unseen pitfalls hid themselves from view. It was
an uncomfortable feeling, something he was sure he could never
get used to.
“Don’t wander far, Young One,” instructed Eon. “Stay on the
peninsula and never go beyond the water’s edge. You must be here
when the Finder comes, and I must be able to protect you.”
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Miann looked back at the tree and nodded without speaking.
He was too afraid to go far. Having passed through the thin line of
woods—maple and pine and birch—that ringed the clearing, flashes
of light caught Miann’s eyes and he could hear the gentle splashing
of water. Peeking out from the trees, he saw a lake. It didn’t appear
to be large—nothing like the great lakes found in his own world.
The far shore was clearly visible, tall pines shot up through dense
woods at the water’s edge.
Miann noticed three structures there. They stood out against
the landscape, distinguishable from tree and rock by their angular
shapes. He could see an object in the water. Miann knew that in his
own world the Hydrans used crafts made from hollowed-out logs
to travel on the rivers and lakes; he guessed that this was something
similar, although its bright red color appeared odd to him.
As he watched, there was movement beside one of the structures
on the shore.
A person!
From his distant vantage point, Miann couldn’t tell if they were
old or young, male or female. A moment later a second figure appeared, much taller than the first. An adult. That means the other
one must be a child. He watched them move along the water’s edge
before disappearing into the trees.
Could the child be the Finder? Would he come so soon? Miann
was hopeful. No matter what, he would wait. Tomorrow and every
day after. As long as it took.
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PART T WO
We see the world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, the tree; but the whole, of which these are shining parts, is
the soul.
From The Over-Soul
by Ralph Waldo Emerson

CHAPTER fourteen

A

symphony of bird song beckoned from the canopy
of trees above the small cottage. The boy opened his eyes
to witness light dancing on the wooden walls of his bedroom. He
could hear the last crackles of a dwindling fire behind the stove pipe
that emerged from the wall, its warmth having removed the chill of
a late August night. As snug as he felt within his bed, he knew he
must escape its confines; the outside world was calling.
His mother called to him from the other side of the thin, paneled
wall: “Bobby, are you up?”
“Yeah,” he answered, rubbing his eyes.
Robert Simon Wright was twelve, with sun-bleached blonde hair
and blue eyes that stood out on a deeply tanned face. Short golden
hair glistened on his darkened arms like silk. He was looking more
like his father every day; a resemblance that made his mother both
happy and sad.
Barely a year had passed since Bobby’s father died from a particularly aggressive form of cancer. The disease acted with brutal efficiency, ravaging his body and taking his life just a few short months
after it was diagnosed. Through all the pain and failed treatments,
he never once complained. Along with an undying love for his
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family, that courage was the thing Bobby would always remember
about his dad.
Still buttoning his shorts, Bobby rounded the corner from his
room to the tiny kitchen, stepping past the large fridge with its
bulky chrome handle. The slender figure of his mother, Catherine,
stood at the sink, brown hair tied up in a bun. She wore a sweatshirt
and shorts and, as usual, looked as if she planned to work all day
rather than enjoy her holidays. More and more, she seemed to have
a serious expression on her face that etched lines on her forehead
and wrinkled her brow.
“It’s going to be another warm one. Better get the chores done
early. Still, hot days and cool nights, better than all that humidity.”
It was the stern voice of Bobby’s grandfather, Frank Addison. He
had a habit of speaking in lectures.
Gramps, as Bobby called him, was staring down at his newspaper through wire framed reading glasses, reflective and serious.
His silver hair and moustache were always neatly kept. Sometimes
Bobby would stare at the seventy-three year old and try to picture
him as a younger, black haired man, but he could never sustain the
portrait in his mind.
Frank Addison began his sentences with a loud, sharp tone.
Then, as if realizing how he sounded and embarrassed by it, made
his words trail off on a calmer, apologetic note. He donned the same
uniform everyday: his green button down work shirt with the small
black flashlight clipped to the inside of its chest pocket. Bobby had
never seen him use the device but Gramps assured him that it was
a handy tool in dark, cramped places like the cottage crawl space.
He also wore full length pants (green to match his shirt) with a
dangling chain that was connected to an ivory handled jackknife
tucked away in his left side pocket. The knife had been handed
down to him from his father and the blades had seen so much use
and sharpening that they needed to be replaced. A pair of tan work
boots completed the ensemble. Unlike the jackknife, they never
seemed to wear out.
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Bobby’s concern on this day, as could be expected for any twelve
year old boy spending the summer at his family’s cottage, was
swimming and fishing. Wearing only a pair of frayed cut-off jeans,
he sat at the breakfast table and gulped down his eggs and toast.
The old oak chair felt cold against his bare legs and back, goose
bumps sprouted on his skin. He stared out through the screened-in
porch, eyeing the glassy sheet of water beyond. In his mind he developed theories of where the bass were on the shoal, and how big
they might be. Taking his last mouthful of food he noticed the crew
cut head of his friend and neighbor, Scott Jordan, waiting below the
steps leading down to the shore. Bobby leapt up and ran toward the
door.
“Bobby, your dishes! Put them in the sink. And you brush your
teeth before you go anywhere,” his mother ordered.
Without speaking, Bobby spun around on the slippery linoleum
floor, returned to the table, deposited his dishes with a clatter into
the old steel sink, and headed for the bathroom.
“He’s old enough to clean up after himself,” Gramps grunted
from the table, without lifting his eyes from his paper. “It’s time he
helped out a little around here instead of being out in that boat all
day.”
A minute later Bobby returned, flying toward the porch and outside. He stated the obvious as he ran: “I’m going fishing with Scotty,”
and, as his hands hit the screen door, “We’ll probably go out to the
shoal.” His mother sighed in quiet desperation.
Light spilled down through the maple trees warming the grass
next the shore. The cool of the night still hid in the shade and the
lake smelled fresh and invigorating.
“Look how calm it is!” said Scotty, his voice full of wonder, brown
eyes sparkling. “The bass will be bitin’ for sure!”
“First, we have to get crayfish,” stated Bobby in his best fisherman voice. “Let’s look around the dock; we haven’t turned those
rocks in a while.”
After a short search, the two had an even number of the tiny
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crustaceans deposited in the green pail, with a few rocks added to
shelter them. After bailing some water from the boat, they were off,
Bobby operating the oars while Scotty held the pail containing the
crayfish so it wouldn’t spill.
The boys’ destination was a shoal about a hundred yards away.
Both knew it well. At one end, where the water was deepest, there
was a stand of long, twisting weeds where small fish hid from larger ones. The other end of the shoal was very shallow and joined
a marshy area at the end of the bay near the mouth of a creek. In
the middle there was a field of scattered rocks that spilled over the
shoal’s edge toward the deeper water. A huge flat rock twenty feet
across sat adjacent to the rock pile in about eight feet of water, making anything that crossed it easily visible from above. This was the
stage upon which the big ones often performed, and it was where
the young fishermen intended to cast their baits.
Unless you knew how to catch and hold them, crayfish were difficult. One wrong move could result in a good pinch. Timing and
the element of surprise were the keys to avoiding a painful mistake,
although there was usually a greater injury to one’s pride than one’s
finger. Grabbing the crayfish from behind reduced the chance of
being detected; a frontal assault would always fail.
The boys separated two combatants engaged in a claw on claw
battle in the pail before the unlucky warriors were lifted from it,
the first pair to become bait. Scotty managed to drop his crayfish
but, after a frantic search and careful handiwork, retrieved it from
where it had crawled beneath the anchor.
Bobby always felt bad when he forced the hook through a crayfish’s tail. He tried to rationalize the action as a necessary evil but
never quite felt at ease with it. The little creature would inevitably
die and he knew he was responsible for its murder.
What would I feel like if the table was turned? Bobby was beginning to ask questions like that more often. Hurting things, no
matter how small or insignificant they might seem, troubled him.
Of course he would never admit it to Scotty. His friend would think
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he was strange and would likely laugh and call him an “idiot”—his
favorite insult for those who thought too much about things.
Four rock bass were caught and returned to the water. The crayfish lost were replaced on the hooks by others from the pail. All the
while the two boys scanned the bottom for a sign of larger quarry.
About half an hour into the outing, Scotty cried out.
“There’s one on the flat rock! It’s huge!”
Snapping to attention, Bobby readied himself to cast in the direction that his friend indicated. He could see the fish and, although
Scotty might have been guilty of some exaggeration, the smallmouth was a decent size.
But it wasn’t alone.
Bobby noticed a much larger shadow moving behind it. The leading fish was large but the second was gigantic, at least six pounds.
“Look behind it!”
Scotty mumbled something incoherent, overcome with the
shock of seeing the monster. His rod whirred as he wound in, frantically preparing to cast in the direction of the drifting shadow.
The crayfish on Bobby’s hook was making every effort to get to
the shelter of the weeds. Its tail pumped sporadically as it dragged
the weight of hook and line. As it arrived at the bottom, mere inches
from cover, the big bass turned toward it with mouth open. For a
moment Bobby froze, waiting for a sign that the fish had taken the
bait. Nothing happened.
Convinced it had passed by his crayfish, Bobby decided to wind in
and try his luck again. Without warning the rod was nearly wrenched
from his hands, scraping the gunwale with a high pitched squeal.
“I got him! I got him!” Bobby yelled.
Scotty wound in his line as fast as he could and reached for the
net. “Don’t let him go!”
The resistance on Bobby’s reel was set low and line was whizzing
out from it at an alarming rate. He turned the drag wheel with his
thumb, slowing the line’s retreat, all the while struggling to keep the
rod from being pulled from his hands.
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Then the line stopped moving and the strain on the rod ceased.
Bobby began to think the unthinkable: he had lost the fish. But, just
as he was about to admit defeat, the rod jerked again. This time the
line moved faster than before—upward, slicing through the water.
Bobby gripped the rod’s cork handle with all his strength, fighting
to control the fish as it hurtled up from the depths.
The smallmouth left the water like a missile. Propelled five feet
in the air, the fish writhed and twisted, head shaking from side to
side in a last desperate effort to free itself. Suspended above the water for what seemed an eternity, it spit the hook out before returning
to its element with a triumphant splash. Bobby’s line fell loosely in
front of the boat, the curled fiber sinking slowly under the weight of
the bare hook like a filament from a giant spider web.
The boys looked at one another in disbelief. It had all happened
so fast. Neither had seen a fish so large, let alone one so close to
being caught. But, while Scotty saw the loss of the trophy bass as a
terrible defeat, Bobby was happy the fish had won. Feigning disappointment for his friend’s sake, and out of bait, he set his rod down
and waited.
Scotty caught another unwanted rock bass and lost his last crayfish as a result. Infuriated, he lifted the fish from the water and
squeezed it tightly in his hand, its spiked fin spread wide in a futile
defense. A quick tug ripped the hook from the fish’s translucent lip,
leaving a ragged hole in its wake. Scotty threw the rock bass down
as hard as he could; it slapped the water with a loud “thwack!”
“Stupid rock bass!” he said, clenching his teeth.
Bobby was disgusted by his friend’s behavior. “Why did you do
that?”
Not willing to be judged, Scotty shot back: “It won’t hurt him.
Rock bass are useless anyway.”
“I don’t like when you do stuff like that,” said Bobby.
“Tough,” returned Scotty, defiantly.
The fishing trip ended in a silent stalemate of wills, neither boy
willing to reach out to the other in truce. Without so much as a
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good-bye, Bobby dropped Scotty off at his dock and, still frustrated
by his headstrong friend, rowed hard across the bay toward a peninsula on the far side of the lake.
The sun was now high in the sky and the calm water of the
morning had given way to choppy wavelets. As he pulled on the
oars, Bobby looked back at the line of cottages that covered the
shore behind him. He tried to imagine how different the waterfront
had been when his grandfather was a boy. “There were only three
cottages on this whole side of the lake,” Gramps had told him, “and
we were the only ones with a boat. Ol’ Red we called her. Barely
stayed afloat.”
How different it is now, thought Bobby. With cottages plunked
next to each other spanning the shore, and some being replaced by
larger homes, there was little of this place that remained untouched
by human hands. Except for the narrow piece of land he rowed towards. With a last thrust on the oars, the small craft coasted toward its rocky bank.
It was calm in the small bay next the peninsula, the wind blocked
by the natural breakwater that joined it to the mainland. Having
reached the outer boundary of the known summer world, Bobby
rotated on the flat seat in order to examine the area more closely.
Rocks were scattered along the water’s edge. Weeds sprouted
up between them, their long stems drooping under the weight of
explosive flowers. Vines cascaded down the loamy embankment,
crawling over stones like living nets. The vegetation was so dense at
the shore, had Bobby wanted to beach his boat, there would be no
room to do so. But he had no intention of landing. At least he hadn’t
when he first decided to row across the bay.
There was something about this place—its pristine nature, untouched and secretive—that drew him in. It seemed strange that a
piece of land within reach of the cottage—of the familiar—could be
so exotic. The mystery of it drove Bobby to take a closer look.
But before he could step from the bow of the boat into the shallow water, he saw a flash of orange a few feet above the forest floor.
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A ribbon was tied to a branch, its bright color standing out starkly
against the green backdrop of vegetation. Another one was attached
to the trunk of a small birch tree not far from the first. Bobby noticed more strips of the orange tape forming a straight line back
toward the interior of the peninsula. Surveyors use tape like that.
Bobby wondered if the owner of the land was planning on selling
off lots. It would be a shame, he thought; the only place on the lake
that hadn’t been developed would be gone.
The orange tape made Bobby change his mind again; he would
not go ashore. Instead, he would find out what was happening to the
property. If anyone would know, it would be Gramps, he concluded.
The time for exploring could wait.
As he turned the boat for home, out of the corner of his eye,
Bobby saw a flicker of movement in a cedar. A chickadee fluttered
out to alight on a cattail that stood isolated amid the shallow water.
The brown cigar-shaped flower bobbed and swayed under the little
bird’s feathery mass.
“Dee, dee, dee,” it called, looking out at Bobby. Adorned with
a mini black cap and beard, its head rotated back and forth. With
breast fluffed out and feet tucked in under its body, it appeared
as wide as it was tall. A tiny black eye was turned toward Bobby
watching him with great interest.
“Chick-a-dee-dee-dee,” Bobby mimicked, looking for a reaction
from the curious observer. Swaying on its perch, the chickadee just
sat there silently scrutinizing him.
“I guess you’re done talking,” Bobby laughed, amazed by the
bird’s behavior. With a pull on the oars, he headed for home keeping his eyes on the chickadee until it was an indiscernible part of
the cattail and the shoreline behind it.
Having hoisted the boat up on the line of rollers that rested on
the shore in front of the cottage, Bobby tied the bow line to a nearby
willow tree. His grandfather insisted that he do this: “You never
know when a good wind might come up.”
Gramps was at the back of the narrow lot near the old shed, sit134
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ting on a large stump filling a box with kindling. A high cedar rail
fence stood behind him, a few of the farmer’s cows gathered on the
other side near an old twisted apple tree that had been stripped of
its lower leaves. Wet noses and long pink sandpaper tongues pierced
the wooden barrier as they sniffed and snorted in an attempt to get
at the lush green grass that grew just out of reach.
Frank Addison, with sleeves rolled up, worked deliberately in his
round straw hat. Silver hair peeked out from under the hat and a
full mustache the same shade of grey, neatly trimmed, adorned his
serious face. As Bobby approached, Gramps tilted his head back and
nudged the hat away from his brow with the back of his hand. Eyes
narrowed as he recognized the determined nature of his grandson’s
walk.
“Gramps, can I ask you something?”
“I guess so,” came the reply. “I’m done with the kindling and
could use a drink of water. If you bring that other box in, I’ll meet
you inside. You can ask me your question then.” He was surprised
at how quickly Bobby grabbed the box and headed toward the cottage.
Miann sat at the edge of the clearing beyond the reach of Eon’s roots,
staring at the ground in front of him. Below, amongst the shoots of
grass, was a scattering of ant hills. He watched as hundreds of the
little insects scampered to and from their homes, some beginning
their expeditions, others returning with food to be stored in caverns below the surface. It was a world unto itself, its inhabitants
unaware of the giant observer above them. They’re all one big family, Miann thought, each individual working for the good of all. He
couldn’t help but feel he was like them; a searcher journeying far to
help his own people survive.
The Boy of the Three had shown little sign of aging but he had
changed in ways the eye could not see. His feelings of loneliness
and isolation were worsening and soon he ran the risk that the
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emptiness in his heart would overwhelm him. He had befriended
some of the animals living on the peninsula, communicating with
them when they came within the reaches of Eon’s roots. Many lived
out their short lives offering comradeship to the young Erlan, something he cherished. But as each life came to its natural end, Miann
mourned the loss and became increasingly more guarded about becoming attached to others in this place.
His most recent acquaintance, however, would not be ignored.
Appi was a black capped chickadee. He first appeared on a spring
morning three years earlier and ever since called the Elder’s branches home. Miann thought it strange that the bird was alone, with
no family to speak of. A fun loving, curious, and mischievous little
creature, Appi lifted Miann’s spirits and gave him someone else to
talk to when Eon’s daily stories ended. In the face of Miann’s reluctance to enter into any new friendships, the two became attached,
never going a day without each other’s company.
But as much as Miann enjoyed Appi’s presence, he needed
more—the companionship of his own people. Walking back to the
Elder, Miann revisited an idea he had considered many times. He
knew that Eon had met his mother and father. Would it be possible, he wondered, to share the tree’s memories and be with them
once again, if only as an observer in time? The Boy of the Three had
proven his ability to perform the memory rite with his father before
his quest for the Finder had begun and he wondered if the ancient
tree might allow him the same opportunity. As he considered the
question, he arrived at Eon’s trunk.
“Yes, it is possible, Miann,” the tree said in a low rumble. “Within
my rings, the memory of your parents is stored. I’ve known of your
wish for some time now, but I avoided it out of concern for you.
Such an experience might not satisfy the longing in your heart. It
might even make it worse.”
“I know what you’re saying, Elder, but I really want to do this. I
know they won’t be able to talk to me or know that I’m near, but it
would mean a lot just to look upon them. I’ll never be with Mother
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again, and Father seems so far away. It’s hard not knowing how long
it will be until all this ends.”
The boy’s longing hit home with the old oak. It was not unlike
the yearning the tree had sensed in Miann’s parents who, long ago,
stood where their son did now. Alone and waiting, or with others
seeking escape, heartache was the same.
“Very well, Young One, if you wish I’ll take you back to them.”
The ground shuddered under Miann’s feet. “Rest your hand upon
my trunk.”
Miann’s fingertips reached into the deep grooves of Eon’s bark.
Closing his eyes, he waited as the Elder began to delve into his vast
storehouse of recollections, searching for Miann’s parents there.
The boy wasn’t prepared for the profound mental surge that followed.
With a power many times greater than what he had witnessed in
his father, a tremendous flash of images filled his mind—too many
to handle at once. Acknowledging the problem, Eon slowed the images until one single vision was captured, frozen in time. It came to
life…
The oak was in front of him, as if nothing had changed, but Miann
was startled by the presence of others at his back. He turned to look
into the faces of his mother, father, and Shorran.
“Who are they?” Amara asked. It took a moment for Miann to
realize it was not he but Eon—the Eon of two thousand years ago—
who was being asked the question. As the tree answered, Miann
studied his mother’s face, her eyes—now green—so sensitive and
caring, eyes that would never recognize him again.
“The Ancient Ones,” the Eon of the past answered. “They were
here long ago when I was young. The Ancient Ones saw the coming
of the ages and they saw you.”
“How could they know we would come and why would they
care?”
Miann looked from his mother to Shorran, the sage’s grey and
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hazel eyes were fearful and suspicious. Filled with a loathing at the
sight of his mother’s killer, Miann fought the compulsion to strike
at him, knowing that his fist could never meet its mark. Behind
him, the tree, unaware of the presence of this observer from the
future, thundered his response.
“The Ancients knew many things that fall far from my branches.
They saw what was to come or at least what could come. I do not
know how. Hmmm…”
The memory shifted, distorted in the same way the surface of a
calm pool of water is disturbed by a ripple. For a fraction of a second Miann’s vision blurred before resolving with as much detail as
before. Whether it was Eon’s choice or the result of some wrinkle in
the continuum of the tree’s memory, Miann couldn’t tell. Little had
changed. He was in the same place, with the Elder still at his back,
but this time Shorran was gone, his parents stood alone in front of
the ancient oak…
“He has found it,” announced the tree, with a deep groan. “Sailias is in his hands.”
“How can you know this?” asked Amor.
“Hmmm,” rumbled the oak. “I still have some reach in this world.”
“And with this key our people will be safe?” asked Amara.
“Yes. You’ll find safety through me. But remember, even with the
sanctuary I offer you, a threat will come. The Ancients left you a
warning. Beware.”
Still studying their faces from a mere arm’s reach away, Miann could see that his parents were troubled and wanted to know
more—he wished he could tell them. But before they could question Eon further, Shorran emerged from the ring of trees. He approached slowly, carrying a dark piece of waterlogged wood. It was
the length of his arm and had a peculiar shape: a shaft extending
out from an oval.
“Sailias,” Miann said to himself. “If only it was real, this could all
end now.” He reached out to grasp it, but the root melted through
his fist.
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“Is this the key you spoke of, Elder?” asked Amor.
“Yes, this is Sailias,” answered Eon. “Hmmm…this is the key to
the Door…to me…”
Miann’s vision distorted again, this time the memory was collapsing. He tried to maintain the link with the tree’s consciousness but the faces of his mother and father faded away as Eon’s last
word echoed through the thickening fog of memory. But, instead of
bleeding into silence, the syllables grew in volume. What seemed
distant was now getting nearer, and changing: “…me…me…dee…
dee…”
Miann’s hand dropped from the oak’s trunk and he was thrust back
into the present. He turned to search out the source of the growing
sound.
“Dee, dee, dee.” It was Appi calling from the swaying branch of
a sapling at the edge of the clearing. He was clearly agitated. Miann guessed that the bird had witnessed the trance induced by the
memory rite and had become worried about him; to an outside observer it would certainly have appeared strange, even threatening.
“What’s wrong, Appi?” Miann asked. But the chickadee was still
outside the range of Eon’s roots. “I’m alright. You don’t have to be
worried.” The Boy of the Three reached out, offering the little bird
his palm, a gesture which Appi immediately accepted.
The chickadee lifted and fell as he flew in haste toward his
friend, all the while continuing to call out. Entering the realm of
Eon’s power, his words translated in mid-flight.
“Dee, dee, dee…a boy, a boy, a boy!”
Alighting on Miann’s upturned hand Appi continued to proclaim his news. “A boy has come! A boy has come! I think he’s the
one who can help!”
“Is he still near, Little One?” boomed Eon. “Is he coming this
way?”
“He’s gone now. He’s gone, but I think he’ll come back. I know he
will.” With his diminutive beak opening and closing excitedly, the
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bird tilted his little helmeted head to look at Miann. “I know he will,
Miann. I know he will.”
Could it be the Finder, wondered Miann, the child he was waiting for?
“We will see,” said the Elder. “What seems promising now could
again turn out to be a mistake. We will see.”
Gramps took the plastic water jug from the refrigerator and poured
himself a tall glass. “Nothing like good well water,” he said, taking a
long drink. He sat in his red recliner across from the rusted metal
fireplace. “Well, what did you want to ask? By your look, it must be
important.”
Bobby was studying the small bookcase in the corner of the room
that his mother had repainted at the beginning of the summer. The
shelves contained thirty or so books and it was easy to distinguish
the owner of each work. Almost all of Gramps’s books were hardcover tales of survival against terrible odds, most having been out of
print for decades. Catherine Wright read less serious fiction—some
would call them Romances—and many of those novels held space
on the shelves as well. Although she had been a voracious reader
and often pushed her son to take a greater interest in literature,
Bobby realized as he looked at her storehouse of paperbacks that he
had not seen her pick up a single one this summer.
A little space on the highest shelf was given to Bobby for his
books—he didn’t have many. There was a text on sharks, one on
the planets, and another on airplanes of the Second World War.
His fiction department consisted of a single trilogy: The Amulet
Master.
Bobby read The Minikin in grade four, having signed it out of the
school library, and the adventure of Henry Hawlins consumed him.
Never had he been so captivated by a story. Minikins and wizards
and monsters; it was all so far-fetched yet believable at the same
time. He loved the story’s riddles most of all, solving most of them
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on his own. But when he finished the book, he couldn’t find anything else at school to compare to it.
Then, Mr. Charles, Bobby’s grade six teacher, told him about the
three books that continued the story of the Gate Stone that The
Minikin had begun. No copies were to be found in the school library, and the public library in town had its editions forever signed
out. With much thought, and at the risk of making a monumental
error, he asked his mother to buy him the books—all three—as the
one and only birthday present he was to receive from her.
A shocked but pleased Catherine Wright agreed and, although
Bobby also was given the customary double-decker chocolate cake
that he expected to accompany the gift (and a plaid shirt from his
grandfather that he did not), the three books were all he received
that April day. He soon realized that he had made the right choice.
The trilogy turned out to be just the therapy Bobby needed; an
escape from the deep, dark abyss of loss he had fallen into after his
father’s passing the summer before. Although some of the character
and place names in the books were hard to sound out and remember, The Amulet Master was even richer than The Minikin. Bobby
never read so much so fast. There were parts that he laughed at
and a couple for which he cried (of course he would never tell that
to anyone, especially Scotty); the only bad thing about reading the
books was coming to the end. And when the journey of Hinton and
Tomas was over, and Illinor was king, Bobby knew he had found
something he had not expected: an understanding of the world, the
real world. Funny what Minikins can teach you.
“I rowed to the peninsula,” Bobby began. That simple introduction grabbed his grandfather’s interest in a way he had not expected. The old man shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
“The peninsula on the other side of the lake? What did you go
there for?” There was a sternness in Frank Addison’s voice that put
his grandson on the defensive.
“I don’t know. I…I just felt like it. Do you know who owns it?”
“Who owns it?” He took his eyes off Bobby and sat back in his
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chair. “Oh, that would be old Tom Graft. Lives down the county
road.”
Gramps lifted his glass and took another drink. Small droplets
of condensation cascaded down onto his green work shirt which
was already soaked through at the neck line with perspiration. He
wiped his mustache with the back of his hand.
“He and his brothers bought up every piece of property left on
this lake back in the fifties. We’d already had this cottage for some
time before then. This was the only stretch of shore that the brothers didn’t end up with. They were smart. Got everything they could
from the farmers who owned waterfront—cheap. Let me see, there
was the Welch farm, the Kirby farm…I can’t remember the other
one…they were Irish, I think. Anyway, the Grafts ended up with all
of it and sold it off lot by lot. They did alright.” Gramps shifted in his
chair. “Why are you so interested in the peninsula?”
“Well, I saw something over there. Some orange tape, the kind
surveyors use when they’re marking lots.”
“Orange tape?” Gramps lifted the glass to his lips and finished the
last mouthful of water. “Maybe Tom is selling it after all. He swore he
never would. I offered to buy that lot from him forty years ago, way
back in the thirties, and I’ve asked him at least ten times since. He
said he’d never give it up; it was his favorite piece of land. He always
went on about needing access to the lake, or some such nonsense.”
“But he must be doing something with it now or there wouldn’t
be any of that tape there, would there?” Bobby asked.
“Yes, and I’m not very happy that he didn’t tell me. I’ll drop by his
place tomorrow and see what this is all about. Tom’s a strange bird
and will probably try to avoid the issue, but I’ll find out one way or
the other what his plans are.”
Bobby had hoped to get an answer to his question, but no more.
Gramps’ decision to visit the owner was a real surprise.
“Gramps, do you think it would be alright if I went back there
tomorrow and looked around a bit? I won’t touch anything—the
tape, I mean.”
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The old man was slow to answer. “I…don’t see a problem with it.
Tom probably wouldn’t mind. But let me know if you see anything
going on over there…anything out of the ordinary. I like to know
what people are up to where the lake is concerned. Anything out of
the ordinary, you let me know, okay?”
“Sure. Thanks, Gramps.”
With that the boy was already on his way out of the cottage, flying through the screen door, afraid that if he lingered a second longer his grandfather might change his mind. Bobby had the blessing
he had not expected to get, and didn’t wish to have it rescinded. Already he was imagining what he would discover on his expedition.
Rising from his chair, Frank Addison took a step toward the
bookcase and reached for a dusty old novel lying flat on the second
shelf. Its cover was worn, and many of the pages were dog-eared
from age and wear. A corner of one page, near the beginning of the
story, was folded down. Holding the front and back covers with the
spread fingers of each hand, he brought his thumbs together over
the pages to pry the book open at the mark. As the page revealed
itself, the old man’s eyes scanned down to a part he had underlined
in pencil many years before. He read the words to himself:
The boy’s shame was a dark stain on his soul, a mark
that time could not erase, a blot that would never be cleansed.
He was sure he would spend the rest of his life praying for
redemption.
Making sure to keep the folded corner of the page in place, Frank
Addison closed the book and returned it to the shelf. He sighed
deeply.
Catherine Wright returned home shortly after Bobby and Gramps
had their conversation about the peninsula. She asked Bobby to
help her with the groceries and he happily obliged, knowing there
would more than likely be a few delicacies that he could have as a
reward for his efforts. His mother usually bought canned pop and a
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large bag of cookies each time she shopped in the summer months.
It had been over a week since Bobby had polished off the last of both
from her previous trip and he would do anything to satisfy his craving for something sweet.
After supper, the family watched a few television programs on
the small black and white set next the bookshelf in the cottage’s
main room. By nine-thirty all lights were out and Bobby could hear
the crackling fire through the chimney pipe that ran up his bedroom wall.
Sleep in the cool of the late summer evenings came easy. As he
lay under his quilted blanket, he could hear the sounds of frogs and
crickets outside his window. Chirps and blurps and ratchety sounds
blended together, a multitude of musicians playing their parts in the
chaotic orchestra of the night. The sound was hypnotic and Bobby
slept deeply. And dreamed…
A large black crow landed in front of him, its feathers rising and falling as it cawed loudly. Its head turned to reveal an eye that was intelligent and aware. The bird seemed to recognize him and showed
no fear at being so close to a human. A hand touched his shoulder.
Turning, Bobby met the face of an old man with hair and beard as
white as snow. Shorter than Bobby, he stood hunched, leaning on
a polished wooden cane. The old man’s eyes were swirling silver
pools that pulled at the boy’s consciousness. A voice came from the
stranger, but his lips didn’t move.
The eye of Sailias sees the truth.
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he memory of the strange dream lingered as Bobby sat
up in his bed, summoned to meet the day by a shaft of bright
light that beamed through his window to warm the paneled wall
above the painted pine dresser. He often remembered his dreams,
but the vision of the old man and the crow was unlike anything his
imagination had been able to conjure in the past. He had no idea
who the white haired man was and that was odd, since dreams were
usually about people one knew. And the message delivered by the
stranger was even more enigmatic. What was a ‘salius,’ and how
could it see truth? After thinking about it for a minute or two, he
dismissed the whole thing as a game his mind had played on him.
It was just a dream after all, and weren’t all dreams strange? There
was no sense trying to interpret them.
With a quick toss of his quilt, Bobby spun his legs from the bed.
The linoleum floor was cold under his feet as he pulled on his jean
shorts.
Just as the morning before, he was greeted by his mother and
ignored by his grandfather. After wolfing down a bowl of cereal and
a piece of toast, and gulping a glass of orange juice, Bobby gathered
his dishes from the table to deposit them in the sink on his way
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to the bathroom to brush his “pearly whites,” as his mother called
them.
“Thank you, Bobby,” said a surprised Catherine Wright, exaggerating the words in a gesture meant to get her father’s attention.
Bobby returned shortly and, as he passed by Gramps at a fast
walk toward the porch and outside, their eyes met. Frank Addison
shook the paper in his hands, flattening out a wrinkled page and,
adjusting his glasses, returned his attention to the words there.
“I don’t think Scotty’s here yet,” said Bobby’s mother.
“That’s alright,” Bobby replied without turning, “I’ll see him later.”
Catherine Wright stood at the threshold of the open door watching her son as he untied the boat from its mooring at the old weeping willow. She was about to ask another question but decided not
to; Bobby was already pushing the boat from the rollers. As she
turned and walked by her father, he spoke.
“I’ve got to go into town this afternoon. Is there anything you
forgot to get yesterday?”
“I don’t think so. What do you have to do?”
“Oh, just a little running around,” came his vague reply. “Just
thought I’d ask.” As his daughter began washing the dishes, Frank
Addison turned and looked up from his paper. Past the porch windows, through the branches of the trees at the shore, he could just
see the tail end of the row boat moving away.
The wind was relatively calm as Bobby rowed, and it took less
than half an hour for him to reach the far shore where the wooded
peninsula thrust itself out into the lake. The sun was still low in the
eastern sky and the shoreline was aglow with light. Golden rocks
sparkled under the glass-like water’s surface and the lush green color of the trees on the embankment was amplified by the morning
sun. The beauty of the untouched shore was breathtaking. Bobby
lifted his oars and coasted the last fifty feet, imagining that this
was the same sight natives in their birch bark canoes had witnessed
hundreds, even thousands of years before. To his eyes the penin146

Eon’s Door

sula appeared to be a timeless place, an ancient place, a place where
Minikins might find adventure.
He looked for an overhanging branch strong enough to tie off on
then stepped from the boat into the shallows. With little wind near
the shore, the boat could drift free without being damaged, should
it move toward the rock-strewn beach. Bobby climbed the hill leading up from the water’s edge, stones dislodged from the loamy soil
as his bare feet sought traction.
Standing where the land leveled out, he tried to get his bearings. A piece of the orange surveyor’s tape was visible to his right.
As he looked at it he heard the unmistakable growling, buzzing
sound of a chainsaw. Judging by its volume, it was only a couple
hundred yards away on the mainland. Bobby knew that new lots
were often cleared of trees, or new roads were opened to access
them. He wondered if this was the reason for the saw being so
close to the untouched piece of property. The notion made his
heart drop in his chest. To destroy such a place—the last of its kind
on the lake—seemed tragic.
The gnawing sound of the saw ceased as he began his walk
through the thick bush searching for a route toward the peninsula’s
center. He found a trail that twisted and turned under and around
the multitude of saplings and larger trees. Bobby guessed that the
path had been worn down by deer that had come to drink at the
lakeshore.
Stepping past an ash tree, he heard the “dee dee dee” call of a
chickadee. Looking up, he could see it staring down at him from its
perch in a hemlock. It couldn’t be the same bird from yesterday, he
reasoned; there must be hundreds of the little creatures in the area.
The chickadee watched him, head pivoting, beak opening and closing with interest.
“What are you looking at, little guy?” Bobby asked, smiling.
“Dee dee dee,” the bird replied as it fluttered to the next tree
before spinning like a top to face Bobby again. It uttered another
short burst of chirps and waited there. Bobby took a few more steps,
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pushing the tangled web of branches out of his path as he navigated
through the undergrowth. The chickadee once again flew a short
distance ahead of him before coming to rest in another tree.
Bobby knew it was impossible, but it seemed to him as if the
little creature wanted to be followed. He approached it, expecting it
to lose interest in him and fly off, but the bird continued to flutter
just out of reach.
“Are you taking me somewhere?” Bobby joked, amazed at the
chickadee’s persistence.
“Dee dee dee, dee dee dee,” was the boisterous response. Turning, the bird lifted itself from its perch and flashed through the last
leafy branches to enter an open expanse of meadow beyond.
“Hold on,” laughed Bobby. “I’m coming.”
Where the bird had gone, he couldn’t tell. A broad wall of maple
leaves formed a barrier between him and the clearing. Shifting left
and right to avoid the woody stalks of saplings, he bent low pushing through the tangle of branches. With a last crouching step, he
emerged from the leafy morass and turned to search for his little
winged shepherd.
“Where are y—”
Bobby stopped in mid sentence, startled by the boy standing directly in front of him. He looked a little older than Bobby and had
deeply tanned skin and long black hair framing a pair of hazel eyes.
He wore unusual clothing, shorts stitched in a fashion Bobby had
never seen before. The boy stood with his right arm outstretched
and his palm turned up. There, resting on the tips of his fingers was
the chickadee Bobby had followed through the wood. It was chirping excitedly but it showed no signs of fear or any desire to escape.
The boy’s eyes moved back and forth from the bird to Bobby, trying
to pay attention to both at the same time. Amazed at the chickadee’s tameness and with the shock of his surprise encounter waning, Bobby broke the uncomfortable silence.
“Hi. My…My name’s Bobby. I was just…uh…looking around.”
Bobby’s attention moved to the bird resting on the boy’s hand.
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“That’s amazing. He isn’t afraid of you.” There was no response; the
boy just stared at him. “Um…Are you from around here?”
The stranger squinted, unable to decipher the question.
“You don’t understand me, do you?” asked Bobby, slowing his
words while raising his voice, hoping that would help. He shook his
head slowly. “You don’t speak English?”
Bobby remembered a similar experience he had at school with a
South American exchange student. This boy was acting much the
same way, as if he wanted to respond but could not translate the
words. It also explained the boy’s appearance; he looked like someone from a far away country.
As Bobby searched for a way to make himself understood, the
boy spoke—at least it appeared to be an attempt at speech. The
sound that came from the stranger resembled that of a breeze traveling through the leaves of a tree. It fluttered, rising and falling with a
complicated rhythm. The language was unlike any Bobby had heard
before and he stood frozen, confused by it, his interest tinged with
fear. He was reminded of stories he had heard about lost children
growing up in the company of wolves or other animals with no human contact, and wondered if he might be looking at one. He forced
the idea from his mind, searching for a more reasonable explanation.
As Bobby stared, mystified, the boy raised his left arm and
waved for him to follow. The chickadee was still perched on the
strange boy’s right hand, calling out excitedly in his own indecipherable tongue.
Although reluctant at first, Bobby’s curiosity and an instinctive
feeling of security granted him permission to go along—this in spite
of his mother’s repeated warnings about trusting strangers. The boy
exuded a kind of gentleness and vulnerability that was disarming
and, as he walked, he turned more than once to smile and wave
Bobby on, reinforcing Bobby’s gut feeling that there was nothing to
worry about.
They approached an old, gnarled oak tree standing alone in the
center of the meadow. Warily, Bobby followed the boy toward it,
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wondering all the while where he could possibly be leading him.
Turning around to face Bobby, and uttering more strange sounds,
the boy continued to back up in the direction of the tree, the expression on his face one of eager anticipation. Looking around, Bobby
saw nothing that he could associate with that feeling.
“Sthroowsthr…” continued the sounds from the boy’s lips. Bobby
still had no idea what he was trying to say. But, as they stepped
closer to the oak, the wind-like utterances altered to form words.
Although spoken with a peculiar accent, they were words Bobby
could recognize.
“Rowsherooser…understand me?”
“Yes,” said Bobby, surprised. “I understand you…now. Why didn’t
you speak like that before?”
Smiling, the boy looked from Bobby to the little bird in his hand.
With an expression of overwhelming joy and relief, he turned his
head toward the tree as if he was acknowledging someone there.
Bobby saw no one; the old tree stood alone.
Suspecting it was some kind of joke, Bobby’s frustration bubbled
out in questions. “Who are you? What’s going on? Why are you here?”
When the boy turned back to him, his eyes were a strange mix
of green and brown.
“I’ll answer all of your questions. Just promise that you’ll trust
me and not be afraid. We’re not to be feared.”
“I’m not afraid,” replied Bobby. He noticed a slight change in the
boy’s expression as if he had detected the lie. “I just want to know
who you are and why you brought me here.”
“My name is Miann, and I brought you here to help me.” Miann
turned his head again to look back in the direction of the old oak
behind him. “To help us.”
“What do you mean…us?” Bobby looked at the chickadee balanced on Miann’s hand and then past the strange boy to see if
someone else was hiding behind the tree. Before Miann could explain, a high pitched voice called out.
“You’re the one! You’re the one! You’re the one who can help!”
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The words were spoken in rapid succession, the way an auctioneer
might call out for bids on an item for sale. Miann’s lips had not
moved and there was no one else nearby. Astonished, Bobby looked
to the little chickadee.
“Was that…him?” he asked in disbelief. “Was that the bird?”
Miann answered apologetically. “Yes, his name is Appi. He sometimes forgets himself, especially when he’s excited.” Miann looked
sternly at the chickadee in his hand.
Bobby shook his head slowly. “That’s impossible. Bird’s can’t talk.”
“Is not! Is not!” Appi objected. “Can! Can!”
“Appi, you’re scaring him!” chided Miann.
The little bird rotated its tiny head to look at his host. “Sorry,” he
said in a low whistle. Then, with a flutter of his short wings, the chickadee flew from Miann’s hand to a thick lower limb of the oak tree.
“This is too weird!” said Bobby, backing away slowly.
To calm him, Miann spoke directly to Bobby’s mind with a message of friendship and trust. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “There is
nothing to fear from us. We’ll explain everything. We need your
help, but we don’t want you to be afraid. What is your name?”
Bobby stopped moving. He didn’t know how, but he was hearing
Miann, understanding him, and knowing his intentions. Nothing
was hidden, there was no deceit. He was telling the truth.
“My name’s Bobby. Bobby Wright.”
Miann smiled and spoke aloud once more. “It’s good to meet
you, Bobby. We hoped you would come.”
“You keep saying we, but I have a feeling you don’t mean you and
the bird.” Without moving his head, Bobby’s eyes wandered to the
chickadee now watching from the tree.
“There is someone else here,” offered Miann. “A friend.”
“Where?” asked Bobby coolly, looking past Miann again.
The ground began to shake under Bobby’s feet. The vibration
traveled up through his legs and chest. A deep and powerful voice
accompanied the tremor, echoing in the boy’s mind.
“I am Eon, and I welcome the Finder.”
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That morning on the peninsula, the impossible was made real for
Bobby Wright. With the help of Miann he was able to put aside his
fear of the old oak whose words rumbled and thundered through
him like a bass drum. He wanted to run back to the boat and leave
this place behind, but something compelled him to stay. Asked to
accept things that an hour before he would have never believed
possible, he listened to Miann and to Eon as the story of the Door
between worlds was recounted. He was told of the terrible threat
unleashed by its opening, and the hope that only ‘the Finder’ could
offer.
“How do you know it’s me?” asked Bobby, still not able to accept
the fact that he was talking to a tree. “Maybe it’s someone else.”
“A child we expected, we were not sure what the test would be,”
groaned Eon. “But it became clear to us from the beginning that the
Finder would be special—one who could understand our message
and our plight. You have passed that test. I admit that my own misgivings only ended today. A human to save a world? The very idea
is ludicrous. Hmmm…I mean no offence, Finder. It’s just that your
kind seem…unworthy.
“But you are different. Your ability to talk to Miann, Appi, and
me with a power rooted in the Erlan World makes you very special,
indeed. And in your heart I can tell there is something that wishes
to free those who suffer. The Ancients saw you long ago with a vision that spanned the ages. Those prophets prepared the way and
now I look upon you without doubt. You are the one chance, you
are the Finder.”
There was irony in the great tree’s words, for before him stood an
unimposing, shoeless and shirtless twelve year old boy; he certainly
didn’t look like a hero.
“And you want me to go with you to find this key?” asked Bobby,
looking at Miann.
“Yes. We must return Sailias to Eon before Shorran has destroyed all hope for my world.”
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“And the Finder’s world!” boomed the Elder. “Who’s to say what
would befall this place should Shorran step through me. With the
power of Sailias, he could control the fate of both worlds. Let us not
forget that this was also his home once, and he may seek it again.”
Sailias. It was only now that Bobby remembered the word and
the face that had spoken it in his dream.
“Hmmm…This is not first time you’ve heard its name,” rumbled
the oak.
“No,” admitted Bobby. “But I didn’t know what it was, until now.”
He thought for a moment. “Why would this Shorran want to hurt
everyone?”
“I don’t know,” said Miann, thinking of his mother and the horrible way she had died at the sage’s hands. “But we have to stop him.”
“You will not be alone in this,” added Eon, aware of Bobby’s trepidation. “There are two who wait on the other side. They are trusted
allies who will protect you as you seek the key.”
Miann pictured Oris and Kamatz, his loyal friends. Time had
not passed for them since he left, and they would not have missed
him as he did them. He looked forward to the reunion.
“How long do you think it will take?” Bobby asked. “Getting the
key I mean. If I go.”
“No time will pass in your world as long as my Door remains
open,” groaned Eon. “If your quest is a success, you will return the
very moment you leave. No one will know you were gone.”
“You said if it’s a success. Something bad could happen, couldn’t
it?” The gravity of what he was being asked to do struck Bobby for
the first time. What he had learned today had shaken the very foundation of his reason—that was hard enough to accept—but could he
go further? Could he risk more?
The Elder addressed the boy’s fear, his voice reverberating
through the ground, an artifact of deep contemplation. “Hmmm…
It is troubling, I know. Harm could come to you. Of this you must
be aware. But if you don’t try, a world will certainly be lost.” The
tree added in a low rumble, “And everyone and everything in it.”
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Bobby looked at Miann, the peculiar boy he had met just a couple of hours before. Already he felt a close bond with the young Erlan, a bond that was forged through the shared experience of losing
a parent. Bobby couldn’t just walk away and let such a noble and
brave boy suffer more, especially if there was something he could
do about it.
“I know that we are asking a lot, Bobby,” said Miann. “There’s no
need to hurry your decision; I can wait. Take your time and do what
your heart tells you.”
Just then, the droning of a chainsaw could be heard again in
the distance. Together, Miann and Bobby turned their heads in the
direction of the buzzing sound. Miann noticed Bobby’s expression
change from concern to dread.
“I heard this before,” said Miann. “What does it mean?”
“We have less time than you think,” answered Bobby. “That’s a
saw. They’re cutting down the trees. I think they’re coming here.”
Miann raised his hand to the Elder’s trunk, his voice quivering
with emotion. “What if—”
“My Door must be closed before that happens!” boomed Eon.
“The worlds cannot be forever joined or Shorran will prevail!”
The old oak’s unselfishness in the face of death stirred something deep in Bobby. He couldn’t stand by and allow the tree to be
destroyed. He couldn’t turn his back on Miann and a people that
only wanted and deserved peace. Bobby remembered The Amulet
Master and the pledge Hinton Hawlins made within its pages: I
will try, even though it frightens me. His pulse quickened and he
breathed deeply, searching for the same strength the Minikin had
found, the same courage Bobby had witnessed in his father during
the last days of his life. The words were spoken before he was even
aware he had said them.
“I’ll go.”
“Thank you.” Miann’s response was little more than a whisper,
but with those two words Bobby felt a tide of gratitude and relief
wash over him.
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“Yes, a world stands in your debt, Finder,” said Eon. “You have
given us the hope we needed.”
Appi, who had somehow managed to stay silent for so long, could
not resist the urge to proclaim the news: “You help! You help!” The
chickadee’s enthusiasm drew smiles from Bobby and Miann, but
the mood of the moment was too serious to sustain them.
“I’ll come back tomorrow,” said Bobby. “And I won’t tell anyone
about you. I promise.”
“We trust you,” replied Miann.
“We hold you to your word. Tomorrow, then,” rumbled the
oak.
Bobby started to turn away then hesitated. “What…What should
I bring?”
“Be prepared to travel,” answered Miann. “It’s also the end of
summer in my world and the cool season will soon come, like
when the leaves of the maple change here. Bring only what you can
carry.”
Bobby didn’t remember the trip back to the cottage. He was pulling
the row boat up on the rollers before he even realized he was back
at his shore. The boy had been doing so much thinking since he met
Miann and Eon that he felt like his brain would explode. Tying the
boat line to the willow tree, for a moment he questioned whether
or not the events of the morning had even happened. It was only a
passing doubt. There really was a Miann and a bird named Appi;
there really was an Eon, a tree who was a door between worlds. And
Bobby also knew he had promised to help them. He walked up the
path to the cottage steps. Scotty was there.
“You could have waited for me,” his friend said, pouting. “I guess
you’re still mad, eh?”
Bobby had forgotten about their argument. In light of the
morning’s events, it seemed distant and trivial. “I didn’t go fishing.
I just rowed around for a while.”
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“Are you gonna go out again?”
“No. My grandfather wants me to do something for him.” He
hoped the lie would get rid of Scotty, but he knew his friend and
expected him to persist.
“Okay, well maybe tomorrow then?” Scotty was looking at his
feet, trying to appear as pathetic as possible. Bobby had always given in to the tactic in the past, but this time was different; he stepped
by Scotty and walked up the metal grated steps, opening the screen
door.
“Maybe,” was all he said before the door closed. Scotty was left
lingering, alone and rejected.
Bobby’s throat was dry. He pulled on the long chrome handle of
the big fridge and reached in to remove the jug of well water stored
there. He poured himself a glass before returning the container to its
place. Taking a big gulp of the ice cold fluid, he walked back toward
the cottage’s main room. The water seemed to restore his energy and
clear his head. A few more swallows and the glass was empty. He set
it on the table and looked across the room at the bookshelf.
Bobby’s eyes were drawn to the story of Hinton and the Gate
Stone. The parallel between that character and him was obvious.
He, too, was a little person called upon to do a great task in a place
of which he knew nothing. And, like the young Minikin, he had no
idea what to expect. Bobby recalled Henry Hawlins’s warning to his
nephew: Wonderous things and great danger await a Minikin stepping through the Gate.
His ruminations were interrupted by a sneeze that emanated
from outside. Across the yard near the fence line, he saw his mother
digging weeds from the flower bed. Looking at her, he was reminded again that his journey would be one of life and death. This was
not a story, it was real. How will she cope if something happens to
me? Bobby thought of his father and the illness that had consumed
him. His death had left a huge hole in his mother’s heart, one that
she had yet to recover from. Would the loss of her son destroy her
heart completely?
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Hearing what sounded like a car door slamming shut, Bobby
stood on his toes to peek through the window at the gravel driveway. Frank Addison was standing beside his green pickup saying
something to his daughter across the lawn. As distant as his grandfather could be at times, Bobby knew he was wise, and if there was
anyone who could offer counsel in such a serious matter, it was
Gramps. Bobby also knew he had promised Miann and Eon that
their meeting would remain a secret; he would have to choose his
words carefully.
Entering through the door next the kitchen, Frank Addison was
surprised to see his grandson standing before him.
“Oh, you’re in here.”
Gramps opened the fridge to retrieve the water jug. He glanced
back at Bobby who hadn’t moved. “I talked to Tom. He just had that
property surveyed but he hasn’t decided what his plans are for it. At
least that’s what he says.”
“They’re cutting trees. I heard the saws,” said Bobby.
“They’ll likely put a road in first, and then clear off some lots. That’s
to be expected, I guess.” Gramps lifted his glass and took a sip of water. He searched Bobby’s face. “Anything else going on over there?”
“Like what?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Did you see anybody?”
“No, no one,” Bobby lied. “I just heard the saw. But I wanted to
ask you something—it doesn’t have anything to do with that.” Bobby hoped he was convincing.
“Scotty and I had an argument,” he began. The grain of truth
seemed to give the fib that was to follow some credibility. “I said
that if someone really needed your help, but you could get hurt by
helping them, you should do it anyway. He said that it wouldn’t be
worth it. What do you think?” Bobby looked up at his grandfather
expectantly.
Frank Addison took another drink from his glass, his eyes glued
to Bobby’s. “There are times when you have to make a sacrifice for
what’s right, even if you have something to lose.”
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“Okay, thanks,” Bobby said thoughtfully, finding solace in the
answer. He turned and started to walk toward the porch. But before
he reached the doorway, his grandfather spoke again, the old man’s
voice little more than a whisper.
“You’ve seen him, haven’t you?”
Bobby stopped. His heart fell into his stomach. Rotating slowly,
he swallowed deeply, making the greatest of efforts to look innocently confused. “Who?”
“The Nature Boy—I don’t know his real name. He has long black
hair.” Frank Addison’s eyes were piercing; Bobby had never been
able to withstand their probing power.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bobby replied uneasily.
“I didn’t see anyone.”
“Your eyes, Son. Windows to the soul, they always give you away.”
He took a step toward Bobby. His body language and tone, although
direct, were not threatening. “Tell me the truth?”
Bobby’s mouth was dry again. He blinked nervously under the
stare of the old man. He was a prisoner stranded in no man’s land,
caught in the search lights.
“I have my answer,” said Gramps. “You don’t even have to say it.”
He turned to look out the window to ensure his daughter was still
working at the flower bed.
“I saw him too. The first time was sixty years ago, I was about
your age.”
Immediately goose bumps formed on Bobby’s arms and he felt
a chill travel up his spine where it lifted the hair on the back of his
neck. He crossed his arms as if caught in the teeth of a bitter wind.
“I had taken Ol’ Red across the bay. Ha,” Gramps grunted out a
laugh, “had to bail the whole way. Back then the other shore was all
trees, not a cottage anywhere. I was like you, I liked to go exploring.
I used to take my gun with me and shoot squirrels and blackbirds.
I can’t believe I used to get pleasure out of that.” He sighed, shaking
his head in shame.
“Anyway, one day I just decided to go for a walk and there he
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was, the Nature Boy—dark tan, black hair, looked like some kind of
Indian.” Bobby listened, spellbound.
“I followed him.” Frank Addison squinted. “He made this…
sound. I couldn’t understand it. We walked for a while together,
and then he just stopped. We looked at each other and that was it. I
never saw anyone look so sad, like he was desperate but couldn’t get
help. I’ll never forget it.”
“His name is Miann.”
“Miann,” the old man repeated.
“And he still looks like you said,” Bobby added. “How could he
stay young?”
“I don’t know, but he doesn’t seem to age. I got another glimpse
of him about twenty years ago. I was lookin’ at that lot when I saw
him step out from behind some trees. He didn’t see me.” Gramps
shook his head. “He hadn’t aged a day in forty years!”
“I talked to him,” said Bobby. “I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone,
but you saw him too, so—”
“It’s our secret,” said Gramps. “No one else needs to know.” He
thought for a moment. “I couldn’t understand a word he said the
time I met him. Why is he there, did he tell you? I’ve got to know,
Son. It’s been driving me crazy for sixty years.”
Bobby knew the question was coming but that didn’t make coping with it any easier. He looked away. “He just wants some help,
that’s all. I’m going back to see him in the morning.”
Frank Addison scowled. “No one can live that long and not age a
day. What kind of help does he want, and where did he come from?”
“I can’t say anything more, I promised. Please don’t ask me,
Gramps.”
“It’s just your question—the one about helping someone, even
when you could get hurt—it’s got me worried, Son. There’s no way
you’re going to get yourself into any trouble is there?” There was
unexpected tenderness in his voice, something Bobby had seldom
witnessed.
“I’ll be alright,” said Bobby. “Don’t worry.”
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“If anything happened to you, I don’t know if I could live with
myself. Your mother would never forgive me.”
“Nothing’s going to happen,” Bobby said. “Mom doesn’t need to
know. It’s our secret, remember?”
“Okay, it’s our secret,” returned his grandfather. “But if you’re
not back by lunch time tomorrow, I’m coming to find you.” His eyes
narrowed. “Deal?”
“Deal.” Bobby smiled. “You won’t even know I’m gone.”
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B

obby bore the burden of his promise to Miann and Eon,
and it weighed heavily upon his every thought. He made an
effort to appear as natural as possible when in the company of his
mother and, as far as he could tell, she could sense nothing in his
behavior that would suggest anything dramatic had happened to
him that morning.
Mothers are not easily fooled.
“What’s on your mind, Bobby? You don’t seem yourself.” Catherine Wright sipped her cup of iced tea, waiting for a response.
Bobby had not expected to have his cover blown so easily. Caught
off guard, he panicked. Gramps came to his rescue in the nick of
time.
“He and young Turner had a disagreement.”
“Oh, Bobby,” his mother lamented. “You and Scotty shouldn’t
fight, you’re friends.”
Taking his cue from his grandfather, Bobby played along. “I
know. It’s just that he does things that bother me sometimes.” Immediately he recognized his error: he had opened the door to another question.
“Like what? What did he do?”
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Instead of answering his mother, Bobby thought of another strategy, a kind of verbal escape. “I…I don’t want to talk about it, okay,
Mom? I’d like to deal with it myself.” He paused, timing his words
just right. “You always say it’s better if you can work out your problems on your own, right?” It was a direct hit. Bobby knew parents
never willingly contradict themselves, especially when dispensing
wisdom.
“Yes, I guess I do,” agreed his mother. But, not wishing to allow her son away without some further guidance, she added, “Just
remember that good friends are hard to find, you want to keep the
ones you have.” Bobby nodded, accepting her advice, relieved that
the pressure was off.
Having survived the interrogation, Bobby got up from his place
at the table and shuffled outside. On his way he passed his grandfather, still planted in the red recliner. Frank Addison’s glare made it
very clear to Bobby that he wanted him to be more careful.
The afternoon found Catherine Wright back at the flower bed
on the side of the cottage farthest from the waterfront. Gramps was
tinkering outside the shed near the driveway, leaving Bobby to his
own recognizance. It was the chance Bobby needed to prepare for
the next day’s journey.
Entering the cottage from the waterside, he retrieved an old
green canvas knapsack from the closet in Gramps’s bedroom. Bobby had noticed it there earlier in the summer when he had searched
for his pair of swim fins. Setting the knapsack on the dresser in his
own room, he began packing it with a complete change of clothes—
pants, shirt, socks, and underwear—as well as a black nylon jacket
with a large Boston Bruins logo stamped on its back. It was a gift his
father had given him almost two years before. “You’ll grow into it,”
he was told. Only now was the jacket beginning to fit him, although
the cuffs still reached past his palms. Finally, his pair of red Addidas
running shoes—he hadn’t worn them since the last day of school in
June—was squeezed in on top of his clothing before the wide looping strap was buckled.
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Two other travel necessities were slid in the front pocket of the
bag: his toothbrush and a half empty, curled-up tube of toothpaste—both taken from the medicine cabinet in the bathroom.
Bobby would obey his mother’s wishes that he brush his teeth twice
a day, no matter what world he was in. And, since he would be stepping back through Eon’s Door the moment he left, he thought there
was little chance that the items would be missed. Confident that he
had everything he needed, Bobby looked out the window to make
sure his mother hadn’t moved from her place in the yard before
proceeding to the boat with his pack.
It was a tight fit but there was just enough space under the boat’s
wide middle seat to store the knapsack out of sight. Bobby walked
around the boat checking from every angle to make sure that his
cargo was hidden from view. Now ready for his expedition, all he
had to do was wait until morning. Before leaving the boat, he looked
across the lake toward the peninsula and wondered what Miann was
feeling at that very moment. Was he excited, too? Was he scared?
His mother didn’t ask him any more questions that evening, but
he couldn’t help but sense she was studying him. He was certain
Gramps was. After supper, the three watched a couple television
shows on the small black and white set. Luckily for Bobby, both programs were on the same channel so he didn’t have to go outside to
turn the antenna. It was a good thing since the menacing whine of
mosquitoes filled the night. Bobby thought it might be a good idea
to take some bug repellent with him in the morning if he could slip
it in his pocket without his mother noticing. Who knew what kinds
of pests inhabited Miann’s world?
The eve of his departure was a blur, so preoccupied was Bobby
with the next day’s undertaking. An hour after dark he said good
night to his mother and grandfather before crawling into bed, then
lay there for another hour before his mind surrendered to the fatigue
of his body. Thoughts of Miann, Eon, and Appi wrestled with his
need for rest. It was like Christmas Eve and the night before the first
day of school all rolled in to one, only magnified a thousand times.
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He longed to see the next day arrive but at the same time was anxious about what it might bring. Emotions of hope and uncertainty
fought with each other, the one casualty being his peace of mind.
Eventually the battle waned and he succumbed to the inky blackness of sleep.
His dreams were filled with incoherent visions, reflections of the
past day. Miann and Appi made many appearances, as did Eon, the
ancient oak. It was as if his brain was attempting to process their
implausible existence, revisiting the memory of them over and over
to prove that they had indeed been real—are real. Long into the
night the hectic activity of the boy’s subconscious gradually eased,
allowing him to find some peace.
Not long after the sun had begun to burn the morning dew
from the grass, Bobby bolted awake. The day had arrived and, although he was not fully rested, his excitement more than compensated for his fatigue. Pulling on his shorts, he joined his mother
and grandfather at the breakfast table. It appeared to be like any
other morning that summer, but Bobby Wright knew better. Even
his grandfather who was privy to part of his secret had no idea just
how extraordinary.
Without a word, Bobby tilted the cereal box, spilling flakes into
his bowl before taking a sip of his orange juice.
“You look tired,” his mother said. “Didn’t you sleep well?”
“I slept okay,” returned Bobby, wishing to avoid her scrutiny.
Frank Addison grumbled as he read his newspaper. It was
enough to distract Catherine Wright from her son.
“What is it, Dad?”
Gramps peered over the tops of his reading glasses and the sagging pages he held before him. “It looks like they’re going to investigate the plant’s safety procedures after all. Finally, someone’s got
the guts to look into that mess.” Pausing to tilt his head up to look
at the article through the narrow lenses, he added, “It doesn’t take a
genius to know what they’ll find.”
His daughter stood and began clearing the table, even though
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none of them had finished. Bobby could see that his mother’s expression had changed; a moment before she had seemed calm and at
ease, but now she was clearly distraught. The ‘plant’ his grandfather
spoke of was the place where Bobby’s father had worked and the
place that many believed—including Catherine Wright and Frank
Addison—was responsible for his death.
Seeing his mother’s reaction to the article reminded Bobby of
just how fragile she was. The boy was determined that his decision
to help Miann and Eon would not result in more pain for her. He
would return home safe, no matter what.
With breakfast finished, and without thinking, Bobby skipped
to the bathroom to brush his teeth. Opening the white metal medicine cabinet, he was reminded that his toothbrush was in the knapsack stored under the seat of the boat. For a moment he questioned
whether or not he should have waited longer before planting it there;
his mother might notice it was missing. Convinced that she would
not detect such a small object out of place, he found a new tube of
toothpaste on the top shelf and squirted some onto his index finger,
scrubbing his teeth as best he could before rinsing out his mouth
with the filtered lake water that streamed through the chrome tap.
He could hear the water pump under the cottage kick on as he
swished the liquid around in his mouth, finally spitting it with a
splash into the sink. Closing the cabinet door, he persuaded himself
that there was nothing to worry about; everything, including his
toothbrush, would be back in its place before anyone was the wiser.
When he returned to the kitchen, his mother was wiping the
table. Frank Addison moved out of her way, folding the paper before
taking his last mouthful of lukewarm coffee.
“I’m going out in the boat,” Bobby announced.
His mother replied without looking up from her work. “Alright.
Be careful.”
Bobby waited for her to turn and face him but she didn’t. He
wanted so much to give his mother a hug, but knew he could not;
it would surely make her suspicious—an invitation to more ques165
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tions. There could be no hints of his leaving; she could not be given
the faintest clue that on this day his destination was far beyond the
reach of the boat.
Far beyond her reach.
He turned toward the door just as his grandfather rose from the
table. “Oh, and Bobby,” his mother added, with her eyes still averted,
“don’t forget Scotty.”
He looked back at her one last time before pushing open the
screen door.
As he untied the boat, Bobby was surprised to see his grandfather approaching from the other end of the cottage. The old man
looked back over his shoulder before speaking in a low voice.
“So, you’re off then.”
“Yeah,” Bobby replied as he pulled the rope free of the willow
tree.
“This is a strange business,” Gramps muttered. “I want you to be
careful, Son. If anything troubles you, just come back, you hear?”
“I will. I promise.” Bobby threw the line into the boat and leaned
against the bow. At the same time he reached down to lift the keel
to launch the craft.
As the boat inched toward the water on the worn wooden rollers, Gramps made another request. There was a change in his voice
and manner. His air of authority was suddenly gone making him
seem timid, childlike.
“And would you do something for me?”
Bobby leaned back, using his weight to halt the boat’s movement.
“Tell the Nature Boy…Miann…that I didn’t understand what he
was asking, and I wish I could have helped. I…I didn’t understand.
Would you tell him that?” Frank Addison’s face was wracked by sixty years of regret. Bobby thought he saw a tear in the old man’s eye.
“I’ll tell him, Gramps.” Bobby nodded and smiled. He could see
that his grandfather found some comfort in the vow.
Bobby let the craft slide the last few feet until its bow dropped
from the roller, hitting the water with a hollow splash.
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“Oh, there’s one other thing.” Bobby’s grandfather reached into
his pants pocket and pulled out his ivory handled jackknife. He unhooked the loop of chain that dangled from his belt and offered it
to Bobby. “I want you to have this. It’s about time I got a new one
anyway. Look after it.”
“I will! Thanks, Gramps!” Bobby was truly surprised by the generous gift. Still holding the boat, he accepted the knife with his free
hand, examining it, knowing how much the object meant to the one
who gave it.
The grandson and grandfather smiled at each other. An unexpected bond had been forged between the two, borne out of a common desire: to help a stranger each had met as children, sixty years
apart.
With the craft now floating free of the shore, Bobby jumped into
the boat and found his place on the middle seat beneath which was
stored the knapsack. The knife was carefully slipped into the front
pocket of his jeans shorts. Gramps, holding the bow, waited until
the boy had lifted the oars and secured them, their metal brackets
locking into place on the gunwales.
“All set?” he asked.
“All set,” Bobby replied.
Leaning forward, Gramps thrust the boat away from the shore,
stern first, causing a wake to form on the calm water. As he released
his grip, the small black flashlight which had been clipped to his
breast pocket was dislodged by the recoil of his push. It flipped end
over end, bouncing off the inside of the boat with a clatter before
finally coming to rest in the tangle of anchor line. Bobby rotated on
his seat to see what had happened.
With the boat drifting away, Frank Addison called after his
grandson, trying not to raise his voice to a level that might distract
his daughter from within the cottage. “I dropped my light. It’s in the
front of the boat. Hold on to it, I’ll get it later.”
“Okay,” Bobby called back.
“And be back for lunch.”
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Bobby dipped one oar into the water to turn the craft and then,
bending low at the waist, extended his arms forward and pulled
hard on both. The boat jerked into motion, two small whirlpools
spun alongside it caused by the thrust of his stroke.
Frank Addison watched Bobby for some time before leaving
the shore. He headed for the driveway, his stride quick and purposeful.
“I’m sorry, Appi, but you can’t come with us,” said Miann, looking
at the little bird perched on Eon’s thick lower limb. “My world is no
place for you. It’s too dangerous, you’re safer here.”
“Friends. Friends. Not afraid. Promise. Promise.” Appi’s little
head rotated back and forth, small black feathers on his cap ruffled
with emotion.
“No one is questioning what’s in your heart, Little One,” rumbled Eon. “But as Miann says, there is much to fear where he and
the Finder are going. You must stay.”
“Will not! Will not!” screeched Appi defiantly.
“There’s no reason for you to risk your life, Appi,” added Miann.
“Bobby is the Finder. It will be hard enough protecting him.”
“I find!” protested the bird. “Found him! Found him!”
A deep quake shook the earth and the Elder’s branches vibrated
with authority. Appi lifted his wings to balance himself then decided it would be a better idea to flee the oak entirely. He fluttered
toward the ring of birch, maple, and pine that surrounded the ancient tree and the clearing where Miann stood, all the time blasting
high pitched whistles from his tiny beak in rebellious frustration.
“He’s a stubborn little creature,” grumbled Eon.
“But he has the heart of a Chrysos,” added Miann. “I don’t want
to hurt his feelings. I only wish he could understand why we want
him to stay.”
“Enough of him,” said Eon. “Hmmm…There is planning to do
before the Finder returns.”
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When the peninsula was within a stone’s throw of the row boat
Bobby turned on the flat seat trying to pick out an overhanging
branch he could tie off on. Locating the limb of a long, twisted cedar that reached out from the bank, he stepped into the shallow
water then walked alongside the craft until he was at its bow. He
reached down to pick up the small black flashlight that Gramps had
dropped. Pulling the boat the last few feet toward the shore, Bobby
retrieved the knapsack from under the seat and in its front pocket
deposited the device.
Having secured the anchor line to the overhanging limb, and
sure that the boat would drift free of the rocky shore, Bobby slung
the knapsack over his shoulder and began the awkward climb up
the embankment.
Once he had made it to level ground, he looked back across
the lake at the far shore, wondering how long it would be before
he would see it again. He was reminded of what Eon had said: No
time will pass in your world as long as my Door remains open. Fear
stabbed at Bobby’s heart. What would he encounter in Miann’s
world, and was there a chance he would never see this sight again?
As he made his way into the clearing, Bobby expected to be
greeted by Appi, as he had been before, but there was no sign of the
rambunctious little bird. As he emerged from the last stand of trees,
pushing saplings from his path, he saw Miann standing next to Eon.
The young Erlan’s face lit up when he noticed Bobby approaching.
“I want to thank you again for your help, Bobby. It means…everything.” Miann placed his hand on the boy’s arm. A feeling of
intense gratitude and appreciation accompanied the touch.
“And we have much to do,” boomed the Elder. His words rattled
the earth under Bobby’s feet. “I have decided how you will proceed. Miann will step through me first to greet Oris and Kamatz.
They must know that you are coming. After Miann has passed the
threshold, you will follow. Hmmm…” the old oak pondered for a
moment, “and I warn you now: what you will see may very well ter169
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rify and amaze you. But do not fear the eagle and the wolf; they are
your friends.”
Bobby took a deep breath, trying to prepare himself for what he
was about to experience: a world with beings far different to those
he knew, and a powerful villain whose sole aim was to ensure his
failure and ultimate destruction. He finally knew what Hinton felt
like as the Minikin stood before the Gate.
“I…I’m ready,” said Bobby, his voice almost inaudible.
“Then it is time!” boomed Eon. “Miann, the Finder will follow
your lead.”
Before he took a step Miann looked out over the grassy clearing
to the ring of trees that had been his home for the last sixty years,
searching for Appi; he wanted to say goodbye to his friend. Eon
knew the reason for his hesitation.
“Hmmm…When the Little One returns, I will share this moment with him,” the tree promised. “He will know of your feelings,
Miann. He will know.”
“Thank you, Elder,” Miann said, sadly.
As the Erlan reached for Eon’s massive trunk to begin the Crossing, a sound erupted from the trees beyond the clearing, the long
gnawing bite of a chainsaw followed by the crunching rasp of a falling tree. It was closer than the day before.
“You must make haste!” thundered Eon. “They are coming, there
is little time before my Door is breached. Only when you are on the
other side will time cease to pass here. Step through now, Miann,”
ordered the tree. “The Finder will follow.”
Miann began to circle the oak. As his foot touched the ground
on the third short stride, he vanished. Bobby was dumbstruck. He
was told Miann would disappear from this world into the next, but
seeing it actually happen was another thing entirely.
The tuft of feathers on the great eagle’s head stood erect and his golden eyes shimmered and blinked with emotion. Kamatz also looked
anxious. His nose was held high; it glistened and twitched, sampling
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the air. “You have strength in you, Miann,” said the Nuruth. “You’ll
find this ‘child of doubt’…“Trust in the Elder,” added Oris. “He won’t
let harm come to you. Good luck, son of Amor.” Miann cradled his
pack and blanket. Taking a deep breath, he started to slowly circle
the tree, one step, then two. As he took the third step, in mid stride
he vanished. Oris’s head jerked forward and Kamatz let out a short
growl of alarm. Miann was gone.
The great wolf and eagle lifted their heads in unison as Miann returned to them with a hasty stumble. Although they’d been told his
homecoming would be immediate, it still seemed to surprise them.
“You have come back as quickly as the Elder promised, Young
One,” said Oris. “Is your search over?”
Miann exhaled deeply, his eyes welled with tears at the sight of
his friends and the explosion of feelings that bombarded his senses.
It had been sixty years since he felt such power enter his mind and
body, filling him with the pulse of life around him. No longer was he
a prisoner in a world whose voice had died. No longer was his reach
restricted by the span of the Elder’s roots. Miann opened his mind to
everything around him, reaching out for miles to drink in its power.
Sixty years was little more than a blink of an eye to a race that lived
for millennia but to Miann it had been an eternity. Through the bliss
of his rejuvenation, he answered the eagle’s question.
“Yes, the Finder comes.” Miann was laughing and weeping at the
same time. “And it’s good to see you again!” He stepped toward Oris
with arms spread and hugged the eagle’s breast. Then he turned to
Kamatz and embraced one of his massive forelimbs. The black wolf
stiffened, clearly puzzled by such behavior, looking down at Miann
as if the boy had abandoned his reason.
“How long have you been gone?” asked the wolf.
Miann stepped back from the Nuruth, wiping tears from his
cheeks. “It’s been sixty years. But he came! He came!”
The eagle and wolf looked at one another, understanding why
Miann was so emotional. They were proud of their friend, proud
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and concerned for him at the same time. The youngster had given
so much of himself already and the true quest had not even begun.
Before they could ask another question, the ground shuddered
and they turned their attention on the tree once again. “Miann has
done well,” thundered Eon. “The one we have sought comes to you
now. I’ve had less time than I would have liked to prepare him for
the Crossing. Greet him and keep him safe.”
Oris lowered his tufted head, curved beak agape, the black pupils of his golden eyes aimed at the location from which Miann had
just emerged. Kamatz’s tail stood erect, as did the shining black hair
on his broad back. He stared hard at the base of the tree with glowing yellow eyes locked and ears raised.
Seconds passed and nothing happened.
All of a sudden a small object shot out from beside the tree. It
lifted and fell as it moved through the air heading straight for Oris.
The eagle scrambled backwards, raising his wings in a defensive
motion, at the same time his head jerked sideways to avoid contact
with the small fluttering mass.
“Coming! Coming!” the tiny projectile called out as it flew.
“Go back at once!” ordered the Elder. “There’s no time for this
nonsense!”
It was Appi. Against the wishes of Miann and Eon, the headstrong little bird had followed his friend through the Door and, disoriented and confused, was on a collision course with an eagle a
thousand times his size. Reacting to the giant raptor, the chickadee
panicked and changed direction.
“Big! Big!” he screamed, searching frantically for cover in the adjacent bluff of evergreens. With a blast of high pitched whistles he
hid in the branches of a long leaf pine. The eagle and wolf, clearly
confused, looked at Miann for an explanation.
“This is the Finder?” asked Kamatz.
“No.” Miann shook his head, unable to hide his own bewilderment. He spoke loudly so the chickadee could hear him. “His name
is Appi. He’s a friend but he should not have come! Elder, what’s
happened?”
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“It appears our little friend was spying on us from the trees!”
Eon boomed. “After you passed through, the Finder began to follow.
Before he could enter my Door, Appi flew past him. There was no
warning.”
“Then…where is Bobby?”
“The Finder is safe. He is between the worlds, and is coming to
you now.”
Appi, still hiding from Oris and Kamatz amongst the needles,
called back to Miann. “Big! Big!”
“Calm down, Appi. They’re friends…big friends. They’re helping
me.”
“I help. Small, but I help.”
“You would help if you listened!” thundered the Elder. “This is no
place for you. Go back at once!”
“I stay, old tree! I stay!” replied the chickadee with all the stubbornness his little body could muster.
With a last violent quake of the ground, Eon conceded. “You are
a frustrating little creature!” He released an echoing sigh and a wave
rippled across the surface of the earth like a crease running through
a carpet. “You have gone against my wishes—so be it. We have neither the time nor the energy to waste on this matter. But remember,
if you further hinder Miann and the Finder on their quest in any
way, the wolf and eagle will not be as kind as I.”
Appi tilted his head to look at Kamatz and Oris, his tiny black
beak opening and closing in trepidation. “I help,” he said timidly.
“Yes, you can help, Appi, but only if you listen to us. Will you
promise to listen?” begged Miann.
“Promise. Promise,” Appi replied. He glided down from the pine
to land on Miann’s shoulder. Miann couldn’t help but smile at his
mischievous friend, happy that they were reunited.
“Enough delays!” boomed Eon. “The Finder comes. Welcome him.”
Miann, with Appi holding on, took a step back from the oak and
signaled Oris and Kamatz to follow suit.
“He’ll be afraid when he first sees you. Help him understand that
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you are not a threat.” The giant eagle and wolf looked to each other
for a hint at how to appear unthreatening.
Adjacent to the gnarled oak’s trunk, a small bare foot appeared
out of thin air. Then the leg it was attached to emerged as well, its
owner timidly testing his footing. Appi could not help but voice his
impatience.
“Come, Bobby. Come. Almost here. Almost here.”
Like stepping through the clear cascade of a waterfall, Bobby
Wright entered the Erlan World. He was looking down at his feet,
measuring his progress as if wary of falling. His green knapsack
hung from his bare shoulder and his face was hidden as he stared
cautiously at the ground below him. Like all who passed through
Eon’s Door, his last step was awkward and he almost lost his balance.
Bobby looked up at the towering eagle to his right and the huge
wolf to his left; his eyes were as wide as saucers.
“It’s okay, Bobby. They’re friends.”
“Big,” added Appi.
“Yes, Appi,” agreed Miann, with a laugh. “Big friends.”
Bobby did not move a muscle.
“Welcome, Finder,” said Oris, bowing. Frozen with fear, Bobby
stared up at the immense bird of prey.
“We’re glad you’ve come,” added Kamatz. The wolf also dropped
his head and lowered his tail in respect. Bobby swallowed hard, unsure if a response was expected—or wise.
“This is Oris, King of the Chrysos,” offered Miann, turning to
the eagle. “And this is Kamatz, Leader of the Nuruth Pack.” Miann
remembered his own fear at meeting the eagle and the wolf for the
first time. He could only guess at how unsettled the young human
felt in the same situation.
Bobby nodded slowly at each, awed by their incredible size.
“His mind searches us, Young One,” said Oris.
“I sense it too,” added Kamatz. “Does he hear us?” The wolf tilted
his massive head as he examined the boy.
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“Yes, he has the gift,” replied Miann. “It was the test that convinced Eon and me that he could help.” He smiled at Bobby. “You
can speak. They mean you no harm.”
“Indeed,” rumbled Eon. “They care only for your welfare. It’s time
the Finder was heard.”
Bobby’s voice quivered. “Gramps will never believe me.”
“Who is ‘Gramps’?” asked Miann.
“My grandfather,” replied Bobby, looking back and forth warily
between Kamatz and Oris as he spoke. “He met you when he was
little. He…He asked me about you.”
“Hmmm,” rumbled Eon. “Another did come, sixty rings ago,
when Miann first began his vigil. He was the only child before you,
but that boy could not hear our words. He was judged unworthy.”
“I didn’t tell him about the Door or the key or anything, so don’t
worry,” declared Bobby. “Gramps promised he wouldn’t tell anyone
about you. He just wanted to help. He still does. He wanted you to
know that he’s sorry he couldn’t understand.”
“When you return, you can tell him he did help,” said Miann.
“You wouldn’t be here, but for him.”
“Hmmm…Yes,” droned the Elder, realizing the connection.
“Child of doubt.” The earth shuddered under their feet. “The prophecy holds true. And your journey has just begun.”
Bobby looked uneasily at his host and escorts wondering where
that journey would take him.
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he Dark Forest moved like a predator, cutting a wide
swath of death through the Lowlands. Abominations of cedar, maple, ash and elm crawled across the moist earth, strangling
with their roots any and all life they could capture. At the center
of the vast mass of creeping trees was a giant white pine. Epoch
towered over his servants, pushing them, fueling them with a hatred they could never have known before surrendering to the key’s
power. Like they would a wildfire, any animal that was fast enough
to flee did so. Those too young or slow or rooted in the soil could
do nothing but hope their agony was short-lived. Where there once
was life, there remained only devastation; it was genocide, murder
on a staggering scale.
Hundreds of miles had been laid waste before the moving forest
faced the first real impediment to its terrible progress. The Southern River ran north to feed Lake Aaron, making it an obstacle in
Epoch’s path. It would only be a temporary setback.
“This is the Gap, the river’s narrowest point,” announced the
White Pine to his wooded horde. “The ground is weak here. Drive
it into the water!”
The trees answered their leader’s command. Roots dug deep,
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tearing at the ground, plowing the earth forward. Rich, dark, lifegiving soil tumbled down the riverbank and stained the water a
bloody brown. More and more of the river was replaced by land as
the Gap slowly filled, cutting the waterway in two. In little time, a
bridge of soil held back the flow, wide enough for the crawling roots
of multiple trees to grind their way across. The parade of unearthly
soldiers—as many as ten abreast—passed over to the other side. Epoch, still commanding his legion from within, and too massive to
share the makeshift bridge, crossed alone.
Echoes of the terror reaped by the White Pine preceded his progress north. Screams of agony and death were answered by voices of
fear. All that was green and growing knew he was coming, from the
smallest blade of grass to Era, the matriarch of the northern woods.
Hope remained as long as the Guardian stood in RienLos, for the
daughter of Eon would not surrender to him; if she was to fall, she
would go down fighting.
“You were once the heart of a forest, Epoch,” Era said from afar.
“A great tree, a Guardian. Do you remember?”
There was no answer.
“The Ancients blessed you with strength and vision,” she continued. “You must fight the power that controls you! The White Pine
would never take the lives of others!”
This time there was a reply, the words cruel.
“You know nothing, daughter of Eon! I am the heart of a forest,
one without equal. Soon all that you love will perish under the true
power of this world. When next you hear from me, you will cry for
mercy and receive none!”
An ominous silence followed.
Era felt Epoch’s hatred, a tangible evil that could not be suppressed or reasoned with. No remnant of the tree she knew remained. He meant what he said; never had honesty been so terrifying. Era could also tell he was getting closer.
The Guardian looked down over her vast realm. She was tied to
the life around her; grass and flower, shrub and tree, all that lived
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and grew was hers to protect. From Lake Betan to the Fields of
Gold, she had watched her beloved forest flourish in peace from its
beginning. What would there be without it? For the first time in her
long life the Guardian felt the dark, burrowing ache of fear.
“You will not prevail here!” she screamed back at her once friend
and now nemesis. “You will never take this from me!”
Beneath the colossal umbrella of Era’s thick limbs, the Floran
clan gathered amid the sanctuary of her wall of trees. They were
oblivious to the Guardian’s lament, secure in the knowledge that
they had been promised safety with her.
Bobby could hear the faint hum of life around him, but could not
make out individual voices; they were too weak and mixed together.
“Your gift will take time to master,” said Eon, his voice strong
and clear above the drone. “If you choose to.”
Bobby could tell that Miann and the others had not heard the
tree speak—it was a message for him alone. He desperately wanted
Eon to explain but, before Bobby could ask a question, the Elder was
speaking again, this time so all could hear.
“You must begin at once. Time has been set in motion and the
sage will give you no grace.” The ground reverberated above the Elder’s roots. “My daughter sees a powerful threat coming from the
south. You must get to the Rock as quickly as you can.”
“The Rock is where I live, Bobby,” explained Miann. It’s a place
called Throm, four days’ journey to the east. My father is there, he’ll
know what to do.”
Bobby could only manage an anxious nod. With the green knapsack swinging from his shoulder, he felt for the jackknife in his jean
shorts. He knew that it wouldn’t be much of a weapon should they
run into any creatures on their journey the likes of Oris or Kamatz.
In fact, it would probably be of no use at all except as a physical reminder of his family and home. Maybe, he realized—now looking at
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Miann who longed to return to his own kin—it would be the thing
he would need most.
“Home? Going home?” tweeted Appi.
“Yes Appi. You can meet my father,” he said with a smile.
Kamatz lifted his massive black head, arched his neck and extended his front and back legs in a prolonged stretch. Straightening,
he aimed his nose east then sampled the air before addressing Oris.
“We will travel as we did before,” he said curtly. “There can be no
mistakes.”
“I’ll watch from above,” answered Oris sternly, not willing to
bow to the Nuruth’s authority. “I don’t need you to tell me.”
Ignoring the eagle’s retort, the wolf turned to Miann and Bobby.
His large, glowing yellow eyes seemed to look right through them as
he spoke. “Bring what food and water you can carry.”
“Hmmm…My reach is great in this world,” rumbled Eon. “I will
be aware of your progress far into the Plains of Gold. Don’t forget
the Oasis. You can replenish your supplies there.”
At that moment it occurred to Miann that this was goodbye.
Although the Elder’s thoughts would be accessible to him for some
distance, he was leaving the ancient tree, his companion for the last
sixty years.
“I don’t know what to say, Elder, other than thank you.” Miann
put his hand on the old oak’s trunk.
“It is I who should thank you, Miann, as should all the creatures
of this world; few would have made such a sacrifice. The trees of
old would be proud of you and the honor you’ve given your name.
Hmmm…I will not forget the sixty rings we’ve spent together.” A
catalogue of images flashed in Miann’s mind accompanied by the
drone of countless conversations. It was a concentrated album of
memories, now stored within the tree’s heart. Miann could tell that
the Elder prized every one.
“Go now to Amor,” Eon boomed. “Hmmm…Then find Sailias
and bring it to me.”
Miann let his hand fall from the tree and looked at Bobby with
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fierce determination in his eyes. “We’ll come back with it,” he promised.
Oris leapt into the air, his massive wings generating heavy gusts
of wind. Bobby stepped back, raising his arms to shield his face
from the force of the mini-gale. Kamatz positioned himself between
Bobby and Miann, crouching down to offer his back. With his blanket tied securely to his kuana sack, Miann pulled the strap over his
head. He grabbed on to the wolf’s thick hair and leapt up onto the
Nuruth assuming a position just in back of the massive canine’s
shoulders, leaving more than enough room for Bobby behind him.
Bobby looked up at him, realizing he was being invited to ride on
the wolf.
“Is…Is it safe? He doesn’t mind, does he?”
“No, I don’t mind, Finder,” answered Kamatz in a low growl.
“And in case you haven’t noticed, I have ears; you can talk to me.”
“We’ll get to Throm much quicker this way, Bobby,” explained
Miann. “Kamatz is fast and you get to see a lot from up here.” He
looked down with the same disarming smile that had convinced
Bobby the first time they met that he could be trusted.
Appi flew to Miann’s shoulder. “I ride!” said the chickadee, enthusiastically.
Bobby would not be bested by the little bird. “Okay,” he said under his breath. “I guess if he was going to eat me, he would have
done it by now.”
Copying Miann, he pulled his knapsack’s strap over his head so
it crossed at his chest and back. Grasping the thick black hair on
the wolf’s side, he lifted his leg just as one would to mount a horse.
It was not as easy as Miann had made it look; Bobby slid down the
wolf’s side three times before he was successful.
The Nuruth lifted his passengers high into the air. Afraid of falling—he guessed it was at least eight feet to the ground—Bobby bent
low at the waist, squeezing his legs as hard as he could against the
Nuruth’s sides. In no time the wolf was moving at a steady gait.
High above, Oris soared in the vastness of the blue Erlan sky.
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Bobby only looked up at the Chrysos once, almost losing his balance on the wolf’s back as a result.
“Let your arms and legs relax,” instructed Miann. “It’s much
easier.”
Bobby followed his new friend’s advice and found it to be sound.
As Kamatz loped past the islands of high grass and the small intermittent bluffs of trees, he began to feel more comfortable. The view
from the Nuruth’s back was all Miann had promised and more. Its
vantage point offered a wonderful perspective on the vast golden
fields in the distance. Bobby had never seen grass that glowed—at
least that was what it appeared to do. He wondered what it looked
like up close; he knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d find out.
Just then a pair of piercing cries sounded high overhead. Kamatz stopped so abruptly that Miann and Bobby had to grip the
wolf’s back tightly to avoid being flung to the ground. The Nuruth
crouched low and Miann turned to Bobby with a look of alarm.
“Get down quickly!” he shouted, sliding from Kamatz’s back.
Bobby jumped to the grass and barely managed to land on his
feet, his knapsack bouncing against his side as he struck the ground.
“What’s going on?”
“Get behind me, and stay there!” barked Kamatz. The wolf spun
around and looked back along the path they had just traveled. A
growl resounded from deep in his throat, and his whiskered lips
quivered and lifted revealing the tips of his dagger-like teeth.
Miann scrambled to lead Bobby to a clump of tall grass a few
steps in back of the wolf. “Eon calls to us,” he said, as they moved.
He looked at Bobby trying to understand why he couldn’t sense the
tree’s thoughts. “We must be too far from him for you to hear.”
“What does he want?” asked Bobby. “We just left him.”
Miann squinted as he listened to the incoming message. “He
says we’re being followed.”
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ho’s coming? Who’s coming?” demanded Appi.
Miann focused intently on the Elder’s distant message, ignoring the agitated chickadee perched on his shoulder. He
frowned as he listened; the more he heard, the more concerned he
became.
“The one who follows us isn’t from this world. Someone else has
come through the Door behind us. Oris has him.”
Bobby’s mind raced. Who could it be? No one knew of his plans
to meet with Miann except his grandfather, and he wouldn’t have
told a soul—he didn’t even know about the Door. And, other than
the gnawing sound of a chainsaw, there had been no evidence of
anyone near the peninsula when he had arrived there this morning.
“What should we do?” asked Bobby.
“The Elder is trying to decide,” answered Miann. “One thing is
certain: we can’t allow this follower to interfere with our task.”
“The eagle,” growled Kamatz, lifting his head to signal Oris’s approach.
The Chrysos flew low to the ground, his massive wings lifting
and falling in slow, heavy beats. His legs were held out from his
body, bobbing like counterweights as he soared. As the huge bird
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got closer, Bobby could see that one of the eagle’s feet held a person,
head down, shirtless and squirming like a captured vole trying to
free itself from the clutches of death. As he got nearer it was possible to make out some of the prisoner’s features: his close-cropped
hair and the shorts and running shoes he was wearing.
The instant flash of recognition gave Bobby a chill.
The boy suspended in Oris’s viselike grip did not look ahead to
see where he was being taken, so preoccupied was he with his effort
to escape. When he started screaming, his voice, frantic and hoarse,
only confirmed Bobby’s shocking realization.
“Scotty!”
Miann looked at Bobby. “You know him?”
“Yes,” replied Bobby, regretfully. “Oh, Scotty.”
With a flurry of powerful wing beats, Oris landed, making sure
that his weight was on his right foot so as not to crush his catch.
With his left he held Scotty against the grass, face down. The eagle
king could have crushed or impaled the boy, but no such order had
been given.
With his head pressed to the ground, Scotty sobbed helplessly,
still making a feeble attempt to free himself. His arms were pinned
at his sides, he kicked and twisted with all his might to gain some
leverage against the Chrysos’s hold. Oris just looked down at him
quizzically, confused by his refusal to give up. The boy’s crazed resistance continued for some time before he realized that he and the
eagle were not alone. He struggled to lift his head, rubbing his chin
through a carpet of clover.
His eyes met the icy gaze of Kamatz.
Scotty screamed again. It was a shriek of panic that made Miann
and Bobby cringe. Appi was so distraught by the child’s cry that he
fled Miann’s shoulder. “Poor boy! Poor boy!” called the chickadee as
he fluttered away.
“Stop!” Bobby yelled, stepping by Miann and Kamatz. “Please
don’t hurt him!”
Scotty looked back and forth between Bobby and the Nuruth,
183

J.G. McKenney

trying to make sense of his friend’s presence in the company of such
a beast. His eyes were bloodshot, and dark brown smears ran down
his cheeks where dirt mixed with tears. He tried to speak, words
hiccupping out in intervals between each hyperventilation.
“What…What is…happen…ing?”
Bobby raised his hands to calm him. “It’s okay, Scotty. Just don’t
fight,” he pleaded.
Miann moved to Bobby’s side. “Who is this?”
To the terrified Scotty, the strange dark haired boy’s words
sounded like the wrinkling of paper—nothing resembling a language.
“He’s my friend. His name is Scotty.”
With imploring eyes, Scotty looked up at Miann, recognizing
his apparent authority.
“I didn’t do anything,” he pleaded. “I just followed you.” His voice
broke again, as another stream of tears poured down his face to
collect in large droplets on his chin before spilling onto the grass.
Bobby felt his own chest tighten at the sight of his friend’s anguish.
“Why is he here?” asked Miann, not taking his eyes off the prisoner.
“He said he followed me,” answered Bobby.
Scotty nodded frantically at Miann. “I just wanted to see what
Bobby was doing,” he blurted. Claustrophobic within the tight confines of Oris’s hold, he panicked again, groaning as he fought to
break free.
“Please let him go,” begged Bobby, looking at Oris. The eagle lowered his head and, with eyes blinking, deferred to Miann.
“What do you say? What harm could he do us?”
“Please,” repeated Bobby.
From the ground Scotty strained to watch the reaction to his
friend’s plea. He had been unable to understand anything that had
come from the strange boy’s mouth and was confused by Bobby’s
apparent understanding of the peculiar language.
“Tell him not to run,” growled Kamatz.
184

Eon’s Door

Bobby looked at Miann who gave his consent to have Oris release the boy if the condition was met.
“Scotty, listen to me. He’ll let you go, if you promise not to try to
get away. Okay?”
Scotty nodded slowly, his chin rubbing against the ground. Bobby sensed deception in his assent; he knew the stubborn boy too
well. For his friend’s sake, he was very blunt.
“If you run, they’ll catch you.” He looked at Kamatz and Oris
before meeting Scotty’s eyes again. “And they might hurt you.” It
was no lie; Bobby had no idea what the Chrysos or Nuruth might
do if Scotty fled.
With his head pressed against the ground, Scotty took a few
shallow breaths. He looked first at the eagle’s thick black talons
whose grip he could not hope to break then lifted his head to meet
the Nuruth’s icy stare.
“Okay,” he relented. His voice shook. “I w…won’t try to g…get
away.” This time Bobby believed him.
“He won’t run.”
The Chrysos’s massive scaled foot relaxed and his long, shiny
black talons spread apart. He stepped carefully to one side, looking
down at Scotty with golden eyes blinking, ready to respond should
the boy attempt to flee.
From his facedown position, Scotty moved very slowly. He
brought his arms up stiffly from his sides and lifted himself on
hands and knees. He looked back and forth between the wolf and
the eagle as he stood. There were grass and dirt stains on his shoulders, hands, and knees, as well as a few long scratches on his sides
and back where the tips of Oris’s talons had brushed against him.
“What are we to do with him?” asked Kamatz, watching the boy
carefully. Scotty heard only the wolf’s low growl.
“He can’t return to the Door,” announced Miann. “We have no
choice but to bring him with us.”
Bobby couldn’t believe what he was hearing; Eon would not allow Scotty to go back!
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Oblivious to the Elder’s verdict, Scotty’s eyes were still pleading with Bobby for help. The frightened boy wanted nothing more
than to run back to the tree, to escape this impossible, nightmarish
world and return home. Bobby didn’t know how he was going to tell
his friend that his time here had only just begun.
Out of Scotty’s earshot, Miann and Bobby talked. The terrified boy
looked calmer but, still flanked by Oris and Kamatz, was far from
being at ease. His decision to follow Bobby that morning had complicated things for everyone. Miann now had a second human to escort
through his world with its newfound hazards; a prospect he had not
anticipated. On top of that, the young Erlan didn’t know how his new
charge would behave, if he would try to escape from them, or act in a
way that might draw unwanted attention—the kind that killed.
“He will ride on Kamatz with us and we must watch him closely,
Bobby. You know how important our task is. Your friend can’t be
allowed to put it at risk.”
Bobby understood Miann’s concern. As he looked at Scotty
standing sheepishly between the eagle and wolf, he realized that
his stubborn friend was his responsibility now. Scotty couldn’t be
allowed to put himself or anyone else in danger.
“We’ll continue as before,” said Miann. “Kamatz, if you agree, he
will ride with us.”
“Two or three, it makes little difference.”
Scotty could hear the exchange—Miann’s strange wind-like utterances and the wolf’s deep guttural growls. Bobby explained what was
going to happen and, worried that his friend might be uncooperative,
edged up close to him and spoke softly so the others couldn’t hear.
“We’re going to ride on the wolf’s back,” he said.
“I’m not getting on that thing’s back! No way!”
“Come on, Scotty, don’t argue. You’re just going to make them
mad. I don’t think you want to do that.”
“I’m not riding anything! I’m going home!”
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“I told you, that can’t happen yet. There’s something we have to
do first. It’s really important. Please, don’t be difficult.”
“You have to do something, not me. You’re their friend, you know
their stupid language.”
Bobby had enough of Scotty’s attitude. “You have a choice: either
you ride with us on Kamatz or I’ll have Oris carry you. He flies really high.” Scotty studied Bobby’s face; it was a determined scowl.
Bobby waited for an answer.
“I thought you were my friend,” said Scotty, coldly.
Bobby did his best to ignore the words, but they still hurt. He
turned to Miann.
“He wants to help us. He’ll do whatever you say.” It was lie, but a
necessary one.
Water spilled around Aurora’s ankles, a remnant of the last wave
that had rolled slowly up the beach where it bubbled into foam before being absorbed by the sand. She watched as the line of canoes
stretched into the distance gliding across the glass-like surface of
Lake Betan. The Followers of the Water were traveling east toward
the Low Bridge and Lake Aaron beyond, following the migrating
shoals of perch, pickerel and crappy. For the first time in her life, she
was not with them.
The clan lord’s daughter had agreed to stay at the beach to attend
to the ill seer, Galad. The reunion with her parents would come
when the old man was better and able to travel; it would be four or
five days at most.
She turned and walked back toward the two small tents that sat
isolated on the long, curving beach. Behind them the wall of trees
was caressed by the southerly breeze coming off the lake. The uppermost leaves glowed in the light cast by the setting sun giving
them a crown of gold. The colors of the world were richest in the
last moments before day surrendered to night and Aurora thought
the radiance of twilight was magical.
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“Well, they’re gone.” Galad looked out at the lake, leaning on his
cane. “Let’s hope Nayad is generous to them.” Aurora was quiet,
unsure of what to do or say now that she was alone with him. “Well,
shall we make a fire?” he asked.
“I’ll do it,” she offered. “You should rest. There’s some driftwood
down the coast. I saw it this morning.”
“Yes, beside the large flat rocks near the lagoon.”
“Have you been there?” she asked, surprised.
Galad smiled. “Gather the wood, Child, as much as you can carry. When you get back we’ll have time to talk.”
Aurora did as she was told but there was something peculiar
about the old seer’s behavior. He showed no signs of being ill, the
very reason she was asked to stay with him. And what was even
odder was his reference to the lagoon. Aurora had never seen him
venture from camp in years. How was it possible that he knew the
location of the driftwood?
Aurora had the fire going just as the sun dropped below the horizon. She had dug a shallow pit next to the large rock Galad had
chosen to sit upon, close enough that the heat of the blaze would
warm him. As the flames rose and fell, they created a haunting
dance of light and shadow around the old man’s eyes, nose, and
mouth. Aurora, sitting cross-legged on a woven reed mat, poked
one of the burning logs until it fell into place over the coals. In the
background, the haunting calls of loons echoed across the lake.
Galad told his favorite tales as he had done countless times around
countless other fires; most were about fishing or exploring. There was
the story of the sturgeon that was so big it pulled his canoe around
Lake Capor for a day and a night before finally beaching itself near the
mouth of the Northern River. There was the account of the bass that
jumped from the water right into his hands when he was fishing below the High Bridge. He even told her about the time the clan paddled
all the way to the Great Blue Glacier to walk on the ice in midsummer. One of the Hydran children claimed he saw a Chrysos circling in
the sky above them, but no one else could confirm the sighting.
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Aurora knew all of them by heart but Galad always threw something new into each yarn making it original and interesting. The
inquisitive girl would ask questions about the places and people
Galad described, picturing them in her mind. As she listened to
the old man’s narratives, she stared up at the stars in the night sky,
imagining she was there when the events happened, an actual witness to each story as it unfolded. It was kind of like being a seer, she
supposed, but then scoffed at the idea. Was there really such a thing?
Casually, Galad answered Aurora’s unspoken question.
“There are things I know that are out of reach to others.” As if
tracing the path of a shooting star arcing from zenith to horizon,
Aurora’s eyes dropped slowly from the night sky and locked on the
old man’s. Even though Galad was sometimes referred to as a seer,
he had never talked about himself as one and she was surprised to
hear him make such a claim.
“Some have called me a false prophet. Others just laugh at an
old man who will soon return to the waters.” He paused, bowing
his head in acquiescence. The shiny bald surface of his crown shimmered in the fire light while shadows covered his eyes.
“Your father knows the truth of me. He listened when I told
him of Eon, the Elder. We were in the Old World and time was
running out for us. I saw the tree in a dream and told your father
where we should look for him. The clans would not have made the
Crossing otherwise.” As important as his role had been in saving
their people two millennia before, the old man spoke humbly of
his deed. “This was not something shared among the clans, but it
happened. It matters little now, we made it and this world is our
home.
“It’s not often that a vision comes to me. When it does happen,
it’s usually fleeting—a glimpse of a face or a tree or a beast, or a fish
pulled from the water near a shore that I recognize. At best I’ve told
of an oncoming storm or a place to cast our nets when the fishing
was poor. Some would say that anyone with an ounce of sense and
some luck could predict such things, but I know better.
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“Have these visions been important to our people? Yes, but nothing compares to finding the Door and saving the clans from a dying
world. It will be my legacy.”
Aurora had not heard of Galad’s role in finding Eon. She considered him to be nothing more than an elder whose counsel was sought
out of respect for his age and experience. If Galad could see things
that normal people could not and her father knew of it, why didn’t he
tell anyone? It might be that the old man was lying, but he seemed so
sincere and she never had reason to question his honesty before.
Galad straightened and looked at her, the shadows on his face
replaced by the golden light of the fire.
“But I saw something this morning that rivals my vision of the
tree.” He stared hard at the girl, his voice starting low then rising
like the flames that flickered in his watery blue eyes. “It was a girl
standing in a lagoon.” He smiled knowingly. “Nayad didn’t whisper
to this child. Oh, no, she sang to her!”
Only the firelight masked the paleness of Aurora’s face. It could
not, however, disguise her astonishment. He knows! He saw it happen!
“Yes, I heard Nayad’s song,” he confirmed, “and I saw what you
did.”
Aurora stared across the fire, reliving in her mind the astonishing event of that morning.
The dead had been reborn.
She thought she had been alone with Nayad when it happened,
but now she knew there was another witness, someone who could
attest to the miracle. She knew that all of what Galad had said was
true, he was what he claimed to be: he was a seer.
“I…I don’t know how it happened,” Aurora stammered. “The fish
was dead but Nayad said I could save it with her help. I don’t know
how I did it.”
He raised his hand to calm her. “When you are away from the
water, do you ever hear the trees or the animals speak to you? Tell
me the truth.” His tone was gentle but firm at the same time.
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“Yes, but it scares me. I wanted to tell someone but Father
would think I was just making it up and get mad. So I just try to
ignore it.”
Galad nodded proudly, having confirmed his theory. “It all makes
sense. It’s something that can’t be ignored, Aurora. Don’t fear it for
it is a blessing.”
He looked out over the moonlit water in the direction the clan
had paddled a short time before.
“Lewelen will have trouble accepting it, but not because he
wouldn’t believe you. He has chosen to break with those at the Rock,
and this,” the old Hydran snickered, “this will certainly complicate
things for him.”
He turned to look across the fire again. Through the thin veil of
smoke Galad could see that the girl did not understand.
“Aurora, you are something very special. I haven’t known any
like you in my long life. You are a Girl of the Three; the animals, the
plants, the water all choose to share their thoughts with you. That
in itself is extraordinary.” The old man acted like a child who had
just discovered some wonderful secret. “But you are more than that.
Nayad has chosen you. You are a Healer!”
With each stroke of their paddles, the Hydrans neared the Low
Bridge. The waters were calm and progress was swift. The clan preferred to travel long distances at night when the drop in wind and
wave made it less difficult for their shallow canoes to move through
the water, when there was less chance of capsizing and losing their
supplies and belongings in the depths.
The Low Bridge skirted a narrow chasm of granite. The heavy
flow that was squeezed between the walls bubbled and churned as
it poured out of Lake Amor. There was no visible white water due
to the great depth of the channel. Still, it was not a passage that a
canoe going upstream could navigate, so strong were the currents
there. And, luckily, instead of having to portage as was necessary at
191

J.G. McKenney

the High Bridge, a canoe could simply be pulled along the shore to
bypass the swirling whirlpools and dangerous eddies.
Two narrow beaches on each side of the river made ideal campsites. The Hydrans often stopped at them when traveling between
the two great lakes to rest and prepare for the next leg of their journey. Although the water moved too fast for nets to be tossed and
retrieved, a reed line cast from the shore often resulted in a catch of
bass, pike, or giant musky.
“Will we camp below the bridge?” Nefta asked her husband. She
paddled from the front of the canoe while Lewelen guided the craft
from the rear.
“No. The wind is calm. Nayad invites us to the big lake.”
“The others may wish to stop,” she stated, pulling her paddle
through the mirror-like water.
“I don’t think so. The shore seems less inviting this night for
some reason. Do you feel it?”
“Yes, there is something. I thought it was just me.” She glanced
again at the hill leading up from the beach. “If Nayad invites us to
Lake Aaron, we shouldn’t refuse her.”
“Then we’ll put the bridge behind us,” Lewelen decided. “I’ll tell
the others.”
The canoes lined up behind each other, parallel to the narrow
beach. Each had a clan member at bow and stern, walking in the
knee deep water, pulling the craft along. None had voiced the desire
to stop; there was something unsettling about the place this night.
The Low Bridge, constructed of massive logs hewn from once
living tree elders of RienLos, was invisible in the darkness. Only
the absence of stars where it blocked the night sky defined its form.
As Nefta walked the canoe forward, the anxiety she felt made her
think of her daughter.
“I hope Aurora’s alright.”
“Aurora’s fine,” assured Lewelen. “No doubt Galad is filling her
head with his stories as we speak. She’ll follow us soon enough.”
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The last place Scotty wanted to be was sitting atop the giant wolf.
Like Bobby, he had struggled to climb up onto Kamatz’s back and,
when he had finally taken his position there, was sure he would fall.
With Miann up front shouldering Appi, Bobby in the middle and
Scotty holding on behind, the wolf resumed his long, steady gait.
Bobby repeatedly gave Scotty advice; the same tips he had received
from Miann about how best to ride with the least effort. Scotty was
anything but appreciative, deciding that his civility was a privilege
Bobby had forfeited by betraying him. Even Bobby’s assurances that
they would return to their own world at the same moment they left
would not put the stubborn boy at ease.
“How’s that possible?” Scotty blurted, speaking out for the first
time since the ride began. “You went through before me. I would’ve
seen you come back.”
Bobby was surprised by his perceptiveness. “I know what you’re
saying, I thought the same thing. But Miann says Eon can control
how fast time passes. I know it sounds weird, I really don’t get it
either, but I believe them.”
“You believe everything they say, don’t you?” Scotty grumbled.
“It’s all stupid. Nothing here makes any sense.”
“Angry! Angry!” called Appi, looking back from Miann’s shoulder.
Bobby smiled at the chickadee, wishing his irate friend could
have understood the blasting whistle. As hard as he tried to make
the best of things, he knew it would be an uphill battle getting Scott
Jordan to buy into the adventure. When he searched for the Gate
Stone, Hinton had the company of Tomas, a loyal and trustworthy
companion. I’ve got Scotty. It’s not fair.
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T

he trackers formed their line, each close enough to the
next to communicate clearly without the need to speak aloud.
The tall and lanky Greega was at the western extreme, partnered
with Saweetha, a tiny female brown bat. The quiet-spoken Mitral
who had lost an eye in an aurochs hunt gone wrong was next to
him, teamed with another brown, this one a male named Hali. The
excitable and impatient Polan, the only tracker who rivaled Berin in
physical strength, was positioned east of Mitral with Levina, a flying squirrel who waited nervously in the tree above him—the little
creature was as fidgety as the tracker he would guide.
Trest had the help of Greb, a whippoorwill who promised to help
him stay one step ahead of danger, one step ahead of a foe the Caller
had hoped he would never have to face again. Bordan, the oldest
tracker in the group, would be following Queeze, a large green luna
moth. Next to him, on the eastern flank of the line, Evant had allied himself with a hoary bat called Zim. Although trying to appear
courageous, the young Faunaran was gripped by a profound fear of
what he was about to encounter.
Berin was waiting south of the line, listening carefully for a sign
of the enemy; his presence had a calming effect on the others. High
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atop the pine next to him, his guide, Silva, the great horned owl,
watched and listened for any hint of movement in the distance.
Tufts of feathers topped her rotating head, large black pupils filled
her amber eyes.
Real and Roul were ahead of their father, moving silently below
Colf, the great grey owl they had enlisted as their escort. Known to
the forest dwellers as the “Grey Ghost”, he was a perfect match for
the twins: stealthy, fast, and cunning.
To the south, rising above the hum of nocturnal life, a deep,
rolling thunder swept across the forest. The tops of the trees were
rocked by a surging tempest, but there was no lightning, no pauses
in the drumming pulse; this was a storm of another kind, one that
came from below.
As the rippling wave of vibrating foliage advanced, in its wake
the forest creatures fled. Animals scurried along the ground; some
climbed the larger trees seeking safety in their sturdy arms. Birds
were startled from their roosts, taking to the dark sky in a panic of
fluttering wings and alarm calls. The horrible sound of wood being
torn and trampled filled the night.
Silently, Colf swept down through the blackness of the lower forest, gliding toward Real and Roul at eye level.
“They are coming,” he said coolly, landing on a limb above the
brothers.
“Then it’s time we announced ourselves,” said Roul. He started jogging back toward his father. Real followed, bow in hand, his
quiver of arrows strapped tightly to his back.
Silva’s curved beak opened, her head bobbed and her eyes blinked as she looked down at the twins and their winged escort emerging from the darkness.
“It is about to begin,” said Berin, addressing the trackers. “Stay
with your guide, do not break the line. And save your arrows; we
will not fight them unless we have to. Remember your families. We
do this for them.”
Some of the trackers acknowledged their lord’s message with a
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short reply, others remained silent, mentally preparing for what was
to come. There was fear but there was also courage.
With Real to his right and Roul to his left, Berin called out his
challenge to the approaching beasts: “Servants of the betrayer, we
are here. Come to us, we will use your hides for shelter!”
A chorus of angry roars answered him. One voice dwarfed the
others, powerful and intelligent. “Brave words, Faunaran! I will remember them when I murder your children!”
“His children,” scoffed Real, “are not so easily taken!”
“At least we hope not!” laughed Roul.
The race to the Scar had begun. The trackers ran through the
night with their winged guides watching over them, instructing
them where to turn, when to alter their speed. Scrambling through
the trees, feeling their way through the pitch blackness of the lower forest, they managed to somehow keep ahead of the monsters.
But, as time went on, inevitably, they began to tire. The thunderous
tide was now pounding at their heels; they could feel the vibration
of hooves crushing the undergrowth, and the horrid explosions of
trees crashing to the ground at their backs.
Greega, following his bat guide, Saweetha, was first to break
through the trees at the cliff edge, leaping to the crown of a long
leaf pine that grew up from the forest floor adjacent the wall of
stone. Swaying back and forth in his precarious perch, he turned
to watch for the ogren that had been chasing him. The creature
exploded from the trees, only to find that the solid ground beneath
its hooves had gone, replaced by the nothingness of air. The monster let out a roar as it hurtled over the edge, crashing into the
pine just below Greega’s feet with such force that the tracker was
nearly shaken from his hold. The ogren’s body stripped the tree of
its branches as it fell then slammed the forest floor with a bonecrunching thud.
Not far from Greega, Mitral also made the leap, trusting Hali to
judge the distance to the thick limb of a towering spruce. The rough
landing knocked the wind out of him, but he made it just as four more
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ogren spilled over the precipice, their snarling screams faded as they
plummeted to their deaths in a heap of flesh and matted fur below.
More followed.
Farther down the Scar, Trest ran along the cliff edge looking
for a tree within reach. As he searched desperately, three ogren
ploughed through the vegetation, snorting and growling, determined to run him down. Narrowly avoiding the tips of the lead
ogren’s horns, Trest leapt from the rim in desperation. Off balance,
he hurtled down, landing on his side in the high, thin branches of
an elm. Although slowed by the leafy canopy, the Caller continued
to fall. Greb called out in alarm as he watched the Faunaran grab
desperately at each passing branch. Finally, Trest managed to hook
his arm around a bough and stop his descent.
Polan barreled over the cliff, aiming himself at a tall fir tree silhouetted against the night sky to which Levina had just glided. A
moment earlier the muscular tracker fended off an attack by shielding himself with the trunk of a massive ash. Now, finding safety in
the fir tree, he looked back at his pursuers as they poured over the
edge, unaware of the trap that had been set for them. Like the others who had made it to safety, Polan would have celebrated had he
not sensed Bordan’s dire predicament.
The old tracker’s pace had slowed from a run to a jog, then to
little more than a walk. Now completely exhausted, he took a few
more clumsy steps and collapsed.
“Get up! Get up!” begged Queeze, lifting and falling beside him.
“I can’t go on! Leave me!” he ordered the moth.
Hearing the exchange and knowing that his friend would die
without help, Evant turned, calling out to his bat escort: “Zim, take
me back to him!”
He found Bordan sprawled on the forest floor next a large butternut tree, chest heaving, face locked in a grimace. Queeze was
perched overhead, his wings opening and closing, emulating the old
tracker’s breaths.
“If you don’t get up, you’ll die here!” pleaded Evant.
197

J.G. McKenney

“It’s over. I can’t go on, I have nothing left,” Bordan whimpered.
“Take Queeze and go.”
Evant ignored the order, throwing down his bow and quiver of
arrows. He lifted Bordan from the ground, bending below him so
the old tracker fell across his shoulder.
“No! No!” protested Bordan. “You’ll never make it! Leave me!”
As Evant stumbled under his load, a cry came from Queeze:
“Look out!”
An ogren crashed through the undergrowth. Spinning away
from the beast under the awkward weight of his friend, Evant lost
his balance and fell. Bordan rolled from his shoulder and crawled
toward the base of a beech tree. Stunned by his impact with the
ground, Evant was slow to get up. He reached for the knife in his
belt just as the ogren turned on him, horns stabbing at his head. The
tracker ducked and dodged the attack, barely avoiding the sharp
black spears. Glancing back at Bordan who was now shielded by the
tree, he tried to draw the creature away.
“Zim!”
“Here! Here!” answered the bat, hovering nearby. “This way!”
Evant started to run but the ogren was too fast. With a thrust
of its massive head, a horn pierced the young tracker’s back, lifting
him off the ground. Dropping the knife, he looked down dumbly
at the wet black point protruding from his chest. He gasped for air
then went limp.
Bordan, Zim, and Queeze looked on in helpless horror as the
beast tore at Evant’s body. Standing over the dead tracker, the creature lifted its head and bellowed in triumph, blood dripping from
long, yellow fangs. The roar ended in a gurgling cough as two arrows entered the monster’s open mouth finding their deadly mark
deep within its throat.
Bordan stared at Evant’s broken body, hardly aware that he was
being carried again, this time by Real and Roul. Colf navigated for
the twins, guiding them through the last stand of trees leading to
the Scar.
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“This way!” called the owl, locating a tall basswood nearest the
escarpment’s edge.
“You’ll have to jump,” instructed Roul, stepping out from beneath Bordan’s arm.
“I don’t know if I can,” the old tracker mumbled.
“Do it!” ordered Real. “Or we’ll throw you across!”
Bordan took a step backward and, after a moment of hesitation,
lunged at the tree. Like Trest, he was unable to grasp a branch as he
landed, cascading down through the upper limbs of the basswood
before coming to a sudden and violent stop. There was a crack and
a sharp pain surged through his arm.
Just as Bordan made his leap, a wave of bloodthirsty ogren
poured out of the trees, forcing Real and Roul to flee along the escarpment’s edge.
Berin called out from the distance, “Is everyone across?”
“Not yet, Father!” answered Real, sprinting along the rim of the
precipice.
“Soon!” added Roul following on his brother’s heels. “We
hope!”
The main body of the ogren herd was now nearing the Scar; the
ground rumbled and quaked as the beasts sped toward the hidden
cliff.
“Stop! It’s a trap!”
Immediately, the monsters ceased running; the thunderous
drone of hooves was replaced by a tangled cacophony of roars.
A massive shape grew out of the darkness. The twins could tell
that it was the ogren leader, the one who had promised to murder
them.
“Tricks will not work with me!” he bellowed. He lifted his massive head and snorted. “I smell your fear, Faunarans.”
“All I smell is your stench,” replied Roul.
“He could use a bath,” agreed Real.
“I will bathe in your blood!” The giant creature charged them,
horns lowered.
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The twins turned and ran, desperately searching for a limb within reach of the cliff edge.
Real thought he saw something rising out of the abyss. “I think
there’s a tree! It might be too far, it’s hard to tell!”
“We have no choice!” replied Roul. “Colf, where are you?”
“I’m here!” answered the Grey Ghost, swooping over them. “Look
through me!”
The Faunarans closed their eyes and focused on the owl’s
thoughts. Immediately the darkness was pulled back. What had
been a deep ocean of black was transformed into a bright sea of
trees. Near its shore, a lone pine stood, reaching out to them.
Without breaking stride, the twins cast their bows over the edge
and jumped together.
“They won’t talk to me.” Aurora looked back at Galad, frustrated
and confused, the green of her eyes becoming blue again.
“Are you doing anything different than before?”
“No.” Aurora removed her hand from the birch’s trunk. “I don’t
understand it, he seems to be…afraid.”
“Of you?” Galad looked concerned.
“I don’t think so.”
“Did you sense any fear in the animals you spoke to this morning? The raccoon? The heron?”
“No.”
Galad rubbed his chin in thought. “The Florans say that trees
sense things from afar. That could be the reason for their silence.
Let’s return to the water; Nayad may have the answer.”
The old seer started back toward the beach, steadied by Aurora’s
arm. “Something else troubles you,” he said. “What is it?”
Aurora frowned. “Why did I have to be different? I never asked
to be.”
Galad looked into the girl’s bright blue eyes. “I never asked to see
what others could not but I was given that ability. We must accept
who we are.”
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At the water’s edge, waves rolled gently over the sand and pebbles like unfurling blankets, bubbling as they melted away.
With Galad watching, Aurora walked into the lake until the water
was up to her thighs and her hands could reach it without bending.
“Nayad,” she whispered, “why don’t the trees answer?”
Small waves broke against her body, splashing and swirling as
the water spirit delivered her response:
“Fear is silence, silence fear,
Once distant and now near.
Soil bleeding, a forest led,
Evil feeding and roots dead.
In the south my flow has ceased,
Take the seer and go east.”
Aurora didn’t understand all of what Nayad said, but the last
instruction was clear. She walked back to Galad.
“We have to leave.”
They made camp amid the long shoots of golden grass under the
starlit Erlan sky. Miann started a small fire—a skill that amazed
Bobby and Scotty—and shared some food and water with them before lying down to rest.
The eagle king stayed beside them through the night, staring
down at his charges with intense, blinking eyes. Only Appi’s choice
of roost distracted Oris from his duty. The chickadee, having decided the eagle’s shoulder was the safest place to rest in the absence of trees, nuzzled under the broad feathers of the Chrysos’s
neck. Oris considered shrugging the tiny creature off but decided
no harm was being done and allowed him to stay. It would become
a nightly ritual.
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Kamatz, as usual, stayed in the shadows, circling the camp. Every now and then Bobby would get the feeling the wolf was near, but
the impression was fleeting.
Scotty was still angry. He tried to stay awake, resisting the grip
of sleep as strenuously as he had fought to free himself from Oris’s
talons. And although he tried to mask it under a façade of bitterness
and indignation, it was obvious to Bobby that he was still very afraid.
At the first hint of the sun’s rise in the east, Miann woke Bobby
who, in turn, prodded his sleeping friend. Scotty jerked awake as if
surprised to see that Miann, Oris, and Kamatz were real—not just
characters in an unsettling dream. After a few mouthfuls of food
and a drink of water, they began their second day of travel.
By midday they arrived at a lush green island of vegetation about
two hundred feet in diameter plunked right in the middle of the
Fields of Gold. Dark grasses and wide-leafed shrubs abounded.
There were fruit trees: apple, cherry, and pear. The abundance of
food was a welcome sight for Bobby and Scotty since the meager
breakfast had not nearly been enough to satisfy their hunger. At the
heart of the verdant sanctuary was a deep, bubbling spring sprouting crystal clear water.
“The Oasis of Plenty, a gift left to travelers by the Ancients,” said
Miann. “We’ll rest a while and replenish our supplies.”
Appi fluttered down from Miann’s shoulder. “Eat! Eat!” he called,
flying into the nearest blackberry bush to gobble down the ripe fruit.
Kamatz bent low to allow the three riders to dismount and
Bobby explained to Scotty why they were stopping. Along with the
promise of nourishment, he was glad to stretch his sore, cramped
legs and feel solid ground under his feet. Miann was right; at first,
riding was painful.
Oris dropped from the sky, landing with a bounce less than a
stone’s throw in front of them. Scotty stepped back from the eagle
as he landed, nearly tripping over Kamatz’s tail.
“What do they eat?” he asked, referring to the wolf and eagle.
Bobby passed the question on furtively to Miann.
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“Aurochs, mostly,” Miann answered. “Large animals that graze
the plains.”
Bobby shared the answer with his curious friend.
“Great, they eat cows. Probably whole ones.”
The two humans and the Erlan feasted on berries, apples, figs,
and pears. The fruit was delicious and they washed it down with
gulps of cold spring water from the pool near the center of the oasis.
Even Scotty seemed to be enjoying his meal, less worried about the
wolf and eagle that stood guard only feet away. Swallowing a handful of raspberries, his ease turned again to questions about Miann
and his animal escorts.
“How can you understand them?”
“I don’t know,” answered Bobby. “They say I’m the Finder and
because of that I can speak their language.” He took a bite of a juicy,
red apple.
“What are you supposed to find?” Scotty’s brow wrinkled above
his brown eyes, and he scratched the top of his head, brushing the
close cropped hair that stood bristle-like on his crown. Bobby repeated the question then looked at Miann for his approval to answer.
“You can tell him, Bobby.”
As Miann spoke, Scotty focused on each sound that emanated
from the Erlan’s lips, trying to grasp some understanding of the
strange boy’s peculiar language.
“The Door we came through, the tree, his name is Eon,” explained Bobby. “He’s not supposed to be open. The key that opened
him has been stolen. I have to help them find it so the Door can be
closed again.”
“The tree has a name?” The expression on Scotty’s face indicated
his renewed skepticism.
“Yes, I talked to him. He’s really old.”
“You talked to a tree that’s a door?” Scotty was mocking him
now.
Bobby didn’t like being made fun of. What he was saying was
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the truth whether Scotty wanted to accept it or not. After all, his
sarcastic friend wouldn’t have believed in strange worlds or giant
wolves and eagles before either, but he did now.
“The Door was made by someone a long time ago and Miann’s
family came through it. They didn’t want to stay in our world.”
“What’s wrong with our world?” asked Scotty, defensively.
“Well…nothing. It’s just that they…” He thought for a moment.
“They like to talk to things like trees and wolves and eagles and they
couldn’t do it there anymore, so they left.”
Miann smiled at hearing the explanation.
“Sorry, I probably messed it up,” said Bobby, apologetically.
“You spoke well,” replied Miann.
Scotty, still feeling the outsider, observed the friendly exchange
between the other boys before asking his last question.
“How are you going to find this key?”
Bobby’s face went blank. “I’m not really sure. I guess that’s why
we’re going to see Miann’s father. He might be able to tell us where
to look and stuff.”
“My father will know,” agreed Miann. The thought of home
seemed to energize him. “It’s time to go,” he asserted.
Miann lifted his kuana sack, now full to the brim with fruit and
the bloated water skin, and Bobby shouldered his knapsack. Scotty
stood in place, a half eaten apple in his hand. He was dreading the
thought of climbing onto the wolf’s back again.
Oris unfolded his massive wings, pummeling the ground with
heavy beats as he lifted off. Kamatz who had finished lapping water
from the spring, crouched, awaiting the three riders. Each took his
place on the Nuruth’s back, and this time neither of the humans
struggled to climb aboard. Miann turned to look at the oasis, trying to locate Appi among the branches of the fruit trees and berry
bushes.
“Appi!” he called, but the little bird did not respond. “Appi, we’re
leaving!”
Just as Miann was preparing to dismount and go searching for
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his tardy friend, the chickadee flapped awkwardly through the air
and landed clumsily on Miann’s shoulder. The little bird staggered
back and forth on his fleshy perch, bobbing to and fro, clearly unbalanced and disoriented.
“You ate too many ripe berries, Appi. You should know better,”
chided Miann.
Bobby, only inches away from the tiny black capped bird, could
tell that he was drunk. He laughed. “Are you okay, Appi?”
“Dizzy.” The feathers on Appi’s head lifted and fell. “Dizzy.”
Bobby laughed again. This time Miann joined in. Even Scotty,
who could only hear Appi’s slurred whistles, smiled at the bird.
They were once again gliding across the golden plain, the loping Nuruth carrying them effortlessly toward their goal in the east.
High above them Oris circled, and soon the oasis, a green emerald
set in gold, was far behind.
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he trees of the forest were quieter than at any time in
Zeleth’s memory. It was in stark contrast to the way he had
been greeted the last time he had returned home when their desperate cries invaded his sleep. But the relative silence did not mean
the impending doom that threatened the forest was gone. On the
contrary, the hush was a harbinger of disaster more immediate, a
wary acceptance of the inevitable.
Vinel walked ahead, showing no reaction to the strange calm,
although the Floran lord surely felt it. He was preoccupied with
thoughts of his wife, daughter, and clan, eager to know they were
still safe.
With Era watching over them, the Florans were certainly in
better stead than their Faunaran brethren. For the first time since
they called RienLos home, the Guardian had revealed herself,
summoning the clan to her. In light of what Amor had said about
the key and Shorran’s abuse of its power, the Guardian had reacted
swiftly. Berin and his people had no such ally to shield them from
the sage’s aggression; with Epoch gone, the Faunarans would face
it alone.
But even with Era, Vinel and his people could not breathe easy.
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If, as he suspected, it was the White Pine and his forest that were
moving to them, RienLos would become a battleground. The Floran lord turned to his Caller, hoping he might be able to shed light
on Shorran’s motivation for bringing such destruction. His gravelly
voice ground out the words.
“How well do you know the sage?”
“As well as most who serve at the Rock,” Zeleth answered.
“I’ve known him since he was a child, right after he lost his
parents,” said Vinel. “They died in the Old World, long before the
Crossing. As a youngster Shorran stayed with us for a time. He was
a clever boy; we thought he would make a fine sage and offer good
counsel to Amor and Amara, should he choose to serve them. Each
clan took a turn caring for him—even the Hydrans. No Floran or
Faunaran knows the Followers of the Waters as well as Shorran.
“When old Delion died, Shorran was asked to take his place;
Amor thought the world of him. There were some who believed he
possessed a seer’s power because of his eyes, mismatched grey and
brown as they are. I saw nothing peculiar in him; he was cautious
in his advice and seemed a true friend to the clans. That is why all
this is so hard to believe.”
“It’s like a bad dream,” said Zeleth, “as if any moment I’ll wake up
and find that none of it has happened.”
“I wish it was so. But what puzzles me is why it has to happen.”
The acorn beads in Vinel’s braided hair rattled. “The prophecy
Amor spoke of—how can the future be foretold? I am not one who
believes in fate, especially when it includes cruelty. Are we paying
for the sins of those who came before us?” His words were sharp.
“No one should suffer for the mistakes of others.”
“You speak of the Ancients?”
“Yes,” Vinel scowled. “Can a savior condemn his followers?”
Zeleth considered the question as they walked on in silence.
Eventually, they came to the maples that surrounded the hill
and Quarren, Era’s Master of the Wall, scrutinized the travelers
before letting them pass. Coreesa, Rita and the others were relieved
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to see that Vinel and Zeleth had retuned safe but the reunion was
kept short, for all were eager to hear the news from Throm.
“The Faunarans are fleeing RienFor,” Vinel announced. “The
White Pine has abandoned them to Shorran’s ogren; hideous creatures that pursue our brethren north. If Berin fails to get his people
across the High Bridge in time, they’ll be slaughtered.”
There was a look of utter disbelief in every pair of green eyes.
“Guardian, your reach is great,” continued Vinel. “Is the White
Pine coming to RienLos?”
The earth rumbled. “Yes, Epoch and the forest taken are coming.
The White Pine is now the servant of Shorran, a shadow of himself,
bent on our destruction.”
A forest that moved, led by a foe as mighty as Era! Coreesa
looked at her husband in abject horror. She put her arm around her
daughter who was sobbing.
“I won’t let him harm you,” vowed Era. “Long before you arrived
in my forest, I swore to be your protector. The threat that comes
was foretold and I will meet it.”
Rita looked up at the giant oak, tears in her eyes. “How can you
stop him?”
The question was answered by a tremor that pulsed beneath
them; it started as a low drumming but grew, pounding the bottoms of their feet.
“When the seed of Eon was planted by the Ancients, it was
sowed by destiny’s hand. I was born to face the threat that is coming, though I did not know the form it would take. Shorran’s abuse
of Sailias, the key to my father’s Door, was the threat the prophets
glimpsed through the misty canopy of time. I now realize that I was
born to face the White Pine and his forest.” The ground shuddered
and the oak’s massive limbs creaked. “Stand back!”
Vinel stepped away from the tree and the others followed his
lead.
“Farther!” Era boomed.
The clan obeyed, moving away more quickly as the soil churned
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underfoot. Some of the Florans started to run, looking over their
shoulders, afraid they might be swallowed up by the earth.
The tree’s gigantic trunk swayed and her roots snaked and twisted as they erupted from the soil. Around the clan, on the border of
the hill, the maples that formed the wall followed their matriarch’s
lead. Roots exploded from the earth, rising up to straddle its surface
like long, knotted spider legs.
At the foot of the Scar, the trackers came together. It was still dark.
Tired and sore they rested while they could, knowing Berin would
soon have them up and moving again. Evant’s absence struck them
hard, Bordan most of all.
“We’ve delayed the ogren, but it won’t be for long,” said Berin.
“We must catch up to the others and get them to the bridge. I’ll give
you a little time to rest.” He looked at Bordan who cradled a broken
arm. “You’ll need it.”
As the dawn arrived, they parted with their allies of the night,
thanking them for their guidance. In no time, Berin had the trackers moving at a quick pace north. He guessed that Illum and Baleel
would have been lucky to get the clan to the forest’s edge. At best,
the ogren had been delayed half a day—not enough time to guarantee escape.
At midday, they saw the first signs of their people: bent blades of
grass, broken twigs and disturbed leaves on the forest floor.
“We’re on their trail,” announced Real.
“They passed a short time ago,” added Roul. “They can’t be far.”
As expected, the twin’s observations were confirmed. Illum and
Baleel were standing on a moss covered log, watching as the trackers approached.
“Evant?” Baleel’s question was met with vacant stares. Roul
shook his head.
“The plains are near,” offered Illum. “We’ll need at least a day
to make it to the river. They’re tiring.” Behind him, the clan was
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scattered amongst the trees. Many looked exhausted and frightened.
“We don’t have a day,” grunted Berin, walking past him. “I have
to speak to Evant’s family. Get everyone up and moving.”
The last trees gave way to a wall of light and the grasslands. In
the open, the Faunarans felt even more vulnerable; there was nowhere to hide, nothing to shelter them. Illum and Baleel continued
to lead the way north while Berin and the trackers acted as a rear
guard. More often now, the elders and children faltered, collapsing
with fatigue. Each time, a family member or friend came to their
assistance, offering a water skin to quench a thirst, or an arm to
lean on.
In the heat of midday, with the clan slowing to a crawl, Berin and
his sons looked back, knowing that the ogren were coming.
The green of the grass and forest was in stark contrast to the Fields
of Gold that Bobby and the others had left behind the day before.
Miann had that look again, as if he was listening to something in
the distance. Whatever it was, Bobby could tell by the smile on his
face that it made him happy.
Scotty was still anything but.
Although Bobby’s stubborn friend seemed more at peace riding
the Nuruth, he was still quiet and only grunted when Bobby attempted to speak to him. Appi was as talkative as ever, sharing in
Miann’s eagerness to be reunited with his father.
“Father close?” the chickadee asked.
“Yes, Appi,” smiled Miann. “Just a little farther.”
Late in the day, as Kamatz and his passengers stepped through
the last thin curtain of trees, the glowing red rock came into view.
“Wow!” gasped Bobby, looking past Miann’s shoulder and Appi
who was perched there. “Is that it?”
“Yes, Bobby. That’s the Rock of Throm, my home. Father’s waiting for us.”
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Kamatz slowed to a walk as he neared the base of the immense
mountain of granite. The residents of Throm looked in awe at the
Nuruth and were dumbfounded by the sight of Miann and the two
strangers riding him. Cara was there, relieved to see that the Boy
of the Three had returned safe, and impressed by the manner of his
homecoming. Like the others, she had no idea why Miann had been
away; Amor would only say that his son would be back soon.
High above them, on the ledge leading into the Hall of Clans,
Amor stood with one of the reasons that promise had been kept.
“Thank you for coming to our aid, Old Friend.”
“I wish I could have done more,” replied Oris. “Amara might have
been here to greet me.” The eagle king’s beak opened and his eyes
blinked with emotion. “It is your son who deserves your thanks. He
waited on the other side for sixty years.”
Amor staggered under the weight of those words. “Oh, Miann,
I’m sorry,” he whispered. As he looked down at his son, he noticed
there were two children with him; he had only sensed the presence
of one. Regret was replaced by trepidation.
“The prophecy spoke of one child. Who is the other and why has
he come?”
“He is a friend of the Finder,” said Oris. “He followed him through
the Door. Eon thought it best he accompany us here. I would advise
keeping him at the Rock while the key is being sought. There has
been enough betrayal already.”
Amor descended the steps and greeted his son with a hug. As
Bobby watched the tender homecoming he was struck by how much
Miann resembled his father. He had the same face, and slim, wiry
build. Aside from their obvious difference in age, only their hair
color contrasted; Amor’s was brown, Miann’s raven black. It made
Bobby think of his resemblance to his own father, one that would
survive only in old photographs and fading memories.
“You’ve done well, Son.” There was a hint of sadness in Amor’s
words, a remnant of the shame he felt for the demands he had made
on the boy.
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As they embraced, tears welled up in Miann’s eyes. “Thank you,
Father.”
“Happy!” called Appi fluttering away.
“That’s Appi,” Miann explained with a smile. “I’ll introduce you
to him later. And this is Bobby, the one who can help us.”
“Welcome, Finder.”
“Hi,” said Bobby, shyly. As soon as he said the word, he felt Amor’s
consciousness enter his.
The prophecy said you would come, and you do so willingly. For
that I thank you. The words were accompanied by a flash of images: a line of people walking around Eon, a body covered by a thin
shroud, the face of a man with grey and hazel eyes.
“And who is this?” Amor continued, speaking aloud again. Scotty heard only the sound of rustling leaves.
“He’s Bobby’s friend but he doesn’t speak our language,” explained Miann.
“I see,” Amor said, smiling at the boy. “A friend of the Finder is
welcome nonetheless.” Amor looked up at Kamatz. “And greetings
to you Pack leader. I am in your debt.”
“Knowing your son and the Finder are safe is payment enough,”
replied the wolf.
“You must be tired and hungry,” said Amor. “Cara will bring
food and drink to you in the Hall of Clans. We’ll talk there.”
Miann led them up the zigzagging stone stairway. The higher they
went, the closer Bobby and Scotty clung to the rock wall. Like scaling the steps of a Stone Age apartment building, they passed three
levels of rooms before finally arriving at the uppermost ledge where
they entered through a wide arcing doorway carved into the granite.
It opened up into a large cathedral-like space with narrow openings
in its ceiling through which shafts of sunlight spilled to the floor.
A meal was served to them as torch lights flickered on the walls
of the cavernous room. Bobby and Scotty sat opposite Miann at
the long, roughly hewn table. Appi was next to Miann, perched on
the table’s edge, pecking furiously at a sunflower seed held between
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his tiny black feet. Still being eyed cautiously by Scotty, Oris and
Kamatz were between Miann and his father who was seated at the
head of the table. Amor was explaining the dire events that had
transpired in the south and the perils that lay ahead.
“And so we find ourselves facing this threat. Our people have
but one hope: that the key is found and Eon’s Door closed before
Shorran destroys us.”
All of us, thought Bobby. He remembered Eon’s words: And the
Finder’s world. Who’s to say what would befall this place should
Shorran step through me.
“Eon believes that closing the Door will stop the things Shorran
has created,” offered Miann.
Amor nodded. “The key will be found ‘to free’ us. That suggests
to me that the Elder is right. When the worlds are separate again,
Shorran’s creations will be undone.”
“Then the sooner we take Sailias back and close the Door, the
better,” growled Kamatz. “But where will it be found?”
Amor looked at the wolf. “Everything points to it being south
of RienFor, near the Wold—as far from the Door as Shorran could
put it.”
Bobby tried to picture the key in his mind as it had been described
to him. Looking down at the table top, he focused his thoughts but
was distracted by Appi who had just skillfully removed the meaty
core of his last sunflower seed. The little bird stared up at him with
a curious eye, as if drawn to his effort. It reminded Bobby of the first
time he had met the chickadee, swaying on a cattail, watching him
as he rowed away from the peninsula.
As if triggered by the thought of that fateful meeting, Bobby’s
consciousness descended to a level below that of memory, entering
a place he had never been before. All light left the room and the
temperature dropped sharply; it felt like he had been transported
into an icy freezer. The others were gone, in their place a thick blanket of darkness. The walls and ceiling closed in on him and he shivered as much from fear as the cold.
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What’s happening? Where am I?
Bobby could make out the faint outline of something above
him, suspended in the inky void. Reaching up, he touched what
felt like stone, its blunt end covered in ice. With his hand he traced
the path of the stalactite toward the invisible ceiling. At the point
where his arm could reach no further, his fingertips ran up against
something that had the texture of wood. Like a branch extending
out from the trunk of a tree, the shaft jutted out from the tapered
stone, curving away in a sweeping arc before doubling back on
itself.
The eye of Sailias.
The air in the pitch black room stirred. “Who’s there!” Bobby
shouted, interrupting Amor in mid sentence.
Appi let out a short blasting whistle and leapt from the table in
alarm. “Big!” he cried, fluttering to the safety of Oris’s shoulder.
Scotty looked at Bobby as if he’d lost his mind. With fixed stares,
Oris and Kamatz examined the boy, confused by his outburst.
“What’s wrong, Bobby?” asked Miann.
Bobby looked around him, relieved to see that he was once again
sitting with the others in the torch lit hall.
“I touched it.”
“Touched what?” asked Scotty.
“The key.”
Amor stood. “Sailias?”
“Yes.” Bobby rotated slowly on the polished wooden bench and
faced the stone wall. He pointed. “It’s that way.”
“You know where it is?” Oris’s head rotated and his eyes blinked
rapidly.
“Yes,” answered Bobby. “I’m not really sure how but…I know.”
“Of course,” said Amor. “You are the Finder, you must know. A
bond exists between you and Sailias, foreseen by the Ancients. How
else could they be sure you would take it back?”
“If that’s true, Father, then Shorran shares that bond.”
“Yes.” Amor leaned over the table, thinking aloud. “The sage will
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know where and when it moves so he can recover it before the Door
is closed.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” barked Kamatz. “The more we
delay, the more prepared Shorran will be to prevent the key’s return.”
“I agree,” said Oris. “With the ogren and Dark Forest coming
north, we have little time to get the Finder across the Molon.”
“And it’s too dangerous to have Oris fly Bobby to the Wold,”
added Miann, “with the coproth watching the skies.” Oris’s beak
opened and his tongue flared at the mention of the vultures.
“Miann is right,” said the eagle. “I have fought them; the Finder
would be at great risk in the air.”
“Then you must go on as you have,” said Amor. He looked at
Bobby. “But your friend…it is best he stay here. He may hinder you.”
Bobby looked at Scotty who was unaware that he was being
discussed.
“Why can’t he stay with me?”
“We can’t allow anything or anyone to jeopardize your task,” answered Amor.
“But I’m responsible for him,” Bobby pleaded. “He wouldn’t be
here if I hadn’t come. I have to look after him.”
Scotty leaned toward Bobby with his head held low. “Are you
talking about me?” he hissed.
Bobby ignored his friend. “Please let him come with me. I promise he won’t be a problem. Maybe…Maybe he was supposed to
come.”
Understanding now that it was indeed his fate that was being
discussed, Scotty pleaded to Amor. “I won’t be a problem! I promise!” He turned to Bobby again. “Tell him!”
Amor deferred to his son. Miann’s concerns about Scotty hadn’t
lessened but Bobby’s desire to have the other boy accompany him
outweighed them.
“If Bobby wants him to come, then I think we should let him,”
said Miann.
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Amor considered his son’s opinion. “Very well. He’ll go. But he
must not hinder you.”
“I won’t let that happen,” Bobby promised. He turned to Scotty.
“You’re coming, but you can’t mess things up.”
“Okay! I promise!”
Appi, feeling forgotten, jumped from Oris’s shoulder and, with
a flutter of tiny wing beats, landed on the table again. “Me too! Me
too!” Miann and Bobby laughed, knowing there was no sense arguing with the stubborn little bird.
“Rest now,” said Amor. “Miann, ask Cara and the others to attend to our guests. You leave in the morning.”
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CHAPTER t w enty- one

T

he sun was beginning its downward arc when Trest
dared offer the first words of optimism. “We’ll be to the bridge
before nightfall,” he said, smiling at the others. “We can make it.”
Polan and Mitral nodded and returned Trest’s smile, as did the
lanky Greega. Bordan found some solace in the words, praying that
no one else would die as Evant had. Berin ignored his Caller, instead
looking back at Real and Roul with concern.
The twins had stopped. When they kneeled on the grass, bending to put an ear to the ground, the clan lord knew hope was premature. He waited for his sons to speak.
“A tremor,” said Roul. “Still far off, but growing.”
“How long?” asked Berin.
Real’s expression would have been enough of an answer. “They’ll
be to us before we get to the bridge,” he said soberly.
Berin turned to Greega. “Inform Baleel and Illum. Tell them we
must pick up the pace. The closer we are to the Molon, the more
likely we’ll get some across. They must hurry!”
What had been an almost imperceptible murmur now sounded
like an approaching storm, rumbling echoes of thunder in the distance. The trackers did everything they could to stem the rising
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panic, struggling to keep their kin moving, knowing full well the
horror that was to engulf them.
“The bridge is near!” called Baleel from a rise ahead of the scrambling crowd. In desperation the clan climbed the hill. Berin and the
trackers held back; they could see the ogren coming.
Roars erupted from the beasts as they poured across the plain, a
dark cloud billowing up from the violence of hundreds of pounding
hooves.
“We’ll cross this last rise,” commanded Berin. “When they come
over the hill, we’ll be waiting. Every arrow must find its mark!”
As they positioned themselves the trackers heard a voice in their
minds, mocking them. “Did you think you would get away?”
The ground was shaking. They raised their bows waiting for the
first horrid faces to appear on the ridge. Arms trembled as they held
bowstrings taut, arrows ready to be let loose.
But the ogren didn’t come. There was still the thunderous pounding of hooves against soil, but its rhythm had been broken. Real and
Roul edged their way back up the slope to look. Cresting the hill,
crouching low, the twins heard a high pitched call from above.
It was the peregrine, Calif. “They’ve come! They’ve come!” he announced.
Berin joined his sons looking down at the plain below. There,
engaged in a fierce battle with the ogren, was the Nuruth Pack.
Far outnumbered, the wolves were fighting in a slow retreat,
lunging into the mass of creatures with gnashing fangs. Every time
a wolf launched an attack, an ogren would fall with its neck or belly
torn open, and each time the dead or dying beast would be plowed
aside by others. In the middle of the melee a wolf with flecks of gold
covering her shoulders, neck, and back barked out orders to sustain
the defense.
The rest of the trackers joined their lord and his sons on the hill
and were astounded by the ferocity and carnage they witnessed. The
Nuruth were paying a high price for their courage. Two of the wolves
were limping and all were struggling to fend off continuous waves
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of attacks from the horned monsters. A large grey wolf stood out
among his peers, ripping and tearing mercilessly at the wall of beasts.
“That’s him, Father,” said Roul, pointing. “That’s Mijor, the wolf
we met at the edge of the forest.”
“I don’t see the Black,” replied Berin. “Where is Kamatz? They’re
feeling his absence.”
The battle moved to the foot of the hill, just below the trackers’
vantage point. Berin looked back toward the bridge to see how close
his people were to the other side. Illum and Baleel were driving them
hard but some distance still remained. The Faunaran lord could see
someone waiting for them across the ravine. Amor sent help.
“The Nuruth are being overtaken,” said Real. “The ogren are getting around them!”
“Real, Roul, with me to the left!” ordered Berin. “The rest of you
go right! Don’t let them get by!”
The trackers raced down the hill, giving aid to the wolves on
each flank with flurries of arrows.
Together, Nuruth and Faunaran fought side by side, retreating
slowly back up the slope. They managed to slow the onslaught but
the ogren would not be stopped.
A voice rang out from within the horde. “They’re tiring! Crush
them!”
With a renewed charge, the beasts came down on the wolves like
a tidal wave of horn and fang. The resulting surge was too much to
fend off. Two of the wolves were pushed to the ground and gored.
Swarmed, and unable to rise under a frenzy of trampling hooves,
they were torn to pieces.
The Nuruth line disintegrated and each wolf fought desperately, facing attack from all sides. Some of the trackers, now out of
arrows, sprinted toward the bridge. Having brought down one of
three ogren that had been fighting the golden wolf, Berin searched
the riotous battle for Real and Roul. As he expected, they were right
in the middle of the fiercest fighting, standing side by side with the
large Grey. They moved among the fury of mad beasts delivering
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their arrows at close range. At first Berin was alarmed at seeing his
sons in the midst of such peril, but his fear was replaced by what
can only be described as sublime admiration. Time seemed to slow
with each of Real and Roul’s graceful movements, his sons dancing
to a rhythm none could match. He could do nothing for them but
hope their skill and instinct would keep them alive and get them to
the bridge while there was still time.
Most of the clan was already across when Berin and the trackers
arrived at the bridgehead. The wolves had closed rank around them
but would not hold the ogren back for much longer.
Berin called out to his sons, “Real! Roul! We must cross!”
Still fighting alongside Mijor with only their knives as weapons,
the twins answered.
“Go!” cried Real.
“We’ll follow you!” added Roul.
Berin hesitated for a moment then ordered the trackers across.
“Hurry!” he yelled. At the bridgehead, with Polan at his side, the
Faunaran lord turned, expecting to see his sons behind him, but
they had been swallowed up by the mass of snarling bodies.
From the chaos of the fighting, an order came: “Cut the lines!”
A group of ogren answered their leader’s command, attacking
the bridge’s anchor ropes. Yellow fangs gnawed at the thick cords,
strands peeled back and twisted as the weight of the long, narrow
expanse tugged at them.
The first anchor rope was severed just as the trackers made it to
the bridge’s halfway point. One side of the platform dropped away
beneath them and they slid sideways grasping desperately for a hold
to keep from falling. Far below, the raging whitewater of the Molon
boiled.
The ogren turned their attention to the second rope. Only Hawni and Mijor—with Real and Roul at his side—were close enough to
intervene, the rest of the Pack having been driven back by the enemy’s overwhelming numbers. The second line was almost severed
when Hawni noticed what was happening.
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The Pack leader ran a gauntlet of lunging, biting beasts en route
to the saboteurs. With terrible ferocity, she tore away the neck of
the first creature. The second turned with horns lowered; Hawni snapped one of the black spears as she flung the ogren to the
ground, and another bite disemboweled the beast. The third creature chewed frantically, knowing it was about to meet the same fate.
It fell in a bloody heap next the anchor stone just as the last fibers
of thick twine snapped.
Hawni lunged for the shredded cord. Her powerful jaws clamped
down on the rope and she was dragged along the ground by the
tremendous weight of the falling span. She dug her paws into the
soil and pulled with all her strength. The bridge stabilized under the
fleeing trackers but, as the wolf strained to support it, she had no
way of protecting herself.
Seeing that Hawni was vulnerable, Mijor barked out an order to
Real and Roul, “Get on my back!” The twins pulled themselves atop
the huge wolf and held on. The Grey lunged at his tormentors, tearing into the wall of brutes with gnashing fangs, trying desperately
to forge a path to his leader, but his aggression only seemed to draw
more resistance.
The Gold strained against the pull of the bridge as Berin and
the trackers picked their way along the sagging platform. They were
almost across the deep canyon when Rulan got to the defenseless
Hawni. A vicious bite severed the wolf’s tail; she whined in agony
but did not release the rope from her jaws.
“You or them!” Rulan snorted, looking out at the trackers crawling across the tilted span. “Choose!”
Still laboring to keep the bridge steady, Hawni growled defiantly
in answer to the ultimatum.
Rulan struck again, this time driving his horns deep into the
wolf’s side. Mortally wounded, Hawni dropped to the ground and
was pulled toward the precipice. The platform fell suddenly, threatening to cast Berin and Polan into the deep ravine.
With supreme effort, Hawni, still being dragged, pushed with
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her legs, plowing a deep furrow through the soil before coming to a
stop at the lip of the gorge, halting the collapse.
Rulan roared and lunged at the wolf again, delivering a ferocious
bite to her neck. Hawni dropped to her side with a gasping moan
and, still gripping the anchor line tightly in her jaws, was pulled
over the edge. The bridge dropped away from beneath Berin’s feet
just as Polan reached back and pulled him to solid ground.
As he watched his leader fall, Mijor let loose a tortured howl.
With renewed ferocity, he charged into the ogren. The monsters
scrambled frantically to escape the Grey’s wrath, opening up a narrow path to the open plain. Real and Roul held tight to the Nuruth’s
back as he broke free of the horde.
Berin looked across the deep chasm where the High Bridge had
been and saw the creatures moving away to the west. There was no
sign of his sons.
“The ogren are probably heading for the Low Bridge,” said Bolan.
“It’ll take them five or six days to reach it and another two before
they get to the Rock, if that’s where they’re going.”
“Oh, that’s where they’re going alright,” said Berin, coldly.
Above the bridge head, the trackers waited for their lord. Trest
stepped forward, a look of astonishment on his face. “Did you see
them? Real and Roul were riding the Grey! They got away!”
“He’s right, Berin,” added Mitral. “I saw it too. They made it out
on the Nuruth’s back.”
Berin glanced back across the canyon, hoping it was true.
It was still dark when Amor gave them their last instructions.
“Cross at the Low Bridge as we discussed last night,” he said.
“Make haste. Epoch is coming to RienLos and your route may bring
you close to him. Stay out of the White Pine’s way.”
He then took Miann aside as the others waited. “I don’t know
what’s going to happen, Son. I will do everything I can to give the
clans protection here. I’ve already sent a falcon to the Tower with
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Oris’s summons. It is up to you to ensure the key is found and returned to Eon. You are a Man of the Three; trust your judgment.”
They left the Rock at daybreak. Bobby sat between Miann and
Scotty high atop Kamatz’s back, the strap of his green knapsack
around his neck. Miann had filled two kuana sacks with supplies:
water skins, dried aurochs meat, fruit, and some extra clothing
for Scotty who had come through the Door with nothing but his
shorts and running shoes. The bulging sacks were tied together at
their tops with a length of twine, and hung from Kamatz’s sides like
saddlebags.
Emerging from Throm’s forest, they traveled southeast, fording
the Green River at noon, with Oris soaring high above. Bobby could
hear bits and pieces of animal conversation—birds, mice, even insects—but couldn’t maintain the connection for long. It made him
worry that, when he needed to, he might not be able to summon
Sailias either. He still wasn’t sure how, in the Hall of Clans, he had
visited the key’s hiding place so clearly in his mind.
As night approached they found what shelter they could and
rested, rising again before first light. Not long after sunrise, Kamatz
stopped near the top of a long, sloping hill of dew-covered clover.
He bowed low to allow his passengers to dismount; they would
be granted a short break to eat and stretch their legs. The Nuruth
looked up at Oris circling overhead. “We’ll keep watch. Be ready to
leave in short order.” With that, he loped to the top of the hill and
stood guard.
Trees were visible to the west. They seemed to go on forever, a
great wall of green that reminded Bobby of Darklin or Whisperwood, the mysterious forests in The Amulet Master.
“That’s RienLos,” said Miann. “Era lives there. The Guardian
talked to me when I was here last.” He reached into one of the kuana sacks for some food and Appi studied the bag closely hoping a
treat would emerge for him. The chickadee whistled with joy when
Miann produced a handful of sunflower seeds, scattering them on
a nearby rock.
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“My father thinks that’s where the Dark Forest is going,” added
Miann, handing a piece of aurochs meat to Bobby.
“Trees fighting, I wonder what that would be like,” said Bobby,
picturing Broadlimb leading the Knotted Ones to war against Wilven. “It’s like a book I read.”
Scotty would have rolled his eyes at mention of The Amulet Master—Bobby had bored him with it many times before—but since his
perspective on what was real and imaginary had changed, he resisted
the urge to dismiss it as “stupid”. Instead, he accepted his portion of
the rations and sat down on the grass to listen to the conversation,
trying to deduce what Miann was saying by way of Bobby’s responses.
“Book?” Miann looked at Bobby inquisitively. “What do you
mean?”
It occurred to Bobby that he had yet to see writing of any kind in
Miann’s world. He tried his best to explain the concept.
“Where we come from, people write things down so others can
read them. It’s like making pictures of words so we can keep them
for later.”
“Seeds,” whistled Appi, pausing over his meal. “Hide for later.”
Bobby laughed. “Yes, Appi. Just like saving seeds, only we don’t
eat them, we read them.”
“What are books made of, and how do you ‘read’ them?” asked
Miann, interested in the subject.
“They’re made out of paper.” Miann’s blank look made Bobby
realize he would have to explain that too.
“People cut trees down and make paper from them. Then we put
the words on the paper to tell stories. Most people learn to read and
write when they’re little.” Bobby intentionally chose not to mention
school; he was sure that would be too confusing.
Miann was appalled. He looked at Bobby as if he’d suddenly discovered something horrible about him. “The trees keep our stories
but…we don’t kill them!”
Immediately Bobby realized his mistake; he had forgotten who he
was speaking to. In Miann’s world, cutting down a tree was murder.
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“I’m sorry,” said Bobby. “I…I forgot.”
Scotty, sprawled on the grass, had picked up on the error and
seemed to revel in Bobby’s discomfort. “Guess you’re not so special,
after all.”
The words stung like salt in an open wound.
Although Appi had not understood Scotty’s cruel comment, he
could see its result. He leapt from the rock where he was eating and
fluttered to Bobby’s shoulder. “Friend. Friend,” he whistled supportively. “You help. You help.”
Bobby smiled weakly at the chickadee. “Thanks, Appi.”
It was Miann’s turn to apologize. “Appi’s right,” he said. “I should
not have judged you. You’re taking us to Sailias, and that means you
care.”
“I do,” said Bobby. “I want to help. Really, I do. I’m just not sure
I’ll be able to. What…What if I can’t see the key again?”
“Try. Try,” said Appi.
Bobby wasn’t expecting the impromptu request. He looked at
Miann. “Should I?”
Having come down from the hill, Kamatz answered the question
for him. “We’ve come some distance already,” said the wolf. “Continuing would be foolish without knowing we’re on the right path.”
“I agree,” said Miann. “Even though Father thinks the key is far
to the south, we must be sure. It’s time you guided us, Bobby.”
Bobby took a deep breath, determined not to let them down. I’ll
show them the way. I’ll find Sailias just like Hinton found the Gate
Stone.
From his perch on the boy’s shoulder Appi watched with great
interest as Bobby closed his eyes in concentration, trying to envision the key as he had in the Hall of Clans. At first, nothing happened and, for a moment, Bobby thought he had failed. Then he
felt something; a shock of bitter cold that started in his chest and
spread outward, as if he’d been pierced by an icicle that was melting
at his core. He started to tremble.
Appi let out a whistle of alarm. “Bad! Bad!”
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“What’s wrong, Bobby?” asked Miann.
Bobby opened his eyes. “I…I don’t know. I feel really cold.”
“Is it the key?”
“No. I saw Sailias for a moment and I could tell it was closer, but
then there was…something else.”
“I don’t like it,” growled Kamatz, his hackles rising.
Scotty jumped to his feet. “What do you mean: ‘something else’?”
As Bobby strained to make sense of it, he heard four screeches
from above and looked up to see Oris climbing high toward the
clouds.
“Enemy to the south!” barked Kamatz. “Get on my back! Quickly!”
“We have to go!” shouted Bobby, scrambling to help Miann gather the supplies. Scotty didn’t wait for an explanation.
The three boys gripped tightly to Kamatz’s back as he raced
down the grassy slope. Leaping a rocky outcrop over ten feet high,
the wolf sought cover in a bluff of spruce and cedar. Appi followed,
his little body rising and falling on quick wing beats.
Through small gaps in the evergreen canopy Bobby could see
large, dark shapes passing overhead.
“Coproth,” whispered Miann. “I don’t think they saw us.”
Scotty traced the path of Miann’s eyes skyward. He was about to
speak when Bobby raised a finger to his lips. “Shhh.”
Appi fluttered to the upper branch of a cedar and peeked out. Kamatz, tight within the confines of branches, also looked up. Primed
for battle, his lips quivered exposing the tips of his fangs.
When it was evident that the threat had passed, they emerged
cautiously from the trees, just as Oris landed.
“They’re gone,” said the eagle, “but they may circle back.”
“Then we should get moving. We can get to the bridge by nightfall,” said Kamatz. “It would be best to cross in darkness.”
Bobby cringed at the thought. He had confirmed that they were
heading in the right direction but, although the icy feeling in his
chest had gone, the idea of crossing a bridge at night with copro226
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th—and who knew what else—chasing them was not something he
relished.
Keeping RienLos’s wall of green on their right, they continued
south, the Nuruth’s pace quick and steady. At a rock-strewn hill
overlooking the Low Bridge, Kamatz bent low to allow his riders to
dismount. “We’ll stay here until nightfall.”
Miann nodded as he lifted the kuana sacks from the wolf’s back.
“Oris says he’ll keep watching from above.”
As the sun fell and the air cooled, a misty fog filled the narrow
river valley blanketing the bridge. When the glow of twilight faded
away, the Nuruth escorted them down the slope to the river.
“I’ll lead you across,” said the wolf. “Walk behind me and stay
together.”
Kamatz moved so silently through the inky blackness that it was
hard to determine how far ahead he was. A few trees dotted the hill
above the bridgehead, dark shapes almost indiscernible against the
night sky. The land continued to slope downward, disappearing into
dense fog. It was like descending into an ethereal underworld.
The bridge seemed to grow out of the thick mist. The massive
logs that made up the structure were sunk into the soil and their flat
ends formed a wall as high as Bobby was tall. Kamatz easily jumped
up onto the platform, but for Bobby, Miann, and Scotty, the climb
took some effort.
The normal drone of insect noises was drowned out by the sound
of water churning in the narrow chasm below. Scotty was so close
behind him that Bobby could feel the warmth of his friend’s intermittent breaths. The logs were wet with dew and, although slippery,
were so broad they felt almost flat underfoot. These were huge trees
once, thought Bobby, as he took one slow step after another.
The fog was soupy thick and Bobby couldn’t see the river below
nor could he tell how far he was from the other side. He stumbled
into Miann—the impact cushioned by the kuana sack hanging
down the Erlan’s back—and immediately felt Scotty behind him.
For some reason, Kamatz had stopped ahead of them.
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“I hear something,” the wolf whispered. The dark shadow of the
Nuruth loomed larger as he turned to look back in the direction
they had come.
“Get down!”
Immediately Miann crouched low and Bobby did the same, their
hands and knees sliding on the slimy surface. Appi fluttered from
Miann’s shoulder, disappearing into the thick mist. “Hide!” the
chickadee called as he fled.
Hearing only a snarl from Kamatz, Scotty could not follow the
wolf’s order to lie low. Instead, the terrified boy turned toward the
pulsing sound coming from in back of him. He was lifted from the
bridge, squeezed so violently that the air was forced from his lungs,
then flung brutally into the churning current of the river.
“Coproth!” barked Kamatz.
The wolf leapt over Miann and Bobby just as a second vulture
swooped down upon them. The Nuruth clamped down on its snakelike neck slamming the creature against the bridge’s damp surface.
A bone crunching bite ended its frantic flapping.
Bobby heard the piercing screech of Oris and realized the eagle
was involved in his own battle overhead.
“Crawl to the other side!” commanded Kamatz. “Keep down!
Go!”
The wolf jumped up on his hind legs and snapped another vulture out of the air. He landed on top of it, sinking his fangs into its
breast. The coproth’s talons clawed at Kamatz’s front legs and its
head swung around to bite at the wolf. It was dead before it could
inflict any damage.
Another coproth loomed above Bobby and Miann as they shuffled blindly across the slippery bridge on hands and knees. It came
in low, its talons raking the logs, throwing large chunks of mosscovered bark into the air. Kamatz turned to intercept the attacker
but was beaten to it. Oris plummeted out of the blackness above,
striking the coproth an instant before it got to the boys, driving the
vulture hard into the solid surface of the bridge. The momentum
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of the strike carried them clear of the platform. With a flash of the
eagle’s beak the enemy was dead before it hit the water.
As quickly as it had started, the attack was over. Bobby and Miann felt their way across the remainder of the slippery span, Miann dragging the tied kuana sacks with him. Climbing down from
the bridge platform, they scrambled up the gentle slope leading
away to the south, hoping Oris and Kamatz were following in the
darkness. The boys wanted nothing more than to get away from
this place, to put as much distance between them and the horror
they had just experienced. It was then that it hit them: Scotty was
missing.
Lake Aaron was seldom so calm. It was as if there were two skies—
one above and one below—joined at the horizon. The blues and
greens of midday had been replaced by the pinks and purples of
early evening as the Hydrans shared the catch of perch and bluegill
at their camp on the northern shore of Lake Aaron.
The bounty of the big lake had done little to raise their spirits.
Since crossing beneath the Low Bridge, Lewelen’s people had felt
strangely unsettled. Nefta brushed a strand of blonde hair from her
face and lifted the last piece of fish from the fire. “Sometimes I wonder if we were right to cut our ties with the others.”
Lewelen sighed. It was a conversation they’d had many times
before, and one he dreaded. “You promised you wouldn’t bring that
up again.”
“But what if they’re right? A time will come when we will need
the protection offered by the Ancients. That’s what the Florans and
Faunarans said. What if that time is now? We’ll have to face it alone
and our daughter—”
“Will be fine,” finished Lewelen.
“It feels like it did then,” said Nefta. “Like the last days in the Old
World.”
“Enough!” snapped Lewelen. “We have nothing to fear and we’ll
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look after ourselves as we’ve done for the last thousand years. Nayad
will guide us as she always has. We don’t need the landers and they
don’t need us.”
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CHAPTER t wenty-t wo

T

he huge maples that had surrounded the hill upon
which Era stood spread out in a line before her. Quarren, the
Master of the Wall, was at its center awaiting the order to move.
The clan huddled together, watching in awe as the Guardian
straddled the ground on spread roots. The oak was even taller than
before, her immense “legs” reaching out far beyond the span of her
branches like earthy tentacles.
“Do not be afraid,” said Era, addressing the stunned Florans.
“We have pulled ourselves from the earth so that we may meet Epoch before he enters our forest. If we should fail to stop him, you
must go to Throm; the Rock will be your refuge. Listen to the trees,
they will tell you how we have fared.”
Vinel looked up at Era towering above him. “We will listen and
hope,” he said in his gravelly voice. “Thank you and good luck,
Guardian.”
In turn, each of Era’s massive roots lifted and fell as she stepped
down from the hill. Ahead of her, the huge maples that had formed
her wall started to move in the same fashion, their long, twisted appendages reaching around and over tree and shrub to find footholds
that would not crush those they had vowed to protect. The ground
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shook under the Florans as the giant trees moved away. It was some
time before Era’s upper boughs melded into the distant canopy.
Aurora did most of the paddling. Galad, sitting in the front of the
shallow canoe, added a stroke every now and then out of pride. It
was a good day to travel, the morning breeze barely kissing the water’s surface. Behind them the water sparkled like countless shimmering gems, reflections of the climbing sun.
Since Nayad had sung her instruction to Aurora, they had made
few stops; for a snack of perch or rice weed, or a drink of water.
Both the old man and the girl wondered why the water spirit had
told them to travel east. Was it to reunite with the clan or was there
something else that Nayad had in store for them?
After a day of paddling, the two had left Lake Betan and were on
the section of the Molon River that joined it with the big lake to the
east. Making camp within sight of the Low Bridge, they rested into the
night, planning on resuming their journey in the early morning hours.
Aurora bolted awake. On the other side of the fire pit’s glowing
coals, Galad also stirred.
“What was that?” she asked.
The old seer lifted himself into a sitting position and looked out
at the fog-covered water. He could see little through the misty veil.
Aurora started to speak again.
“Shhh!” Galad hissed as he smothered the fire with a few handfuls of sand. Growls and other strange noises broke the silence. “It
sounds like it’s coming from the bridge.”
A deep drumming sound was accompanied by a distant splash.
More growls and another impact on the water followed. Aurora
walked cautiously to the water’s edge, peering up the shoreline into
the darkness. Leaning on his cane, Galad shuffled down to where
she was standing and listened.
“Whatever it was, it’s gone,” he said.
Turning to help the old seer walk back up the beach, Aurora
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noticed the water near the shore was moving. Small eddies swirled
and churned on its surface. She pointed. “Look!”
A half submerged object floated out of the mist. Propelled by the
current, it drifted toward them.
“It’s a person!” she gasped.
The discovery of a body in the water, lifeless and still, was horrible enough but when Aurora considered that it might be someone
close to her—a family member or friend—she was paralyzed with
fear. Her clan had come this way just days before; could they have
met with tragedy?
Galad stepped past the petrified girl, his thin legs pushing
through the water. He reached down to grasp an arm and turn the
body over. “Help me!” he ordered.
It was a boy, but not a Hydran. His appearance—short hair, light
skin—was nothing like the descriptions Aurora had heard of Faunarans or Florans either.
“He’s not breathing and his heart has stopped,” said Galad, holding his hand gently against the boy’s neck while the girl cradled the
lifeless body in her arms. Blood trickled from a cut on the boy’s lip;
he had not been in the water long.
“What are you going to do?” begged Aurora.
“There’s nothing I can do. He’s been taken by the water and only
the water can return him.”
Aurora studied Galad’s face, barely visible in the darkness. “You
mean—”
“Yes,” said the seer sharply. “You can bring him back. Call to
Nayad.”
Aurora swallowed hard. She had been the instrument of a miracle before but doubted her ability to repeat it. Was she really a
Healer as Galad believed? Could she do for the boy what she had
done for the perch? It seemed impossible. But with the still-warm
body floating in her arms, she knew she must at least try. Galad held
the boy’s head above the water’s surface as Aurora concentrated on
summoning the spirit’s flow.
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The lake was cool but a warmth enveloped her, covering her body
as if she had stepped from the shade of a tree onto a sunlit beach.
She reached down and cupped some water in her palm, lifting the
precious liquid above the boy’s pale face. Carefully, she let it fall. It
cascaded down across his forehead filling his eyes before spilling
gently over his cheeks.
At first nothing happened and Aurora was sure that she was not
deserving of Galad’s faith. But, as she lowered her head in defeat,
the boy’s chest heaved. He coughed violently and his eyes opened.
He coughed again. Water spilled from his mouth and he shivered as
Galad steadied him. Arms and legs flailed as he panicked to right
himself.
“It’s alright,” the seer assured him. “You just swallowed some
water.” The boy opened his eyes and coughed again before his legs
found the lake bottom.
Aurora smiled triumphantly, first at Galad then the boy. “Don’t
be afraid. You’re with friends,” she said.
The boy caught his breath. “Friends?”
Bobby woke from a deeply troubled sleep, emotionally drained. Although his body had succumbed to the exhaustion of the night’s
activities, his mind remained fearfully alert, unable to find peace.
He’d never felt such guilt before and he was sure he would never be
able to cope with it.
Scotty was gone. Bobby remembered the moment he felt his
friend’s life end, like a flame of consciousness being snuffed out by
a sudden wind. It never occurred to him how strong his connection
to him had been, a connection amplified by the vitality of the Erlan
World. Scotty’s disappearance was final and absolute. His family
would say he vanished without a trace; only Bobby would know his
true fate.
Miann also labored under the weight of his own incrimination.
After all, it was his decision to allow Scotty to accompany them on
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the dangerous quest. How had it come to this? How could his decisions now determine whether someone lived or died? For the first
time, the young Erlan truly understood the burden his father bore.
“There is nothing either of you can do to change what has happened,” growled Kamatz. “What’s done is done. There will be a time
for grieving but it is not now. We have a task to complete and I will
see it through.”
As they considered the Nuruth’s words, Oris landed nearby,
pelting them with heavy gusts from his broad wings. The eagle’s
head jerked back and forth, his eyes blinking with concern. “There’s
no sign of him in the water or on the shore. I’m sorry, Finder.”
Bobby nodded gravely.
“His death will not be in vain,” added the eagle king. “You will
take the key back. That I promise.” The tuft of feathers on Oris’s
crown lifted as he made the vow.
Appi flew to the eagle’s shoulder and mimicked the Chrysos by
ruffling his tiny black cap and making his own pledge: “Promise!
Promise!”
A part of Bobby wished he had died along with his friend. He
didn’t want to go on, but he knew he must; the fate of so many still
depended on him. What if Hinton had given up?
Lifting himself on tired legs, he took his place behind Miann.
They moved through the Lowlands abutting Lake Amor’s western
shore where it merged with the wide mouth of the Southern River.
The day passed without incident and it looked as if the terror Bobby
had experienced at the Low Bridge might not be repeated. Then
four screeches resounded from above; Oris had spotted more danger to the south.
Kamatz immediately sought cover in a gorge that led down to
the lake, following the shallow trench until it narrowed at a rock
cut. A platform of earth and stone formed a roof over their heads,
creating a tunnel that angled down into the earth. The ceiling was
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too low for Bobby and Miann to stay atop the Nuruth so they dismounted and scrambled into the darkness ahead of the crouching
wolf. They didn’t get far before reaching the shaft’s end.
Small stones and other debris dislodged from the tunnel walls as
tremors vibrated the earth around them. “Get under me,” ordered
Kamatz, shielding Bobby, Miann, and Appi from the falling rubble.
The mouth of the tunnel darkened and the floor shook so violently
that even the huge wolf struggled to keep his balance.
With an earsplitting crash, a gnarled piece of wood as wide as
a tree trunk smashed through the earthy ceiling. It twisted and
turned, searching the cavity like a knotted snake. Bobby and Miann
cowered beneath the wolf as the thick probe scraped at the tunnel
walls throwing rocks and dirt in all directions. Kamatz lowered his
head, baring his fangs at the intruder, but it was evident that he
could do little to harm such a foe.
Spiraling out from the main arm were thin branches covered
with fine string-like fibers. They moved back and forth, feeling
for movement, tasting the air and soil. The massive root bent and
bowed, poking and prodding the earth, edging ever closer to them.
Just inches away from Kamatz and the cowering boys it stopped,
unable to reach any farther.
As suddenly as it had penetrated the ground, the thick tapered
shaft retreated, lifting free of the tunnel. The ground continued to
quake violently for some time, receding into distant tremors and
then, finally, to calm.
Under the shelter of the trees next the shore, they waited for the
boy to awaken. Aurora had removed any sign of the fire they had
slept beside in the night and the canoe had been pulled under the
camouflage of the shrubs and bushes. Galad had insisted they take
such precautions.
The boy slept soundly through the night. He had been confused
and disoriented, only speaking a few words before he had been put
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to bed under the low, thick bough of a maple that reached out over
the beach.
“He’ll be hungry and thirsty when he awakens,” Galad told Aurora, “so have some food and water for him.”
When Scotty finally stirred, the first image he saw was the face
of the girl with the golden skin and crystal blue eyes.
“Galad!” Aurora called.
The napping seer rolled up onto his hands and knees and crept
to join Aurora at the boy’s side. Scotty started to get up but the seer
put a hand on his chest.
“No, no, you just stay down. You’ve had a busy night. It will take
some time before you get your strength back.”
“Who…Who are you?” asked Scotty, looking back and forth between the girl and the old man.
“I’m Galad and this is Aurora,” the seer answered with a smile.
“What happened? Where’s Bobby?”
“I know of no one by that name,” said Galad. “Was he with you
on the bridge?”
Scotty didn’t answer. As his head cleared, he became more
guarded. How was it he could understand these people when so
far the languages of this strange world had been foreign to him? He
wondered if it was some kind of clever trap set to betray Bobby and
his mission.
“Whose side are you on?” Scotty asked.
“I don’t know what you mean,” answered Galad.
Aurora was growing impatient. “We heard some noises last night
and you…came to us. Do you remember what happened?”
With his vision now clear, Scotty stared at Aurora; he was sure
he’d never seen a girl more beautiful. But, until he could be sure
that she and the old man meant him no harm, he would not allow
himself to fall victim to her charms.
Determined not to be fooled into betraying his friend or the
cause he was now part of, Scotty eyed Aurora coolly.
And told her everything.
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Berin and the Faunaran clan limped into Throm. They were exhausted but felt lucky to have eluded the ogren that had chased them out
of RienFor. The absence of Evant and the twins still weighed heavily
on their minds. Evant had sacrificed himself to save Bordan and
would never come back to them. As for the twins; who could say
how they had fared. Last seen atop the grey Nuruth named Mijor,
having fought their way free of the monsters, they were somewhere
south of the big lake. Somewhere.
Amor stood on the bottom step of the Rock’s wall watching as
the Faunarans arrived. Some of the refugees bowed to Amor but
most, too tired to acknowledge him with more than a sidelong
glance, simply slumped to the ground. Food and water had been
set out for the clan’s arrival; those who were strong enough helped
themselves to a piece of dried aurochs meat or a drink from one of
the water skins. The weak—the elderly and young—were attended
to by Cara and the other residents of Throm.
Amor stepped down to meet the Faunaran lord. His greeting,
although heartfelt, was subdued. “Welcome, Lord Berin. I am grateful for your safe arrival.” He looked at those around him and sighed.
“I can see that your people have endured great hardship. For that I
am sorry.”
“Thank you,” replied Berin. His fatigue hung like a weight on his
shoulders. “It has been difficult.”
“You’ve led them well, my friend. Rest now. When you have
your strength back, we will talk.” Amor looked past Berin. “Your
sons?”
The Faunaran lord looked down, shaking his head. “They didn’t
get across.”
Berin slept into the afternoon then rose to join Amor in the Hall of
Clans. Thalean and Trest accompanied him. Amor was told everything that had happened, from Epoch’s disappearance to the clan’s
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arrival at Throm. The Man of the Three listened intently before telling the Faunarans what they didn’t know; the threat facing RienLos,
his son’s mission to the Door, and the story of Sailias.
Berin’s face darkened with anger. “You knew this would happen
and you kept it to yourself?”
The accusation struck Amor hard. “No. No, Berin. There was no
way to tell what form the threat would take, and I was sworn to secrecy. Believe me when I say that I only wanted to do what was best.
If I could have seen what was to come, do you not think I would
have tried to stop it?”
Berin saw the image of Amara tied to Amor’s protest, and immediately regretted his accusation. “I’m sorry. You’ve suffered more
than any for the sage’s betrayal.”
“Amor, this ‘child of doubt’—he seeks the key?” Thalean’s long
grey hair framed his thin face.
“Yes. My son is with him under the protection of Oris and Kamatz.”
“Worthy allies,” said Thalean. The old man lifted his unlit pipe
to his mouth. “Three battles are still to be fought then. The first will
come when Epoch meets the Guardian. The second will begin when
the ogren arrive here. The third is the Finder’s quest to return the
key to Eon.” He paused. “That is the battle that must be won if the
others are to matter.”
“And there’s nothing we can do to help him,” said Trest solemnly. “Nor can we assist the Florans.”
“True,” agreed Thalean. “We will have enough to think about
defending our own people. For the others, we can only hope.”
“We won’t face the ogren and coproth alone,” said Amor. “I’ve
sent your messenger, Elan, to the Tower to summon the Chrysos.”
There was a heartened sigh from Berin. “That is good news, indeed.”
“And we cannot forget the Nuruth,” added Thalean. “We haven’t
seen the last of the wolves.” He smiled at his lord. “Or their riders.”
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The more it killed, the stronger it became, the rate of genocide accelerating the closer it got to its ultimate goal. Only the swiftest
could outrun it now, fleeing across the Low Bridge to seek the sanctuary promised by the Guardian. All other living things unfortunate enough to have stood in its path had been consumed. For the
Dark Forest, the greatest feast was yet to come.
Since he had torn his roots from the soil of RienFor, the White
Pine had doubled in girth and height to an unimaginable size,
matched only in dimension by his faculty for destruction. He no
longer remembered who he once was, his identity smothered by the
insatiable need to nourish the ravenous hate the sage had instilled
in him. With each life that his army of trees snuffed out, Epoch desired more. As he neared RienLos, he was sure that only Era could
satisfy his hunger.
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CHAPTER t wenty-three

“W

hy would he do this?” Aurora searched Galad for
an explanation.
“I don’t know, Child. The sage has always served the clans honorably. I remember him when he came to us as a boy. He wanted
nothing but acceptance.” Looking again at Scotty, he asked, “This
key that your friend…What did you call him?”
“Bobby,” answered Scotty. “He said that Miann and the others
called him the ‘Finder.’”
Galad nodded. “The Finder. Yes, that makes sense. This key that
the Finder seeks must be a very powerful thing. It is possible that
Shorran has succumbed to it.” The old seer rubbed his bald head.
“I’ve often wondered how the worlds were joined.”
Looking to Aurora for sympathy, Scotty touched his lip with his
finger and winced.
She rolled her eyes. “It’s only a little cut.” She turned her attention back to Galad. “Are we going to the big lake?”
The old seer thought for a moment. “We’ll stay here for now.
We’re in Nayad’s hands. She’ll guide us.”
“Can I stay with you?” asked Scotty, timidly.
Aurora pretended to consider his request. “Hmmm…I don’t
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know. We could drop you off at the bridge. Maybe you could catch
up to your friend.”
Galad frowned at the girl. “Don’t tease the boy.” He turned to
Scotty. “Of course you can stay, but you’ll have to help Aurora with
the chores.” The old seer yawned. “I’m going to take a nap. I didn’t
get much sleep last night.”
“Come on,” said Aurora, annoyed by the dreamy look Scotty was
giving her. “You can help me gather wood for the fire.”
Galad laid down under the umbrella-like bough of the maple
next the beach, mulling over everything that Scotty had told him.
We have a role to play in this, he thought. It was too much of a coincidence that Aurora had been blessed with the healing gift at the
very time Shorran’s threat had come, and only days before a boy
from another world came to them in the night.
Once asleep, he saw the image of a child with blond hair sitting
next to another with longer, darker hair. Galad had never met Miann but immediately recognized the second boy as the son of Amor.
A shadow moved behind them. No, it was a wolf, ebony black with
glowing yellow eyes. A tiny bird fluttered into the vision, he dipped
into the water at the shore then shook himself dry. Aurora and Scotty were also there, the silhouette of the bridge in the background.
Another image appeared: a falcon in flight, arrow-like and swift.
One moment it was soaring over mountains and the next it was
gone, fallen from the sky. The bird had been aimed at a peak so tall
it dwarfed all others. Galad recognized the Molon Tower, a sight he
had seen many times before when he had traveled east on the big
river. The dream faded and the mountain melted away leaving the
old seer to swim again in the inky depths of sleep.
Aurora set the twisted piece of driftwood on top of the pile Scotty
held in his arms. “What’s the other world like—the one you come
from?” she asked.
“Not like here. Animals and trees don’t talk and you don’t have
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to worry about them trying to kill you either.” He bent under his
load. “Don’t we have enough?”
Aurora ignored the protest. “Tell me about the others you were
with, your friend and Miann. Oh, and the Chrysos and the Nuruth
who were helping them.”
“What do you want to know?” he grunted. The wood was getting
heavier.
“They must be very brave.” She imagined being with them on
their dangerous quest.
Scotty puffed himself up, in spite of his aching arms. “Well I
helped them a lot. You know, telling them not to be afraid and stuff.”
Aurora was skeptical. “But didn’t you say that only your friend
could speak to Miann and the others?”
“Um, yeah…but I told Bobby and he told them.” Scotty was near
collapse. “Can we take the wood back now?”
Aurora reached for one more stick just as a deep, rumbling sound
filled the air. She looked upriver and gasped.
“Trees! Trees are crossing the bridge! Look!”
Scotty dropped the load of wood and his chin dropped with it.
“Wha…Wha...?” he stammered.
“It must be the White Pine’s forest going to RienLos! We have to
tell Galad!”
Aurora bolted up the beach, kicking sand as she ran. Scotty continued to gape at the surreal spectacle. When he finally came to his
senses and realized he was standing alone, he turned and ran after
the girl as fast as his legs could carry him.
In a procession of twisting, crawling wood, the Dark Forest
crossed the Low Bridge. Roots gripped the gently curved surfaces of
the bound logs, wedging filthy fingers between the prone bodies of
their long dead northern kin. The trees of RienLos who had willed
themselves to be the link between north and south could never
have imagined they would aid an enemy in attacking their home—
especially those who only a short time before had been peaceful
denizens of another great forest.
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With half of his army across, Epoch stepped from one bank to
the other, the incredible reach of his roots making the bridge unnecessary. The moment he touched the soil north of the river, he
sensed her; the White Pine had not expected Era’s presence to be
this strong so far from her seat of power. Something had changed.
In the distance, the border of trees was there waiting to be plundered. But, farther back, there was movement. The canopy lifted
and fell, then lifted and fell again like a wave rising and falling on a
sea of green. Behind the wave, an emerald spire followed, looming
ever larger. The White Pine felt his hunger rise.
“The daughter of Eon intends to meet us in battle!” Epoch thundered, announcing the news to his soldiers. “You will annihilate her
servants and those they defend. Leave the Guardian to me!”
Kamatz picked his way across the mounds of churned soil, forcing
Miann and Bobby to hold tight to his back during the rough ride.
The Dark Forest had turned the soft Lowlands into a vast, rolling
furrowed field making travel across it difficult. Another day passed
before they were clear of the scarred trail left by the trees.
“I had intended to cross at the Gap, a narrow point on the river
east of here,” Kamatz informed Miann, “but it will be easier to avoid
Epoch’s path and continue south. We’ll ford at the Shallows.”
Miann deferred to his Nuruth guide, “Whatever you think best.”
That night, they made camp overlooking the wide Southern River. Oris and Kamatz took turns on the watch, giving each other a
chance to rest; it appeared as if they were finally putting aside their
rivalry. Tired from the day’s travel, the boys sat close to their small
campfire. A cool breeze swept over them as they looked across the
river to the east.
The firelight flickered on Miann’s face. “What happens when you
see Sailias?”
“It’s hard to explain. It’s like I’m in a room standing below it,
watching it float above me. And…” Bobby hesitated.
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“And what?”
“This is going to sound weird, but I get a feeling that I’m not the
only one there.”
The expression on Miann’s face morphed into a frown. “Someone’s with you?”
“I don’t know,” replied Bobby. “It’s just a feeling.”
Miann’s frown became a pale grimace. “Oh, no!”
“What’s the matter?”
“You must not think about the key!” ordered Miann.
Oris jerked to attention, his beak opened and his eyes blinked
wildly. Kamatz emerged from the darkness answering Miann’s
alarm. Both of his protectors examined him closely searching for
the cause of his distress.
“Why?” asked Bobby.
With a sideways glance at Oris and Kamatz, Miann explained, “I
just thought of something. I might be wrong but we can’t take any
chances. You must never try to see Sailias. Not unless I tell you to.”
Bobby searched Miann’s face. “What are you afraid of?”
“Like you, the sage is bound to the key,” explained Miann. “I
think he watches it from afar. When your thoughts take you to it,
he’s there.” From his perch on Oris’s shoulder, Appi released a long,
fearful whistle.
Bobby shivered. “That was Shorran I sensed?”
“I think so,” said Miann. “I remember your words in the Hall of
Clans when you first saw Sailias. You asked: ‘Who’s there?’ Before
we crossed the Low Bridge, you thought of the key again and the
coproth found us.”
“When he thinks of the key, the sage knows where he is!” growled
Kamatz.
Miann nodded at the wolf. “Yes.”
“It’s just like the book,” said Bobby, as much to himself as the
others.
“The story you told me about?” asked Miann. “With the little
person?”
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“Hinton Hawlins. Every time he used a spell to find the Gate
Stone, something bad happened. It turned out that Wilven could
see him too. It’s just like the book!”
The hackles on Kamatz’s back rose. “Were you thinking about
the key, just now?”
“Um…a little.”
Appi blasted a short whistle of alarm, flying free of Oris’s shoulder as the Chrysos king spread his massive wings and lifted into
the air. “Then we have to go!” ordered the eagle. “The sage will know
where we are!”
The boys hurried to their places atop Kamatz and Appi lit on
Miann’s shoulder. The little chickadee looked back at Bobby. “No
think! No think!” he ordered.
With the fire still burning behind them, they melted into the
night.
Had Galad not seen the trees crossing the bridge with his own eyes,
he would not have believed it. He stared at the sand. “First your
miracle, then this.”
Scotty whispered to Aurora. “What miracle?”
“Nothing,” she said, dismissively.
“He has a right to know,” said Galad.
“A right to know what?” asked Scotty.
Aurora saw the resolve in the old seer’s face and realized she was
waging a losing battle of wills. She looked at Scotty.
“You didn’t just swallow some water last night. You were…dead.”
Scotty laughed indignantly. “Yeah, right!”
“It’s true,” said Galad. “Aurora brought you back.”
“That’s impossible!”
“Any more impossible than a forest that moves?” countered the
old seer.
“It was Nayad,” explained Aurora. “She helped me. I don’t really
understand it yet.”
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Scotty went pale. “I…I was really dead?”
“Yes.”
It was too much for the boy to absorb. Everything that had happened in the last few days seemed unreal, a figment of someone’s
twisted imagination—like that book Bobby liked so much. Scotty
found himself at an impasse; he could believe it all and maintain his
sanity, or refuse to accept it and lose his grip on reality.
He chose to believe.
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CHAPTER t w enty-four

H

oping to escape detection, Kamatz carried Bobby and
Miann away from the campsite as swiftly as he could. Sleep
deprived and lulled by the rhythmic movement of the wolf, the two
boys fought to stay awake. When the first light of morning came,
they could see the river again. It looked much more placid, slowly
meandering its way through the terrain. At a point where the riverbank sloped gently to the water, Kamatz stopped.
“We cross here.”
The Shallows was a narrow shoal of flat rock and gravel; Bobby
and Miann didn’t even get wet as the wolf forded it. The river’s east
bank was much like the west: lush, treeless grassland. Now that
they were nearing the Wold, the place where Amor had suspected
the key was kept, Bobby wondered when Miann would ask him to
revisit Sailias in his mind so they could adjust their heading. It was
a risk they would eventually have to take but the prospect of revealing himself to Shorran terrified him.
Not long after crossing the river, the Nuruth strode purposefully
down into a shallow valley.
“There’s a spring here,” he said. “It will be a good place to rest.”
Bobby and Miann stepped down from the crouching wolf and Oris
landed next to them.
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“Big,” Appi said, fluttering from Miann’s shoulder to the eagle’s.
The Chrysos tilted his massive head and blinked, welcoming his
tiny friend.
Large, weathered stones were scattered around the bubbling
well. At first their position seemed random but, on closer inspection, Bobby noticed two lines meeting at a right angle.
“These are ruins,” said Oris. “Someone used to live here.”
Miann looked around the site. “It must have been a long time
ago.”
“Long before your people came,” growled Kamatz. “No one remembers the story of this place.”
Bobby knelt at the gurgling spring. A fountain of crystal clear
water bubbled out of the ground reaching a height of five or six
inches before falling back on itself, spilling onto the flat rocks that
surrounded it like a tiled floor. He reached down cupping the cold
liquid in his hands, and drank deeply. It was wonderfully refreshing
and, for a moment, he felt his exhaustion ease.
Miann stepped beside Bobby and filled his water skin. He took a
long drink. “Kamatz, how far away is the Wold?”
“If we leave here by midday, we could be there at nightfall. But
the wall of stone is vast. Without a clue to the key’s whereabouts, a
search of its length—every cave and crevice—could take forever.”
“The Finder will need to guide us,” said Oris. “No matter what
the risk.”
“I know,” said Miann. He looked at Bobby to reassure him. “But
we’ll wait as long as we can.”
The short reprieve from his fatigue had passed and Bobby desperately needed rest. He dropped his knapsack to the grass for a
pillow and lay down. The moment his head touched the canvas, he
was asleep…
“Caw! Caw!”
Bobby jumped to his feet, startled by the raucous cry. A large
crow was looking down on him from above, his jet black feathers
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rising and falling in agitation. Bobby found himself in a small, dimly lit cottage with stone walls and thick wooden rafters holding up
a thatched roof.
From his perch atop one of the rough wooden beams, the crow
tilted its head, studying the boy with intense interest.
Bobby called to his friends, “Miann! Kamatz! Oris! Appi!”
“Caw! Caw!” answered the crow.
Bobby backed away from the bird slowly. He spotted a door out
of the corner of his eye and began to edge his way toward it.
“Leaving already? We haven’t even had a chance to talk.”
Bobby froze. That wasn’t the crow.
His eyes darted around the room. The windows were small and
the space was dark, the only light came from a small fire crackling
in a stone hearth at the other end of the cottage. Next to the fire was
a chair, its back to Bobby. There was someone sitting in it.
The man lifted himself slowly from his seat and turned, leaning
on a cane. He looked very old, his white hair and beard stood out
starkly against the smoke-stained stones behind him. Bobby recognized the face but couldn’t remember where he had seen it.
“Come closer. You have nothing to fear from me.”
“My f…friends. W…Where are they?”
“They’re near,” replied the old man. “Don’t worry, nothing’s happened to them.”
“Where am I?” Bobby followed the old man’s eyes to the bubbling spring at his left. Water pulsed up between the rocks. The
well!
“You’ve entered the Flow. You’re dreaming.”
“Dreaming? H…How did you do this?”
The old man laughed. “We did it together.”
“Touched the Flow! Caw! Touched the Flow!” cried the crow
from the rafter.
The old man looked up at the excited bird. “That’s right, Brin.”
He nodded then turned back to Bobby. “That’s Brin. I hope he didn’t
startle you. He can be a little abrupt.”
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“Who are you?” asked Bobby.
“I am Deekon,” the old man answered, with a smile. “Welcome
to my home.”
“I’ve seen you before,” said Bobby, suspiciously.
“Yes. I spoke to you once, in another dream. But your connection
to the Flow was weak and you couldn’t stay long.” Deekon’s silver
eyes lit up. “Do you remember what I told you?”
The dream. I remember. “You said ‘the eye of Sailias sees the
truth.’”
The crow rocked his head back and forth, blinking excitedly. The
feathers on his wings and back lifted and fell. “Caw! Good! Caw!”
“Yes, very good,” agreed Deekon.
“What does it mean?” asked Bobby, looking from the crow to the
old man. “What do you want from me?”
“I only want to help the Finder.”
“Why? What does the key have to do with you?”
“A very good question. Let’s just say I care a great deal about making sure the Door is closed.” Deekon paused in thought. “There’s so
much you don’t know.” He stroked his white beard, deciding how
best to begin.
“All life—past, present, and future—is part of one great Flow. It
is a river of existence that moves from source to sea, from birth to
death, forever beginning and never ending. You and I, your friends,
the sage, we’re all part of it. Through the current of time, every living thing touches every other, no matter how far away. Dreams let
us swim against or with the current, going back or forward. That’s
how you’re here with me and Brin.
“But you want to know about the key. Yes, of course.” Deekon
stroked his beard again. “You are already aware that Sailias can
open and close the Door between worlds. What you don’t know
is what the key can do when the Door is open and the power that
separates the worlds is returned to it.
“Sailias can look into the Flow, allowing one to see the very essence of things and their connection to everything else. Nature can
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be corrupted, the bond between living things severed, the Flow broken!”
“Is that how Shorran changed the animals and the trees? With
the key?”
“Yes, he has torn them from the Flow, and altered them to suit
his ends. But the Flow, itself, has not been severed. There’s still time.
There’s still hope. The sage has not yet mastered Sailias and he must
not be given the chance.”
“How do you know all this?” asked Bobby.
A frown wrinkled the old man’s face. “Haven’t you been listening?”
“Dreams! Caw! Dreams!” croaked the crow.
Deekon gave the bird a stern look. “Now, Brin, you’ve been at
this much longer than him.” Turning back to Bobby, the old man’s
expression softened. “Even though I’m from a different time, my
dreams can touch yours. The Flow connects all things.”
“Were you one of the people who left the key with Eon?” asked
Bobby.
“Yes. We knew the clans would need to escape that world, just as
we knew they would need the Finder’s help in this one.”
Bobby was still confused. “But why leave the prophecy? Why
didn’t you just tell Eon what was going to happen so Shorran could
be stopped?”
“The meanings of dreams are not always clear—especially when
the Flow is weak—and their mysteries can only be solved by the one
who dreams them. We didn’t see the sage, only the shadow he cast.
Our dreams showed us glimpses of the future, but not everything
that was to come. The prophecy contains the clues we received—
words, images, mere echoes of events yet to happen. We entrusted
them and the key to Eon. It’s all we could do.”
Bobby’s vision blurred. He tried to focus on Deekon but the old
man’s face was melting away.
“Caw! Leaving the Flow! Caw!”
Deekon hurried his words. “The Flow weakens. Your dream is
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ending. I don’t know if we’ll meet again. Remember: the eye of Sailias sees the truth.” The old man’s image faded more.
“What does that mean?” asked Bobby. “Wait! Don’t go! Please!”
The last thing Bobby saw was Deekon’s swirling silver eyes, pinpoints of light swallowed by darkness…
“Wake up, Bobby.” Miann was standing over him. “It’s time to go.”
It took a moment for Bobby to remember where he was. The old
man and the crow were gone and he lay on the grass with his knapsack as a pillow. Only the bubbling well and the scattered stones
remained of what was Deekon’s cottage. He thought about sharing
the dream with Miann but remembered that the Ancient’s message
was for him alone, it’s meaning his to discover. He stood and lifted
his knapsack to his shoulder. “I’m ready,” he said.
By late afternoon the temperature had dropped. Bobby asked if they
could stop so he could change into his pants and put on his jacket.
He remembered to remove the jackknife from his jean shorts before
stuffing them into his knapsack.
Miann felt bad for his friend. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would
be this cold.”
“It shouldn’t be,” growled Kamatz, suggesting there was something more ominous at work.
“Is that the Wold?” asked Bobby, looking ahead at a dark line on
the horizon.
“Yes,” answered the wolf. “But it will take a while to reach it.”
As they moved through the last hours of daylight, the distant wall
of stone continued to rise before them. Bobby guessed that the top of
the island of rock was at least a hundred feet high. Fissures and cracks
split the barrier, creating narrow passages and thin, jagged openings.
How far the gaps penetrated the stone was impossible to tell.
“It’ll be dark soon,” said Kamatz. “We’ll stay here tonight and set
out at first light.”
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Bobby and Miann woke to find a layer of frost covering the
ground. Clothed from head to foot and sleeping close to the fire,
they had managed to stay warm through the night under their kuana blankets but shivered as they broke camp, each breath evaporating in a veil of white.
“It shouldn’t be this cold,” repeated Miann, sorry to see Bobby in
such discomfort. “Shorran has done something to this place.”
After a quick breakfast, they took their places atop Kamatz. A
dark grey cloud blanketed the sky and fluffy, white flakes of snow
parachuted down from above.
“East or west? It’s time for you to guide us, Finder,” growled the
Nuruth as they arrived at the base of the Wold’s sheer granite face.
Bobby had dreaded this moment, knowing that he might once again
reveal himself to Shorran.
“Kamatz is right, Bobby.” Miann’s tone was supportive. “We have
to know which way to go. You must think of Sailias again.”
“I understand.” If I look quickly, maybe Shorran won’t see me.
“Careful. Careful,” added Appi, fluffed up into a ball on Miann’s
shoulder.
Closing his eyes, Bobby pictured the key in his mind, and suddenly felt even colder. He was in the vault again; ice shimmered on
the walls nearest the opening, touched by the weak light that came
through a narrow window facing the twilight sky.
He opened his eyes and pointed east. “It’s that way.”
“Did the sage see you?” asked the wolf.
“I…I’m not sure.”
A short time later, the snow ended. A thin carpet of white covered the ground standing out starkly against the Wold’s dark stone
facade. Without warning, Oris dropped from the sky.
“There’s something on the wall just ahead. It blends so well with
the rock that had it not moved, I would have missed it.”
“Coproth?” asked Kamatz, bending low to allow Bobby and Miann to step from his back.
“No. It looks more…formidable.”
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Bobby and Miann scanned the high rock face but could not see
the creature.
“Look where the wall angles out sharply,” directed Oris. “Near
the top it stands, waiting.”
“For what?” asked Bobby.
“Probably for you,” growled the wolf.
“A guard?” Miann had not considered that the key would be protected.
“Yes,” said Oris. “It seems the sage wants to make it as difficult
as he can for us.”
“We’ll approach with caution.” Kamatz looked down at the boys.
“Stay behind Oris and me.”
As they neared the wall, Bobby looked up at the mysterious
guard high above. Like a living statue, the creature had the same
charcoal-grey color as the granite it rested upon. Raptor-like, its
head turned back and forth slowly, making it appear as if the stone,
itself, was moving.
With his newfound perception, Bobby could sense the creature’s
intentions. There was a bitter coldness to this foe, as icy as the wall
it perched upon. When the creature spoke, its voice sounded like
churning gravel.
“You will die if you try to take it.”
Oris’s curved beak opened wide and his eyes blinked with aggression. “Brave words! Misjudge us at your peril!”
The creature released a hideous, grinding laugh. It opened its
wings slowly; they looked like chiseled stone. Large scaly feet, striated like the granite they gripped, spread long, black talons. Below,
there was an opening in the rock face with a ledge that angled down
from it to the ground like a ramp.
Kamatz turned to Oris. “I can’t get up there. The path is too narrow.”
“Then leave the creature to me,” said the eagle. “If it wants a fight,
it will get one.” Lowering his voice, he addressed Bobby and Miann.
“I’ll draw it away so you have time to climb up and take the key.” To
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Kamatz he said, “When the Finder and Miann are back down, head
back to the well. I’ll catch up to you.” Kamatz nodded and, although
the wolf’s glowing yellow eyes revealed little, Bobby could sense his
concern.
With a pulse of heavy wing beats, Oris was in the air. The creature
watched him rise, fighting the urge to join him aloft. After circling
once, the eagle king dove at the sentry before lifting sharply again.
“Where is your courage now?” cried Oris from overhead.
The creature looked back and forth from the Chrysos to those
watching below.
Oris made another pass. “Join me! Overcome your fear!”
Incensed by the challenge, the stone sentry’s eyes blinked furiously. It looked down again, and then up, its body twitching with tension.
“Not so sure now, are you? Coward!”
The creature could take no more. It leapt from the wall, following
the eagle up in a steep turn, wings slicing the air like obsidian blades.
Kamatz barked out an order to Bobby and Miann: “Go! Quickly!”
With his knapsack held securely at his side Bobby ran with Miann to the wall and started to scramble up the ledge. They leaned
forward, grasping the rock with their hands to avoid slipping on its
icy surface.
“Hurry! Hurry!” Appi called, flying ahead of them.
Oris rose ever higher, drawing the sentry away. But, as he flew toward the clouds, he was alarmed to see the creature gaining on
him. He pulled his wings back against his body and entered into a
rapid dive, hurtling back down to intercept his pursuer. The creature reacted with amazing speed, falling back and kicking up its
stony feet, blocking the fearsome strike before regaining its balance
and banking sharply to follow the eagle king down.
Bobby and Miann stepped through the opening in the rock face.
The vault was dark and cold—even colder than outside—and Bobby
was immediately struck with an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. As
256

Eon’s Door

they felt their way blindly around the icy cavern, neither boy could
see Appi; only the sound of the little bird’s flapping wings indicated
his presence overhead.
“Dark!” the chickadee protested.
“I know, Appi. I can’t see, either.” Miann held his hand out in
front of him. “Bobby, where are you?”
“Here,” Bobby answered. “Right beside you.” He touched Miann’s
arm.
“Where’s the key?”
“It’s above us somewhere.” Bobby reached up and raked the air
with his fingers.
“If only we had more light,” said Miann.
Light. Bobby remembered the flashlight in his knapsack. He
plunged a hand inside the bag’s pocket and fished out the small device. With a click of its switch, the cavern was alight, a haloed glow
illuminating the sparkling wall beside them.
Miann gasped in wonder. “How are you doing that?”
“It’s a flashlight,” said Bobby. “My grandfather gave it to me. I’ll
explain later.”
“Here! Here!” called Appi.
Bobby steered the beam upward, trying to locate the chickadee.
Shadows were cast on the ceiling—straight lines and curves, all
bending and distorting under the light cast by the device in his hand.
Oris did all he could to evade the creature. He twisted and turned,
leveled out and dove again—anything to shake the stone raptor
from his tail. Between the evasive maneuvers, the eagle king managed a quick glance at the Wold far below. Kamatz was still alone;
Bobby and Miann needed more time.
It was then that the icy daggers pierced his back, their stabbing
impact throwing a swath of feathers to the wind. A steady stream of
blood poured down Oris’s sides, trailing away behind him in a fine
red mist. Held in the creature’s icy grip, he twisted round, striking back with his razor-sharp beak. The ferocious bites did little
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but scratch the stony scales covering the sentry’s legs. Oris somersaulted forward, ripping the talons from his flesh. As he rolled, he
reached back, his feet locking with his assailant’s, tightening like
fists. Spinning wildly, they fell.
Eight keys, each inserted into a central tapering pillar suspended
from the ceiling, formed a circle above Bobby and Miann like a
wagon wheel hanging on its side. Eight eyes stared down at them.
“Which one is Sailias?” asked Miann.
“I don’t know.”
“But you’re the Finder! You must!”
Bobby felt helpless. “I don’t know! Really, I don’t!”
“Look! Look!” whistled Appi.
Locked together in free fall, the eagle king pummeled his adversary
with a flurry of powerful wing beats. Any other foe would have been
beaten into submission, but Oris’s efforts accomplished nothing;
the sentry’s defenses were impregnable.
The creature uttered a grinding, scraping laugh, “Not this time,
Old One!”
The words pierced Oris’s heart. “Sarro?” he gasped. “It can’t be!”
“You will call me lord!” The creature bit down on Oris’s wing
with such force that the bone snapped. “Say it!”
“Never!”
With the land rushing ever nearer, the stone sentry struck out
again and again at Oris, but the wounded eagle would not surrender.
Enraged, the creature tried to free itself from the Chrysos’s hold. It
pulled and pulled, beating its dark wings frantically. But, just as he
had done to his son at Mount Molon, Oris refused to release his
viselike grip. Bleeding and broken, the Lord of the Tower pulled his
foe down.
He watched the chickadee fly above the keys. As the tiny bird circled, Bobby noticed something. It lasted for only a split second but
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he was sure his eyes had not deceived him. He positioned himself
with the flashlight so he could get a better look, and shouted an
instruction: “Appi, fly over them again!”
“Bobby, we don’t have time!” protested Miann.
“I know what I’m doing!” said Bobby. “Trust me. Appi, fly over
the eyes.”
Appi jumped from his perch atop one of the wooden shafts and
began his airborne lap, wings lifting and falling in quick bursts.
Standing beneath the stone cylinder that held the keys in place,
Bobby followed the chickadee with the beam of light, turning with
him, leaning to watch the little bird as he was framed by each curving aperture, one after another.
Appi swept past the first eye. Nothing happened. The second was
the same. He continued round, appearing for a moment through
each arcing window. The third—the fourth—the fifth—the sixth.
When the chickadee passed the seventh eye, something miraculous
occurred. For an instant the tiny bird became a ball of light, an
intense glowing aura, shining brightly against the backdrop of the
vault’s ceiling. The eye of Sailias sees the truth.
Bobby pointed. “That’s it! That’s the key!”
From his vantage point Miann had not seen Appi’s brief transformation. “How can you be sure?” he asked.
“I’m the Finder!” announced Bobby proudly, feeling the same exuberance Hinton Hawlins had when he looked upon the Gate Stone
in Wilven’s lair. “Help me get it down.”
The boys tugged at the key but it wouldn’t budge.
“It’s frozen to the stone,” said Miann.
Bobby reached into his pants pocket. “I have a knife.” He pinched
the blade between his thumb and finger to open it. “Here,” he said,
handing it to Miann. “I’ll hold the light and the key. You cut the ice
away.”
Miann reached up and began chipping at the bond where the
wood entered the stone. Small chunks rained down on him as he
worked, and in no time Sailias was free from the stalactite’s grip.
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Bobby pulled it from the stone and gently lowered it. As the key’s
eye passed in front of Miann, another bright, glowing ball appeared
with countless tendrils of energy streaming out from it in all directions. Bobby stared at the vision, mesmerized.
“Don’t look into it. It’s dangerous,” warned Miann. Looking
away, he held out one of the kuana blankets for Bobby. “Here, put
this around it.”
With the glowing afterimage still dancing before his eyes, Bobby
did as he was told.
“Keep it covered,” ordered Miann. “You know what it did to
Shorran.”
With Sailias safely stowed, and Appi flying ahead of them, Bobby
and Miann moved as fast as they could toward the weak light marking the vault’s door. The boys were almost free of the icy chamber
when they heard a long, lamenting howl. Something has happened
outside, Bobby thought. Something awful.
Stepping out onto the sloping stone ledge, Bobby waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness.
“Oh, no!” cried Miann. “No!”
Near the base of the rocky wall Kamatz was standing over Oris.
The eagle was lying on his side, wings opened wide behind him like
huge fans pressed flat against the ground. The Chrysos king’s head
was turned as if he was looking back, but his eyes were closed. In his
clenched talons were large angular stones. More of the same rock
was scattered around him, radiating out from his body where the
snow had been blasted away. Bobby reached out to the eagle in his
mind, but there was nothing.
Descending the icy ramp, Miann arrived at Oris’s side and
collapsed to his knees in tears. Appi landed on the fallen eagle’s
neck and nudged him with his tiny beak. “Big. Big,” the chickadee
repeated in a futile attempt to wake his friend. Even the mighty
Kamatz held his head and tail low, whimpering. Bobby could do
nothing but watch, paralyzed by the sorrow he felt in them.
“We can’t leave him like this,” said Miann, finally.
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“The ground is too hard for me to dig,” said Kamatz. “I don’t
know what else we can do.”
“The rocks,” said Bobby. “We can cover him. Gramps told me
that’s what they do in cold places.”
Together, Bobby, Miann, and Kamatz gathered the stones that
lay scattered around them. Appi stayed by Oris, watching as each
piece of granite was gently placed over the Chrysos’s body. They
labored on in silence until the mound was complete and the eagle
king’s body was entombed.
Exhausted, the boys stared at the barrow.
“Should we say something?” asked Bobby.
“I know a hymn,” said Miann, somberly. “The trees said it when
my mother died.”
“Okay,” said Bobby. He and Kamatz lowered their heads and listened as Miann recited it.
“From the earth, from the earth,
To the earth, to the earth,
We welcome his spirit to rest.
No beginning, no beginning,
No end, no end,
Life is forever possessed.”
Miann began to sob and Appi whistled mournfully from his
shoulder. “Big friend.”
“Oris the Great,” growled Kamatz.

261

CHAPTER t wenty-five

M

iann looked back one last time at the mound of
stones next the Wold’s icy face where the Chrysos king
was interred. Bobby could sense the boy’s profound sorrow and
understood just how much he would miss Oris. They all would.
Besides being an honorable and trustworthy friend, the eagle had
been a powerful ally; without his eyes to watch over them from
above, they were much more vulnerable to attack. And if another
assault did come, whether from coproth or ogren or some other
beast of Shorran’s creation, the great eagle’s talons would be sorely
missed.
With every step that Kamatz carried Bobby, Miann, and Appi
away from the vault where Sailias had been hidden, the air became
warmer and, before long, the temperature seemed normal again for
a late summer day. After stopping to fill the water skins at the bubbling well amid the ruins of Deekon’s cottage, they continued on
toward the Shallows of the Southern River where they augmented
their dwindling rations with rice weed before making a fire on the
river’s western bank.
Now alone in his role as guardian, Kamatz circled the camp
throughout the night, only once deviating from his duty to run
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down a deer that had ventured too close. The wolf left the kill with
the boys to cook over their fire and resumed his watch until morning.
Another day passed before they came upon the Dark Forest’s
trail of devastation. The churned soil had hardened; Bobby and Miann held tight to Kamatz’s back as he picked his way across the
torn terrain with Appi bobbing back and forth on Miann’s shoulder,
opening and closing his wings in an effort to keep his balance as
they moved.
The following night, after another grueling day of travel over
the rutted landscape, they stopped again just below the Low Bridge
with the intention of crossing at first light. To Bobby, it seemed like
a lifetime had passed since that dark, foggy night when they had last
traversed the river.
A lifetime. Scotty.
A weight pressed against Bobby’s chest as he thought of his lost
friend. For a moment he felt as if he could feel Scotty’s presence, a
flicker of that flame of existence that had been extinguished in the
dark. First him, then Oris. And all because of a piece of wood. Bobby
looked at the bundle wedged between him and Miann. He asked
himself why anyone would kill for it. But, of course, he knew. He
remembered looking through Sailias and seeing the “truth” Deekon
had told him would be there. Appi and Miann had been transformed by its lens, becoming parts of one great glowing continuum,
their very essences there for Bobby to gaze upon. And although he
wasn’t sure how he knew it, he was certain that through the eye of
Sailias they were in some way vulnerable to his will.
Unable to sleep, Bobby stared up from beside the campfire at the
starry Erlan sky, thinking about the overwhelming sense of power
that had washed over him inside the Wold’s icy chamber. He wondered what it would hurt to take another peek, just another glance
through Sailias’s eye. With Miann and Appi asleep, and Kamatz out
in the darkness patrolling, he could do so without anyone knowing.
Just one look, that’s all.
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But Miann’s words echoed in his mind: Don’t look into it. It’s
dangerous. For a moment Bobby considered ignoring the caution,
almost convincing himself that his good intentions could not possibly result in any harm. But he resisted the urge. There was something ominous in Miann’s warning, something that convinced him
it was a risk he must not take. Instead, he closed his eyes and eventually drifted off to sleep.
Carrying a spool of rice weed filament wrapped around a long, thin
driftwood stick, Scotty followed Aurora along the shore of the river.
His admiration for the girl had become worship and it was driving
her crazy.
“Stop saying that!” she demanded.
“But it’s true. You saved my life.” Scotty repeated a line that Bobby shared with him from that book he loved so much, “I’m yours to
command.”
“You’re not my servant!” protested Aurora. “I just helped you. I
would have done it for anyone.” Scotty’s response was to stare longingly into her blue eyes.
Aurora let out a frustrated sigh and turned away. “Galad wanted
us to cast our lines near the bridge where the big fish feed in the
current.” She took a few more steps then stopped, as if something—
other than Scotty—was bothering her.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Someone’s coming.” She looked inward, trying to decipher who.
“Should we hide?” There was a hint of panic in Scotty’s voice as
his eyes followed hers up to the bridge.
“It’s too late,” she said.
Kamatz stopped on the mangled hill and crouched to let the boys
get down from his back. Evidence of the Dark Forest’s violence was
everywhere. Rocks and sod had been ripped from the soil leading
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down to the bridge and the long, broad logs of the span were covered in deep scars.
Kamatz lifted his head to sniff the air. “Stay close,” he growled.
As he followed the wolf, a series of images flashed in Bobby’s
mind; darkness and terror and death—the events of that night, the
night Scotty died.
“Are you alright, Bobby?” asked Miann.
“I was just thinking.”
“I know. Your friend; his memory is tied to this place.”
Bobby squinted in thought. “It’s like he’s still here.”
Kamatz stopped ahead of them. He sniffed the air again, looking
down at the river below. “He is! Look!”
The reunion was a blur. Hugs and laughter and questions. Bobby
had never felt so happy, so relieved.
“We thought you were dead!” he shouted, still amazed that his
friend was standing before him. He touched him to make sure he
was real.
Scotty stammered. “Well…I…I…” He turned. “This is Aurora.
She…helped me. Her and Galad. He’s down there on the beach. Aurora, this is my friend, Bobby.”
“The Finder,” she said with a smile. “Scotty told me about you.”
She looked past Bobby. “And you must be Miann.”
“Yes,” he replied.
Immediately Bobby sensed something between the two Erlans,
a kind of connection, as if they had met before and just recognized
each other again.
“And this is Appi and Kamatz.” Miann nodded at the fidgeting
chickadee on his shoulder and the massive wolf next to him.
“I’ve heard of the Nuruth but I’ve never seen one before,” she
said, in awe of the huge animal.
“You have now,” he growled.
At that moment Bobby realized what it was that Miann had
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been so drawn to in the girl. She had the gift of the Three, the ability to talk to plant, animal, and water. And that wasn’t all that was
surprising; there was something different about Scotty too. He
had spoken to Aurora and seemed to hear Miann’s words as well.
And then Bobby noticed something very strange: Scotty’s eyes had
changed. They were blue!
“You can understand them,” said Bobby, studying those eyes.
“How? What’s happened to you?”
“Beats me,” answered Scotty. “I just can. It must just take time.”
He looked cautiously at Kamatz. “Maybe I’ll even understand him
before long.”
Aurora interrupted, afraid that her role in Scotty’s renaissance
might be shared. “We should take you to Galad.”
With Kamatz standing guard and Appi splashing in the shallow
water of the beach, the old seer listened as Bobby and Miann spoke
of their journey to the Wold, the retrieval of the key, and of the task
that still lay ahead.
“That’s it? That’s the key to the Door?” asked the old seer, looking
at the bundle.
“Yes,” replied Miann. “We have to keep it covered. My father said
it’s dangerous, as long as the Door is open.”
“It must be very powerful if it can join the worlds,” agreed Galad.
“You need to get it to Eon as soon as possible.” He thought for a moment. “But you must not go back the way you came. The forest that
moves took that route. It’s not safe.”
“What other route is there?” asked Miann.
“The North River runs the length of the forest’s western boarder
and almost reaches the Door.”
“I know the way,” added Aurora, enthusiastically. “Our clan
camped near the river’s source a few seasons ago. We could take
our canoe and I could guide you there.”
“Kamatz is our guide,” said Miann. “And our protector.”
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“The water route is fastest,” said Galad. “He will not get you there
as swiftly.”
The Nuruth was about to protest when a scent pulled his attention away. It came from the east on the light breeze. Without
explanation, he raced up the hill toward the bridge. A moment later,
a wailing howl, the same awful lament that had announced Oris’s
death at the Wold, carried down to the river below.
While Galad waited on the beach, Bobby and the others climbed
the hill cautiously with Appi fluttering ahead of them. There on the
bridge with Kamatz stood eight other wolves. One, a large grey, carried two riders.
The young men looked identical, dark tanned with long brown
hair tied at their backs. Faunarans, Bobby concluded, remembering
those of that clan he had seen at the Rock. The look in the twins’
eyes was one of anxious exhaustion, as if they had been through
a great ordeal and were expecting to revisit it. It was evident that
they and the Pack had been on the move for some time. Long pink
tongues hung from the wolves’ mouths and their sides lifted and fell
as they panted.
Kamatz stood before them, his head low. This was not a joyous
reunion and Miann knew why. He spoke to the others without words.
Three wolves are missing. One is Hawni, Kamatz’s mate.
The grey wolf, named Mijor, addressed his leader in a low growl,
his words careful and measured. The audience listened in respectful silence.
“She held the bridge until the Faunarans could cross—all but
Real and Roul who stood with me. I…I tried to help her but there
were too many. Fangar and Hackle also fell in the fight. They took
many ogren with them.”
Kamatz lifted his head, eyes afire. “Where are the ogren now?”
“Behind us. They don’t rest.”
“Hawni saved my people,” offered Roul.
“And we will see her avenged,” added Real.
“She will be,” vowed Kamatz.
267

J.G. McKenney

While the Pack kept watch on the hill above the bridge, an intense
discussion was taking place on the beach below. Bobby listened intently as each opinion was shared, for he realized, as did the others,
that they had little time to formulate a plan.
Once Galad had heard the twins speak of the carnage at the High
Bridge and the narrow escape of the Faunaran clan, he summed up
the situation: “Sailias must get to Eon. Until then, no one is safe.”
“Yes,” agreed Roul. “Even if we helped see the key safely to the
Door, it might be too late for our people.” He glanced at Miann,
knowing the boy’s father was also at risk.
Kamatz nodded his massive head. “The key must get to the Door
and we must get to the Rock; one can not be sacrificed for the other.
You must take the river north, Miann. It’s the fastest route and Aurora knows the way. I can’t help you anymore, but I can help your
father and those in his care.”
So this is it, thought Bobby. He’s leaving us, after coming all this
way! He looked at Miann, expecting an objection to the wolf’s decision. There was none.
“I will see it through,” promised Miann. It was the same promise
that Kamatz had made to them in this same place when Scotty had
fallen and all hope seemed lost, when finding the key seemed but a
fleeting wish. Yet here they were, alive and with Sailias in their possession. There was hope after all.
“And I will do what I can to defend them,” said Kamatz. “Throm
will not fall without a fight.”
“And don’t forget: Haman will have answered the call by now,”
added Miann. “The Chrysos will be with us.”
“The eagles are not coming.” It was Galad who spoke. The others
looked at him, not knowing how or why he would make such a claim.
It was clear by the expression on his face that it gave him no joy.
“But my father sent a peregrine to the Tower with Oris’s summons,” insisted Miann. “He told us so.”
“The messenger did not make it to the mountain.”
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“How do you know this?” asked Bobby. “How can you be sure?”
“In the same dream that told me you would come, I saw a falcon
fall. At first, I didn’t know what it meant. Now I do.”
“It’s just a dream,” scoffed Real.
“Galad is a seer,” said Aurora. “If he says it happened, it did.” The
old Hydran acknowledged the girl’s support, but it did little to raise
his spirits under the circumstances.
“I believe you,” said Bobby, understanding as well as any the
power of such visions.
“Then we must get word to the aerie,” said Miann. “But how? The
Tower is so far away.”
“Nayad,” offered Aurora. The girl confirmed her idea with a
glance at Galad. “She can send the message.”
The old seer smiled at the girl’s ingenuity. “Yes, it’s worth a try.
Nayad works in wondrous ways.”
Just then a wolf jumped down to the beach, interrupting the
meeting. It was the rust colored male, Farris. “Kamatz, there is a
cloud in the distance. The ogren, they’re coming.”
Kamatz barked out an order: “Mijor, get the Pack ready to leave.”
At once, the huge Grey crouched and the twins climbed on his back.
“Good luck,” said Roul, smiling down at the youngsters.
“You’ll make it,” added Real. “I know you will.”
As Mijor bounded up the embankment, Kamatz stared down at
the youngsters, his glowing yellow eyes as intense as ever.
“We’ll be in Throm ahead of the ogren, in time to warn the others. Don’t linger. Get to Eon and end this.”
Like a dark shadow, Kamatz turned and followed in Mijor’s
tracks. In no time, the Pack, with its two riders, had disappeared
from view.
Galad’s voice was abrupt. “Aurora. To the water, quickly! The rest
of you gather the supplies and put them in the canoe.”
The girl ran down the beach and into the cool current. Looking
back at Galad, she took a deep breath then closed her eyes in concentration. “Nayad, we need your help…”
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Far to the east where the lowest reaches of the Flatlands touched
the Molon River, the Tarpan stood at the water’s edge, heads down,
long manes draped across their thick necks, eyes ever alert for danger. One of the horses sipping the cool liquid suddenly stood up, as
if summoned by a voice carried on the wind from the distant shore.
“What is it, Legna?” asked the smoky grey stallion next to her.
“They need help,” came her cryptic reply. She repeated the message to herself: Answer to your duty. The stallion looked at the mare
as if she’d lost her sense. Turning away from him, she said, “I have
to go…to the mountains.”
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CHAPTER t w enty-six

A

mor and Berin looked down from the Rock’s highest level assessing the progress below. On the second and
third tiers of the massive granite slab, Trest and Bolan directed
others in placing stacks of freshly hewn arrows—each dipped in
Ricinia, a powerful poison derived from a forest flower—against
the wall overlooking the zigzagging stairway. The deep cavities at
the Rock’s base had been abandoned, the food and water that had
been stored there taken to the Hall of Clans. The defenders would
do everything possible to keep the ogren from reaching the upper
levels but it would be difficult, impossible if a second attack came
from the sky.
“It’s the best we can do,” said Amor.
Having faced the ogren before, Berin knew how hard it would be
to repel the assault. “Still no word of the Chrysos?” he asked.
“They should have been here by now. I’ve sent others on the wing
but I fear the skies are being watched.”
“Coproth,” deduced Berin, “and who knows what else. Shorran
knew you would send for the eagles.”
Amor sighed. “Yes, and I fear I’ve sent those messengers to their
deaths. I’ve tried to think of another way to alert the aerie but the
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distance is too great. No creature of the land would make it to the
Tower in time, and the rooted ones that call the Flatlands home are
dormant; they can’t hear us.”
“You know as well as I that, without them, we have little chance,”
said Berin, grimly.
Amor was silent, recognizing the awful truth in the Faunaran
lord’s words.
Aurora lifted her hands from the water and walked back up to the
beach where the others waited nervously. “It’s done,” she said.
Galad nodded proudly. “Good. Now you must hurry. Those
monsters can’t be far off.”
“But what are you going to do?” Aurora asked, afraid of leaving
the old seer behind. “The ogren are coming. You’ll be—“
“I won’t let them get me, Child,” he assured her.
Miann and Bobby lifted the canoe to the water’s edge. Scotty followed behind with the paddles but paused next to Galad.
“Thank you for helping me,” he said. “I won’t forget you.”
Galad smiled. “Nor I you, Scotty. You’ve been blessed by Nayad.
Remember it, and good-bye.”
Aurora kissed Galad gently on the cheek then wiped away a sudden cascade of tears that spilled from her blue eyes. She turned and
followed Scotty down the beach to where Bobby and Miann held
the canoe in the shallows.
Bobby insisted on paddling from the bow, aware that Miann
had no experience with water craft. Aurora acted as guide, steering from the rear. Ahead of her, Miann sat with Appi perched on
his shoulder, the bundled key held in his lap. Scotty sat cross legged
with his back to Bobby, looking past Miann at Aurora, wishing he
was next to her.
Once everyone was settled, Aurora skillfully spun the craft, aiming it west. A few strong pulls on the paddles from bow and stern
had the craft gliding through the churning waters. Aurora looked
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back one last time to wave at Galad. The old seer raised a thin arm
and watched as the canoe slid downstream.
“What’s he going to do?” asked Scotty, staring back at the old
Hydran. “He’ll be alright, won’t he?”
“He’ll be safe,” answered Aurora. “Nayad will look after him.”
She couldn’t disguise her uncertainty.
Sharp, heavy hooves pounded and ripped at the earth, throwing
grass and clumps of soil in all directions. A thick, dirty cloud hung
over the beasts as they thundered west. Snorts and growls and
gnashing teeth—tireless aggression fueled by hatred, unnatural and
cruel—accentuated the rumbling sound.
Rulan led the horde, for the first time slowing his pace as the
path narrowed at the bridgehead. Sweat glistened on the monster’s
red-stained back as he leapt up onto the log platform. He looked
down at the thin ribbon of sandy shore below the narrow span then
stopped as if something had caught his attention. Impatient bellows erupted from the beasts in back, aggravated by the delay. Rulan
answered the insubordination with a loud, commanding roar. Immediately there was silence.
The ogren leader lifted his cat-like face to test the air. Long
strands of thick saliva dripped from his fangs. “The wolves crossed,
but others were here as well; their scent is still fresh.” He swung his
massive horned head, eying those creatures next to him. “Search
for them!”
A handful of ogren split from the group and ploughed down the
steep bank to the beach below. Up and down the shore the brutes
trotted, digging furiously at the sand, raking the bushes with their
thick spear-like horns, teased by the scent hidden there. Rulan
watched, frustrated by their failure to flush anyone out of hiding.
When it was clear the search was futile, he called his minions back
with an angry bellow. They lumbered clumsily back up the hill to
take their place among the horde.
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“We will not waste time on an insignificant few,” snorted Rulan.
“Our hunger will be sated in the north. We feast at the Rock!” A
cacophony of roars erupted behind him as he galloped across the
bridge.
As the last of the ogren beasts disappeared beyond the grassy
hill north of the river, the water stirred amid a stand of rice weed at
its edge. Galad’s bald head broke the surface. He let a long hollow
reed fall from his mouth and, steadying himself with arms extended, took a deep breath as his feet found the river bottom.
“Thank you, Nayad, for your blessing,” said the old seer. He
smiled, knowing he had another story to tell.
With Kamatz leading the way, the wolves followed Lake Aaron’s
shore north and east, taking only short respites to drink or cool
themselves with a dip in its refreshing waters. Each occasion gave
Real and Roul the chance to quench their thirsts and get what little
rest they could.
On the morning after leaving Miann and the others at the Low
Bridge, Kamatz led the Pack down to the water again. This time he
stopped short of the shore, with tail raised. Immediately recognizing the signal, the other wolves crouched low, heads down and ears
back.
The twins pulled their knives from their belts and bent at the
waist, blending as best they could with Mijor’s broad back. Adrenaline pulsed through their veins, driving away any lingering fatigue.
“There’s someone ahead,” explained the Grey, silently. “Keep low
and be ready.”
A stand of trees obstructed the view of the lake. As if they’d
rehearsed it a thousand times, the Pack spread out to surround
whatever stirred behind the foliage at the water’s edge. With a last
explosive sprint through the ground cover, they converged on the
shore. Real and Roul held tight to Mijor’s back as the Nuruth leapt
through the tangle of branches.
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It was a camp, a dozen shimmering tents erected on the stony
beach. The inhabitants had been caught completely off guard; men,
women, and children cowered near their campfires in horror. A few
of the men scrambled for thin wooden spears in a futile attempt to
defend their families, but it was clear they could have done little
against such fearsome opponents.
Kamatz stopped just short of the nearest fire and signaled the
others to cease the attack. “Followers of the Water,” he announced
to the Pack. “They are no threat to us.”
Mijor stepped next to his leader. From the Grey’s back, the twins
regarded the terrified clan.
“No harm will come to you,” declared Roul.
“The wolves are our friends,” added Real, looking from the Nuruth to the people huddled together on the beach. “I am Real of the
Faunaran clan and this is my brother, Roul. Which one of you is
Lewelen?”
“I am Lewelen,” said a man with wispy blond hair, eyeing the
wolves warily. “What do you want?”

275

CHAPTER t wenty-seven

H

aving left Lake Betan behind, they paddled along the
eastern shore of the North River. Bobby was overwhelmed by
its pristine beauty; rice weed sprouted up in bunches between the
rocks, and the intermittent sandy beaches stood out starkly against
the green backdrop of RienLos. Although much greater in scale,
the wilderness reminded him of the peninsula where his adventure
began. The thought of home tugged at Bobby’s heart.
Mom and Gramps. They had no idea he was so far away, had been
for over a week now, traveling through an exotic world they would
not believe existed. To them this place was impossible, as unlikely
as the world Hinton Hawlins inhabited. But Bobby was here and,
like Hinton, he had a task to complete before he could go home.
Bobby rested his paddle on the canoe’s gunwale and looked back
at the others. Miann looked contemplative, his thoughts somewhere else. Aurora continued to push the craft along with long,
steady strokes, pausing every now and then with paddle submerged
to keep them on course. There was a connection that Bobby could
sense between Miann and Aurora; an admiration, deep and profound. But there was also uncertainty, as if the recognition of it
frightened them.
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Scotty must have also sensed that bond. Although his back was
to Bobby, it wasn’t necessary to see his friend’s face to know what he
was feeling. There was sadness and anger and confusion; the peculiar mix of emotions that Bobby recognized as jealousy. He felt sorry
for Scotty and a little ashamed for eavesdropping on him this way.
As much as his newfound perceptiveness gave Bobby insight
into the minds of others, it was nothing compared to the awesome
power he had felt while looking through the eye of Sailias. More
than simple impressions or feelings, the key had shone a light on the
very essences of those viewed through its lens. Bobby had seen Miann and Appi as they really were; surprisingly delicate and vulnerable, tiny parts of something much greater. It was just as Deekon had
said: The eye of Sailias sees the truth. The experience in Shorran’s
vault had been intense, exciting, and frightening at the same time.
Frightening because, in that moment of looking through the key,
Bobby knew he had the power to manipulate and change the very
nature of what he gazed upon. He’d never felt anything like it before.
Rounding a bend in the river, the channel narrowed. Scotty
looked down at the water and noticed a leaf drift past, moving in
the same direction they were headed.
“Shouldn’t the current be against us?” he asked.
“It’s Nayad,” said Aurora. “She’s been helping us since we left
Lake Betan.”
Bobby turned in his seat. “I wondered why the paddling seemed
so easy. How can she do that? What is she, exactly?”
“She’s not easy to explain,” answered Aurora. “Nayad has powers
beyond that of any living thing—even the oldest trees.”
With Appi still perched on his shoulder, Miann leaned to his
side to look back at the girl. Although he had the ability to hear the
water’s subtle voice, his experience with it had been limited and he
wanted to know more. “What kind of powers?”
Scotty’s blue eyes pleaded with Aurora not to tell what she and
Nayad had done for him.
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She understood. Her role in Scotty’s rebirth was hard enough for
her to accept and, although she knew he was grateful beyond words
for what had been done for him, the experience was profoundly personal, and something she would not share with others. But before
Aurora could answer Miann’s question, a loud concussion erupted.
The sky over RienLos was a clear blue, spotted with a few wispy
white clouds—nothing suggesting a distant storm.
A second report followed, even louder than the first. The thunderous peal intensified into a barrage of detonations, so strong they
sent ripples across the water.
“What’s that?” gasped Bobby from the front of the shallow canoe.
“I fear it is Epoch and his Dark Forest,” answered Miann, looking
east. “They have made it to RienLos. The trees are at war.”
“Aurora?” Nefta fought to maintain her composure against a rising
tide of panic.
“Yes,” continued Roul. “She’s guiding them back to the Door. A
brave girl, your daughter.”
“And foolish!” countered Lewelen. “She should not have gotten
involved.”
“What?” said Real, in disgust. “Our people face annihilation!
How can you blame her for wanting to help?”
“She’s just a child. What can she do?”
The young Faunaran was about to answer when Nefta interrupted. “Galad, he’s still with her?”
Real shook his head. “No. The children travel alone. He was to
stay behind.”
“We must go back,” said Lewelen. “We’ll get Galad and catch up
to Aurora before she leaves the river.”
“That is madness!” protested Roul. “The ogren are coming this
way and coproth watch the skies. Chasing after Aurora and the
children will only bring attention to them.”
“She’s doing her part,” added Real. “The only way you can help
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her is to help us. If we can hold off Shorran’s creatures long enough,
we may give Aurora and the others the time they need to return the
key to Eon.”
Kamatz growled impatiently. “We cannot linger. Tell them of
the danger that follows us.” Lewelen looked warily at the huge wolf,
afraid he had offended him.
Roul nodded. “Kamatz reminds us that we have little time before
the ogren come. We must get to Throm ahead of them.”
Real picked up where his brother left off. “Every man with a bow
or spear will be needed. If we fight together, we have a chance.”
Sensing something the others could not, the wolves lifted their
heads in unison. A moment later the earth shook and a thunderous crack rumbled through them, vibrating their insides. Cries rang
out, Lewelen’s people crouched in terror, and the Nuruth growled at
the invisible foe.
It was a timely argument to support the twins’ case for unity.
“That’s RienLos,” said Real.
“Shorran has sent an army of trees to take it,” continued Roul.
“The White Pine leads them.”
“The Florans!” blurted Lewelen.
“Oh, so you do care,” said Real.
“Of course I do,” countered Lewelen. “But what could we do
against such a foe?”
“Nothing,” answered Roul. “RienLos is in the hands of the
Guardian; only Era can keep her forest safe. But our people face
another threat—and in this you can help.”
Lewelen looked at Nefta and the others standing in back of her,
each pair of eyes communicated the same message to him.
He sighed. “Alright. Those of us who can fight will go to Throm.
The others will take to the waters. I will not abandon my daughter
to Shorran and his creatures.”
Real placed his hand on Lewelen’s shoulder. “We are one clan now.”
The twins told Kamatz of the Hydran lord’s decision. “Good,”
growled the Pack leader. “Each of us will take two riders.”
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Roul conveyed the message to Lewelen and he looked aghast.
“Ride? Them?”
“It’s the fastest way,” said Real. “And if you want to get to Throm
ahead of the ogren, it’s the only way.”
Reluctantly, Lewelen conceded and, after some negotiation, convinced his men it was necessary. They would ride.
Nefta took charge of the others; the women, children, and the
few men chosen to stay with them. The tents were quickly taken
down, the supplies packed, and the canoes readied.
“Go east to Gull Island,” Lewelen instructed his wife. “There
you’ll be safe from the ogren. But watch the skies for the vultures
Real and Roul have spoken of. Make camp under the shelter of the
trees so as not to be seen from above.”
Nefta’s brow wrinkled. “What will happen to her?”
Lewelen hugged his wife. “I don’t know,” he whispered in her ear.
“I don’t know.”
With the canoes launched, Lewelen and his men climbed onto
their wolf escorts. They sat awkwardly on their mounts, anxious
and fearful. Fish out of water. As the Nuruth bounded up through
the trees behind the beach, the expression on each Hydran’s face
was one of abject horror.
Real and Roul laughed.
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CHAPTER t wenty-eight

T

he maples stepped over the last trees that grew at the
forest’s edge then marched to their positions on the field facing south. Era’s Master of the Wall, Quarren, was at the center of
the line with Xyla on his right and Phlor, her younger brother, to the
Master’s left, and the rest of the trees flanking them. At Quarren’s
command, the huge maples joined limbs and the wall reformed.
The Guardian stood in back of them, taking stock of the enemy.
The Dark Forest crawled across the grassland like a thousand
wooden spiders; long legs pulling at the soil, tearing at its earthy
skin. Era could see that she and the maples were heavily outnumbered. That was distressing enough, but what really shocked her
was the incredible size of the White Pine.
“Afraid?” he asked, mockingly. “You should be.”
“No, Epoch,” she answered. “Do not confuse fear with pity. It
saddens me to see what you have become: a servant of the betrayer,
killing everything you once swore to protect. You may prevail this
day but you will not win. You are nothing but a slave doing his master’s bidding.” She reached out to her old friend, imploring him to
end his murderous rampage, “Can you not remember who you once
were?”
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Epoch was silent. Somewhere deep within him, a remnant of his
past self struggled to surface, desperate to grab hold of Era’s words
and pull free of the horrible prison that confined it.
“Yes, Epoch! Remember who you are! A forest Guardian, a protector of the weak! Come back to us!”
Her words fell short.
The insatiable hunger returned, stabbing at Epoch’s resistance,
allowing nothing but hate to surface, blanketing his ability to reason, severing the flow of his memory. The power of Sailias was too
strong, even for him.
“Enough!” the White Pine bellowed, flexing his massive limbs.
The ground quaked under the grip of his colossal roots as he
screamed at his minions, “Tear down her wall!”
Epoch’s army obeyed their leader, slamming into the barrier of
trees with such force that it sounded like a thousand cracks of thunder exploding at once. The huge maples, bound limb to limb, held on
to one another, absorbing the terrible impact. On Quarren’s order,
his soldiers swung their thick lower limbs into the mass of attackers
like wooden scythes, cutting the enemy down with synchronized
precision. Stacks of broken bark-covered bodies littered the field.
Wave after wave of trees fell before the wall. But more came,
stronger than those before. Epoch had placed his weakest combatants in front; birch, poplar, and aspen. Their soft wood was no
match for the maples. Expendable, their purpose was to tire the
defenders, weakening them for those that would follow.
But even when the Dark Forest’s most sturdy soldiers entered
the fray, Quarren and his wall refused to give ground. Hardwood
trunks bent and broke, limb smashed limb, branches shattered. Battered and bruised, the huge maples gave no quarter, beating down
the unrelenting attacks.
Epoch roared in frustration, bringing his huge limb down upon
his own soldiers, sweeping them away, snapping them like brittle
saplings. In one giant step the enormous pine was at the wall, towering over it.
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He looked down at Xyla and Quarren, deciding who would die
first. Xyla lashed out at him, battering at Epoch’s core with a pounding flurry from her thick limbs. The assault did little more than
scratch the White Pine’s trunk. She was answered with a crushing
blow from above that shattered her upper boughs, splitting her in
two. Epoch then lifted his great splayed foot, bringing it down on
her broken body, pulverizing her into the ground.
Phlor screamed as his sister fell and the White Pine, drawn to
his agony, turned toward him. But Quarren stood between Epoch
and his intended victim. The Master of the Wall struck out at the
giant’s trunk with all his might but his blows accomplished nothing. With the swing of a massive lower limb, Epoch cut Quarren
down. The Master’s upper branches were flung back into RienLos
while the rest of him—his trunk and roots—fell lifeless at the foot
of his killer.
“Stop!” yelled Era.
It was the moment the White Pine had longed for, the chance to
sate a hunger that would not abate.
“You must let him pass,” said the Guardian. “You cannot stop
him; his power is beyond you.”
Afraid for their matriarch, the maples refused to move.
With a profound sadness, Era pleaded with her friends, those
her roots had shared the earth with for centuries. “Please. You have
fought bravely, but I cannot bear to watch another of you die. He
wants me. Let him pass.”
Slowly, reluctantly, the trees separated.
“I know why you’ve failed,” rumbled Epoch. “A ruler cannot befriend his subjects. Your bond to the frail is your weakness.”
“It is a blessing,” countered Era. “One I’m willing to honor with
my life.”
“You will!” roared the White Pine. He lunged at Era, his massive limb smashing into her trunk. The Guardian staggered under
the force of the blow. Another huge arm came down on her from
above. Era’s long roots reached out at her side and plunged into the
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earth pulling her body out from under the brunt of the strike. The
glancing impact stripped a portion of her upper branches, sending
a cloud of jagged leaves into the air.
The Guardian struck back, slamming into Epoch’s trunk with
her own; the collision was deafening. The White Pine answered the
futile charge by leaning into the oak with his tremendous weight.
The scraping sound of bark on bark screeched across the field and
the pitted ground quaked beneath them. Era was pushed off balance and fell back, almost to the trees of RienLos.
She came at him again and was just as easily repelled. After
blocking her charge, Epoch ripped away one of her lower boughs
with a mighty chop. The amputated limb tumbled to the ground
with an earth shattering thud, throwing sod and soil in all directions.
Unwilling to stand by and watch his Guardian die, Phlor, the
maple whose sister lay dead beside him, rushed Epoch from the side.
The White Pine turned with incredible speed and seized the tree,
lifting him from the ground. A long limb wrapped around Phlor’s
trunk, constricting it like a snake. Epoch’s grip ratcheted ever tighter until the maple was crushed under the terrible pressure. Dropping the dead tree to the ground, the White Pine advanced once
again on Era.
She repelled a flurry of hacking thrusts, reeling backward with
each assault until her roots were almost within reach of the trees
behind her.
Epoch rammed her trunk again. “You will die with your beloved
forest!”
Era stumbled backwards, trying to avoid trampling the plants
beneath her. Torn and twisted, the Guardian plunged her roots
deep into the earth to anchor herself against the force of the coming blows; she didn’t know how many more she could withstand.
A tiny fern looked up at the battered oak swaying above him.
Under the soil, his delicate roots reached out to touch hers, comforting, consoling. He whispered to his Guardian.
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“Don’t be afraid, I’m with you.”
A birch sapling, bent under the weight of its rich, green leaves
repeated the fern’s words. “I’m with you.”
More voices joined in; an old crippled cedar, a bed of lilies, a
milkweed whose seed pouch was ready to burst.
“I’m with you,” they said.
Juniper, hemlock, ash, and elm; clover, goldenrod, sumac and
moss; every rooted being, countless in number, announced their
allegiance to the great tree. And from that distant place where Era
had stood looking out at her forest since she had been a seedling,
Vinel and each member of the Floran clan spoke to her through the
trees.
“I’m with you.”
From the farthest reaches of RienLos, the words came to her.
Their flow saturated the soil around her roots and she drew upon
them like a great river feeding on an infinite number of tributaries.
The flow pulsed through her, rising up to nourish her body, giving
her strength. As if a thousand years were compressed into one moment, the deep scars on her trunk healed, fractured limbs mended,
growing back thick and strong. Broken branches were restored,
each dressed with a thick crown of fresh, green leaves.
“And I’m with you,” she said, just as Epoch struck again.
She blocked the strike easily, seizing the White Pine’s limb in
an iron grip before lifting her roots from the soil to step carefully
over the trees, driving Epoch back. In disbelief, he struggled to free
himself, but the oak’s newfound strength was far greater than his.
With a grinding twist, Era ripped the limb from Epoch’s trunk
and hurled it into the air. It crashed to the ground, cutting a swath
through the Dark Forest in back of him. The White Pine screamed
in agony and lunged at her again, his massive trunk colliding with
hers in a cataclysmic crash. This time the Guardian stood firm, immovable.
Epoch slashed at her with his tower of branches, kicked at her
with his thick, stabbing roots.
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“It’s over, Epoch.” Era reached out and embraced him, pulling his
body to hers. He struggled to break free but could not. She pressed
him hard against herself, tighter and tighter.
“No!” he pleaded. “It can’t be! He promised! He promised!”
As his body broke, Era wept for her friend. In his last moment,
the White Pine spoke to her, his words coming from somewhere
deep within his rings, from a place that Sailias’s power had not
reached.
“Thank you.”
Era let Epoch’s body fall, and the Dark Forest withered and died
on the field.
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CHAPTER t wenty-nine

T

he horses followed Legna east until nightfall, convinced that she would eventually come to her senses and elect
to turn back. But when morning came she was up again, determined to go on.
“You’re crazy!” puffed Quinn, trailing the mare at a trot, the rest
of the herd looking on. “Do you wish to become a meal?”
“You don’t have to come,” countered Legna.
“What’s gotten into you? A message for the eagles! It’s suicide!”
“I can’t explain it but I know if I don’t get to the Tower in time,
something very bad is going to happen.”
“Something worse than being killed by a Chrysos?”
Legna ignored the comment and trotted ahead. An exasperated
breath rumbled from the stallion’s lips. He looked back at his herd.
“Let’s follow her,” he ordered.
Legna led Quinn and the nervous herd across the last reaches
of the Flatlands where they began the slow, gradual climb of the
Hills to the Sky. Rumblings of discontent in the ranks increased the
closer they got to the Aquila Range but Quinn quieted any objections to their unexpected foray east.
“You’re sure about this?” he asked Legna, as they climbed a rock
strewn slope.
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“Throm is in trouble,” she said. “And they need the Chrysos’ help.
Don’t ask me to explain; I can’t. I just know it.”
At the top of a rocky crag, they stopped and Quinn addressed
the herd. “We are entering the eagle realm. Any who wish to stay
here may do so; we will think no less of you. You can drink from
the stream we just crossed and, although food is sparse, there is
enough.” The stallion looked at the distant peak that dwarfed all
others. “We’re going to the Tower. If we don’t return in two days
then we’ve met our ends.”
Many of the horses neighed fretfully and stamped their hooves
on the hard ground, venting their anxiety. As Legna and Quinn
descended the gravelly slope, only five Tarpan followed; the rest of
the herd stood behind like sullen statues, heads low, watching them
move away.
Kamatz turned north toward Throm, leaving the shore of Lake
Aaron to follow the meandering river that shared its name. Although far from being at ease riding on the Nuruth, Lewelen
and his men had adapted as best they could to the wolves’ loping
movements. The sharp ache in their legs and backs made each
mile more painful than the last, but the Hydrans were reluctant
to complain for fear of being ridiculed by the two landers who accompanied them.
After fording the Green River and crossing the Fertile Lands, the
Nuruth and their riders passed through the forest south of Throm.
It was midday when Lewelen saw the Rock glowing bright gold beneath the midday sun, the first time in a thousand years his eyes
had looked upon the giant mound of granite.
Shafts of sunlight struck the polished stone floor, illuminating
the Hall of Clans as Amor sat with Berin and his trackers discussing the final preparations that needed to be made for the expected
attack by the ogren. Although every one of them held out hope that
the Nuruth and the twins would arrive ahead of the monsters, there
288

Eon’s Door

was an underlying fear that they had been overcome by the creatures and were lost.
“We will work in pairs,” said Berin. “As one looses his arrow, the
other will be nocking his bow.”
“Be careful no to touch the points,” added Amor. “Each carries
Ricinia—enough to kill you instantly. And don’t waste them; strike
only those beasts that climb. The ogren cannot harm us from the
ground; they must be kept from the stairs at all cost.”
“Watch the skies,” continued Berin. “The coproth may also come.
If they do, we’ll have our hands full.” The understatement did nothing to raise the trackers’ morale.
“Have faith,” said Amor. “We will—” He paused, squinting at the
stone floor.
“What is it?” asked Berin.
Amor stood. “The wolves are coming! With…others.”
Scrambling to the archway, the trackers looked across the clearing and rejoiced at the sight. There, emerging from the trees and led
by Kamatz the Black, was the Nuruth Pack and their riders.
Arriving at the Rock’s glowing wall, the Pack leader crouched
to let Lewelen and Baleel step down from his back, the others dismounted in the same fashion. Real and Roul grinned up at their father. A joyful cry came from the second level of the granite tor as
Meelan spotted her sons, descending the steps to greet them with
the flurry of hugs and kisses that was becoming a ritual. Thalean
put his hand on Berin’s shoulder and laughed proudly; the twins had
once again returned from oblivion as the old tracker said they would.
Although the Faunarans rejoiced at the arrival of their allies, the
sight of Kamatz without Miann and the Finder filled Amor with
dread. He sensed nothing in the Black that would indicate they had
met with tragedy but could not suppress the horrible thoughts running through his mind. Kamatz immediately put the Man of the
Three at ease, answering his unspoken question.
“They are well,” growled the wolf. “I had to leave them. It was
best.”
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“They’re with my daughter,” said Lewelen, also aware of Amor’s
concern. He offered no other greeting. “She’s helping them get back
to the tree.”
Amor looked at the estranged clan lord, processing his words.
Any attempt at reconciliation between them would have to wait.
“Then the key has been found?”
“Yes,” answered Kamatz. “At the cost of the eagle’s life.”
Amor felt his heart drop in his chest. “Oris,” he whispered.
“The children travel the North River, the shortest route to Eon,”
continued Lewelen. “We’ve come to help. Shorran must be stopped
and his crimes avenged.” Amor saw the face of Amara flicker in the
Hydran lord’s thoughts.
The throng of Faunarans stared at the Nuruth, their awe of the
wolves tempering the joy they felt at seeing Real and Roul safe.
“Our people owe the Pack a great debt,” said Berin, solemnly.
“Hawni saved us.”
“That debt will be paid,” growled Kamatz. The Pack leader looked
past Berin, studying the caverns in the wall of granite behind him.
“The ogren are coming, Father,” said Roul. “We outpaced them
but they showed no signs of stopping.”
“They’ll be here by morning,” added Real.
“Then get some rest,” announced Amor. “All of you. We’ll meet
later to amend our plans, now that you have come.” He then spoke
to Kamatz alone, “You can share your idea with me then.”
The sun had almost dipped below the tree tops when Aurora steered
the canoe toward the slim wedge of stony beach. Bobby’s arms
ached from paddling all day and he welcomed the chance to rest
them. Stepping from the canoe he found his legs hadn’t fared much
better; they were stiff and cramped from being confined for so long.
As he held the canoe for Aurora, it wasn’t hard for him to tell
that the girl had grown up on the water; she moved with a balance
and grace that made the rest of them look clumsy by comparison.
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“Help me lift it to the trees,” she said, stepping from the craft.
“We’ll hide it as best we can.”
Bobby nodded and, with Miann and Scotty assisting, concealed
the craft beneath an umbrella of branches at the forest’s edge.
The thunderous detonations they heard coming from RienLos had
long since subsided and the forest was silent again. Eager for information, Miann and Aurora walked inland from the beach. Together,
they placed their hands on the white, papery trunk of a birch tree.
“We heard noises in the east,” said Miann, addressing the tree.
“What’s happened there?”
An overwhelming wave of euphoria poured out of the forest in
answer to his question.
“The White Pine and his Dark Forest have fallen!” declared the
birch on behalf of his rooted kin. “The Guardian has saved us!”
Shock and elation competed for space on Miann’s face. Aurora’s
radiant smile settled the dispute, and the two hugged each other in
celebration.
“What’s going on?” asked Scotty, perturbed by the intimacy he
was witnessing between them.
“Era has won!” cried Aurora, ecstatically. “Epoch and his forest
are dead!”
“Happy! Happy!” whistled Appi from where he had nestled on
one of the kuana sacks.
Scotty’s demeanor suddenly changed. “If Shorran’s creations can
be defeated, then he can be too, right?” For the first time since he’d
come through Eon’s Door, he seemed hopeful.
What Scotty said made sense, but something in Bobby told him
it wouldn’t be that easy. He remembered Eon’s words: Harm could
come to you. Of this you must be aware. Epoch’s demise did little to
dispel that warning. The closer they got to the Elder, the more convinced Bobby was that great danger waited for them there. He was
sure that the moment he was to be tested was coming. If they were
to get home, if he was ever to see his mother and grandfather again,
he could not make a mistake when it did.
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He smiled and tried to sound optimistic for his friend. “Yeah, sure.”
That night, Bobby and the others sat next the fire eating the rice
weed and dried fish Aurora had packed for them. Miann pulled the
seeds from the water plants’ flowery ends and cupped them in his
hand for Appi. The chickadee pecked at the tiny morsels with hungry fervor.
“How far do you think we are from the Door?” asked Miann.
Aurora poked the fire with a stick sending a cloud of sparks into
the air. “One more day should get us to the river’s source. We should
be to the tree the day after.”
Two days. Bobby placed his knapsack down for a pillow and
pulled the kuana blanket over himself. The fire crackled and popped;
sounds reminiscent of cool nights in the family cottage. It was there
that he first met Deekon in a dream. Closing his eyes he hoped he
might see the old man again; now, more than ever, he needed guidance. That wish echoed in his thoughts as he drifted away…
He was surprised to be standing over himself, looking down at his
slumbering body. Huddled next the fire, Aurora, Scotty, and Miann were also asleep, Appi fluffed up next to Miann, his tiny eyes
closed.
Bobby moved among the sleeping forms like a ghost, caught up
in the novelty of his double existence—at the same time conscious
and unconscious, both alert and oblivious.
His attention went to the bundle at his feet. The key! I can look
through it now. No one will know.
Reaching down, he pulled back a corner of the wrapping that
concealed Sailias, exposing the edge of its arcing wooden eye. A
noise startled him and, for a moment, he thought his clandestine
act had been detected. But no one had moved; he and his friends
remained still.
Bobby heard the noise again—a voice. The muffled sound came
from somewhere in the darkness. It must be Deekon. He’s come back!
As he moved away from the fire light, more voices poured out
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of the blackness around him. Each was distinct, growing in volume
before fading away, replaced by another string of words and phrases, detached from any meaning he could muster. Bobby looked back
at the pinprick of light that marked the campsite, afraid he might go
too far and lose his way.
He called into the void, “Deekon!”
An answer came in the form of a distant light; diffuse, like a
lantern being carried toward him through dense fog. At first its size
was hard to gauge against the inky backdrop. But as he watched it
get ever closer, materializing out of the gloom, it assumed the shape
and proportion of a face—blurry and indistinct.
“Deekon?”
The eyes came into focus first, but they were not the swirling
silver pools that had pulled at him before. Still, something was very
familiar about them. A nose and mouth resolved next, and hair—
features he recognized.
Dad!
His father smiled at him. Unlike the final days of his life, he
looked healthy and free of pain. Even serene. In that moment Bobby
felt as if they’d never been apart, as if the thick, heavy blanket of loss
that had clung to him for over a year had suddenly evaporated. It
was the happiest he had ever been.
“The time is coming, Bobby. Evil reigns if you fail to see the soul’s
window weeping through the key.”
It looked as if his father might say more, but another face appeared behind him. It was a woman with jet black hair and eyes
that changed color in the light of her own aura. She reached out her
hand and Bobby’s father looked back at her, torn between staying
and leaving.
“Dad!” cried Bobby. He reached for him. “Don’t go!”
His father smiled again. “It’s alright, Son. It’s alright.”
The faces of his father and the woman faded back into the darkness from which they came, mingling with the countless other voices that filled the night…
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Bobby opened his eyes and could see by the glowing coals of the fire
that the others were still asleep, huddled round its warmth exactly
where they had been in the dream. Beside him the bundled key lay
like another weary traveler at rest. A corner of the blanket that covered it had been pulled back.
Just as Legna had advised Miann weeks before, she and the others
traveled the Tower Pass, weaving around the steep slopes that shot
up to the clouds. Although the mare was determined to answer the
enigmatic plea to seek out the eagles, she was very afraid—for herself and those brave horses who accompanied her. That fear reached
its zenith when a call came from Trund, the stallion at the rear of
the procession.
“Quinn! Behind us in the sky!”
The horses spun round to see the source of his alarm and there,
high above, was a group of huge, circling birds.
“Chrysos?” asked Legna.
“No,” answered Quinn. “They look like coproth. And they’ve
seen us! Follow me!”
The stallion galloped down the rough, narrow trail leading Legna and the others. The Tower was still far in the distance, out of
reach. A shriek came from overhead; one of the giant birds in pursuit. Huge, oily wings aimed a shimmering black body at its quarry.
A hideous, fleshy head and terrible hooked beak extended out from
its long, snake-like neck. Glassy black eyes blinked with excitement.
The fleeing Tarpan galloped over the hard, unforgiving ground,
kicking away shards of rock as they raced down the narrow, twisting path. A sudden sharp turn in the trail hid a deep crevasse. Legna stumbled, nearly falling into the abyss.
More coproth joined the first, shrieks from above echoed through
the peaks. With lungs burning in the thin air, the terrified horses
searched frantically for an overhanging ledge or narrow cavern, any
place to hide from their pursuers. There were none to be found.
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Legna looked back, just as the first coproth fell upon them.
The horrid creature’s talons ripped into Trund’s back, shearing the
flesh from his body in a thick, bloody swath. The wounded stallion
tumbled down the trail slamming into a flat, granite wall where his
agonized scream was cut short by a flash of the vulture’s hooked beak.
In waves the coproth plunged down upon the exhausted Tarpan.
A tan mare named Penn was taken next; her back crushed as one
of the vultures fell on her from above, driving her into the stony
ground. Quinn, Legna, and the others raced on, soaked in sweat,
legs getting heavier and heavier with each labored stride. Stones
flew from their hooves as they raced down a steep hill into a narrow
valley between the peaks. All Legna could do was try to keep her
footing; falling meant certain death. So did slowing down.
A shadow on the rocky trail moved with them, as if it also fled
for its life from the unyielding sun. It grew larger, meandering along
the steep ledges that bordered the narrow path. Legna panicked: It’s
behind me! Any moment I’ll feel its talons!
A rasping screech confirmed her awful fear; a coproth was almost on top of her. There was the sound of wind and wing—of
death. Another shadow appeared ahead of the first, smaller but
growing, closing in on the other. Legna heard another piercing cry,
aggressive and fierce.
Like an avalanche of feather and flesh, a vulture fell beside the
trail, its long neck and wings spinning wildly, twisting and cracking
as it impacted the rocky ground.
“Eagles!” cried Quinn, looking up.
The exhausted horses came to a stop and were now an audience
to the combat above them. As they watched, two more coproth
dropped from the sky, their torn bodies plummeting to earth behind distant slopes. The hunters had become the hunted.
A lone eagle winged his way down to where the Tarpan stood
huddled together. Legna could sense the rising fear in Quinn and
the others; they were thinking about running again. And though
her own instinct told her to flee, she pushed it down.
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“Don’t move!” she ordered, registering the objection in Quinn’s
eyes. “Trust me.”
The eagle was almost upon them. The Chrysos thrust his legs
out toward the horses, exposing long, curved talons. So immense
and powerful was he that they knew he could end all their lives with
one ferocious pass.
“Answer to your duty in Throm!” Legna screamed.
Throwing back its body, wings extended, the eagle landed just
short of the terrified horses. Bouncing toward them, he held his
massive head low, turning it to reveal a curious, blinking, golden
eye.
“What did you say?” he asked, staring down at Legna, beak agape
and throat pulsating.
Legna cowered beneath the huge bird of prey. “They…They need
help. Answer to your duty in Throm.”
Haman tilted his head back and a cry erupted from deep within
his throat. More shrieks echoed from above as others answered his
call.
The eagle bent down over the terrified mare, his head rotating
to scrutinize her. “You bring an order from our lord and the aerie
will answer it!” The Chrysos’s golden eyes blinked and he nodded,
“Thank you.”
With a heavy blast from his massive wings, Haman took to the
air, turning slowly on the rising currents. From an opening in the
mountain’s face high above, more Chrysos took to the sky, their
warlike calls echoing among the peaks.
Relieved of her burden and finally at ease, Legna stood with
Quinn and the other three horses, watching as the eagles disappeared from view. “Someone’s in big trouble,” she said.
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CHAPTER thirty

T

he sun had barely peeked over the horizon when the
warning from the trees came. As the clansmen took their
places on the Rock’s wall, they could hear thunder rising in the distance. It was a sound the Faunaran trackers knew all too well, a
reminder of the harrowing nighttime chase through RienFor and a
narrow escape at the High Bridge.
This time it was the forest animals that fled the onslaught, spilling out of the trees ahead of the violent tide. The clamor continued
to grow in volume before abruptly ending, its trailing echo smothered by an eerie calm.
From the border of trees Rulan looked across the clearing at the
hill of stone before him. Its western wall stood in shadow, cool and
damp, still untouched by the warmth of the rising sun. He could
see the Erlans looking down from the ledges above, but the resistance they would offer was of little concern to him. Lifting a massive horned head, the beast snorted, opening his cat-like mouth in a
grimace to test the air.
“The scent of wolf is strong.” He bellowed out an order to the
two beasts standing on either side of him, “To the wall! Go!” The
creatures lumbered ahead, unable to understand that they were being used as bait.
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They galloped forward, hooves pounding the grass, sweat pouring from their backs and shoulders. From his vantage point high
on the wall, Amor spoke silently to Throm’s defenders. “Hold. They
cannot harm us from the ground.” The men obeyed his order and
remained still, bows raised, arrows nocked.
The ogren pair roared up at the clansmen with the excitement
of predators that had finally trapped their quarry. Rulan waited and
watched; the scent of wolf a warning he would not ignore. With
the beasts in back of their leader growing ever more impatient, he
issued another order to his sacrificial scouts: “Climb! You will have
the first taste!”
With hungry abandon, the two monsters charged toward the
chiseled stairway. The first to begin the ascent was met with a flurry
of arrows from above. A dozen thin shafts sunk deep into its meaty
back; the ogren staggered but kept climbing. Each arrow point carried enough poison to kill a man instantly, but the toxin seemed to
have little effect on the huge beast. Finally, Berin’s well aimed shot
through the ogren’s catlike eye brought the creature down, its massive body impacting the ground with a grotesque slap.
The second ogren eagerly took the place of the first, scrambling
to find its footing on the slim wedges of rock. More arrows rained
down and it shared the same fate as the first.
Unable to contain the beasts in back of him, and eager to sate his
own hunger, Rulan could delay no longer. “The wolves have abandoned them! They’re at our mercy!” He let loose a horrid roar and
charged ahead, leaving the cover of the trees. The earth quaked beneath hundreds of hammering hooves.
The ogren charged the stairs in a mass of shoving bodies but Rulan veered away, finding shelter in one of the large openings at the
base of the wall. Protected by the deep cavern’s archway, he panted
with excitement, scraping his horns impatiently against the damp
stone, watching as one horned beast after another, riddled with arrows, fell from the steps. It was just a matter of time before the
defenders’ resources were exhausted.
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Behind him, in the pitch black of the cavern, something moved;
Rulan could feel a subtle change in the air. He turned and peered
into the darkness, looking, listening. He snorted loudly and lowered
his horns, aiming them into the void. A deep growl answered the
threat, a pair of glowing yellow eyes coming to life in the shadows.
Shuffling backwards, Rulan slammed into the backs of others
vying for position on the stairs. Alerted by their leader’s distress,
they turned and joined him in facing down the black wolf emerging
from the murky cavity.
The hackles on Kamatz’s back were up and his lips quivered, exposing rows of thick, razor sharp teeth. Rulan knew he had not seen
the Black at the High Bridge. He looked warily at the adjacent caverns, afraid that more wolves might emerge. None came.
“He’s alone!”
It was all his horde of followers needed to hear. Although a few
of them would die, a single Nuruth—no matter how fierce—could
be overcome. With the courage of numbers, they closed in on the
wolf, jaws snapping, black spears aimed to gore.
Kamatz lifted his head and howled.
In one choreographed movement, the clansmen stepped away
from the openings on the Rock’s second level making way for the
Nuruth Pack as it exploded from within. The wolves leapt down
upon the enemy in a terrible frenzy of violence, slashing at backs,
ripping into necks, biting faces. Blood soaked the ground. The ogren
that had stood with their leader abandoned him, fighting for their
lives amid the melee.
Facing the Black alone now, Rulan swung his huge, horned head
from side to side and pawed the ground. Kamatz remained motionless, teeth bared, eyes locked on his opponent. He had killed
ogren before but could tell this one was different. The monster’s size
would have been enough to warrant caution, but its eyes were what
concerned him most. In them the Pack leader saw a cunningness
that the other beasts did not possess, an intellect that made it much
more dangerous.
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The stand-off was broken when an ogren, bleeding from a deep
gash on its neck, staggered into the fray. Rulan used the distraction to his advantage, slamming into the side of the wayward beast,
driving it at Kamatz. The Black sprang away, avoiding the collision,
only to see Rulan surging toward him, horns targeting his exposed
side. The Nuruth spun, clamping down on one of the long black
spears. His teeth made a loud grinding sound as they slid along the
horn’s length, deflecting the charge.
They squared off again.
“At least you’re trying,” taunted Rulan. “The one at the bridge just
stood there, begging to die.”
Hawni.
The ogren lunged. Fangs ripped into Kamatz’s shoulder and a
horn grazed his side, knocking him off balance. Rolling away from
the impact, he regained his feet and retreated. He was limping, his
ability to defend himself compromised.
Sensing the wolf’s vulnerability, Rulan’s cat-like eyes dilated with
excitement, and thick gobs of saliva spilled from his black gums in
anticipation of a kill. “She howled in pain,” snorted the ogren. “I
could feel her die.” He rushed the Black again, throwing every ounce
of his great bulk into the charge.
In an incredibly fast and fluid maneuver, Kamatz dropped to his
injured shoulder just as the ogren swung its massive head to gore
him. The wolf had exaggerated the severity of his wound, a deception intended to invite overconfidence in his foe.
The strategy worked. For a fraction of a second, the ogren’s throat
was exposed. Kamatz came up from below with such force that he
lifted the creature off the ground. The beast was thrown onto its
side and pinned in a death grip.
Rulan tried frantically to free himself from the wolf’s jaws, but
Kamatz only clamped down tighter, using all his biting force to
crush the ogren’s neck. Frenzied kicks slowed to frail jerks, then
receded into stillness.
The demise of Rulan went unnoticed by the mass of roaring,
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snorting beasts. Fighting a pitched battle against the Nuruth, it was
their own will to survive that commanded them now. Although the
ambush by the wolves had killed or wounded many of the creatures
nearest the wall, the initial chaos caused by the surprise attack had
subsided. The horde had regrouped and, just as at the High Bridge,
managed to push the wolves to the perimeter of the battle. With Kamatz barking orders, the Pack fought its way back toward the stairs.
The clansmen had done their best to hold it, but the second level
was overtaken. And to make things worse, the defenders’ supply
of arrows was dwindling; it was only a matter of time before their
ability to slow the ogren advance would end. Facing defeat, Amor
reached out to Berin and Lewelen who were busy hollering commands to their men. The words were heavy, laden with regret and
guilt.
“No one must be allowed to suffer.”
They understood. Enough Ricinia had been set aside in the Hall
of Clans to deliver a painless end.
“Most are my people,” answered Berin, soberly. “If it comes to
that, I will do it.”
A shadow climbed the rock face and an alarm rang out above
the roars.
“Coproth!”
The warning came too late for Curren. The Hydran was plucked
from where he stood at the end of the ledge on the fourth level.
Gripped violently within the vulture’s dagger-like talons, he was
savaged by the creature’s scimitar beak before being tossed into the
waiting jaws of the ogren below.
A second vulture swept down from above. Real and Roul brought
it down with two arrows to its snake-like neck. The giant bird
slammed into the base of the high rock wall, massive wings spread
like oily blankets over the bloody bodies piled there.
More and more of the vultures came—too many to repel.
Fighting on two fronts now, and with the last of the arrows almost
gone, defeat seemed inevitable. Aided by the winged attacks from
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overhead, the ogren surged up the stairs, horns scraping the granite
wall, gobs of saliva dripping from horrid yellow fangs. The clansmen fled upward from the third tier in retreat.
Ducking beneath the talons and snapping beak of a diving coproth, Berin called to his sons, “Real! Roul! To me!” The twins scooted along the ledge, somersaulting beneath another pair of grasping
claws before kneeling next their father.
“Stay with Amor.” Berin handed a broken arrow to Roul, its tip
blackened with poison. “Don’t let them take you.” He placed his
hands on his sons’ shoulders and smiled, the white scar rising on
his cheek, tears pooling in his brown eyes. He was so incredibly
proud of his boys. “We tried,” he said. “We tried.” With that, he
stepped through the archway into the Hall of Clans.
The first ogren arrived at the top of the stairs and the clansmen
scrambled away from the beast, crawling backward, pressed against
one another in the ever shrinking confines of the ledge. A last volley of arrows was let loose and the creature fell. Another stepped to
the rocky platform and with a thrust of its horns shoveled the body
away. A coproth raked the wall with its talons before landing clumsily at the far end of the narrow shelf.
The clansmen were trapped.
The vulture lowered its fleshy head, black eyes blinking, and
stepped awkwardly toward the Erlans gathered in front of the high,
arcing door. Seeing the coproth closing in on its prey, the ogren at
the opposite end of the ledge roared and quickened its pace.
What happened next would become subject for debate among
those huddled together expecting to die. Amor was sure the piercing cry—not heard at the Rock for a thousand years—came first,
just before the coproth was ripped from the ledge by the Chrysos’s
talons. Lewelen would argue that the Nuruth had made it to the
top of the stairs before that, leaping onto the ogren’s back. Real and
Roul would say that Haman and Kamatz arrived at the same time,
an instant before they called to their father.
None would deny they had been saved.
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B

obby’s thoughts narrowed with the river. Paddling
from the bow of the canoe, he made an effort to visualize his
father’s face with the same detail of the previous night’s dream,
when it had emerged from the fog amid countless swirling voices.
But as hard as he tried to summon the image, it remained elusive
and he couldn’t draw it from his memory. He thought it strange and
unfair that the woman with the black hair—someone he had never
even met before—was still etched in his mind, incredibly clear and
real. As clear as if she was sitting next to him in the canoe. As real
as Aurora or Scotty or Miann.
Miann! Bobby glanced back at the young Erlan; the resemblance
was so obvious he felt stupid for not thinking of it before. Was it
Miann’s mother I saw? Did she bring my father to me? Guide him
through the Flow? As much as Bobby wanted to share his encounter,
he could not. Not yet. The meanings of dreams are not always clear,
Deekon had told him, and their mysteries can only be solved by the
one who dreams them.
As the canoe drifted along the ever narrowing river, Bobby repeated the words his father had spoken to him in the dream, the last
line of the Ancients’ prophecy, the final riddle. He prayed that he’d
figure it out in time.
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The river dove beneath a bog of weeds and tall grasses. Aurora steered
the canoe to the edge of the swampy embankment then steadied
the craft by driving her paddle down into the mucky bottom. Bobby
stepped into the water and held the bow so the others could get out.
Sinking up to their knees in mud, they labored to pull their feet free
with giant steps before reaching the shore and solid ground.
“Galad said the tree is less than a day’s walk to the east.” Aurora
handed the water skin and kuana sack to Miann before pulling the
canoe onto the grass. Although she tried to appear composed, it
was obvious that the thought of leaving the river made her anxious.
“It’s still early,” said Miann. “If we hurry, we can be to him before
nightfall. Unless we run into trouble.”
Scotty swallowed hard. “You mean vultures, don’t you?”
“Or ogren,” answered Miann, stuffing the bundled key into the
sack he would carry on his back.
“I don’t think we’ll have any problems getting there,” said Bobby.
The others looked at him, unsure how he could make such a
prediction.
“You think it will be that easy?” asked Scotty.
“I didn’t say that.”
When they first started their trek east, Bobby could hear the
excited conversations of birds, the busy chattering of insects, the
murmuring of the grass. His sensitivity to the life around him had
grown ever keener throughout his time in the Erlan World and that
awareness now seemed as natural as any of his other senses. But, not
long after leaving the river, he noticed the connection was weakening, the voices of the flora and fauna fading with each step he took.
By late afternoon the world had become utterly silent. Bobby looked
to Miann for an explanation.
“Why is it so quiet?”
“I don’t know. It reminds me of your world. I hoped I’d never
have to experience it again. The emptiness.”
“They’re afraid of something,” offered Aurora. “The same thing
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happened when Epoch neared RienLos.” She looked out at the green
fields dotted with copses of trees. “We must be careful.”
With the sun nearing the horizon, they crested a long, gently
sloping hill. Below them, in the distance, there was an isolated bluff
of evergreens. Not far from it, the ancient oak waited.
“Old tree! Old tree!” whistled Appi. The chickadee lifted from
Miann’s shoulder and fluttered down the slope ahead of them.
“I can’t believe we made it!” gasped Scotty. He slapped his hand
down on Bobby’s shoulder. “We’re gonna be home soon!”
The look on Miann’s face did not encourage celebration. “What’s
wrong?” asked Bobby.
“He still doesn’t answer,” said Miann.
Aurora pointed. “There’s something on the grass. Do you see it?”
Cautiously, they angled closer until they could make out the
form partly hidden by the oak’s wide trunk. A shiver went down
Scotty’s back. “A vulture! Is it dead?”
Miann nodded, looking over at the pines a short distance away,
then out at the grasslands surrounding them. “But what happened
to it, and why did it come here?”
His attention returned to the tree. “Elder?” he said, reaching
out to touch the oak’s trunk. “We’ve returned with Sailias, like we
promised. Why don’t you speak?”
The same icy cold fear that Bobby had felt when he’d been transported to Shorran’s vault welled up in his chest again. There was
movement in the adjacent bluff of evergreens. A body materialized out of the branches of a pine, like a chameleon surrendering
its camouflage. Miann turned quickly to face the intruder, lifting
his arms to shield the others. A powerful mix of anger and dread
poured out of him as he recognized his mother’s killer.
“He can only speak if I allow it,” said Shorran, stepping from the
trees. “Say hello to your friends, Elder.”
The oak groaned weakly, “I’m…I’m sorry, Miann. I…tried to
warn you.”
Shorran smiled again, his mismatched eyes looking down at the
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dead coproth at his feet. “He tried other things too. Poor Setha, I
was getting used to his company.” The sage patted the oak’s trunk.
“But it was a wasted effort, wasn’t it, Elder?”
At first, Bobby didn’t understand the cryptic jibe. Then he remembered: The prophecy! ‘No thing of Erla can pierce the shell where
darkness and betrayal dwell.’ Eon had killed the coproth, but even
he could not harm Shorran. Nothing in this world could. Shorran
smiled menacingly at Bobby as if he’d heard his thoughts. It so terrified the boy that, for a moment, he forgot to breathe.
“So you were the one I was supposed to fear?” said the sage. “Fool!
I let you take it! And now you will give it back!”
The pupils of Shorran’s eyes surged outward and Bobby felt his
own will surrender to the sage. Clumsily, he stepped toward Miann,
arms and legs acting without consent. The bundle on Miann’s back
glowed brightly, summoning him.
Aurora screamed, “No, Bobby! Don’t!” A look from the sage’s
black eyes silenced the girl, knocking her to the ground.
“Aurora!” Scotty gritted his teeth and ran at Shorran. He, too,
was thrown to the grass, convulsing in agony.
Miann strained to move away from Bobby’s reach but was frozen
in place. He watched in horror as his friend removed the wrapped
key from where it was stored at his back.
“It’s mine!” bellowed Shorran. “Bring it to me!”
Bobby tried desperately to defy the order but could not. With
shaking hands, he pulled the blanket free of Sailias. Holding the key
out in front of him, arms straight, a hand on each of its ends, he carried it slowly, awkwardly toward the sage. Tendrils of light weaved
their way across Sailias’s field of vision, spiraling in all directions,
curving left and right, rising and falling like countless threads linking all living things visible through its lens.
Except Shorran. The sage remained untouched by the light, an
island of darkness in a radiant sea, a disconnected shadow. And it
seemed that he had finally won. Once returned to him, Sailias could
not be taken again; the prophecy would find its end.
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Bobby strained to pull the key away, to deny the sage his prize,
but his arms would not obey his commands. “Help!” he cried.
His desperate plea was answered. Framed by the key’s arcing window, a bright ball of light passed in front him, lifting and falling like
a burning ember carried on the breeze. Bobby watched as it floated
toward the inky void that defined his enemy. He had seen the dazzling orb before; it was the same radiant spirit that had identified the
key to him in the icy cold of Shorran’s vault, the same life force that
had revealed to him its true essence. Appi was flying to his defense.
“Bad! Bad!” cried the chickadee, pecking furiously at Shorran’s
face.
The sage twisted away from the attack, swatting at the bird,
knocking his tiny body to the grass. In that moment of distraction,
Bobby was released from Shorran’s hold and fell backward, hitting
the ground with such force that the wind was knocked out of him.
Dazed and choking, he looked up through Sailias’s eye at the shadow man and noticed a pin prick of light standing out starkly against
the dark backdrop of his body. A glowing tear.
As Bobby gasped for air, his father’s voice swam in his head: Evil
reigns if you fail to see the soul’s window weeping through the key.
He gulped down a breath and leaned forward, letting the key fall
to his lap in time to see Shorran lift a hand to his bleeding eye. In
the act of sacrificing himself, Appi had done what Eon could not,
what no thing of Erla could. Bobby understood now. Like Hinton
Hawlins solving the final riddle that spelled Wilven’s doom, he recalled something his grandfather had said the day they first talked
about Miann, the day they shared their secret: Your eyes, Son. Windows to the soul, they always give you away.
“Miann! His eye!” cried Bobby. “That’s how you can stop him!”
The young Erlan, having also been freed from Shorran’s grip by
Appi’s brave attack, followed Bobby’s lead. He rolled on his side and
plunged a hand into the kuana sack that lay on the ground beside
him. In one fast, fluid movement he pulled the jackknife free, levered open its blade, and sprang at the sage.
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There was a horrible shriek and Shorran staggered backward,
clawing at the thin ivory handle protruding from his face. With a
shaking hand he pulled the knife free and flung it to the ground.
The same hand returned to cover the wound, but was unable to
stem the flow of blood that poured between its fingers.
With only one eye to guide him, Shorran thrust his free arm out
at Bobby and the key cradled in his lap. The boy scrambled backward, pulling Sailias away, clutching it tightly to his chest.
“It’s mine!” screamed the sage. He took another labored step
then his arms fell to his sides and he staggered, his body wavering
like a rice weed stem leaning against an unrelenting current.
Bobby wasn’t sure what compelled him to lift Sailias and look
through its eye again, but that’s what he did. He watched, riveted,
as the void that had been Shorran slowly disintegrated. Light spilled
out of the sage’s wounded eye, consuming the darkness around it.
Tiny luminescent fingers, as thin as hairs, wove their way through
the black shroud of his body. The dark shell that had covered him—
that had defined him—was no more. For an instant, he burned
brightly—then was gone.
With some help from Bobby, Aurora and Scotty managed to make
it to their feet. Although bruised and groggy from the violence they
had endured, neither had been seriously hurt. Appi had not been so
lucky.
Miann was on his knees next the ancient oak, the chickadee’s
tiny, lifeless body cupped in his hands. “Mother, Oris…now Appi.
Why?” he sobbed.
“Hmmm…That I cannot answer,” groaned Eon. “Fate can be cruel, Miann. As much as we would like to alter its flow, it carries us
where it will. Even the power of Sailias cannot bring the Little One
back.”
“Aurora can,” blurted Scotty, his head now clear. He looked nervously at the girl, not sure how she would react to his declaration.
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“Can what?” asked Bobby, ready to scold his friend for interrupting at such a delicate moment.
“Bring him back.”
Miann wiped the tears from his eyes and the expression on his
face suddenly changed. It looked like he was angry, as if he might
strike Scotty for such an inane comment. Instead, he uttered a curt
question, “How?”
Scotty glanced at Aurora again, interpreting her silence as permission to explain. He spoke quickly, as if the speed of his words
gave them more merit.
“She’s a Healer. She can do it. Remember the bridge, when the
vultures attacked us? I died there. I’m not messing with you. Aurora
and Galad found me and…she brought me back.”
Miann looked at Aurora, hopeful. “Is it true?”
Her eyes met his and she nodded. “Yes, but—“
“Like I said, she’s a Healer. She used the water thing, what’s her
name…Nayad. You could do it again, right?”
Aurora shook her head in doubt. “The river is too far away, we
wouldn’t make it in time. And I’m not even sure I could do it again.”
“I know where there’s water!” said Scotty. “And it’s close!” His
blue eyes sparkled with pride. They were the eyes of his resurrection, eyes that saw the world differently now. It didn’t take long for
Bobby to understand what he was thinking.
“Our lake!”
“Yeah. Why not?” said Scotty, shrugging. “It’s water, right?”
Eon rumbled. “Nayad’s voice has not been heard there in two
thousand years. Hmmm…Still, you must try; we owe our friend
that much.” The ground shook. “Hurry! Step through me now!”
It was not the kind of homecoming Bobby expected. Stumbling
through the Door, he crossed the clearing into a world that seemed
inert and empty. Words were useless, his ability to understand Miann and Aurora impossible beyond the reach of Eon’s roots.
Scotty led the way to the lakeshore with Aurora, disoriented and
wary, following on his heels. Bobby trailed behind the girl, clearing
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a path for Miann and the tiny feathered mass held gingerly in his
hands.
A little way up the shore the row boat was still tied to the overhanging branch. Mere minutes had passed since Bobby had been
here, though he knew it was really weeks. He could now see the cottage across the lake, fixing his eyes on it for only a moment before
returning his attention to the task at hand.
Aurora was in the water, far enough out that her hands could
reach its surface without bending. Miann, also partly submerged,
was facing her, holding Appi out in front of him like an offering.
A gentle sound came from the girl’s lips like that made by a breeze
caressing the long boughs of pine hanging overhead. As he waited
at the shore with Scotty at his side, Bobby had no idea what she was
saying. She continued to speak with eyes closed, the tips of her fingers stirring the water slowly around her thighs.
After a while it looked like Aurora was losing heart, that she
knew her effort was futile. But something happened just then: her
eyes opened and she looked down as if searching for something
hidden in the shallows. She scooped some water, lifting it carefully
as if it were the most precious thing in the world. Tilting her hand
above the tiny body resting in Miann’s palms, she let a few drops
of the liquid fall. They spilled over the tiny bird’s delicate feathers.
Appi moved! Miann looked up at Aurora to confirm it, afraid
that his eyes had betrayed him.
She nodded and smiled. It was true; their tiny friend was coming
back to them. As the chickadee stirred, flapping his wings to right
himself on his fleshy perch, a faint voice rose from the water. Even
beyond the reach of Eon’s roots, disconnected from the power of
the Erlan world, they could all hear it:
Life takes what life gives;
Love and hope,
And the Finder lives.

310

CHAPTER thirty-t wo

I

t was a moment Bobby would never forget. When the
little chickadee sprang to life in Miann’s hands, it was like they
had all been reborn, all their hopes taking flight with him. Such a
miracle made anything possible, but it was just one of the revelations Bobby had witnessed at the water’s edge. As he walked back to
Eon, he couldn’t help but dwell on the other.
Appi was the Finder.
Bobby would not deny that it hurt. It’s the kind of loss that comes
with finding out you’re not what others hoped you were, what you
wanted to be. Like being told you’d lost the lead in a play after
spending countless hours memorizing the part.
“It doesn’t matter, Bobby,” said Miann, waiting for him with the
others next the oak’s wide, chiseled trunk. “I think Appi found you
so you could help him find Sailias.”
“Miann’s right,” said Scotty. “And Shorran would have got the
key back, if it hadn’t been for you.”
“You saw his weakness,” added Aurora.
Even Appi chimed in, whistling down from his perch overhead.
“You help. You help.”
Words alone would not have been enough to convince him; it
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was the honesty and caring that flowed from his friends that made
him believe what they were saying was true. It really didn’t matter
that he wasn’t the hero named in the Ancients’ prophecy; he was
proud of what he’d done. So what if I’m not Hinton Hawlins. I helped
save a world, just the same!
The earth quaked. “Hmmm…That is true,” said Eon, privy to the
boy’s thoughts. “The wisdom of the Ancients lives on in you, Young
One. And you have fulfilled your promise.”
Bobby heard the finality in the Elder’s words. It was the same
realization he had come to when he finished The Amulet Master:
every adventure has its end. There was an awkward silence, as if the
others knew it as well. Even the bundled key, resting against Eon’s
trunk, seemed subdued, unwilling to turn the last page in the final
chapter of their story together.
The children of two worlds stood facing one another, not sure
how to say good-bye. Aurora broke ranks and surprised Scotty with
a kiss on the cheek. “You were very brave,” she said, smiling through
sparkling blue eyes. His face flushed red and he stammered in reply.
Miann placed a hand on Bobby’s shoulder, searching for the right
words to express his gratitude, but they escaped him. Bobby didn’t
know what to say, either. They had been through so much together;
too much for a simple farewell to honor. How do you say good-bye to
someone who’s done so much for you? Who means so much to you?
The answer came when Miann’s touch betrayed a sadness still
lingering deep within him. Bobby knew immediately what it was,
for he had carried the same burden of loss for over a year, only to
be freed from it the night before through the healing power of a
dream. More than words could ever convey, he shared that dream
with his friend as a final parting gift.
Tears of joy welled up in the young Erlan’s eyes. “Thank you,
Bobby. Thank you.”
Miann picked up the bundled key and took a deep breath. Turning toward Eon, he held out his hand for Aurora. Together, they
looked up at Appi perched on the limb above them.
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“Coming! Coming!” blasted the chickadee.
“Are you sure you want to?” asked Miann. “It might not be—”
“There is no use arguing with him!” boomed the Elder. “He
wouldn’t listen, anyway.”
Amid laughter, Appi flew down to Miann’s shoulder and the
three passed through Eon’s Door together.
“They are through,” rumbled Eon. “In a moment I will be closed. No
matter what happens to me in this world, theirs will be safe. Thanks
to you.”
No matter what happens to me in this world. Bobby remembered
the sound of the chainsaw. The trees were being cut, the lot cleared.
“I’ll try to stop them from coming here,” Bobby said, knowing
how powerless he would be in achieving that goal.
“Do what you can, Young One. It’s all I can ask. Farewell to you
both.”
When the Elder’s last syllable rumbled away, the tree’s energy left
with it, and the connection to the Erlan world was severed. Bobby
and Scotty felt the change immediately, as if the earth had breathed
its last breath. They stood there for some time, sad in the knowledge
that the ancient oak would never speak to them again, never connect them to their friends on the other side of his Door. Finally, they
turned away from the tree and headed for home.
Bobby stuffed the knapsack under the boat’s center seat and untied it from the overhanging tree limb. Scotty walked a little farther
up the shore and pulled his canoe from the embankment. The two
boys crossed the bay without speaking, each commanding his craft
side by side with the other. It wasn’t like the last time when they had
ignored each other out of anger over an argument they had while
fishing. This was the silence of contemplation, of reflection. What
they had done was incredible and it needed processing.
Bobby stayed with Scotty until he arrived at his dock, watching
him as he crawled up onto the wooden planks, the unsteady craft
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wobbling under his feet. He was wondering how Scotty would explain his blue eyes to his family, when a question from his friend
interrupted that thought.
“Do you think I could borrow those books you like?”
Bobby was surprised by the request; it reminded him that it
wasn’t just Scotty’s eyes that had changed. “Sure. Um…I’ll bring
them tomorrow. Did you wanna go fishing then?”
“Nah. Let’s go swimmin’ on the shoal.” His blue eyes lit up. “We
can look for that bass!”
“Okay,” said Bobby, pulling on the oars. “See ya tomorrow.”
It felt strange arriving back at his shore again. So much time had
passed. And so little. After tying the boat to the willow tree, Bobby
made sure the knapsack was well hidden under the seat. He’d come
back and get it when he was sure his mother wasn’t watching.
He ran up the cottage steps and opened the screen door. Entering the kitchen, he pulled on the chrome handle of the big fridge,
removed the water jug, and poured himself a glass. Taking a long
drink, he walked into the living room and looked across at the bookcase and The Amulet Master sitting on its top shelf. Like everything
else in this place, the story seemed different to him now.
A cough from outside grabbed his attention. He walked to the
window and looked out at his mother working at the flower bed.
His chest became heavy at the sight of her. She had no idea where
he had been, what he had gone through, how close he had come to
breaking her already damaged heart. But he had kept his promise
and come back. I wish I could tell her about Dad. I hope some night
he comes to her in a dream and tells her everything will be alright.
He watched her for a while until another noise from the driveway drew his attention away. Bobby placed his face against the window and saw Gramps’s truck pull up. The old man got out, shared
a few words with his daughter then started walking briskly toward
the cottage. Bobby felt his heart flutter. What will I tell him? The
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kitchen door opened and Gramps was surprised to see his grandson standing there.
“You’re back already?” The old man glanced back through the
screen door to make sure his daughter was still at the flower bed
then lowered his voice. “Is everything alright?”
Bobby took a deep breath. “Everything’s fine. I promised you,
didn’t I?”
His grandfather’s brow wrinkled. “And the Nature Boy? Did
you…help him?”
Bobby thought of the jackknife, and the flashlight, and how his
grandfather’s words had come to him in his time of need. He nodded. “We both did, Gramps.”
Frank Addison looked appraisingly at the boy, not sure how to
interpret the statement. Bobby saw that childlike innocence surface
again, the need for approval.
“Well, that’s…good to know,” said Gramps. He crossed to his
chair and his air of authority returned, like a king preparing to
make a decree from his throne.
“Years ago, I made a promise, too.” He smiled, proud of himself.
“Ol’ Tom’s gonna sell me that lot, after all. You won’t hear any more
cuttin’ over there; I’m leavin’ it just the way it is.” He looked up at his
grandson. “Some day it’ll be yours.”
Just then the door opened and Bobby’s mother walked in. She
also looked surprised when she saw him. “I didn’t know you were in
here.” That motherly concern resurfaced. “Did you work things out
with Scotty?”
Bobby almost laughed. “Yeah, Mom. Everything’s cool.”
“Good.” Her son’s smirk made her suspect that he was keeping
something from her, but she decided to let it go. She started toward
the bathroom, and then stopped as if she’d just remembered something. “Did you take your toothbrush somewhere?”
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